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PREFACE

If we wish to study the origins of modern German political thought, the
1790s deserve our closest attention. The reaction to the French Revolution,
which took place during this decade, led to the formation of three antithetical
political traditions in Germany: liberalism, conservatism, and romanticism.
Each of these traditions has played a central role in the development of
modern German political thought in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.
The task of this book is to determine the genesis and context of these
traditions and to provide an analysis of their fundamental political ideals. It
gives a survey of the major political thinkers and movements of the 1790s.
Each chapter considers one or more of the central figures of this decade, the
genesis of their political theory, their reaction to the French Revolution, and
the importance of politics for their thought in general.
By concentrating on a single formative decade, I hope to give a more
thorough account of these political traditions than has been possible with
broader surveys. The study of any important historical period requires what
Fritz Valjavec has called " M u t zum Detail." Only by focusing in depth on
individual thinkers can we escape superficial generalizations and clichés.
A new study of the 1790s requires, I hope, little apology. There has not
been any thorough study of this decade in English. The only major study of
German political theory after the French Revolution is Reinhold Aris's History of Political Thought in Germany, 1789—1815 (London, 1936), but this
work is marred by prejudices, is very superficial philosophically, and is out
of date. Klaus Epstein's Genesis of German Conservatism
(Princeton,
1966), while crucial for an understanding of this period, covers only some
of the more important conservative thinkers. G . P. Gooch's Germany and
the French Revolution (London, 1920), although a useful survey of the
various reactions to the French Revolution, provides only a superficial
account of the political theories. George Kelly's brilliant study of the origins
of Hegelianism, Idealism, Politics, and History (Cambridge, 1969), has a
much too narrow approach to its subject, focusing on a few major
philosophers. He sees only the cloud-covered peaks, ignoring the whole
vii
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topography of the land below. As a result, Kelly drastically exaggerates the
significance of Rousseau at the expense of the more influential Montesquieu.
This book counters two current opinions. The first is the still prevalent
view that German thought throughout the eighteenth century, and even
during the French Revolution, was apolitical. This view, first expounded by
Madame de Staël in her De l'Allemagne (1806), has gained wide acceptance
since its propagation by Heine, Marx, and Engels. Against this view I have
attempted to show the political purpose of most German philosophy in the
1790s. Although I have focused upon the 1790s, a decade when the influence
of politics is most conspicuous, I have not limited myself to that period.
Whenever possible I have also examined a philosopher's intellectual development in the preceding decades. Even then, I argue, we find that German
philosophy was politically motivated. Hence its political dimension cannot
be limited to the revolutionary decade alone.
The second opinion is the belief common among analytic philosophers
that the essential interest and value of the German philosophical tradition
lies in its arguments, the chains of reasoning that can be reconstructed from
a close reading of a few selected texts. This narrowly analytical approach to
the history of philosophy, if pushed to extremes and regarded as the only
worthy one, ultimately emasculates its subject. The history of philosophy is
much more than a set of arguments. It also consists of moral, political, and
religious values, ends, and ideals. We can understand the history of
philosophy only if we consider the purpose of argument, the values, ends,
and ideals that lead a philosopher to construct an argument in the first place.
Both of these opinions have blinded us to the underlying political values
and ideals of German thought in the late eighteenth century. The central
thesis of this work is that German philosophy in this period—whether it
concerns epistemology, metaphysics, ethics, or aesthetics—was dominated
and motivated by political ends. Here I use the word "political" in its
normal sense of anything concerned with the government of human beings.
The subject matter of this book is not, therefore, German political
thought in any narrow sense. My proper subject is German philosophy in
general in the 1790s. Since German philosophy in the 1790s is so profoundly
politicized, however, any study of it inevitably becomes a study of German
political thought.
This book continues my study of German philosophy in the 1780s, The
Fate of Reason: German Philosophy from Kant to Fichte (Cambridge, Massachusetts, 1987). These two books together are meant to survey German
philosophy in its most formative modern period, from the publication of
Kritik der reinen Vernunft in 1 7 8 1 to the dawn of the nineteenth century.
In working on this book I have incurred many debts of gratitude, both
to individuals and to institutions. I am especially grateful to the following
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people for their encouragement or reading of earlier drafts: Christiane
Goldmann, Paul Guyer, Henry Harris, Michael M o r g a n , Susan Neimann,
Fania Oz-Salzberger, James Schmidt, Harriet Strachan, Michael Theunissen,
and Kenneth Westphal. I am also grateful for the generous assistance provided by the staffs of several libraries: the British Library, L o n d o n ; the University Library of the Free University of Berlin; the University Library of the
University of Göttingen; and the Prussian State Library, Berlin. T h e book
was written from 1 9 8 8 to 1 9 9 0 in Berlin and London; the final draft was
prepared in the spring of 1 9 9 1 in Bloomington, Indiana. M y first two years
of research were generously supported by the Alexander von Humboldt
Stiftung, Bonn.
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INTRODUCTION

The Politicization of German Thought in the 1790s
During the 1790s in Germany, philosophy was dominated by a single
dramatic event: the French Revolution. Like no other event before it, the
breathtaking and epoch-making spectacle across the Rhine politicized
German thought. While political concerns were central to German thought
before the Revolution, they had never been as public, polarized, and partisan
as in the 1790s. Philosophers who had previously written little or nothing
on politics became virtually obsessed with the questions raised by the Revolution. Almost all the writings of Kant, Fichte, Schiller, Humboldt, Forster,
Jacobi, Herder, Schlegel, Novalis, and Wieland in the early 1790s were
inspired, either directly or indirectly, by the Revolution.
The politicization of German thought in the 1790s did not mean that
philosophers abandoned the realm of abstract theory to discuss the more
mundane issues of the day. Throughout the decade philosophers continued
to address the classical problems of epistemology, ethics, and aesthetics,
and they did so with renewed vigor. Yet even these apparently remote
and abstract fields became politicized in the 1790s. An epistemological,
ethical, or aesthetic theory became a weapon to justify or achieve political
ends.
The politicization of German thought in the 1790s also did not mean
that philosophers identified with, or committed themselves to, specific political parties or ideologies. The equivalent of modern political parties and
ideologies did not exist in Germany at the time. They were in the process
of formation, to be sure, but they were not developed, organized, or selfconscious. Nevertheless, German philosophers in the 1790s were politicized
in a perfectly straightforward sense: they had definite views about the proper
form of government and organization of society; and their epistemological,
ethical, and aesthetic theories were used to justify these views or were
formed in light of them.
The 1790s mark the end of an age of intellectual innocence in Germany.
Before the French Revolution the philosophers of the German EnlightenI
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ment, or Aufklärung, shared a certain consensus. They believed that they
could speak impartially and with a single voice about their common humanity, the law of nature, and the public good. After the Revolution, however,
German philosophy became factionalized. Philosophers discovered that they
could not speak on behalf of humanity, the law of nature, or the public
good without engaging in controversy with opposed parties motivated by
competing interests. There was no longer a single concept of humanity, the
law of nature, or the public good, but many different concepts depending
on one's political viewpoint. Hence politics replaced religion as the chief
source of schism and tension in social life.
Prima facie the problematic of German philosophy in the 1790s marks
no fundamental break with the past. If there was a single central problem
that preoccupied German philosophers in the 1790s, then it was the same
problem that had plagued them in the 1780s, and indeed throughout
most of the eighteenth century: the authority of reason. What are the limits
of reason? Does it have the power to justify our basic moral, religious,
political, and commonsense beliefs? Or does it end in complete skepticism
or nihilism? These questions originally arose in the 1720s in the context
of the controversies surrounding Wolff's rationalism. The Wolffians argued
that reason has the power to demonstrate the existence of God, Providence, and immortality, while the pietists countered that rationalism ends in
the atheism and fatalism of Spinozism. These questions were then raised
anew in the 1780s in the context of the disputes surrounding Kant's
philosophy. Now, however, the focus was not on the possibility of Wolff's
metaphysics but on the possibility of the critique of pure reason itself.1 The
issues at stake were whether reason has the power to determine the limits
and conditions of knowledge, and what constitute the universal standards
of criticism.
These old questions were given a new urgency in the 1790s because of
the rationalism of the French radicals. It was in the name of reason that they
justified their ideals of liberté, égalité, et fraternité, that they swept away the
historical traditions and institutions of France, and that they conceived and
executed the Terror. According to radicals such as Robespierre, Sieyès, and
Saint-Just, reason is the source of our fundamental moral principles, and in
particular the principles of liberty, equality, and fraternity of a republic.
Since the present social and historical institutions of France make it impossible to act on these principles, however, we are not only permitted but
obliged to sweep them away. Indeed, it is reason that sanctions the use of
force against those who oppose the Revolution. For reason demands that
we use every means necessary to achieve its ends, and the only effective
measure against counterrevolutionary force is greater force. Hence even the
Terror seemed to receive the blessing of reason itself. Such daring and
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extreme rationalism was a clear challenge to many German thinkers in the
1790s. For if reason does indeed demand that we create a republic, should
not Germany embark forthwith on the same revolutionary experiment as
France?
Although the problem of the authority of reason was not new to German
philosophy in the 1790s, it had become transformed, assuming a more political shape. Before the Revolution the problem of the authority of reason
concerned the limits of theoretical reason, the power of reason to know
supernatural entities (God or the soul), the universe as a whole, or the universal criteria of criticism. After the Revolution this problem involved more
the limits of practical reason, the power of reason to guide our conduct.
More specifically, it concerned the power of reason to guide conduct in the
realm of politics. Three specific questions arose. First, does pure reason by
itself have the power to determine the general principles of our conduct, or
must we rely on experience? Second, if we assume that reason does have this
power, does it also have the capacity to determine the specific principles of
the state? And, third, does pure reason by itself have the power to make the
will act according to reason's ideals?
In focusing on the powers of practical reason, the debate on the Revolution coincided with the growing controversy surrounding Kant's philosophy.
The main question behind Kant's Kritik der praktischen Vernunft—"Is pure
reason practical?"—could be seen as an accurate formulation of the central
issue behind the debate on the Revolution. This work had appeared in 1788,
only one year before the storming of the Bastille, and it soon sparked a heated
controversy.2 Kant's critics argued that pure reason is not practical, having
the power neither to determine the principles of our conduct nor to motivate
the will into action. So, given that there was already a lively debate concerning Kant's ethics, it was only natural that the debate on the Revolution
would be couched in Kantian terms. It seemed to many, both radicals and
conservatives alike, that Kant's philosophy had articulated the claims of
reason of the revolutionaries across the Rhine. It was hardly surprising, then,
that one of the most famous debates on the Revolution was started by
Kant's "Theorie-Praxis" essay.3 This essay soon became the subject of a
fierce dispute among Kant, Rehberg, Gentz, Garve, and Moser in the pages
of the Berlinische Monatsschrift
The debate concerning the powers and limits of practical reason in the
1790s was very complex, involving several controversial issues. One of these
was the classical dispute between rationalism and empiricism in ethics. What
justifies our moral and political principles—reason or experience? Does
reason have the power to determine the ends of action, independent of
experience? Or does it have the power only to ascertain the means to ends,
which must be learned through experience? Which view one takes is decisive
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for one's position on the relationship between theory and practice, and
indeed for one's attitude toward social and political change. If moral principles are justified by reason alone, and if right and wrong are measured by
their conformity to these principles, then practice must conform to theory,
reality to our ideals. If moral principles are justified by experience, however,
and if our experience is derived from history, the wisdom of generations,
then theory must conform to established practice, ideals to reality.
This debate concerned not only whether reason can justify our moral
and political principles, but also whether it can control the passions. In
other words, at stake was not only the epistemological question of whether
reason can provide a principle for our conduct, but also the psychological
question of whether it can provide a motive for it. If we assume that reason
can supply us with specific moral and political principles, does it also have
the power to make us act according to them? Can the rationality of a principle ever be a sufficient motive or incentive for our conduct? Or is it the
case that selfish desires and the force of habit and tradition are the overwhelming springs of human conduct, so that it is pointless to appeal to
reason?
One of the more important issues concerning the powers of reason was
whether each person individually has the capacity to judge the affairs of the
state. It was a fundamental principle of the Aufklärung that individuals
should think for themselves, that they should accept a belief only when it
agrees with their own critical reason. In the 1790s, however, many conservative critics of the Revolution began to question this hallowed principle. They
doubted whether the common people are in a position to determine the
right or wrong, the advantages or disadvantages, of laws, institutions, or
policies. To do so, they argued, one must have professional knowledge and
long experience in government. Before adopting any policy one must know,
for example, all the circumstances, all the options and their consequences,
the legality and merits of the claims of all competing interests, and the
character, traditions, and beliefs of the people themselves. But such knowledge, the conservatives contended, cannot possibly be the possession of the
common people, who do not have the time, energy, or acumen to acquire it.
Rather, it can be obtained only by those statesmen who make politics their
business and who have long experience in governing a country. These critics
also loved to dwell on the apparently anarchist consequences of making
every individual the sovereign authority in matters of politics. If all people
were to judge for themselves whether an order or policy is right or wrong,
there would be as many authorities as there were individuals. Society would
become like the French revolutionary army, where every foot soldier was
allowed to question and debate the orders of his officers.
Not a little was at stake in this debate about the powers of reason. What
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hung in the balance was the fate of the Aufklärung itself. Throughout the
eighteenth century the German philosophes, or Aufklärer, had appealed to
the authority of reason in their attempt to justify social and political reform.
They assumed that reason could justify their moral and political principles,
and that it could provide a criterion to assess the value of institutions, laws,
and policies. Furthermore, they supposed that reason by itself could provide
a sufficient motive for human action. It is only necessary to show that a
principle or policy is rational, they believed, for someone to accept and then
act upon it. Precisely these assumptions, however, had been thrown into
question by the debate on the Revolution. The conservatives argued that
reason by itself cannot be a sufficient criterion of our moral and political
obligation, and that on its own it is only an empty formal power compatible
with any social and political arrangement. They also contended that reason
cannot provide a sufficient incentive for human conduct. Even if we could
prove that a principle or policy is rational, the conservatives claimed, people
would not be willing or able to act on it, for human beings are creatures
driven by irrational desires and habits. If these critics of the Revolution
were correct, then the Aufklärung would be truly doomed. The Aufklärer
would have no choice but to abandon their fundamental ideals and program
for reforming society. Either reason could not justify their ideals, or the
people could not act according to them.
The most potent threat to the Aufklärung in the 1790s came not from
the debate on the practical powers of reason, however, but from the rise of
historicism. Historicism was not simply a product of the reaction to the
Revolution, or the result of Burke's influence in Germany, as is so often
assumed.5 It was first developed by Moser and Herder in the 1770s and
1780s in opposition to the historiography of the Aufklärung.6 There can
be no doubt, however, that the reaction to the Revolution gave an enormous impetus to historicism. Although historicism, as originally conceived,
served either progressive or conservative causes,7 it was used by conservative
thinkers in the 1790s and 1800s as a stick to beat the radical cause. Conservative publicists such as Rehberg, Gentz, and Brandes, and romantic
philosophers such as Schelling, Schleiermacher, and Mueller, employed the
fundamental ideas of historicism to sanction the historical traditions and
institutions of Germany. The historical school of law, as developed by
Savigny in the i8zos, was the final heir of the historicism of the 1790s.
What, exactly, does one mean by historicism? Reduced to its bare essentials, it consists of three central theses. First, all social, political, and cultural
institutions and activities are subject to change and adapted to their circumstances, so that there is no single ideal constitution, language, religion,
or culture. What appears to be given and eternal in the social, political, and
cultural world—whether a language, a religion, or a legal system—turns
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out to be the product of history, and in particular the product of the economic, geographic, climactic, and demographic conditions acting on a
people at a specific time. Second, a culture is a nonrecurring, unique whole,
an organic unity or individual, whose values, beliefs, institutions, traditions,
and language are all inseparable from one another. We therefore cannot
explain a culture according to some general laws or from some external
standpoint; rather, we must examine it from within, sympathetically
entering into the viewpoint of its practitioners. Third, the development of
every culture is organic, showing the stages of growth of any living being:
birth, youth, maturity, decay, and death. All of these theses can be seen as
a consequence of applying an organic metaphor to society. If society is like
an organism, it will undergo development, form an indivisible whole, and
go through stages of growth and decline.8 Hence historicism is frequently
and properly associated with organicism, the notion that society can be
explained according to the laws applicable to living creatures.
These ideas of historicism deeply undermined the fundamental article of
faith of the Aufklärung, the authority of reason. They imply, first, that the
apparently universal, natural, or eternal standards of reason of the
Aufklärung are ultimately only the product of their own era and culture.
Hence we have no right to criticize the values, beliefs, and customs of other
eras and cultures; to do so would be to commit the fallacy of ethnocentrism,
the morally questionable assumption that all cultures and epochs should
have the same laws, values, and institutions as our own. These ideas imply,
second, that any attempt to reform all of society according to some general
ideals of reason will be bound to fail. For, like any organism, society can
survive and prosper only by adapting to its unique circumstances. Social
and political change should therefore be gradual and piecemeal, taking into
account the unique circumstances of time and place.
It is important to recognize, however, that the rise of historicism did not
mean a decline in the authority of reason per se but only a decline in the
authority ascribed to it by the Aufklärung. What we find in German
philosophy in the 1 7 9 0 s is a "paradigm shift," a new conception of the
purpose and meaning of reason. While reason in the Aufklärung had
primarily a critical function as the instrument of social and political reform,
in the 1 7 9 0 S and early 1 8 0 0 s it had a more explanatory function. The task
of historical comprehension replaced that of social and political criticism.
The purpose of reason is not to criticize the institutions, laws, and traditions
of society, but to understand how they arose, to grasp them as the product
of their unique historical circumstances. To criticize society according to
some general normative ideals was now regarded as pointless, because it
abstracts from the factors that make a society what it is of necessity. In one
important respect this new conception of reason was perfectly in keeping
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with one of the dominant trends of eighteenth-century thought: the growth
of naturalism, the attempt to explain everything according to natural laws.
Historicism was simply this naturalism extended to the realm of society
itself. Perhaps the ultimate expression of this paradigm shift is the famous
preface to Hegel's Philosophie des Rechts.9 Hegel insisted that philosophy
should tell us not how society ought to be but only why it must be as it is.
That philosophy can therefore teach us only reconciliation, to see "the rose
in the cross of the present," was a very bitter pill for any philosopher still
loyal to the traditions of the Aufklärung. But such was the inevitable outcome of the Aufklärung's own allegiance to scientific naturalism.
The Myth of the Apolitical

German

"They join the greatest boldness in thought to the most obedient character." 10 That is how the perceptive Madame de Staël described German intellectuals at the close of the eighteenth century in her classic book De l'Allemagne. She maintained that there was a gulf between the intellect and
character of the Germans. While their intellect would not suffer any limits
and would be very daring and enterprising, their character would subject
itself to the political order and would follow the commands of the princes.
Madame de Staël had a clear explanation for this predicament, this peculiar
schism between the intellectual and the political. It was due to "la prééminence de l'état militaire et les distinctions de rang." 1 1 The Germans were
obedient in the realm of politics because the authoritarian military state left
them no other choice, but they were free in the realm of thought because
here they stood under no worldly control. Their freedom in the realm of
thought was their compensation for political servitude, the escape from a
political reality that they at heart despised.
Madame de Staël's views have been profoundly influential. They continue to dominate our perception of German intellectual life in the
eighteenth century. Heine agreed with her, as did Marx and Engels.12 Two
of the most important books on German political philosophy in the late
eighteenth century, Reinhold Aris's History of Political Thought in Germany, 1789—1815 and Jacques Droz's Allemagne et la Révolution française,
have essentially reaffirmed her views. 13 According to Aris and Droz, German
intellectual life at the close of the eighteenth century was fundamentally
"apolitical." 14 Supposedly, the philosophers and writers of this period
developed a profound distaste for politics, because they were compelled to
live in a political world that they could not tolerate but could not change.
Hence they escaped from a harsh political reality into an ideal world of
metaphysics, theology, and poetry. If they dedicated themselves to ethical
ideals such as Humanität and Bildung, they understood them in abstract
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and apolitical terms, as if they could be realized under any political conditions. Even after the Revolution, we are led to believe, this political indifference continued. Although the Germans now began to devote themselves to
the fundamental questions of political theory, their old habits of obedience
and their predilection for the speculative made it impossible for them to
translate their views into action. The German thinkers saw themselves as
only spectators of the events in France, and they never dreamed of imitating
them. Hence there was a fundamental gulf between theory and practice,
speculation and action, in German political thought in this period.
However venerable, and however prevalent, it is high time that we question the legacy of Madame de Staël. Her views have become something of a
prejudice. They have had such a stranglehold on scholarship of the late
eighteenth century that they have been more the presupposition than the
result of research. A few quotes from Goethe, Schlegel, and Schiller are
often employed out of context as indicative of German intellectual life as a
whole. There can be no doubt that her views contain some grains of truth.
It is just a fact that the political consciousness of the German public was not
highly developed before the Revolution, and that the Germans did have
ingrained habits of obedience to their rulers after the rise of the absolute
state in the middle of the seventeenth century. These points were frequently
made by German writers themselves, and they scarcely required the testimony of a Madame de Staël. There is indeed no shortage of quotes from
German thinkers of this period expressing their indifference to or disdain
for politics. Nevertheless, all these points do not add up to the conclusion
so often drawn from Madame de Staël's views: that German intellectual life
in the late eighteenth century was fundamentally apolitical.
The most serious problem with this view is that it has blinded scholars
to the political motivations of so much German philosophy and literature in
the eighteenth century. A closer examination of the aims, origins, and context of the major thinkers of this period—both before and after the Revolution—reveals that their ideas were almost always motivated by political
ends. Their ideas were not harmless abstractions floating in Plato's world of
forms, but potent weapons engaged in political struggle. This motivation
existed even for apparently abstract doctrines such as Fichte's epistemology
and for seemingly apolitical theories such as romantic aesthetics. Writers
such as Kant, Fichte, Schiller, Herder, and Schlegel were so far from political
indifference that they saw the whole purpose of their authorship as political.
Rather than apolitical, then, it would be more accurate to regard the thought
of this period as cryptopolitical. Although the absolute state did not destroy
political thought, it did drive it underground.
It is also extremely misleading to suppose that most thinkers of this
period were apolitical in their actions or daily life. A brief survey reveals
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that those who were apolitical were the exception rather than the rule. Most
were involved in politics in one form or another, not out of duty but out of
conviction. Either they worked on behalf of the political order of their day
or they attempted to work against it, whether through their writings or
actions. Some were active in local government: Moser was the central
administrator of the tiny principality of Osnabrück; Rehberg and Brandes
were important officials in Hannover; Jacobi was a privy councillor for the
duchies of Jülich and Berg; Wieland was for several years the chief secretary
of the government of the republic of Biberach; and Herder was active in the
civic life of Riga and Weimar. Others became involved in the intrigues of
revolutionary politics: Hölderlin was probably involved in the attempt to
establish a revolutionary government in Swabia; Fichte was in close contact
with French agents; and the reactionaries Göchhaussen, Grolmann, and
Starck were active in government circles in attempting to get their princes to
revive censorship. Still other thinkers played a political role of historical
significance: Gentz was the advisor of Metternich; Humboldt was the Prussian minister responsible for educational reform after 1 8 0 6 ; and Forster
was the vice president of the revolutionary government of Mainz. The
thinkers with the least direct political experience were Kant and Schiller,
although even they had passionate political convictions that are central to
their writings.
Another difficulty with Madame de Staël's views is that they do not take
into account the general intellectual context of most thinkers in lateeighteenth-century Germany. For the great majority of intellectuals in this
period, this context was provided by the Aufklärung. Far from being impractical and apolitical, the Aufklärung was essentially practical and, broadly
speaking, a political movement. The fundamental aim of the Aufklärung
was to enlighten or educate the public, to make it aware of its civic rights
and duties and of the basic principles of morality, religion, and the state. In
other words, its objective was the emancipation of the public, its liberation
from the shackles of tradition, superstition, and despotism. The Aufklärung
was a practical movement insofar as its purpose was not to discover the first
principles of reason—most Aufklärer believed that this task had already
been achieved by thinkers such as Leibniz, Wolff, and Kant—but to bring
them into daily life. In short, its aim was to surmount the gap between
reason and life, theory and practice, speculation and action. The Aufklärung
was a political movement in a negative, if not a positive, sense: while it did
not stand for a specific form of government, it was implacably opposed to
all forms of arbitrary authority, to any attempt by the state to restrict liberty
in a manner not in accord with the law.
Most thinkers of the late eighteenth century saw themselves as Aufklärer,
not only older figures such as Kant, Herder, and Wieland, but also younger
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ones such as Schlegel, Hölderlin, and Novalis. They regarded themselves not
as philosophers devoted to speculation for its own sake but as educators of
the public. They believed, not that philosophy and literature are ends in
themselves, but that they are instruments for the enlightenment and education of the public. Rather than attempting to create a gap between theory
and practice, they did everything in their power to close it. They believed
that they could best close this gap by educating the public, whether as professors, tutors, clerics, or writers. Hence Fichte, Schiller, Wieland, Novalis,
Schlegel, and Moser engaged in journalism, where the main purpose of their
writing was the education of the public. Of course, this solution was not the
one preferred by Heine, Marx, and Engels, who believed that the gulf
between theory and practice could be closed only through revolutionary
activity. However, to criticize the Aufklärer on these grounds is only to beg
the question, for they insisted on the need for gradual reform and argued
that enlightenment must precede fundamental constitutional change.
So let us lay to rest the legacy of Madame de Staël, the myth of the
apolitical German. Let us see German thought in the late eighteenth century
with fresh eyes. We must look closely at its genesis and context, and we
must attempt to find the political motivations that are behind it. This examination will be the fundamental task of the following chapters.

PART I

Liberalism

1
G E R M A N LIBERALISM
IN T H E 1 7 9 0 S

1.1. Methodological

Scruples

If we are to understand German philosophy in the 1790s, it is of primary
importance that we have some general perspective on the decade as a whole.
Should we concentrate on single thinkers alone, there is the clear danger
that we miss the forest for the trees. We must have, therefore, some classification of the various strands of thought of the 1790s, some account of how
they are alike and differ from one another.
It is no simple matter, however, to classify these strands. The historian
of philosophy faces several severe difficulties in trying to generalize about
this extremely complex, eventful, and fateful decade. First, it is very misleading to classify the thinkers of the 1790s into "schools of thought," given
that they were rarely conscious of themselves as belonging to a distinct
party. Here again it is necessary to remind ourselves that German political
life in the 1790s was not divided into political parties and interest groups in
the modern sense. In forming any generalizations, then, we must be careful
not to confuse a mere logical similarity with an organized historical association. Second, anachronism, that notorious yet endemic pitfall of all history,
is an especially acute danger in the case of the 1790s. The thinkers of this
decade are so often the "fathers" of later doctrines and movements that it is
very tempting to pin later labels upon them—a misleading enterprise if the
differences between them and their progeny are ignored. Third, the thinkers
of the 1790s, because of the lack of party affiliation and organization, are
often likely to be exceptions to the generalizations we make about them.
Here, especially, historians must remind themselves that their generalizations
are only "ideal types" to which all cases in empirical reality are mere
approximations. Fourth and finally, the sheer mass of material from this
decade, much of it rare, makes it very easy to make false generalizations
based on a few "major" thinkers. What does our study say about the period
as a whole if its generalizations ignore or glide over the legions of "minor"
13
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thinkers, whose articles, letters, books, and journals make up more than 90
percent of the literature produced during this decade? To meet this difficulty
at least halfway, in this study I shall consider thinkers representative of
broader trends, those whose views were either influential or well known in
their day. I shall also not hesitate to treat many lesser-known figures, most
of whom have been entirely ignored in the conventional history of
philosophy. I shall not examine, however, thinkers who were little known in
the 1790s but who subsequently became famous, philosophers such as Schelling or Hegel. 1 For my aim here is not to interpret "great philosophers" but
to understand the spirit of an age.
Given all these difficulties, it might seem more prudent to refrain from
all generalization and classification. Such a cautious strategy, however, can
be as misleading as indulging in the most simplistic and anachronistic
generalizations. If the strands of thought of the 1790s were not fully selfconscious and organized, the fact remains that there were profound
similarities and differences between thinkers. They themselves were often
aware of these, and they would frequently oppose or side with one another
in public. Are we, then, to close our eyes to generalities seen by contemporaries themselves? We must also be careful not to exaggerate the lack of
party affiliation and organization in this decade. While there were no
organized and self-conscious parties, there were often distinct groups based
on friendship and shared ideals. This is true of the "romantic circle" of Jena
and Berlin, of Moser and the Hannoverian Whigs, of Göchhaussen, Starck,
and the eudemonists, and of the loose affiliation of liberal writers surrounding F. H. Jacobi. The chief problem with this cautious strategy is that,
ultimately, it does not avoid but invites anachronism and simplistic generalization. For only by knowing the characteristic trends of the 1790s can we
correct some of the simplistic and anachronistic generalizations about this
decade and the postrevolutionary era as a whole.
Keeping in mind, then, all the pitfalls of generalizing about the 1790s,
we can still discern the basic strands of thought characteristic of this decade.
Although some of them did not become fully self-conscious and organized
until the 1820s, and although they were present to some degree even before
the Revolution, there were three distinct strands or patterns of thought in
the 1790s: liberalism, conservatism, and romanticism. Each of them deserves
close examination. Here I will study only the broadest aspects of one of the
movements, reserving their concrete characterization for later chapters. The
chief focus here will be on liberalism, the most prominent strand in the
1790s. Romanticism and conservatism will be studied in more detail in Sections 9.1 and 1 2 . ι .
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1.2. The Topography

of Early German

Liberalism

Of the three strands of thought of the 1790s, the most powerful and pervasive was liberalism. It was liberal ideals that seemed to triumph with the
Revolution in France. Doctrines such as liberty, equality, and the rights of
man had an air of historical inevitability. Sooner or later, it seemed, they
would become established and enshrined in Germany itself. The liberals
could also claim a much longer and more noble intellectual heritage than
could the conservatives or romantics. While romanticism blossomed only at
the very close of the 1790s and conservatism became a distinct tradition
only after the Revolution, liberalism had a proud history stretching back to
the Glorious Revolution in England. It could boast formidable thinkers such
as Locke, Bayle, Spinoza, Voltaire, and Rousseau as its spokesmen.
What do I mean by liberalism in the context of the 1790s? What were
its basic beliefs, its guiding ideals? And how did it differ from conservatism
and romanticism?
It is important to keep in mind that our strictures against anachronism
are especially applicable to liberalism in the 1790s. The word "liberal" was
not used in the 1790s to designate a school of thought or a political movement, and it did not come into common use until the 1820s. 2 Nevertheless,
provided that we do not confuse it with a self-conscious organization or
movement, and provided that we keep in mind its differences from later
doctrines, the label is appropriate. For many of the leading political thinkers
of the 1790s were the forefathers of the liberalism of the 1840s. We can
trace many of the fundamental tenets of later German liberalism back to the
last decade of the eighteenth century.
The most important liberal thinkers of the 1790s were Kant, Schiller,
Wilhelm von Humboldt, F. H. Jacobi, and Georg Forster. If we carefully
examine their writings, we find significant similarities among them, shared
ideals and opinions about the purpose of government and the justification
of the state. It is indeed noteworthy that Schiller, Humboldt, Jacobi, and
Forster were friends and that they sometimes collaborated on projects. 3 In
the late 1780s and early 1790s Humboldt and Forster were guests at the
Jacobi estate at Pempelfort, where political discussions were frequently the

ordre du jour.
Like all liberals, these thinkers were, true to name, champions of political
liberty. They were defenders of all those political ideals that would
guarantee liberty: freedom of the press, religious tolerance, equality of
opportunity, and freedom from arbitrary arrest and imprisonment. We cannot, however, simply equate liberalism in the 1790s with the advocacy of
these ideals. If this is a necessary, it is not a sufficient characterization of liberalism, for some conservative and romantic writers also shared these ideals.
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Liberalism in the 1790s represents first and foremost a specific view
about the purpose of the state. According to the liberal, the aim of the state
should be to provide not the greatest happiness but the greatest freedom of
its citizens. In other words, its main objective should be not to promote the
welfare of the people, but to protect their rights. Already in the 1790s, then,
liberals insisted on drastically restricting the powers of the state. They denied
that the state has any positive role with regard to religion, morality, or the
economy. Rather, its sole task should be purely negative: to prevent institutions and individuals from violating the liberty of the citizen. Such a view
about the purpose of the state is clearly defended and emphasized in the
writings of Kant, Schiller, Humboldt, Forster, and Jacobi.
Liberalism in the 1790s was essentially a reaction against paternalism,
which had been the prevailing orthodoxy in Germany ever since the middle
of the seventeenth century. Paternalism was the doctrine that the ruler has a
responsibility to promote the welfare, religion, and morality of his subjects,
and that he, not his subjects, determines the proper form of that welfare,
religion, and morality. According to the paternalist tradition, the right of
the prince to rule is not absolute but depends on his following the law of
nature, the purpose of God in placing him upon the throne. The law of
nature demands that the prince establish a pious, just, and happy society on
earth. This doctrine was canonized by V. L. von Seckendorff in his influential Teutscher Fürstenstat, which provided much of the ideology for the
enlightened ruler of the petty state." It later became enshrined in the writings
of the Wolffian school, in the political tracts of Friedrich II, and in the
works of the Viennese cameralists, Johann Justi and Josef Sonnenfels. 5
According to these thinkers, the fundamental purpose of the state is to promote the common good, or to ensure the greatest happiness of all subjects
in every station of society. The state is responsible for the spiritual as well
as the material welfare of the people. It should have the authority not only
to regulate industry and trade, to control prices, and to increase population,
but also to provide for public education, to censor the press, and to punish
atheists and immoralists.
It is important to see that liberalism in the 1790s is a theory more about
the proper ends and limits of government than about its proper form or
constitution. A liberal state could have been an aristocracy, democracy, or
monarchy. While Kant, Forster, Jacobi, Humboldt, and Schiller all insisted
on the importance of limiting the powers of the state, they had different
views about the ideal constitution. Thus Jacobi, Humboldt, and Schiller,
who all admired the mixed constitution of England, strongly disapproved of
Forster's advocacy of a radical democracy. It is necessary to distinguish
liberalism in the 1790s, then, from another view that is later associated with
it. This is "republicanism," the doctrine that there should be some popular
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participation in government, whether by all citizens or only some.6 Although
liberalism became closely allied with republicanism in the 1840s, these doctrines were not inseparably joined in most late-eighteenth-century minds.
Indeed, some thinkers, such as Humboldt and Jacobi, insisted on a sharp
separation between them, arguing that the rights of citizens are better protected in a monarchy than in a republic.
It is also essential to recognize that liberalism in the 1790s does not
amount to a specific economic doctrine. The liberals of this decade did not
develop a characteristic or coherent economic theory. Some of them were
influenced by the physiocrats, others by the Scottish political economists,
while still others never completely renounced the old mercantilist doctrine.
We must distinguish the liberalism of the 1790s, then, from another view
that is frequently linked with liberalism: namely, the defense of the
bourgeoisie and the modern capitalist economy. It would be wrong to regard
any of the leading liberal thinkers of the 1790s as spokesmen for the
interests of the bourgeoisie. The modern economic order was simply not
sufficiently developed in late-eighteenth-century Germany for anyone to represent the interests of a specific self-conscious capitalist class. And if we
consider the particular economic doctrines advanced by the liberals in the
1790S, we find that they do not readily fit into the tidy pigeonhole of
"bourgeois ideology." Although Kant defended the French Constitution of
1 7 9 1 with its franchise limited to property owners, he never explicitly
defended laissez-faire economic doctrines but clung instead to the old mercantilist faith. 7 While Forster advocated free trade and demanded the abolition of the old guild system, he also argued that property should be fairly
distributed to ensure that everyone had an opportunity to develop his or her
characteristic human powers. 8 Jacobi was the most advanced thinker of the
1790s in terms of his knowledge of modern economic doctrine, but he
defended the interests not of the bourgeoisie but of the old aristocracy.' Of
all the liberals of the 1790s Humboldt developed the most rigorous and
uncompromising laissez-faire doctrines; yet he lamented the rise of the
modern economy with its utilitarian ethic and its emphasis on the production of wealth. 10 Given such inchoate and varied economic doctrines, it
would be simplistic and anachronistic to see the liberals of the 1790s as
champions of "bourgeois ideology."
Liberalism in the 1790s was a theory about not only the ends of the
state, but also the ends of society. Another salient characteristic of the political writings of Kant, Schiller, Jacobi, Humboldt, and Forster is their individualism, their belief that the purpose of social life is the self-realization of
the individual. There is indeed a strong tendency among them to regard
society as nothing more than the sum of the individuals who compose it.
Although they all admitted, or even insisted, that individuals can realize
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their nature only through social interaction—through either competition or
cooperation with others—they denied that the individual should live simply
for communal ends. They argue that social life should exist for the sake of
the individual, not the individual for the sake of social life. Since all people
should have the right to do whatever they want, as long as they do not
interfere with a similar liberty of others, any duty to contribute to, or to
participate in, the community as a whole amounts to an intolerable limitation on individual liberty. The individualism of the early liberals is especially
apparent in their attitude toward the states of antiquity. While Schiller,
Forster, Jacobi, and Humboldt all admired the republics of ancient Rome
and Athens, they also had profound misgivings about them because of their
fears for individual liberty. The great advantage of the modern era, in their
view, was that it had freed the individual from the oppressive demands of
the community.
Liberalism and romanticism appear to be barely distinguishable in the
1790s because they have so many basic similarities. The similarities are
indeed so pervasive that some scholars have regarded the early romantics as
little more than liberals." Like the liberals, the young romantics were bitter
opponents of the old paternalism. They too wanted to limit the power of the
princes, and they too insisted that individuals were the best judges of their
own welfare, religion, and morality. The young romantics were also stalwart
champions of some of the basic liberal ideals, such as freedom of the press,
the rights of man, religious tolerance, and equality of opportunity. There
was, furthermore, a profound streak of individualism in early romanticism,
an emphasis on the sovereign right of individuals to think and act as they
pleased, regardless of the stodgy conventions and oppressive laws of the
day. It is indeed striking how the young romantics sometimes used the word
liberal to refer to the thought and life-style of the liberated individualist. 12
Yet there were some important differences between the liberals and
young romantics—differences so great that it is necessary to regard them as
belonging to distinct schools of thought. First, for all its individualism, early
romanticism contained a strong communitarian element, a conviction that
the individual ought to be part of a community. According to the young
romantics, society should not be reducible to the sum of its individuals but
should have ends of its own, common purposes and ideals to which every
individual should contribute. They took their ideal of community from the
classical city-state or the Christian society of the Middle Ages. Unlike the
liberals, they never had any misgivings about the lack of individual liberty
in these societies. The comfort of belonging to a group, the joy of solidarity,
and the security of community always outweighed the isolation, loneliness,
and helplessness of the individual. This communitarian aspect of romanticism was indeed so strong that it eventually overwhelmed the romantics'
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earlier individualism and led to their reconciliation with the old paternal
state. Second, in early romanticism there is an anarchist element never to be
found in liberalism. The young romantics held that in the perfect community, where everyone spontaneously serves the whole and the whole provides
for all its members, there would be no need for the state. In spite of their
dislike of the powers of government, none of the liberal writers of the 1790s
went to such extremes. They always insisted that the state was necessary to
maintain the proper bounds of liberty.
What primarily distinguishes liberalism from conservatism in the 1790s
is their opposing views about the purpose of the state. The conservatives
were still defenders of the older paternalism, whether they were advocates
of absolutism or of the liberties of the traditional estates. Throughout the
revolutionary decade they continued to argue that the state has a duty to
promote the welfare, religion, and morality of its subjects. Stressing the need
for the guiding hand of government, they denied that the people knew their
best interests or those of the state. Determining the best laws and policies
for the state was a complex, specialized, and technical business, which could
not be judged by the common people.
The difference between liberalism and conservatism in the 1790s became
apparent when some conservative writers attacked the liberals' individualistic vision of society. 13 The conservatives feared that, if implemented,
the liberal policies would dissolve all the bonds of the traditional community. All social life would turn into a competitive free-for-all where the
stronger and richer gain power over the weaker and poorer. Rather than
feeling a sense of belonging to a community, the individual would become
isolated and alienated from others. The only means to preserve the bonds of
community against the destructive trends of the French Revolution and
modern economy, the conservatives held, was to maintain the power of the
state or estates, their right to make laws concerning the welfare, morality,
and religion of the people.
In their emphasis on the value of community the conservatives sided
with the romantics against the liberals. Both formed a common front against
liberal individualism, which they saw as little more than a rationale for all
the egoism and materialism of modern civil society. There was, however, an
important difference between conservatism and romanticism regarding the
nature of the community. While the conservatives identified their community
with the traditional estatist society of the Holy Roman Empire, the young
romantics identified theirs with a republic based on the principles of liberty,
equality, and fraternity. 1 '' Hence the conservative community was still governed by the traditional elite, whereas the romantic community was ruled
by the people themselves or their representatives. The romantic belief in the
withering away of the state would have seemed quixotic nonsense to the
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conservatives, who adhered to a deeply pessimistic conception of human
nature. 15
Liberals in the 1790s were divided not only from conservatives and
romantics but also among themselves. One of the basic dividing lines
between them concerned their attitude toward republicanism. We can distinguish among right-wing, left-wing, and moderate liberals, depending on
their views about popular participation in the state. Forster was on the left
wing in demanding the abolition of monarchy and aristocracy and in
advocating the formation of a republic based upon a broad franchise, which
would include not only the bourgeoisie but artisans and peasants. Kant,
Jacobi, and Schiller were moderates in defending a constitutional monarchy
and parliamentary democracy with a more limited franchise. Although they
were willing to admit some popular participation in the state, they insisted
that it be limited to the aristocracy and higher bourgeoisie; their great fear
was that a popular democracy would end in ochlocracy, the rule of the
mob. On the right wing stood Humboldt, who affirmed the value of a constitutional monarchy that excluded all popular participation.
The other important dividing line between liberals in the 1790s concerned not their political attitude but their philosophical position regarding
the foundation of morals. German liberalism had rationalist and humanist
wings in the 1790s. 1 6 While the rationalists insisted on justifying moral principles according to pure reason alone, the humanists stressed that they must
be based upon experience, and in particular the knowledge of the characteristic powers of human nature. These parties differed from one another
not only in their views about the foundation of morality, but also in their
basic ethical ideals. The rationalists defended an ethic of duty, stressing that
our vocation is to fulfill our moral obligations, whereas the humanists advocated an ethic of perfection, insisting that the end of life is the realization of
our distinctive human powers. The chief rationalists were Kant and Fichte,
while the chief humanists were Humboldt, Schiller, Forster, and Jacobi.
These distinctions are important primarily because they were important to
contemporaries themselves. They sometimes quarreled with one another
because of them. Thus Humboldt, Schiller, and Forster were sharp critics of
the ethics of the Kantian school, which they censured for its one-sided and
repressive emphasis on duty. 17 Kant, for his part, relegated the ethics of
perfection to a form of heteronomy of the will. 18
One of the more conspicuous characteristics of German liberalism in the
1 7 9 0 S is its repudiation of all forms of utilitarianism or eudemonism. Unlike
the liberalism developed by Bentham and Locke in England and by Diderot
and Condorcet in France, early German liberalism clearly distinguished
between the ends of happiness and liberty. The claim that the purpose of the
state is to maximize the general happiness was viewed suspiciously as a
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rationalization for despotism. In the minds of Kant, Humboldt, Jacobi, and
Forster, eudemonism was closely associated with paternalism, which
attempted to justify the authority of the state on the grounds that it made
people happy. The price of such happiness, they believed, was the loss of
liberty. This mistrust of eudemonism was absent in English liberalism,
because it did not have to contend with an ideology of enlightened
despotism. Rather than providing a utilitarian defense of political freedom,
the German liberals justified it according to natural law or the categorical
imperative. Political liberty is the only condition under which people can
realize their distinctive human powers, or under which they can become
fully responsible moral agents. It is not, however, the condition under which
they can become happy.
Another characteristic feature of German liberalism in the 1790s is its
cosmopolitanism, its complete absence of nationalism in the modern sense,
the striving for a single national state. Nationalism became a conspicuous
trait of German liberalism in the 1840s in the struggle for unification. But,
in the modern sense, it did not become a dominant political force in Germany until after the collapse of the Holy Roman Empire in 1806. There
are indeed writings extolling patriotism in the eighteenth century, such
as Thomas Abbt's Vom Tode fürs Vaterland ( 1 7 6 1 ) , Johann Gleim's
Preussische Kriegslieder (1758), and Josef Sonnenfels's Ueber die Liebe des
Vaterlandes ( 1 7 7 1 ) . But these works are not properly speaking "nationalist," since they advocate local rather than national patriotism. They urge
Germans to feel pride not as Germans, but as Saxons, Prussians, Austrians,
or Bavarians. In the eighteenth century there are also expressions of national
pride and self-consciousness that transcend political boundaries. We need
only consider Herder's Fragmente (176z), Möser's Ueber die deutsche
Sprache und Literatur ( 1 7 8 1 ) , and some of Schiller's later poems. But these
writings are more cultural than political in their nationalism. They exhort
Germans to create their own national literature, not a national state. It is
indeed telling that Herder, the most nationalist figure of the 1790s, adamantly insisted that the nation should never be confused with the state.
There were a few significant exceptions to this rule, most notably K. F. von
Moser's Von dem deutschen nationalgeist (1765). Moser's patriotism was
both political and national, since he encouraged Germans to take pride in
belonging to the Holy Roman Empire. But it is important to note that even
Moser did not envisage a national state going beyond the loose and ineffective ties of the empire. The liberal writers of the 1790s inherited this general
lack of nationalism, and they showed far fewer traces of nationalism than
some of their conservative contemporaries. On the whole, the liberals were
much more loyal to the cosmopolitanism characteristic of the Enlightenment, which they regarded as especially suitable to German conditions,
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given the division of the national state into almost three hundred sovereign
states. The special German mission in the world, in their view, was more
cultural than political. It was Germany's destiny not to become a single
nation, but to contribute to all humanity through the excellence of its cultural achievements.
1.3. The Career of Early German

Liberalism

Although liberalism became a distinctive political tradition in Germany only
in the 1790s, it did not begin with the reaction to the French Revolution.
We can trace its origins back to the Radical Reformation of the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, and in particular back to the ideas of
religious radicals such as Sebastian Franck, Hans Denck, Theodor Weigel,
Gottfried Arnold, and Jakob Boehme." Far in advance of their time, these
thinkers advocated modern ideals such as religious tolerance, liberty of
thought and speech, and the separation of church and state. They insisted
on extending Luther's ideals of religious liberty, so that they applied not
only to the ecclesiastical but also to the social and political sphere. In their
view, the state had no more right to impinge upon the individual conscience
than did the church. The influence of these thinkers on separatist conventicles in England and pietist circles in Germany was considerable. Through
their pietist heritage, liberal thinkers such as Jacobi and Schiller and
romantic writers such as Novalis, Schlegel, Hölderlin, and Herder became
familiar with these sources. Given the importance of this tradition, it would
be wrong to assume, as is so often done,20 that liberal ideas were alien to
Germany, an import from France and England.
Another early source of liberalism in Germany was Samuel Pufendorf's
theory of natural law, which was first published in 1672 in his De jure
naturae et gentium. Although Pufendorf himself was no liberal—he did not
advocate freedom of the press or separation of church and state—and
although he defended the absolute sovereignty of the territorial prince, his
political theory had profound liberal elements. Like later liberals, Pufendorf
built on individualist premises, asking how the state served the self-interest
of the individual. His answer to this question also anticipated later
liberalism: individuals form a contract among themselves and with a ruler
to protect their security and freedom from the attacks of others.21 It is indeed
striking how much Pufendorf stressed the negative role of the state: its chief
aim is not to promote the happiness of its citizens, but to prevent them from
doing harm to one another. Although Pufendorf did allow his sovereign to
regulate the economic sphere and to censor the press,22 these were more
concessions to seventeenth-century orthodoxy than rigorous consequences
of his own theory.
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Even more significant than Pufendorf's doctrine of the state is his theory
of society. He developed the model of society that later became one of the
hallmarks of modern liberalism: the concept of 'unsocial sociability', the
idea that social harmony results naturally from the pursuit of self-interest.23
If people in the state of nature acted purely according to self-interest, Pufendorf argued, they would not degenerate into that war of all against all
prophesied by Hobbes, but they would enter into peaceful relationships with
others, because they would recognize that only by this means could they
enjoy the comforts of life.24 The solitary life of the state of nature would be
very miserable indeed—a human being would be but "an animal, naked,
dumb, and needy"—because people could not enjoy all the advantages that
come with the industry and commerce of society. 25 Thanks to this concept
of society, Pufendorf was able to distinguish between the spheres of society
and of the state—a crucial move for later liberalism, which demands
removing the state from the social sphere. These liberal elements in Pufendorf's political theory are of considerable historical importance, given his
widespread influence in the eighteenth century, both in Scotland and Germany. Unintentionally, Pufendorf laid the foundations for much later liberal
thought. One need only strip away the paternalist accoutrements of his
thought to arrive at a full-blown liberal theory.
Although we can trace the origins of liberalism back to the sixteenth or
seventeenth century, it has become customary to see the 1 7 7 0 s as the beginning of modern German liberalism. 26 There is indeed much justification for
this view. In that decade some of the most famous German publicists,
writers such as C. F. Moser, A. L. Schlözer, C. Schubart, and W. L. Wekrlin
began their journals attacking despotism and defending freedom of the press
and liberty of conscience. Also in that decade the American Revolution and
physiocratic doctrine began to have their impact upon Germany. Nor was
the significance of the decade lost to contemporaries, judging from an article
that appeared in the Berlinische Monatsschrift in 1 7 8 6 : "Everyone knows
that since the year 1 7 7 0 it became the fashion in Germany, and still is
among some quarters, to hear the wild cry of 'Freedom!, Freedom!'" 2 7 It is
only in the late 1780s and 1790s, however, that we find the characteristic
liberal view of the state expressed clearly and frequently. Some of the
foremost liberal publicists of the 1 7 7 0 s and 1780s, such as Moser and
Schlözer, defended liberal ideals along with decidedly paternalist doctrines.28
It took the French Revolution to make liberalism the dominant political
ideology in Germany. After the 1790s the thinkers who defended paternalism became a minority and were compelled to fight a rearguard action.
The Restoration, however, would eventually revive their fortunes.
It has also become commonplace to assume that German liberalism originated in the Aufklärung,29
There are indeed some profound affinities
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between these movements. They share some basic political ideals: liberty of
conscience, freedom of speech and the press, separation of church and state,
and equality of opportunity. They also have some common enemies: religious persecution, the arbitrary exercise of power, and the enslaving forces
of tradition, prejudice, and ignorance. The widespread view that the Revolution was the triumph of the Enlightenment seemed to confirm the identity of
these movements, given that many of the fundamental ideals of the Revolution were liberal in character. Nevertheless, despite these affinities it would
be a mistake simply to identify these two movements. There are two strong
reasons to distinguish between them. First, some of the sharpest critics of
the Aufklärung in the late eighteenth century, most notably Hamann, Jacobi,
and Herder, were also champions of liberal ideals. It is indeed a serious and
all too common mistake to regard all critics of the Aufklärung as social and
political reactionaries. 30 This mistake becomes apparent when we consider
that Hamann, Jacobi, and Herder were significant social critics and advocated progressive causes. Second, many self-conscious Aufklärer criticized
the liberal view of the state and allied themselves with the older paternalist
tradition. This is most notably the case with the Berlin Aufklärer—C.
G.
Svarez, Moses Mendelssohn, E. F. Klein, J . A. Eberhard, and Christian
Garve—who all idealized the enlightened absolutism of Friedrich II.
Although the alliance between the Aufklärer and absolutism was weakened
by the reactionary reign of Friedrich Wilhelm II in Prussia and the failure of
the reform program of Joseph II of Austria, it was by no means destroyed.
As late as the 1790s many Aufklärer continued to argue that enlightenment
is best achieved through absolutism, and they refused to identify the Revolution with the Enlightenment. Given such views, it would beg the question to
identify the Aufklärung with liberalism.
Almost all the liberal thinkers of the 1790s greeted the Revolution in
France with enthusiasm. Some of them, most notably Schiller and Jacobi,
were skeptical that it would ever come to a peaceful conclusion or produce
a workable constitution. Nevertheless, all the liberals found themselves in
broad agreement with the basic ideals of the Revolution. They admired the
Declaration of the Rights of Man, and they rejoiced at the end of tyranny
and aristocratic privilege. But it is important to note that this enthusiasm
was strictly that of a spectator; all the liberals, even the radical Forster, 31
were wary of applying the methods of the Revolution to their own land.
They believed that it was necessary to achieve their ideals through gradual
reform, and that a violent revolution was at best a desperate gamble that
might only provoke reaction. The enlightened government practiced in many
German territories, they maintained, provided an appropriate platform for
reform from above; and, fortunately, few German territories suffered from
blatant tyranny such as that in France. Almost all the liberals agreed that
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there was no point in creating a new constitution for Germany overnight,
for the stubborn fact remained that the vast majority of people were not
prepared for it and would not be able to act according to it. Accustomed to
centuries of servitude, the people were not ripe for freedom, which they
would see only as an opportunity to indulge their appetites. As good students of Montesquieu,32 the liberals insisted that even a moderate republican
constitution required civic virtue, a degree of social responsibility, and a
knowledge of public issues. They were encouraged in this view when they
heard the reports of atrocities and violence coming from France, which
seemed to prove their point about the need for more education and
enlightenment. Hence, in the liberal view, enlightenment had to precede fundamental political change. The liberal catchword of the 1790s accordingly
became Bildung, the German word for "education" or "formation of
character."
Most of the liberals became disillusioned with the Revolution by early
1793, with the Jacobin rise to power. The only ones to show any sympathy
for the Jacobins were Kant and Forster, although they were also highly critical of them. Since most of the liberals were advocates of a constitutional
monarchy, they disapproved of the increasingly radical direction of the Revolution after the summer of 1792, when the future of the monarchy had
been thrown into question. They believed in the value of a monarchy for
France, because they felt that it gave the country a strong executive power
and could serve as a symbol of unity. Hence the execution of Louis was for
many a severe blow. More than anything else, what determined the liberals'
response to the Revolution was their admiration for the English constitution,
whose many virtues had been sung to them by their teacher Montesquieu.
True to the English model, many of the liberals believed in a moderate
republic with a monarchical head, having a lower chamber for prominent
members of the third estate, and an upper chamber for the aristocracy. In
short, what they wanted to see in France was a parliament on the Seine.
When they believed that France was moving in this direction in the early
years of the Revolution, they were enthusiastic; when they saw these prospects diminish as the Revolution progressed, they became disillusioned.
The 1790s witnessed not only the flowering of the liberal tradition but
also the first signs of its decay. It is indeed striking how many of the early
liberals were fraught with self-doubts, and how they saw some of the weaknesses of their position in the very hours they conceived it. They recognized
that limiting the state to a watchguard role was not in the interests of all the
people, especially the poorer ranks of society who traditionally depended on
the assistance of the state. There were anxieties that so restricting the powers
of government would lead to a competitive free-for-all where the richer held
sway over the poorer. What is the point of liberty, they asked themselves,
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if it does not give all of us the power to achieve the fundamental ends of life,
the realization of our characteristic human capacities? These early qualms
were expressed by almost every liberal writer. Schiller asked what is the
value of enlightenment when so many people are so exhausted by physical
labor that they do not have the energy to understand politics?33 Forster
argued that the state had a duty to ensure a more equal distribution of
wealth, for only equality of wealth would promote the humanity of all segments of society.34 And Humboldt refused to publish his theory of the state
because he believed that it suffered from a fatal difficulty, namely, it would
not provide everyone with the opportunity for Bildung."
Without too much difficulty, then, it is possible to detect in the 1790s
the first glimmerings of socialism in Germany, and indeed within the very
heart of the liberal camp. But such was the liberals' abhorrence of the older
paternalism that they were not willing to think through the consequences of
their self-criticism. From their historical perspective liberalism, for all its
faults, seemed better than paternalism. The time was not ripe for socialism,
which could fully dawn on the German mind only when the shadows of the
older paternalism had been completely dispelled.

2
THE POLITICS OF K A N T ' S
CRITICAL PHILOSOPHY

2.1. Politics in Kant's Intellectual

Development

The apolitical conception of German philosophy in the late eighteenth century finds its paradigm case in Kant. It is widely assumed that politics played
a very minor role in Kant's thought. 1 Usually, the critical philosophy is seen
as the product of Kant's epistemological and moral concerns alone. Its purpose was twofold: to defend natural science against Humean skepticism and
to save moral freedom from the determinism of natural science. Nowhere in
this grand design, though, did politics play a part. It is readily acknowledged
that Kant had a political philosophy, even an important and influential one.
But it is then quickly added that it was simply the corollary of his epistemology and ethics. It is as if political philosophy were only an afterthought, the accidental by-product of Kant's reaction to the French Revolution later in his life. Accordingly, most of the major commentaries on Kant's
philosophy devote only their last few pages to an exposition of his political
philosophy. 2
Yet this apolitical conception of Kant's philosophy fails to consider the
importance of politics in his intellectual development. If we go back in
Kant's history and context, then we find that his mature philosophy, in its
decisive generative phase in the autumn of 1 7 6 5 , was conceived primarily
for political ends. The most decisive discovery of Kant's intellectual career
was indeed the primacy of the political.
All of Kant's early writings from 1 7 4 6 to 1 7 6 4 were dominated by a
single ambition: to provide a foundation for metaphysics. "It has been my
fate to be in love with metaphysics," Kant wrote ruefully in 1766, "even
though I cannot boast of having received favors from her." 3 The source of
this love affair was Kant's belief that only metaphysics could provide a
rational foundation for morality and religion. These demanded nothing less,
Kant held, than demonstrations of the existence of God, Providence, and
immortality. The only other options were dreadful to contemplate: skepticism (the denial of belief through reason) or dogmatism (the affirmation of
belief through authority).
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During this period Kant's views on the proper method of metaphysics
changed radically. Kant moved from full-blown rationalism to robust
empiricism. In the late 1740s and the 1750s he developed a rationalist epistemology and recommended that metaphysics imitate the mathematical
method. Thus the Nova dilucidatio of 1 7 5 5 defends some of the fundamental principles of Leibniz-Wolffian rationalism, and all Kant's writings
from this period proceed more geometrico, beginning with general axioms
and definitions and deriving specific theorems. In the early 1760s, however,
Kant began to reject his early rationalism. The Einzig mögliche Beweisgrund
des Daseins Gottes (1762) attacks the traditional demonstrations of the existence of God, and the Versuch, den Begriff der negativen Grössen in die
Weltweisheit einzuführen (1763) criticizes some of the fundamental doctrines of Leibniz-Wolffian rationalism. The new empiricism of Kant's
thought culminated in the Prize Essay of 1764, which sharply distinguishes
between the methods of metaphysics and mathematics. The proper method
of metaphysics, Kant now argued, should be that of the empirical sciences.
Rather than reasoning synthetically from the universal to the particular, as
in mathematics, the metaphysician should proceed analytically from the particular to the universal. Despite such a radical reversal, though, Kant never
wavered in his chief objective. He continued to believe in the value and
importance of metaphysics. The only change in his views concerned its
proper method.
In the autumn of 1765, however, Kant's thought underwent nothing less
than a revolution.4 He suddenly rejected the entire project of his early
philosophical career. Metaphysics, he now believed, was illusory. In Träume
eines Geistersehers, which he wrote at this time, Kant revealed a complete
skepticism toward metaphysics. So profound was his disillusionment with
metaphysics that he likened it to the dreams of the enthusiast or spirit seer.
Both metaphysicians and spirit seers live in a private fantasy world and
chase after illusory abstractions/ Kant no longer had any hope that, by
following the right method, the metaphysician could attain demonstrative
knowledge. He dismissed the inductive method of the Prize Essay as well as
the deductive method of his earlier works. If the attempt to move from
universal premises to specific conclusions succeeds only by smuggling empirical data into the premises, the attempt to move from specific facts to general
principles will never explain why these facts exist in the first place.6 The
main weapon of Kant's new skepticism is an empiricist criterion of knowledge, which forbids all speculation beyond the limits of sense experience.
The aim of his skepticism is to expose the vanity of speculation, so that we
direct our efforts toward finding what is truly useful for human life.
What happened? How do we explain Kant's abrupt change in attitude
toward metaphysics? Why did he reject metaphysics after devoting himself
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to it for nearly two decades? It is customary to blame Kant's growing
empiricism, 7 which eventually resulted in the skepticism of Träume eines
Geistersehers.
Yet empiricism alone cannot explain Kant's skepticism
toward metaphysics, given that as late as 1 7 6 4 the Prize Essay advocated
empiricism as a foundation for metaphysics. It is indeed difficult to blame
epistemological factors, such as some new insight into the limits of knowledge, for the only defense that Kant offered for his skepticism is that it
directs reason to the proper ends of inquiry.
The answer to our question lies in the realm of not epistemology but
moral and political philosophy. It lies particularly in Kant's encounter with
Rousseau, which began as early as 1 7 6 2 and became intense only in the
autumn of 1 7 6 5 . Kant's reflections on Rousseau during this fateful period
are recorded in the margins of Kant's personal copy of his 1 7 6 4 work
Beobachtungen über das Gefühl des Schönen und Erhabenen. These remarks
reveal Kant's profound concern with Rousseau's critique of the arts and
sciences in the first Discours. Rousseau convinced Kant that metaphysics is
one of those sciences that undermine rather than support morality.
According to Kant's remarks, the problem with speculative metaphysics is
not that it is false but that it is useless.8 Rather than engaging in inquiries
beneficial to human life, reason indulges in vain speculations about transcendent entities. The whole motivation for metaphysics, Kant now believed, is
misguided.' We do not need it to provide a foundation for morality and
religion, which are based on a good heart and will, and certainly not on any
subtle demonstrations of the existence of God, Providence, and immortality.
Instead of basing morality on metaphysics, we should base metaphysics on
morality, for it is only our moral duty that justifies our attempt to know the
supersensible. Kant now began to rethink the very purpose of metaphysics.
It could be legitimate if it were not speculation about transcendent entities
but "a science of the limits of human reason." 1 0 Its task should be to prevent
reason from transcending experience, so that it devotes itself to inquiries
useful to the conduct of life.
The political purpose of Kant's new conception of philosophy becomes
apparent as soon as we ask, "What are the kinds of inquiry useful to human
beings?" In stressing that reason should subordinate itself to practical ends,
Kant had in mind a very specific end: not the happiness but the freedom of
humanity. The fundamental goal of philosophy, Kant now suggested, should
be to defend the inalienable rights of man. Such is the purport of the famous
passage in which Kant confessed his debt to Rousseau:
I am myself by inclination a seeker after truth. I feel a consuming thirst
for knowledge and a restless desire to advance in it, as well as a satisfaction in every step I take. There was a time when I thought that this alone
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could constitute the honor of mankind, and I despised the common man
who knows nothing. Rousseau set me right. This pretended superiority
vanished and I learned to respect humanity. I should consider myself far
more useless than the common laborer if 1 did not believe that one consideration alone gives worth to all others, namely, to establish the rights
of man."
There can be no doubt that Kant understood the rights of man in a
political as well as a moral sense. His Reflexionen from the 1760s make it
plain that the rights of man can be realized only under specific social and
political conditions. These rights could flourish only in a "societas aequalis,"
where all have the right to pursue their happiness as long as they do not
interfere with the correlative rights of others.12 The best form of government
for such a society, Kant thought, is a republic.
Under Rousseau's stimulus Kant also began to rethink the foundations
of his moral philosophy. Although he was still under the influence of the
moral sense school of Shaftesbury and Hutcheson in the autumn of 1765,
Rousseau had inspired him with ideas that anticipate much of his later moral
philosophy. Rousseau's idea of the volonté général, according to which
people are obliged to obey only the laws of their own making, was especially
important to Kant. His new ethics gave pride of place to the concept of
autonomy. The first principle of virtue, Kant wrote, is freedom.13 The source
of all moral value, he further indicated, resides in a good will, not in the
consequences of an action.14 Kant even suggested that the criterion of moral
value is the universalizable laws of the will. 15
It is important to recognize that Kant's new concept of autonomy was
formulated primarily in a political rather than in a metaphysical context.
What disturbed Kant was not the problem of determinism but that of
oppression. Tyranny and injustice are the threats to freedom, not the
causality of the natural order. As if to thrust the metaphysical issue aside,
Kant bluntly stated that the subjugation of one person by another is the
greatest evil, far more unbearable than "the yoke of necessity." We can
resign ourselves to the misfortunes of fate, but we cannot suffer direction by
another's will. "There can be nothing more unbearable than for the action
of one person to stand under the will of another. Consequently, there can be
no more natural aversion than against servitude." 16 Kant's remarks to the
Beobachtungen are obsessed with the baneful effects of inequality, corruption, and injustice. The only solution to these evils, Kant was convinced, is
the education of Rousseau and the creation of a just and free society.17
The novelty of Kant's new ethics becomes clear in its broader historical
context. Although Kant was not fully aware of it," his Rousseauian ideas
mark a profound break with the prevalent natural law tradition of Pufendorf
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and the Wolffian school. This tradition places the source of moral value not
in the human will but in the providential order. The law of nature is the end
appropriate to a thing, the purpose God intended for it. T o know our moral
obligations, then, we need to know "the vocation of man," our place in the
Creation or role in the divine design. Although Pufendorf and Wolff maintained that natural law can be justified by natural reason alone, they never
ceased to regard God as its creator and enforcer." Compared to this tradition, Kant's new ethics are revolutionary. The source of moral value is the
rational will inside us, not the providential order outside us. Here lies the
real depth and impact of Kant's Copernican revolution. This took place not
only in epistemology but also in ethics. Just as the natural world depends on
the laws of the understanding, so the moral world depends on the laws of
the will. Both ethics and epistemology had become anthropocentric.
We can appreciate the political significance of Kant's new ethics only by
considering one of the most prevalent and deep-seated beliefs of German
society: the belief in Providence. Although it dates back to the Middle Ages,
this belief persisted throughout the eighteenth century in Germany. 20 Essentially, it was the idea that the entire social and political hierarchy reflects a
divine design, and that perfect justice exists only in a heaven beyond the
earth. Providence was constantly invoked by government and the church to
rationalize the blatant inequalities of estatist society. While it was often conceded that this society was unjust, it was also pointed out that this was only
part of God's inscrutable design; the indignant and downtrodden were consoled with the idea of heaven, where all souls are equal and receive their just
reward. Such a belief naturally discourages any attempt to criticize the status
quo; to do so would be to impugn divine wisdom itself.
The political implications of Kant's new ethics are therefore radical in
the extreme. If the human will creates moral values, so that it is obliged to
obey only the laws of its own making, then it has the right to recreate the
entire social and political world. The onus is now on society and the state,
not on the individual. Rather than individuals conforming to a divinely
sanctioned social and political order, it must conform to the demands of
their will.
Thanks to his new ethics, Kant gained a deeper insight into the problems
of traditional metaphysics. The fundamental defect of traditional metaphysics, he now realized, is that it alienates human autonomy. Rather than
recognizing the human will as the source of moral laws, it hypostatizes these
laws, as if they are part of the providential order designed by God. People
had therefore enslaved themselves to laws of their own making. Such hypostasis was the source of Rousseau's famous paradox, " M a n is born free, but
everywhere he is in chains." As early as the autumn of 1 7 6 5 , Kant foresaw
a problem that would later haunt Hegel, Feuerbach, and M a r x : alienation.
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Kant's insight into the source of self-enslavement provided the impetus
for his later critique of pure reason. The purpose of his critique of
metaphysics was to lay bare the fallacy of hypostasis, so that people could
see that the source of their values lies in themselves and not in the divine
order. By this means the critique would make people self-conscious of their
autonomy, their power and right to restructure their social and political
world according to their will.
Kant's political conception of the task of criticism reemerges, if only
obliquely, in the "Transzendentale Dialektik" of the first Kritik. His analysis
of the source of and solution for dialectical illusion derived from his political
program envisaged in the autumn of 1765. This political dimension of the
"Dialektik" emerges in three of its most basic doctrines: (1) the illusion of
reason, to which all its ideas are prone, is hypostasis; (2) God, Providence,
and immortality are ideas of reason; and (3) to avoid hypostasis we should
read a 'constitutive' principle describing an apparent entity as a 'regulative'
principle prescribing a goal for action. It follows from these doctrines that
the ideas of God, Providence, and immortality are hypostatizations that
should be read as regulative principles. To read them as regulative means
two things: (1) that we should regard the kingdom of God not as a providential order to which we must submit, but as a political order that we should
create; and (z) that the 'highest good', the perfect correspondence between
virtue and happiness according to divine justice, is not an object of belief, a
heaven beyond earth, but a goal for action, the just society on earth.
Such are the radical implications of Kant's critique of reason. They are
not, however, made explicit anywhere in his works. I shall soon consider
the reasons for Kant's strange silence.
2.2. The Formation

of Kant's Political

Theory,

1765-1781

Although Kant published nothing on political themes before the 1780s, and
although his political philosophy appeared in its final form only in 1796
with the Metaphysik der Sitten, his interest in politics arose much earlier, at
the latest during his encounter with Rousseau in the autumn of 1765. Inevitably, Kant's concern with the rights of man would push him in the direction
of political philosophy, and, sure enough, the Reflexionen from the 1760s
and 1770s give more than ample evidence for Kant's serious and sustained
interest in the problems of political theory. Starting in the late 1760s Kant
began to lecture on natural law, using as his textbook Gottfried Achenwall's
lus naturae. The lectures on natural law then became a permanent part of
Kant's repertoire in the 1770s and 1780s. 21 The notes on his lectures in the
winter semester of 1784—the so-called Naturrecht Feyerabend—give a vivid
picture of Kant's lecture style and maturing political theory.22
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What is most striking about the development of Kant's political theory
is the degree of continuity between the early and late years. There were none
of the upheavals that characterized the course of his thinking about
metaphysics. The Reflexionen from the 1 7 7 0 s and the Naturrecht Feyerabend show that the outline of Kant's political theory was already clear by
the early 1780s. There is indeed little in the 1 7 9 6 Rechtslehre that is not
already sketched, if only vaguely, in the Reflexionen. It would be incorrect
to suggest, then, that Kant's political theory arose as a response to the
French Revolution. 23 Although the Revolution compelled Kant to systematize and publish his ideas, it played little role in their creation.
By the late 1760s Kant had laid the foundation of his mature political
theory: the doctrine of the social contract. 24 It is not difficult to see what led
him to embrace this doctrine. After his encounter with Rousseau in the
autumn of 1 7 6 5 , he began to see freedom as the first principle of morality. 25
The source of moral obligation is the rational will, which has the power to
prescribe universal laws without considering the consequences of an action.
Hence it is freedom alone that gives unconditional worth to a human being.
The social contract theory of Rousseau seemed to be the only political
philosophy compatible with such views on morality. According to Kant's
later reading of Rousseau, the fundamental idea underlying the social contract is that I am obliged to obey the laws only because they express the
general will of the community, of which my individual will is a part. 26 In
other words, I am obliged to obey the laws only because I consent to them
or would make them myself as a rational being. This rationale for the social
contract theory is already clearly present in the Reflexionen from the 1 7 7 0 s .
N o one is obliged to obey the law, Kant wrote, except by consent.27 Justice
can prevail in society, he added later on, only when its laws derive from the
resolve of our will. 28 Rousseau's contract theory alone, then, seemed to
express Kant's new discovery of the autonomy of the will as the source of
morality.
The preeminent importance that Kant gave to freedom in the autumn of
1 7 6 5 had other profound consequences for the development of his political
theory. By the late 1 7 6 0 s Kant had already arrived at the central and characteristic doctrine of his later Rechtsphilosophie:
the purpose of the law is to
establish a maximum not of happiness but of freedom. 2 ' The chief principle
of right, he said in 1 7 6 9 , is the compatibility of an action with the freedom
rather than the happiness of all.30 This principle means that we have a right
to deprive someone of freedom only when that person attempts to limit the
freedom of others. 31 Kant insisted that the right of freedom is universal, a
natural right inherent in every human being. All in society are equal with
regard to their freedom, and I have no right to compel others unless they
have an equal right with respect to me. Hence one of the central themes of
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Kant's early lectures is the societas aequalis32 in which all individuals have
the same rights and are part of the general will. Kant did not shirk the
practical implications of such a doctrine. The Reflexionen reveal him to
have been a sharp critic of aristocracy and serfdom, both of which he condemned as a degradation of humanity.33
Given such a theory of right, it is only natural to expect that Kant would
reject the paternalist tradition. And this is indeed the case. Ever since the
late 1760s the Reflexionen stress that the sole aim of the state should be to
protect the rights of the people rather than to promote their welfare. The
authority of the sovereign, Kant wrote in 1769, rests in protecting the finis
privatus of each individual rather than in pursuing the common good.34
Although he admitted that people enter into civil society to secure their
happiness, he insisted that it follows that the state has a duty only to protect
their rights to pursue happiness as they see fit, not to determine how they
should pursue their happiness.35 The ruler should be the representative
rather than the father of his people, for a father must care for the interests
of his children, while citizens are perfectly capable of caring for their own
interests.36 It was chiefly Kant's emphasis on autonomy, which implies that
individuals could govern their own lives without the guidance of their ruler,
that led him to break with the paternalist tradition.
Kant duly extended his liberal views into the economic sphere. He maintained, for example, that it is not the duty of the state to care for the poor.37
That is the responsibility of private citizens, an opera supererogationis. It
would appear that Kant was a champion of laissez-faire, a defender of free
enterprise along the lines of the physiocrats. Yet Kant had not broken completely with the cameralist tradition of eighteenth-century Germany. In the
Naturrecht Feyerabend he said that, although the ruler must not be a paternalist, he still has an "imperfect duty" to promote the welfare of his citizens.38 A ruler has a duty, for instance, to prevent excessive imports or to
ensure a sufficient supply of money in the country.
Although Kant sometimes expressed the fashionable eighteenth-century
view that all forms of government are legitimate and each has its strengths
and weaknesses,39 the Reflexionen from the 1770s and 1780s show that he
had his own views not only about the ideal constitution but also about the
best form of government. In the early 1770s he declared that the ideal constitution is a 'democracy' (Demokratie).40 This preference for democracy was
clearly a consequence of his commitment to Rousseau's social contract
theory. Since the general will is the source of sovereignty, the supreme legislative power should reside in the people. The people are "originarie potestas
legislatoria," he wrote, the power to legislate residing originally in them and
only derivatively in a monarch.41 It is important to see, however, that the
meaning Kant gave to 'democracy' in the 1770s was not the same as in the
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1790s, when he rejected democracy as a form of mob tyranny.42 Although
Kant's views seem to have changed, his early democratic constitution actually corresponds to his later republican one. Both constitutional concepts
involve a mixed form of government. Although the people are the source of
all sovereignty, they can have their power executed and administered by an
aristocracy or monarch. A student of Montesquieu, Kant admired the
English constitution,43 and he believed in the value of a mixed form of government because it contained a balance of powers. 44 Only a mixed form of
government could resolve what he regarded as the chief problem of politics:
all people, including rulers, require masters. Kant held that there should be
three estates to the ideal constitution, much along the lines of the English
model: a monarch, who has veto power; an aristocracy, who represent
landed interests; and a popular assembly, which consists of the wealthier
elements of the bourgeoisie.43 To check the powers of the monarch and to
protect the rights of the people, Kant envisaged a Parlament or directorium
that would test the constitutionality of the king's decrees.46 Although a sharp
critic of their privileges, Kant believed, as did Montesquieu, that the aristocracy has a valuable function to perform as a buffer between the people and
the monarch.47 The aristocracy could not inherit office, though, but would
have to prove their right to hold it through merit. Kant's views about the
proper constitution and government are thus an amalgam of Rousseauian
radicalism and Montesquieuian moderation: Rousseau gave Kant his ideal
form of constitution, while Montesquieu showed him the proper form of
government.
One fundamental tension runs throughout Kant's early political thought,
persists in his mature theory, and provides all the stuff of opposing interpretations. This tension is the conflict between Kant's insistence on political
liberty and his denial of the right of revolution. Since the early 1770s Kant
persistently maintained that the people have no right to revolt against their
ruler, even if he is a tyrant and violates their rights.48 The only right of the
subjects, if the ruler commands them to perform immoral acts, is to passive
resistance; in other words, they can refuse to obey, although they must
submit to punishment. Kant gave several reasons for denying this right. First,
rebellion would lead to a collapse of the social order, a return to the state
of nature. Second, the sovereign cannot be judged by the people without
ceasing to be the sovereign. Third, no constitution can contain a clause permitting rebellion, for such a clause would amount to a right to destroy the
constitution. Behind Kant's denial of the right of rebellion is his repeated
claim that the sovereign power is irreprehensible; as the source of the law it
stands above it and therefore cannot be judged according to it."" This insistence on the irreprehensible nature of the sovereign power clashed, however,
with his frequent emphasis on the need for constitutional constraints on
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monarchy. 50 And Kant's fear of the social disorder arising from rebellion
stood in marked contrast to his belief that the rights of man are more important than order. In a revealing passage from the 1 7 7 0 s Kant wrote, "What
matters most is the rights of man rather than order and peace. Great order
can be created by great oppression, but all disorder arising from the demand
for greater rights eventually disappears." 5 1
In the late 1 7 8 0 s , perhaps as a result of events in France, Kant's views
about the right of revolution underwent an important modification. He now
maintained that obedience can be rightfully withdrawn should the sovereign
violate an article in the constitution expressly agreed upon by the people
and himself. 52 In such a case the sovereign ceases to be a de jure ruler, and
his relationship with the people is that of the state of nature. This modification of Kant's earlier views goes far toward resolving the tension in his
political theory. It is striking, therefore, that in 1 7 9 3 in his "Theorie-Praxis"
essay Kant returned to his original doctrine, insisting once again on an
unconditional ban against all revolution. 53 I shall have occasion later to
examine the reasons for this surprising move.

2.3. Reaction to the

Revolution

Prima facie nothing in Kant's early political philosophy compels him to be
on the side of the Revolution in France. His moderate views about government were shared by many more conservative thinkers who disapproved of
the Revolution, and his categorical denial of the right of rebellion leads one
to expect that he would even censure events across the Rhine. Yet the fact
remains that Kant greeted the Revolution with rapture. The source of his
joy is not difficult to fathom: the Revolution seemed to realize his longcherished dream of the rights of man.
Although he was sixty-five years old when the Revolution broke out,
Kant's enthusiasm for it was that of a young man. So keen was his interest
in the latest news, his pupil R. B. Jachmann said, that he would have run
miles to receive the mail.54 He had an insatiable appetite for all the newspapers, his student L. E. Borowski wrote, and the events in France became
a virtual obsession. 55 Both students remarked that, during the early years of
the Revolution, Kant would always steer the discussion toward politics. He
saw the Revolution as confirmation of his long-held view that there is progress in history. The greatest problem facing the human race, he wrote in
1 7 8 4 , is the creation of a society based on the principles of justice.56 This
problem, as if by a miracle, was now apparently solved. Providence had
done its work. " N o w I can say, like Simeon, let thy servant depart in peace,
for I have seen this day of salvation." 5 7 Such were Kant's alleged words on
hearing the proclamation of a republic in France.
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The French Revolution inspired Kant to break his silence about politics.
However much he thought about politics before 1 7 8 9 , he had published
little. But from 1 7 9 3 to 1798 almost all his important works were devoted
to political themes: the "Theorie-Praxis" essay (1793), Zum ewigen Frieden
(1795), Metaphysische Anfangsgründe der Rechtslehre (1797), and Streit der
Fakultäten (1798). At the heart of these works lies Kant's attempt to defend
the rights of man and to explain the political conditions of their realization.
Given that Kant's philosophical ambition was to provide a foundation for
the rights of man, these works are central to his concerns.
As important as the Revolution was for him, Kant himself left few statements about his early attitude toward it. Only a few hints are scattered in
his correspondence and works. The most explicit of these is Kant's August
30, 1 7 8 9 , letter to Jacobi, which gives his reaction to a book by Count
Windisch-Graetz on whether a people has a right to depose a corrupt
monarch. 58 Windisch-Graetz argued that all political power is based on a
contract and that the ruler is obliged to represent the interests of the people,
but he also insisted that all proper reform should come from above. Kant
heartily approved of Windisch-Graetz's book: "It must be of great influence,
partly because of its wonderfully realized prophecy, and partly because it
provides wise advice for despots." 59 The only published evidence about
Kant's early attitude toward the Revolution is a footnote in Kritik der
Urteilskraft, which was published at Easter 1 7 9 0 . In analyzing the concept
of an organism, Kant mentioned an analogy with politics: "In the recently
attempted wholesale reconstruction of a great nation into a state, one has
sometimes very properly used the word 'organism' for the arrangement of
the magistrate and the whole civil body. For every member should be not
only a means but also an end; and since it contributes to the whole, it is
determined in its place and function by the idea of the whole. " 6 0
Kant's sympathy for the Revolution remained firm, despite the many
trials and traumas of 1 7 9 2 and 1 7 9 3 . The Civil Constitution of the Clergy,
the rise of the commune, and the September Massacres were events that
disillusioned the Berlin Aufklärer, but they did not disturb Kant. One event,
however, did incite Kant's severest condemnation: the public execution of
Louis XVI. In a long footnote in his Rechtslehre he argued that the public
execution of a monarch "arouses dread in any soul imbued with the ideas
of human right." 6 1 This execution is indeed an inexpiable crime, for it
amounts to a complete reversal of the principles that ought to govern the
relationship between a sovereign and his people. For it makes the people,
who are subjects of the sovereign, into rulers over him.
Despite the execution of Louis, Kant did not waver in his allegiance to
the fundamental principles of the Revolution. Among his friends and contemporaries in Königsberg he began to acquire a reputation as an unrepentant
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Jacobin. A. Nicolovius, a former student and publisher of Kant, wrote of his
attitude in 1794: "He is still a total democrat, and lately he has expressed
the opinion that all the horrors now happening in France are insignificant
compared to the chronic evil of despotism that formerly prevailed there, and
that the Jacobins are probably right in all that they are doing." 62 J. D. Metzger, a colleague from the medical faculty, wrote of "the outspokenness and
fearlessness with which Kant for many years would defend the principles of
the Revolution against everyone, even the men of the highest dignity in the
state." He then added, "There was a time in Königsberg when anyone who
merely spoke of the Revolution was registered in the black books as a Jacobin, but Kant never let himself be frightened and he would speak a word for
the Revolution at the highest tables." 63
Kant's last will and testament concerning the Revolution appears in the
second section of his Streit der Fakultäten, which was written as late as the
autumn of 1 7 9 7 . Here Kant pondered the question of progress in history.64
"Is there any event that gives us ground to hope that man can better himself? " Kant answered in the affirmative. The event in question, he claimed,
is nothing less than the public reaction to the French Revolution. The open
expressions of sympathy for the Revolution, despite the risks accompanying
them, show that humans have a moral character. The Revolution has raised
in the hearts of its spectators a feeling of moral enthusiasm, a consciousness
of the value of the ideal apart from self-interest. By the late 1790s, however,
such a proof had already become very dated. The revolutionary wars had
greatly diminished public sympathy for the Revolution. Sadly, the aging
Kant had grown out of touch with history.

2.4. Theory

and

Practice

Kant's chief attempt to defend the political ideals of the Revolution appeared
in his "Theorie-Praxis" essay, "Ueber den Gemeinspruch: Das mag in der
Theorie richtig sein, taugt aber nicht für die Praxis" which was published in
the Berlinische Monatsschrift in September 1 7 9 3 . Here Kant explicitly allied
his philosophy with the revolutionary ideals, claiming that his ethical
rationalism alone can provide a foundation for them. The thrust of Kant's
argument is that reason not only permits but obliges us to change society
according to the principles of justice. If reason holds sway over the moral
sphere, it also holds sway over the political.
In the second section of his essay Kant made his case for ethical
rationalism as the philosophy of the Revolution. The principle of happiness
of empiricism can sanction despotism, he argued, because it permits the
ruler to deprive people of their rights in order to make them happy.65 In
linking eudemonism with despotism Kant had in mind the notorious claim
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of enlightened despots that the welfare or happiness of their subjects is their
highest end. To distinguish his theory from the old enlightened despotism,
Kant made a fateful distinction between a "patriotic" and a "paternalist"
constitution.66 While the patriotic constitution is republican and based on
the principle of freedom, the paternalist constitution is despotic and based
on the principle of happiness. With this distinction the philosophical conflict
between ethical rationalism and empiricism becomes deeply political. Ethical
rationalism stands for the principle of freedom, the basis of the constitution in France, while empiricism represents the principle of happiness, the
foundation for the constitution of the ancien régime.
Kant was not alone in associating radicalism and rationalism. In his
Reflections on the Revolution in France, which appeared in German translation shortly before Kant's essay, Edmund Burke cast his debate with the
radicals in similar terms.67 The conflict between radical and conservative is,
in Burke's view, a dispute between ethical rationalism and his own brand of
traditionalist empiricism. The special target of his venom were those
"metaphysicians" who believed they could determine the main principles of
the state by sheer a priori reasoning and who ignored the knowledge
acquired from centuries of experience. According to Burke, we know what
is good or bad only through experience, by the knowledge of the consequences of acting on any given policy. We must not, therefore, determine
our practice by following the dictates of abstract theory, as if this involved
some absolute standard to which our actions must conform. Rather, we
should determine our theory strictly according to our practice, by what we
and our ancestors have discovered to be good over the ages.
Burke's blistering attack on ethical rationalism was clearly a challenge to
Kant. He had to count himself among those "metaphysicians" whom Burke
had made the object of such abuse, for Kant too wanted to base the principles of the state on pure reason. So in the preface to his essay Kant vowed
to vindicate those metaphysicians against a certain "worthy gentleman." 68
The thrust of Kant's reply is that Burke misconceived the nature and extent
of moral obligation. What makes our actions moral is not their consequences but their conformity to principle, and we must be moral in the
sphere of politics as well as in daily life. In other words, in the sphere of
politics no less than in that of morality, practice must conform to theory
rather than theory to practice.
It was no small task Kant had set for himself in his "Theorie-Praxis"
essay. Somehow, he had to show that reason is the source of political obligation, that it issues unconditional commands in the political as well as in the
moral sphere. If we use the language Kant employed in the second Kritik, he
had to show again that pure reason is practical. Only while it was the task of
the second Kritik to show that reason is practical in the sphere of morality,
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it was the aim of the "Theorie-Praxis" essay to demonstrate that it is practical in the realm of politics. More specifically, this demonstration involves
proving two points: (i) pure reason can justify specific political principles,
so that it can serve as a criterion of political right; and (2) people can act
according to the principles of pure reason, so that the will can act according
to its dictates. Both of these points were deeply contentious in the 1790s.
The conservatives argued that reason by itself cannot justify any specific
principles in politics, and that the people act not according to reason but
according to sentiment, habit, and self-interest. Kant must have been aware
of these common objections.
Kant attempted to prove the first point in the second section of his essay,
by justifying some of the guiding principles of the Revolution in terms of his
moral philosophy. He maintained that the idea of the social contract, of the
just constitution, presupposes three a priori principles.
ι . The principle of freedom: N o one can compel me to be happy
according to his or her idea of happiness, but all may seek happiness
as they see fit, provided that they do not interfere with a similar quest
by others.
2. The principle of equality: Everyone has a right of coercion in relation to others, with the single exception of the head of state, who
alone can coerce others without being subject to coercion. Kant
means two things by 'equality': equality before the law and equality
of opportunity. Equality before the law is the right to punish anyone who would violate my rights; equality of opportunity is the
right to acquire any degree of wealth and status through talent,
fortune, and industry. Kant was careful to distinguish 'equality'
from equality of possessions; he held that inequality of wealth is
perfectly compatible with equality before the law and equality of
opportunity.
3. The principle of independence: Although everyone is equal before the
law, not everyone is equal in the right to make law, that is, to be a
citizen with the right to vote. To vote one muse be independent; one
must not depend on the will of others in order to earn a living. Independence is compatible with having to earn a living; but one must
earn his living by selling the products of his labor, not by submitting
to the orders of others as an apprentice, servant, or laborer. Hence
Kant thought artisans deserve the right to vote, whereas servants,
apprentices, and laborers do not.
Each of Kant's principles reflects some aspect of the French Constitution
of 1 7 9 1 . The principle of freedom reads like a paraphrase of article IV of
the Declaration of the Rights of Man, incorporated into the constitution.
The principle of equality gives the same middle-class meaning to that con-
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cept as in the constitution: it abolishes the privileges of the aristocracy, it
ensures equality of opportunity, and it defends the rights of property against
further leveling/ 9 And the principle of independence expresses the limitations upon the franchise in that constitution; indeed, this principle is a justification for the constitutional distinction between 'active' and 'passive'
citizenship. In these respects it is not implausible to regard Kant as the
thinker of the emerging bourgeoisie in Germany. 70
Kant did not attempt to give a detailed deduction of these principles in
his "Theorie-Praxis" essay, presumably because he regarded them as the
obvious consequences of his moral philosophy. All that he does try to show
is that each of his principles conforms to some general principle of justice.
In the case of freedom, for example, he argued that one must accord the
same rights to others as one would give to oneself; and in the case of equality, he maintained that privileges are unjust because one would have the
right to coerce others when they do wrong without being the subject of
coercion when one does wrong to them. Apparently, Kant thought that he
could rest the case for the rationality of his principles simply by showing
that each of them is just.
The question naturally arises, Are Kant's principles of justice the only
ones possible? The general principle of justice demands only that we treat
similar cases similarly. It could indeed be argued, as Kant required, that it is
a necessary demand of reason to follow such a general principle. For if we
grant that two people A and Β are similar and in the same circumstances, it
would be inconsistent to say that A should be treated differently than B.
This argument leaves the thorny problem, however, of what are to count as
similar cases. An aristocrat might reply to Kant that we should treat serfs
and nobility differently simply because they are very different kinds of
people. Hence the aristocrat would claim to uphold the principle of justice
and thus to behave perfectly rationally.
It is important to recognize, however, that Kant left a plausible account
of what should count as morally similar cases. This is provided in the
opening section of his Grundlegung zur Metaphysik der Sitten when he
argues that the decisive moral quality of a person is a good will, the power
to act according to universal laws. What makes people morally alike, then,
is their will alone, so that they should be treated the same regardless of their
nationality, heredity, or religion. So insofar as the serf has the same moral
will as the aristocrat, the same power to act on universal laws and to respect
the rights of others, he deserves the same rights as the aristocrat.
Nevertheless, the question remains, Is Kant's account of morality the
only plausible one? Is it alone in accord with the demands of reason? The
aristocrat would reply that it is even contrary to reason. Kant's theory of
morality is unduly abstract, he would argue, because it ignores how factors
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such as heredity influence the development of moral character. Granted that
the will is decisive in the moral evaluation of a person, are its qualities
completely separable from genetic factors? To defend his position Kant must
consider the sticky problem of the role of heredity in the formation of
character. Somehow he must show that genetic factors have no influence
upon the will. Barring a decisive settlement of this intractable dispute, we
are left with a gap between theory and practice, insofar as Kant did not
show that reason sanctions only his political principles.
This gap is not, however, the end of Kant's problems. Even if we admit
that the principles of freedom, equality, and independence are rational, they
are still much too general, permitting all kinds of disparities in their interpretation and application. The principle of freedom does not specify exactly
what counts as interference with my liberty; the principle of independence
does not define exactly the conditions of citizenship; and the principle of
equality does not tell us precisely what rights we should have, only that
everyone should have the same rights. It would seem that the precise limits
of my freedom, the specific qualifications for voting, and the exact kind and
number of my rights can be specified in many ways, all of them consistent
with reason. What determines the appropriate interpretation of these principles appears to be a matter more of judgment than of reason, for only judgment ascertains how to interpret them in specific circumstances. We are
now left with two gaps between theory and practice, that between the general principle of justice and specific political principles, and that between
these principles and their specific interpretation and application.
Kant attempted to prove his second point—people are capable of acting
according to the principles of reason—in the first and third sections of the
"Theorie-Praxis" essay. In response to the common conservative objection
that people act according to only tradition, habit, or self-interest, Kant
adopted a double strategy. First, he argued that people are in fact moral
beings, capable of acting for the sake of principle and from disinterested
motives. Second, he tried to show that, even as nonmoral beings who act
from self-interest alone, people act of necessity according to, although not
for the sake of, moral principle. This is sufficient for the purpose of politics,
for, as Kant explained later in the Rechtslehre, the state requires only that
we act according to the law but not for its sake.71 Kant's double strategy
employs his famous dualism between humans as noumenal and phenomenal,
intelligible and sensible beings. The first prong states that we act freely for
the sake of moral principles as noumenal beings, while the second prong
states that we act of necessity according to moral principles as phenomenal
beings. In either case, we can act on the principles of reason, so that pure
reason remains practical.
Kant put forth the first part of his strategy in section ι of the "Theorie-
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Praxis" essay by replying to some objections of the Berlin Aufklärer Christian Garve. 72 Although this section is sometimes ignored from the political
point of view, its historical context suggests a political motive. Garve was
one of those conservative critics of the Revolution who were skeptical of the
power of human beings to live by the principles of reason. In an appendix
to an essay in Versuche über verschiedene Gegenstände aus der Moral und
dem gesellschaftlichen Leben, he expressed some of his conservative skepticism with regard to Kant's moral philosophy by casting doubt on Kant's
famous distinction between happiness and the worthiness to be happy. 73 He
maintained that it is difficult, if not impossible, to separate our desire for
happiness from the worthiness for happiness. We human beings are such
that we act always for the sake of happiness, so that a distinction such as
Kant's is purely academic.
In his reply to Garve, Kant was willing to meet his objection halfway.
He conceded that no one can be perfectly aware of having fulfilled their
duty from purely selfless motives. That would be to demand too much, given
that we can never be aware of all the motives that make us do our duty.
Nevertheless, Kant insisted that we are aware with the utmost clarity that
we ought to do our duty: if we have acted contrary to our duty, our conscience informs us that we could have acted otherwise. Moreover, we know
that we can do our duty, because we are sometimes conscious of denying
our self-interest to act on our obligations. Although perhaps we never do
our duty from purely selfless motives, we can still be aware of ourselves as
striving to do this. This striving alone is sufficient to show that we are moral
beings, capable of acting for the sake of principle.
It is doubtful, however, that Kant's argument would satisfy a moral
skeptic like Garve. He would reply that it is a non sequitur. Being conscious
that we ought to do something does not imply that we can do it, for the
simple reason that our conscience, our belief that we could have acted otherwise, might be mistaken. We might be ignorant of all the causes of our
action. Kant needed to show not only that we think we ought to do something, but that we in fact ought to do it; he could establish this only by first
showing that we can do something, which is precisely the point in question.
Similarly, it is doubtful that striving to do our duty proves that we can do
it, given that trying does not mean succeeding. N o r is the mere awareness of
ourselves denying our self-interest sufficient to prove that we can do our
duty, for, as moralists like Mandeville loved to point out, we might forgo
many advantages for the sake of honor or self-esteem.
The second part of Kant's strategy is put forth in section III of the
"Theorie-Praxis" essay. Here Kant applied an idea that he had previously
developed in his essay on world history and that he would later expand in
Zum ewigen Frieden. According to this idea, the ideals of a republican con-
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stitution are realized of necessity in history through the natural dynamics of
self-interest. Purely egoistic individuals will find that a republican constitution is the best means of resolving the conflicts among their interests and of
ensuring maximal advantages for all. Such a constitution provides for a
maximum of freedom where individuals can pursue their ends without the
interference of others, so, what emerges in the end is a constitution in the
interests of everyone alike and in accord with the principles of reason. We
are thus compelled to realize through nature what we would have freely
chosen to do were we perfectly free moral agents. As Kant put the point in
Zum ewigen Frieden, the political problem (how to establish a republican
constitution) is solvable even for "a nation of devils."74 In making this point,
Kant hoped to disarm the frequent conservative objection that republican
ideals are unrealizable in practice because people act only in their selfinterest.
However hard-nosed and realistic, Kant's argument creates as many
problems as it solves. Granted that a nation of devils chooses to enter into
a republic, will they remain within it? If they constantly seek their selfinterest, they will break the laws whenever they can avoid punishment. As
Kant himself admitted, humans are animals in need of a master because
they always except themselves from the laws.75 The Kantian republic
becomes a very fragile political order, a competitive free-for-all where
everyone takes advantage of everyone else whenever the opportunity arises.
Hence the gap between theory and practice remains: the principles of reason
of the republic will be violated whenever they do not agree with self-interest.
The only way to close this gap is to resort to drastic antirepublican measures: enthroning a Hobbesian leviathan.
2.5. The Right of

Revolution

Although Kant defended the theory of the Revolution, he attacked its practice. For all his love of the radicals' ideals, he could not approve of their
methods. In the "Theorie-Praxis" essay he argued in the most adamant
manner that any revolution, any attempt to overthrow an established government, is wrong. All resistance to a sovereign power, he maintained, is
"the greatest and most punishable crime in a commonwealth." 76 Such a
prohibition is absolute. Even if the sovereign violates the original contract
or acts in an arbitrary and tyrannical manner, the subject is not entitled to
resist him. Rebellion is wrong as a matter not of prudence but of principle.
If the people know that their rebellion is bound to succeed with little
bloodshed, if they are certain that their happiness is bound to be much
greater under a new government, if they suffer the most unspeakable misery
under the present regime—they still have no right to rebel. The categorical
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imperative condemns the maxims of the rebel, which cannot be made into a
universal law. Turning the tables on Burke, Kant argued that it is the principle of happiness that sanctions rebellion, since it permits the people to
topple a government whenever they think it is contrary to their interests.77
So if rationalism approves of the ideals of the Revolution, it condemns its
practice.
In his Rechtslehre Kant pushed his criticisms of revolution so far that he
virtually revived the old doctrine of divine right.78 Flatly contrary to his
demand that individuals should think for themselves, he insisted that the
subject should not indulge in any speculation about the origins of the sovereign power or pass any judgments on the state other than those willed by
the sovereign himself. A law that is so sacred that it is a crime to cast doubt
upon it can be thought of as deriving from an infallible source. Thus the
doctrine of divine right becomes a regulative principle of pure reason.
Kant's absolute ban on revolution seems to create obvious difficulties for
him. We cannot have a duty to obey the commands of a tyrant when these
violate the most fundamental principles of justice, for this would be a duty
to violate our duty. But it is important to recognize that Kant has an answer
to this kind of problem. In his Rechtslehre he revived the doctrine of passive
obedience,79 which is designed to resolve just such a case of conscience.
According to this doctrine, we must distinguish between active and passive
resistance, between rebelling against the ruler and simply disobeying him. If
a tyrant commands us to do something immoral, we have a duty to disobey,
not a right to resist.
It is at least arguable, however, whether this doctrine completely solves
the problem. If we allow a tyrant intent on injustice to punish us, we violate
our duty to prevent injustice. We have an obligation to do everything in our
power to prevent injustice, yet we render ourselves powerless by allowing
him to imprison us. Kant could avoid even this difficulty, however, if he
made a distinction between doing something wrong (rebelling) and allowing
something to happen (the violation of justice by a tyrant). Such a distinction
would surely not be alien to his nonconsequentialist ethic.
It would be premature to conclude, however, that Kant's ban against
rebellion is consistent with his moral philosophy as a whole. We first must
examine the details of his arguments against the right of revolution to see if
they employ assumptions in agreement with his philosophy in general.
If we carefully examine Kant's texts, 90 then we find that he made two
distinct arguments against the right of revolution. Each argument points out
a problem that arises when we attempt to universalize the maxim that we
have a right of rebellion.
There is first of all the problem of anarchy. If we universalize the maxim
that we have a right of rebellion, we permit a state of complete anarchy or
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lawlessness. It is important to see, however, that Kant rejects such a maxim
not because of this consequence, but because he thinks that it would be
self-refuting or contradictory. A universalized maxim about the right of
rebellion would take the form "It ought to be a law under certain conditions
(e.g., the people are oppressed, the ruler has violated his mandate) that there
be no laws." But such a maxim is clearly self-refuting. The problem with it
is that it permits in principle a condition under which there would be no
laws or constitution; but all rights of laws are possible only if there is some
framework of laws or constitution. Hence the right of rebellion destroys
itself. 81
This argument suffers from two difficulties. First, it confuses natural with
positive law, the de jure with the de facto constitution. Although the rebel's
principle does permit a state without positive or de facto laws, it does not
allow a state without natural or de jure laws. Indeed, rebels justify their
right in terms of natural law, which is binding even during a state of civil
anarchy. Kant's argument would work, then, only if he held that there is no
such thing as a natural law or only if he assumed that all rights are defined
by the existing legal framework. Second, the problem of anarchism arises
for the tyrant as well as the subject. We can also ascribe to the tyrant the
maxim "It should be a law that there are no laws." For the distinguishing
feature of the tyrant is that he is a ruler who abrogates all laws and governs
strictly according to his arbitrary will.
The other alleged problem that arises from universalizing a right of
rebellion is divided sovereignty. This problem arises in the following manner. If the people have a right of revolution, they have a right to judge and
coerce the sovereign. But if they have such a right, they have supreme
authority over him. Hence the people have supreme authority over the
supreme authority, sovereignty over the sovereign, which is absurd. 82
Kant's argument works only if we make an additional assumption: that
the people alienate their right of self-government to the sovereign, so that he
has complete authority over how to administer and enforce the law. 83 This
assumption is perfectly plausible, given that the people do not have the time,
interest, or power to engage in many technical matters of state. If we make
this additional assumption, we can ascribe a contradiction to the will of a
people who demand a right of revolution. For they will hold two conflicting
maxims: "I will that the sovereign has complete authority about how to
administer and enforce the law," and "I will that I have a right to judge and
coerce him if he does not administer and enforce the laws as I see fit." In
other words, the people both will and do not will that the sovereign has
complete authority about how to administer and enforce the laws.
But this assumption also suffers from two difficulties. First, there is no
contradiction because there are two different senses of sovereignty, one de
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facto and another de jure. If the sovereign misuses his power, he ceases to
be the de jure sovereign. The people then have a de jure sovereignty over a
de facto sovereign. Second, although it is a plausible assumption that the
people alienate their right of self-government to the sovereign, it is important
to be precise about what they alienate. What they surrender is their right to
administer or execute the law, their right to judge how to apply it or the
proper means to realize it. They do not alienate, however, their right to
determine which laws are just. T o alienate this right would be to forfeit
their autonomy as moral agents. In an important sense, then, the people do
have the right to judge the justice or legality of the sovereign's actions.
Although they cannot determine how he should administer or enforce the
principles of justice, they can determine whether or not he acts according to
them, which is all that is required for a right of revolution. Revolutions
usually arise from questions about the justice of the laws rather than about
how to apply them.
We can see from this brief examination of Kant's arguments that his
denial of the right of revolution involves assumptions completely at odds
with his political philosophy as a whole. These arguments work only if Kant
abandons two of his most cherished doctrines: his belief in moral autonomy,
and his conviction that the principles of morality are binding in politics. In
other words, they are valid only if Kant were a thoroughgoing legal
positivist such as Hobbes, who identified right with the command of the
sovereign. Yet Kant condemned Hobbes's principles in the most explicit
terms.84
Of the several attempts to explain away this contradiction in Kant's system, none is very successful. One explanation is that Kant's argument was
secretly directed against the threat of restoration in France. 85 But this explanation fails to answer one important question, Why would Kant argue
against all revolution if he wished only to forbid counterrevolution in
France? The fact remains that Kant denied the right of revolution
throughout the 1760s and 1 7 7 0 s .
Another explanation is that Kant's enthusiasm for the Revolution was
based on his teleological conception of history.86 According to this view,
although Kant condemned revolution as the moral principle of individual
agents, he valued it as the mechanism by which Providence creates a more
just society. T o understand how Kant could praise the practice but damn
the principle of revolution, we have only to adopt a distinction that he frequently makes in his philosophy of history: the intentions of particular
agents versus the general consequences of their actions from the standpoint
of history as a whole. While the actions of individuals might be morally
reprehensible, the general result of their actions might be morally good.
There is something to be said for this interpretation. Kant did believe
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that revolution is the mechanism by which Providence creates a just society,
and he did base his hopes of social progress on Providence rather than on
individuals. But the basic contradiction remains: because of his general principles, Kant should have approved of revolution on moral, not just historical, grounds. Because of his commitment to the rights of man, he should
have approved of revolution when it is the only means to protect these
rights.
How are we to explain this contradiction in Kant's thought? What led
him to espouse such radically conflicting doctrines? I shall attempt to answer
these questions in the next two sections.

2.6. Kant and Prussian

Politics

We have already seen how Kant, in some Reflexionen written in the late
1780s, began to resolve the conflict in his political philosophy by finally
recognizing the right of revolution.87 He acknowledged the right of a people
to revolt against their ruler when he broke the social contract and when the
people could justify their action by some clause in their constitution. This
recognition raises interesting questions: If Kant affirmed the right of revolution in the late 1780s, why did he deny it in the 1790s? Why did he return
to his earlier view that there is no right of revolution so shortly after
renouncing it?
To answer these questions, we must consider the historical context of
Kant's philosophy in the early 1790s. In particular, we must examine the
context before the publication of the "Theorie-Praxis" essay in 1 7 9 3 , where
Kant returned to his arguments against the right of rebellion. We must know
something about the policies of the Prussian government at the time, the
state of the debate concerning the Revolution in Berlin, and Kant's general
reputation in Germany.
The policies of the Prussian government in the early 1790s were largely
determined by the reactionary ministry of J. C. Wöllner.88 On July 3, 1788,
Wöllner succeeded the liberal Zedlitz as minister of state and head of
ecclesiastical affairs. This meant, as everyone had feared, the end of the
liberty of the press in Prussia, which had been the hallmark of the reign of
Friedrich II. It was Wöllner's great ambition to save Prussia from the ruin of
irreligion, which had been so rampant during Friedrich IPs reign. Wöllner
believed that religion is essential to the maintenance of morality and the
peace of the realm.89 The great danger to religion, in his view, was the
rationalism of the Aufklärung.
Upon taking charge of his ministry, he
rejoiced that he now had "the general command in the campaign against
enlightenment.'" 0 The weapons to be employed against the Aufklärung were
twofold: greater control over appointments to church ministries and greater
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censorship. Beginning on July 9, 1 7 8 8 , only a week after his assumption as
minister, Wöllner issued a series of edicts concerning religion and censorship. The edicts provided for the strict examination of pastoral candidates
to determine their orthodoxy, and for the censorship of any book inimical
to "the general principles of religion, the state, or moral and civil o r d e r . " "
Wöllner's policies met with spirited resistance, but they were pushed
through with the greatest determination, largely on the insistence of Friedrich Wilhelm II himself. The campaign for censorship began to produce
practical results only after the government became seriously worried about
the repercussions of the French Revolution in Prussia. In October 1 7 9 1 the
king issued explicit instructions to his ministers for strict management of the
censorship in view of the increased danger to public order. 92 On February 4,
1 7 9 2 , a Kabinettsordre demanded the severest censorship of all books concerning politics.93 In Friedrich Wilhelm's view, the evil of insurrection had
to be countered at all costs, even if it meant the end of the book trade. His
fears were probably fueled by the underground revolutionary literature circulating in Berlin.94
In the early 1790s the debate in Berlin concerning the Revolution was
dominated by the conservatives. This is naturally not very surprising, given
that Wöllner's ministry was so intent on wiping out the opposition. In early
1 7 9 3 several important conservative works—Rehberg's
Untersuchungen
über die französische Revolution, Gentz's critical essays and his translation
of Burke's Reflections—made
a considerable impact on public opinion. 95
The thrust of their criticisms is that revolutionary ideology is the offspring
of an excessive rationalism, the attempt to determine the constitution of the
state by a priori reasoning alone. According to Burke, Rehberg, and Gentz,
the radicals believed that reason not only permitted but obliged them to
sweep away the traditions and institutions of France and to replace them
with a constitution based on the rights of man. These conservative critics
had tried the faith in reason of the Aufklärung and found it guilty of the
charges of insurrection and anarchy. Rationalism was now tainted with the
blood of the guillotine.
Such an argument must have been sweet music to Wöllner's pricked ears.
It meant that the rationalism of the Aufklärung was leading not only to
atheism and immorality but also to anarchism and insurrection. All the more
reason, then, to tighten the censorship. Wöllner was indeed eager to snatch
at any excuse. He always had to justify his policies before the opposition in
universities and the cabinet; but he was also under direct orders from His
Majesty himself to enforce the new edicts in the most rigorous fashion.
For Kant, this entire state of affairs must have been very alarming. The
conservative argument implicated his own ethical rationalism. It followed
that his moral philosophy must support the Jacobin cause. Indeed, it was
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rumored in Berlin that Kant was on the side of the Revolution.96 There had
also been scandalous charges that Kant's philosophy teaches that the existence of the king is indemonstrable, so that the people do not have to obey
his edicts.'7 What all these arguments, rumors, and insinuations amounted
to in the current climate was that his philosophy was politically dangerous.
The Wöllner ministry had just the excuse it needed for a further clampdown.
There is good evidence that Kant was disturbed by the implications of
these conservative arguments. In the Vorarbeiten to the "Theorie-Praxis"
essay, Kant began by considering "the new and otherwise unheard of charge
that metaphysics is the cause of revolutions against the state.'" 8 This
"charge" was clearly a reference to Burke and Rehberg, whose books had
recently appeared. The earlier drafts of Kant's essay make it plain that he
wished to defend his ethical rationalism against the criticisms of Burke and
Rehberg, and in particular against the claim that it would support insurrection.
There is also more than ample evidence that the government was
watching Kant and would regard his views as representative of philosophy
in Prussia. By the early 1790s Kant had become the most famous
philosopher in Prussia, indeed in all of Germany. Whatever he said would
be listened to, and it would be bound to have an impact. Philosophers were
anxiously awaiting the appearance of his system of morals, his Metaphysik
der Sitten, to see what stand he would take on the Revolution." Wöllner too
had a deep curiosity in this affair, and he would have been sure to draw
damaging conclusions if Kant, the Aufklärer par excellence, supported the
Revolution. As early as 1789 Kant's views were carefully monitored by the
government, since they were regarded as a threat to religion. The lectures of
his student J. G. Kiesewetter had been vetted by Wöllner's spies. In June
1 7 9 1 Kiesewetter wrote Kant to inform him that attempts were being made
in the Wöllner ministry to prevent him from publishing.100 Kiesewetter
explained that the king, who was prone to mystical visions, had seen Jesus
again, so that even more edicts could be expected. Kant was alarmed, so
much so that he refused to answer some technical objections to his
philosophy on the grounds that the government would use his answer as an
excuse for silencing him.101 In June 1792 the government finally struck, forbidding the publication of Kant's essay "Von dem Kampf des guten Prinzips
mit dem Bösen über die Herrschaft des Menschen" in the Berlinische
Monatsschrift.102 Attempts by Kant's publisher, J. E. Biester, to get this decision revoked were to no avail. Biester's appeal was placed before the committee of ministers after the king had issued an order for the most strict
enforcement of the censorship decrees.103
So given Kant's reputation in Prussia, given the government's careful
monitoring of his position, and given the policies of the Wöllner administra-
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tion, Kant was placed under enormous pressure. If he publicly came out in
favor of the Revolution in France, that would only vindicate the government's policies on censorship. It would seem as if the government had good
excuse for a further clampdown on the press. There can be no doubt, however, that Kant was eager to avoid any further restrictions on freedom of the
press, which would affect the publication not only of his own writings but
also those of his fellow Aufklärer. It would have been the coup de grace
to the already ailing Aufklärung in Prussia. Even more serious, Kant feared
that restrictions on the press would completely undermine the prospect for
further reform in Prussia. He had always maintained that such a prospect
depended on freedom of the press, the right of intellectuals to address public
issues and to make proposals to the government. If philosophers could not
be kings, then at least kings should listen to philosophers. But the condition
under which they could do so, of course, was freedom of the press.
In the early 1790s, then, Kant faced a grave crisis. His philosophy stood
on trial before the public. He had to make some statement about the Revolution, given the accusations of Burke, Rehberg, and Gentz against ethical
rationalism. But if he came out in favor of the Revolution, he would justify
Wöllner's policies and feed the fires of reaction; and if he came out against
it, he would violate his principles. Somehow, then, Kant had to find a way
of remaining loyal to the Revolution while not inciting Wöllner's ministry
into further repressive action. The path out of this dilemma lay in affirming
the ideals of the Revolution but not its methods, in defending the rights of
man but not the right of revolution. If Kant were to respond to the challenge
of the conservative argument, he would have to show that his ethical
rationalism did not support but undermined the right of rebellion. Only this
response would make Wöllner see that the Aufklärung was not on the side
of the Revolution and would undercut the rationale for reaction. Of course,
the price attached to this strategy was that Kant would have to abandon his
earlier view, sketched in the late 1780s, that revolution is permissible. This
price he was willing to pay: at stake was nothing less than the last vestiges
of freedom of thought in Wöllner's Prussia.
M y account of Kant's denial of the right of rebellion assumes that Kant
would have been willing to reformulate his views and ready to enter the
field of public controversy if he believed that freedom of thought was under
threat. But this is a plausible assumption in Kant's case, given that there had
been a clear precedent for it. In 1 7 8 6 , just before the death of Friedrich II,
Kant entered the pantheism controversy because he feared that Jacobi's criticisms of philosophy would give the future government of Friedrich Wilhelm
II reasons for restricting freedom of the press. Jacobi argued that all
philosophy ends in Spinozism, which to him and his contemporaries was
tantamount to atheism and fatalism. Such an argument confirmed Wöllner's
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prejudices against the Aufklärung and gave him an excuse for future censorship of the press. In Kant's contribution to the pantheism controversy, the
short essay "Was heisst: Sich im Denken orientiren?" Kant warned the disciples of Jacobi that their criticisms of reason were undermining the very
freedom of thought that made their philosophy possible. 104 He asked them
to think twice lest their philosophy jeopardize freedom of the press, "the
last treasure remaining to us amid all civil burdens." This warning was political as well as philosophical, given the imminent death of Friedrich II and
the likely accession of that notorious obscurantist Friedrich Wilhelm II. Yet
until Biester warned Kant of the possible official response to Jacobi's criticisms, Kant had little interest or incentive for involving himself in the pantheism controversy. 105 Indeed, he was unsure of his position and did not
know whether he would support Jacobi or Mendelssohn. 106 Kant's decision
to enter political controversy in 1 7 9 3 is probably analogous to his resolve to
enter the pantheism controversy in 1 7 8 6 . Before the conservative arguments
of Burke, Rehberg, and Gentz made their impact, giving the government
more reason for a crackdown on freedom of the press, Kant was not inclined
to enter the debate. 107 But, as in 1 7 8 6 , Kant was forced into the controversy
to defend his most cherished political ideal, freedom of thought.
M y historical explanation of Kant's denial of the right of rebellion in the
1790s is not entirely new. It has been frequently suggested that Kant's position was a response to the political situation in Prussia, and in particular
Wöllner's censorship. But this suggestion has not been fully explored
because it is thought to imply a lack of integrity on Kant's part, a blatant
hypocrisy and betrayal of his own philosophy. It is as if Kant were a cringing
Prussian subject, 108 or as if his whole argument were only " a sop to the
censor." 1 0 9 There are, however, good reasons for rejecting these insinuations.
We have seen that Kant could be fearlessly outspoken in the face of authority, so there is no reason to question his integrity. Kant denied the right of
revolution throughout the 1 7 7 0 s and early 1780s, so there can be no question of his saying this only to placate his censors. Although Kant did indeed
abandon the standpoint of the late 1780s, this did not involve any hypocrisy
on his part, given that this standpoint was probably tentative, and that he
had been constantly rethinking his position since the 1 7 7 0 s . Nevertheless,
even if we reject these insinuations, we are not obliged to reject a historical
or contextual explanation of Kant's inconsistency. Indeed, since we cannot
philosophically resolve the inconsistency, we should continue to view Kant's
denial of the right of revolution as a response to the contemporary political
situation. Wöllner's censorship gave Kant a strong motivation to return to
his original position about the right of rebellion and to abandon the tentative standpoint of the late 1780s, not because of any concern for his own
safety, but because he feared the political consequences for the Aufklärung
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in Prussia should there be a further clampdown on the press. In short, Kant
sacrificed philosophical consistency for a higher political ideal, freedom of
the press, "the last treasure remaining to us amid all civil burdens." Given
the primacy of politics in Kant's philosophy, such a sacrifice should not
surprise us.

2.7. Kant's

Conservatism

In his Geschichte der Philosophie und Religion in Deutschland1,0
Heinrich
Heine told a famous story about Kant's motives for writing his second
Kritik, the Kritik der praktischen Vernunft. Kant's criticisms of the traditional proofs of the existence of God in the first Kritik, Heine imagined, had
deeply upset his manservant Lampe, who complained that his old faith had
been taken away from him. To console the weeping Lampe, Kant resolved
to write the second Kritik, which would restore his faith by basing it on
practical reason.
Heine's parable has often been criticized as a misunderstanding of
Kant, 1 " for it gives the impression that Kant's practical concerns were of
secondary importance to his theoretical ones. Given the primacy of morals
and politics in the development of the critical philosophy, there is some
point to this criticism. Nevertheless, Heine's parable contains a kernel of
profound truth. It rightly suggests that Kant betrayed the radical insights
behind his critique of reason and compromised with the status quo.
If Kant was a radical in principle, he was a conservative in practice.
Although his moral and political ideals look forward to the 1790s, his views
on social and political change look back to the 1 7 7 0 s . Even after the Revolution Kant continued to view the channels of legitimate change from the
narrow perspective of the age of enlightened absolutism. He proscribed not
only rebellion but also any form of civil disobedience. The officer, teacher,
pastor, and civil servant have a duty to remain in their posts, he argued,
however much it violates their conscience." 2 The only legitimate form of
social and political change is reform, and indeed reform from above. If the
sovereign violates the rights of his subjects, they have only one recourse
against him: to express their grievances in the press. "Freedom of the pen,"
as Kant succinctly put it, "is the only safeguard of the rights of the
people." 1 1 3 But it was still up to the sovereign whether he would listen to
grievances or permit freedom of the press. Such a narrow conception of
political change clearly derived from the age of enlightened absolutism,
which permitted at best only freedom of the press and which never dared to
question the absolute sovereignty of the monarch.
Kant's dated and restricted conception of political change must be distinguished from the more liberal reformist doctrine of the postrevolutionary
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period. The doctrine that enlightenment or moral education is the precondition of constitutional change was too idealistic and dangerous for Kant. A
public educated in the principles of liberty, equality, and fraternity might be
a force for reform from below. Thus in Zum ewigen Frieden Kant argued
that such a program of reform put the cart before the horse: constitutional
change should be the condition of moral reform." 4 And in Streit der Fakultäten he insisted that this program ignored basic problems such as how to
fund the education of the public or how to educate the educators.115 Prima
facie Kant's emphasis on prior constitutional reform sounds much less conservative than the ideas of many of the reformers of the 1790s. Yet we must
not forget that Kant never relented from his view that this reform should
come from above.
What makes Kant's narrow conception of social and political change so
problematic is his insistence that the principles of morality are absolutely
binding in politics. Although Kant demanded unity of theory and practice,
he permitted only the most ineffectual means of closing the gap between
them. What if the monarch refuses to heed the grievances of his subjects and
introduces censorship? In this desperate situation Kant offered the oppressed
one source of solace: faith in Providence. The gap between theory and practice is silently, gradually, and inexorably closing, thanks to "a hidden plan
of nature." It is the inner purpose of history, Kant argued in his worldhistory essay, to realize a republican constitution guaranteeing liberty and
equality for all. 116 Regardless of the decisions of individual agents, this plan
must be realized according to the mechanism of 'unsocial sociability'.
Through the pursuit of self-interest, each individual would realize that it is
best to enter a republican constitution, which gives to all individuals
maximum freedom to pursue their ends. A harmonious whole would then
emerge from the actions of separate individuals striving for their own goals.
Kant's appeal to Providence becomes more comprehensible once we
realize he had little or no conception of concerted or organized political
activity. Trade unions, political parties, and pressure groups were unknown
in eighteenth-century Prussia, and Kant could not approve of secret societies,
such as the Freemasons, whose clandestine activities violated his demand for
publicity or openness.117 Kant was indeed skeptical of the very possibility of
organized political activity. All human schemes begin with the parts and get
no further, he argued in the "Theorie-Praxis" essay, because people so rarely
agree among themselves.118 If we want an outcome that affects the whole of
society, we must look to Providence, which alone acts from the whole to the
parts.
It could be argued, however, that Kant's resort to Providence was a
betrayal of the heart of his moral philosophy, the principle of autonomy.
This principle requires that we make our own history, or take responsibility
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for our own fate. It would be a hypostasis of our powers to assume that
some higher agency can realize for us what we should do for ourselves. So
in saying that Providence will act for us, Kant was in effect alienating our
autonomy, hypostatizing our power to create our social and political world.
The Kantian subject need not do anything to realize the republican constitution because, regardless of individual decisions and actions, the mechanism
of unsocial sociability will realize it for him.
Of course, Kant never admitted such a criticism. In the third section of
the "Theorie-Praxis" essay he argued that the belief in progress does not
replace but encourages the execution of moral duty, for the assumption that
humanity is constantly declining or stagnating destroys all motivation to
contribute to the continual improvement of humanity." 9 Similarly, in Religion innerhalb der Grenzen der blossen Vernunft Kant insisted that, even
though the efforts of humans can never create the ethical commonwealth
and divine agency is necessary to create it for them, all must act as if the
execution of the divine plan depends on them alone. 120
Nevertheless, it is questionable whether Kant's attempts to fend off the
charge of quietism are successful. For the question remains: What can individuals do to create a republican government if they may not rebel and if
the sovereign forbids all forms of redress? The whole point of the appeal to
Providence is to offer us solace for such powerlessness.
Nowhere did Kant more deeply betray the radical spirit of his philosophy
than in the "Dialektik" of the second Kritik. Here Kant reintroduced the
ideas of God, Providence, and immortality as constitutive principles, flatly
contrary to the "Dialektik" of the first Kritik. We are justified in believing
in the "objective reality" of these ideas, he argued, as a necessary condition
of realizing our duty to the highest good. 121 Because finite mortals cannot
fulfill their duty to the highest good in this life, they are obliged to believe
in the existence of God, Providence, and immortality, for these are the conditions under which they can fulfill their duty in the afterlife. Throughout
the "Dialektik" of the second Kritik the highest good becomes more a
transcendent reality in the noumenal world than a political ideal to be
realized in the phenomenal world. Thus the solution to "the antinomy of
practical reason" is that virtue might create happiness in the noumenal
realm, though not in the phenomenal realm. 122 Similarly, Kant maintained
that, since people are powerless to create the highest good in this world,
they should believe in God as its enforcer and creator. 123 Kant was explicit
that these ideas are not goals of action but objects of belief. Hence he
insisted that practical reason permits us to assume "the immanent and constitutive" worth of principles that theoretical reason cannot demonstrate. 124
In all these respects, though, Kant was only lapsing back into the very fallacy
he so relentlessly exposed in the "Dialektik" of the first Kritik: hypostasis.
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Kant's betrayal of his radical principles had its ultimate source in his
conflicting loyalty to the Prussian crown. Kant had two reasons to regard
himself as "an obedient servant" of the Prussian state. First, as a university
professor in Königsberg he was not only its subject but also its employee.
All employees of the Prussian state were expected, then as now, to swear
their allegiance to it. Second, like most Aufklärer in Prussia, Kant had a
special admiration for Friedrich II, the Philosopher King, the most
enlightened monarch in Germany. Friedrich gave Kant every reason to
believe in the prospects for reform from above. He granted his subjects
freedom of the press and religion and had plans to introduce a constitution
for all the Prussian lands. Under such circumstances, Kant's loyalty to
Prussia was anything but a violation of his philosophical ideals. He could
endorse Friedrich's dictate "Argue as much as you like but obey" because
he was confident the monarch would listen. Here indeed lies the explanation for Kant's denial of the right of rebellion throughout the 1760s, 1 7 7 0 s ,
and early 1780s: rebellion against a great monarch like Friedrich was
unthinkable.
The tension in Kant's position became apparent only with the death of
Friedrich II in 1 7 8 6 . The ensuing reactionary reign of Friedrich Wilhelm II
seemed to destroy all prospect of reform from above. Friedrich Wilhelm not
only enacted new censorship decrees but also shelved all plans to introduce
a new constitution. Under these circumstances Kant's political philosophy
lost its coherence. It no longer offered any means to close the gap between
theory and practice, which Kant regarded as the chief desideratum of any
political theory. N o w that Friedrich Wilhelm was on the throne, Kant's
denial of the right of rebellion played into the hands of reactionaries, and
his pleas for freedom of the press sounded like nothing more than a lament
for the good old days. Thus the fundamental tension in Kant's political
philosophy had its source in one mistaken belief: that "der alte Fritz" would
live forever.

3
P H I L O S O P H Y AND POLITICS
IN J. G. F I C H T E ' S 1 7 9 4

WISSENSCHAFTSLEHRE
3.1. Fichte's Historical

Significance

The task of resolving the tensions in Kant's political thought fell to his most
renowned disciple, Johann Gottlieb Fichte (176z—1814). All the radicalism
latent in Kant's thought burst forth in Fichte's early political philosophy.'
Fichte embraced the fundamental principles of Kant's political theory, but
he never compromised them by bowing to the status quo. Rather, he
radicalized them, pushing them to their final conclusions. Thus he used
Kant's concept of autonomy to justify the right of revolution; he appealed
to Kant's social contract doctrine to defend the right of a people to change
its constitution; and he invoked Kant's ideal of the unity of theory and
practice to demand direct and immediate political action. Like Kant, Fichte
insisted that the principles of morality are absolutely binding in politics;
but, unlike Kant, he denied that we can expect Providence to overcome
the gap between theory and practice for us. Rather, he stressed that we
can surmount the gap only by taking our fate in our own hands and
engaging in political activity. In sum, Fichte wanted not to console Lampe
but to liberate him.
Nowhere is Fichte's radicalization of Kant more apparent than in his
early epistemology. Fichte took Kant's critique of hypostasis to its radical
conclusion. It was the chief aim of Fichte's 1794 Wissenschaftslehre to
remove the last vestiges of hypostasis still clinging to the Kantian system.
Hence Fichte insisted that we eliminate the thing-in-itself as the cause of
experience; he stressed that the highest good is not a heaven beyond earth
but only an ideal to be realized on it; and he argued that the noumenal self
is not an entity existing prior to self-consciousness but only the activity of
coming to self-consciousness. In Fichte, no less than in Kant, the critique of
hypostasis is motivated by a political end: the removal of human selfenslavement. But Fichte argued that Kant failed to realize this ideal by introducing new transcendent entities into his philosophy. It was only by
eliminating these entities, Fichte believed, that the critical philosophy could
57
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finally become what it was intended to be: a spearhead of liberation.
It would be misleading to suggest, however, that Fichte's early political
philosophy was merely a consistent version of Kant's. While the young
Fichte claimed to be the disciple of Kant, his early political views depart
sharply from his teacher's, in two respects. First, Fichte was much more
optimistic than Kant. Since he denied that there is a "radical evil" in human
nature, he refused to endorse Kant's dark dictum "Man is an animal who
needs a master." Such was his faith in progress that he believed a time
would come when there was no longer a need for the state. The highest
ideal for humanity is not the creation of a perfect state, as Kant thought, but
the realization of a perfect community where all laws would disappear.2
Second, Fichte did not share Kant's liberal conception of the ideal society.
This ideal is not a republic where all would pursue their happiness without
the interference of others, but a community where all would work for the
common good. The chief condition of human self-realization is not the
competition of Kant's unsocial sociability, but the cooperation of the community.
Fichte's historical significance does not rest however, only with his
radical transformation of Kant's philosophy. Fichte was also the foremost
radical publicist of his age. His early defense of the French Revolution,
Beiträge zur Berichtigung der Urteile des Publikums über die französische
Revolution (1793), was widely read and controversial. His 1794 Jena lectures, which were later published as Einige Vorlesungen über die Bestimmung des Gelehrten, made a lasting impact on his generation. Hölderlin,
Novalis, Schiller, and Friedrich Schlegel were all deeply impressed by them.3
It was through these lectures that many young Germans first became aware
of radical doctrine. Their central message was as inspiring as it was explosive: that the common people have the right to change society according to
the demands of reason, and that the highest good is not a heaven beyond
the earth but a just society on it. To a generation grown weary of oppression, Fichte preached the need for change, closing his lectures with the
resounding call "Act! Act!"
Fichte also made some important contributions to modern German political thought. One of these is his model of the ideal community, which he
sketched in Beiträge and Vorlesungen.4 Fichte's model became the main
alternative to the liberal and paternalist conceptions of society so prevalent
in the 1790s. His ideal society is neither the free-for-all advocated by liberals
nor the estatist hierarchy championed by the conservatives. Rather, it is a
community where each was devoted to the self-realization of all and all to
the self-realization of each. The main aim of society is not simply to prevent
one person from harming another but to satisfy all the needs of everyone.
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This is not a socialist model of society, however, for Fichte gave no place to
the state. Since the needs of everyone alike would be cared for, there would
be no motivation for crime and hence no need for laws. "The aim of all
government," Fichte wrote in a few redolent lines, "is to make all government superfluous." 5 This Utopian conception of society soon became the
inspiration for the young romantics, and eventually for M a r x himself.
Another of Fichte's contributions was his conception of social justice,
which he first formulated in his Beiträge.6 Fichte's conception is based on
the classical labor theory of property: we have the right to own what we
make, what we transform through our labor. From this theory he drew a
striking conclusion, " H e who does not work shall not eat." Fichte used this
maxim not only to question the property of the aristocracy but also to justify
the right of subsistence of everyone who worked. Those who work deserve
to have at least their basic needs satisfied, Fichte argued, so that they have
adequate food, clothing, and shelter. Fichte knew that economic inequality
has its origins not in the natural laws of the marketplace, still less in the
ways of Providence, but in the political structure of the ancien régime. When
Fichte later abandoned his early anarchism, this conception of social justice
led him to write one of the pioneering tracts of modern socialism, Der
geschlossene Handelsstaat of 1800.
Fichte's early political thought forms a category of its own, eluding easy
classification. The young Fichte was certainly not a conservative, nor was he
a liberal or a romantic. He has been regarded as a liberal because he
defended some standard liberal values, such as freedom of the press and of
conscience. 7 Yet Fichte's model of the ideal society, which places such
emphasis on cooperation rather than on competition, clearly breaks with
the liberal mold. Fichte has also been considered the father of romantic
political thought because the romantics so frequently paid tribute to him.8
Yet if the romantics acknowledged their debt to Fichte, they also reacted
against him. The young Schelling, Friedrich Schlegel, Hölderlin, Schleiermacher, and Novalis attacked him on several counts: for his excessively
intellectual conception of self-realization, which ignores the sensual side
of humanity; for his negative view of nature, which reduces it to a mere
obstacle to our striving; and for his exclusively moralistic conception of the
good life, which neglects the importance of individuality.
If we have to attach any label to the young Fichte, it would be least
misleading to consider him a liberal. Although his ideal of community
departs sharply from the liberal tradition, Fichte's early defense of liberty of
thought, of social contract theory, and of the inviolable autonomy of the
individual put him firmly in the liberal camp. These early liberal elements of
Fichte's thought disappeared, however, in his political writings of the 1800s.
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3.2. The Politics of the 1794 Wissenschaftslehre
Fichte is one thinker of the 1790s whom it would be absurd to view as
apolitical. He regarded political commitment and activity as the very lifeblood of the philosopher, his first and last responsibility. The purpose of
intellectual life is not disinterested speculation or contemplation but the
supervision of social progress. The intellectual is "the educator of the human
race," "the teacher of mankind." In his 1794 Vorlesungen, for example,
Fichte gave the intellectual a preeminent role in society as the philosophical
guardian of social advancement.9 Since the end of society is care for all the
needs of everyone, and since only intellectuals give us knowledge of these
needs and how to satisfy them, social progress is spearheaded by intellectuals. Without them society would be rudderless, having no goals and no
knowledge of how to achieve them. Fichte made it clear, however, that intellectuals not only have an important role in society; he insisted that the role
of intellectuals is to promote social ends: "The intellectual is especially
destined for society. More than any other class, his class, insofar as he is an
intellectual, properly exists only through and for society.'" 0 Fichte had
a very definite view about the kind of society intellectuals should serve:
a community providing for the liberty, equality, and fraternity of all its
members.
Given such a view of the role of intellectuals, we should not be surprised
that Fichte's early epistemology is dominated by political ends. The aim of
the 1 7 9 4 Wissenschaftslehre is to articulate and justify the ideals of the
French Revolution. That is how Fichte explained the original purpose and
inspiration of his philosophy in his famous letter to Jens Baggesen in the
spring of 1 7 9 5 :
I believe that my system belongs to this [the French] nation. It is the first
system of freedom. Just as that nation has torn away the external chains
of man, my system tears away the chains of the thing-in-itself, or external
causes, that still shackle him more or less in other systems, even the
Kantian. My first principle establishes man as an independent being. My
system arose through an inner struggle with myself and against rooted
prejudices in those years that the French struggled with outer force for
their political freedom. It was their valeur that spurred me to conceive it.
When I wrote on the Revolution, there came to me the first hints and
inklings of my system. Thus this system belongs to this nation."
This passage makes clear the intimate connection between Fichte's
philosophy and politics. What is the precise nature of this connection? How
does Fichte's very abstract epistemology arise from and reflect his very concrete political goals? Fichte scholars raised these questions long ago 1 2 and
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have regarded answering them as an essential task of interpretation. It must
be said, however, that Fichte scholarship has not been very successful in its
self-appointed task. The two recent trends in Fichte scholarship both fail to
do justice to the unity of philosophy and politics in Fichte's thought. Some
scholars have devoted most of their attention to Fichte's epistemology,
seeing as his fundamental aim the creation of a presuppositionless
philosophia prima.13 This trend has paid only lip service to Fichte's political
views, as if his philosophy were pure theory for its own sake, apart from
any political interests. Other scholars have rightly stressed the primacy of
politics in Fichte's thinking,14 yet in their interpretation his epistemology is
so crude and naive that it is impossible to understand how it served his
political interests, let alone how someone could philosophically entertain it.
The fundamental obstacle to understanding the unity of philosophy and
politics in Fichte's thought is a long tradition of misinterpretation of his
idealism. Fichte's philosophy has been interpreted as a system of either
'absolute' or 'subjective' idealism. According to the first interpretation,15
Fichte maintained that all reality exists only for an absolute ego, which
resides somehow in each and every finite or individual ego. This absolute
ego posits itself as all reality, and then it creates the existence of an external
world or 'nonego'. The action of the nonego on the finite ego is the finite
ego's subconscious self-determination as an absolute ego. According to the
second interpretation,16 Fichte thought that all reality exists only for some
individual or finite ego. His idealism differs from Berkeley's only in its antiempiricism, in its insistence on the necessity of a priori forms of knowledge;
it differs from Kant's only in its elimination of the thing-in-itself.
If we adopt either of these interpretations, it becomes difficult to explain
the connection between Fichte's philosophy and politics. Both kinds of
idealism would undermine Fichte's activism and radicalism. If Fichte is an
absolute idealist, he must maintain that everything is rational, for the absolute ego is all reality and purely rational. But if everything that exists is
already rational, there is no reason to create a more rational world. Similarly, if Fichte is a subjective idealist, he must hold that all reality exists only
for my individual perception. Again, there is no reason to change reality, to
make it conform to my demands, for it is already a reflection of my consciousness. On either account, Fichte's idealism provides reason more for
quietism than for activism. Accepting one or the other of these interpretations, some scholars want to accuse Fichte of inconsistency.17 However, the
inconsistency is only a reason to relinquish the interpretation.
There are other compelling reasons to reject both of these interpretations. They are flatly contrary to the spirit and letter of Fichte's philosophy.
Fichte was not an absolute idealist for the simple reason that he did not
think that the absolute ego exists. A close reading of his Grundlage der
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gesammten Wissenschaftslehre, the chief exposition of his 1794 Wissenschaftslehre, reveals that he regarded the absolute ego as nothing more
than a regulative ideal, a goal for moral action. We should not say that the
ego posits the nonego, Fichte said, but only that it ought to posit it." Indeed,
Fichte would be guilty of hypostasis if he assumed the reality of the absolute
ego, for it transcends the limits of all finite consciousness. Neither was Fichte
a subjective idealist, for he thought one of the chief tasks of transcendental
philosophy is to explain the existence of the external world." It is simply
absurd, he thought, to assume that the finite ego has the power to create all
of reality.
Rather than reading Fichte's philosophy as either absolute or subjective
idealism, it is more accurate to read it as 'ethical idealism'. This epithet
should be taken literally and strictly to mean the doctrine that all reality
ought to be ideal. Fichte maintained that subjective and absolute idealism
are metaphysical theories, and like all such theories their constitutive claims
should be reformulated into regulative terms. In other words, we should say
not "everything is ideal" but "everything ought to be ideal." The absolute
ego's creation of all reality according to the laws of its reason is, for Fichte,
an ideal that the finite ego can approach but never attain through its ceaseless acting upon the world.
Why is the absolute ego a moral ideal? Why should it be a moral imperative that all reality be ideal? It is the first principle of morality, Fichte contended, that we achieve absolute independence or autonomy, where we are
subject to no laws but those of our own reason.20 We ought to become
completely self-positing beings, or only what we make of ourselves. This
requires that we overcome Kant's division between the noumenal and
phenomenal, or rational and sensible, self. The phenomenal self, which is
passive and subject to determination by external causes, must disappear, so
that we become completely noumenal or rational. The condition under
which the phenomenal self disappears, however, is that we gain control over
nature, making it conform to rational ends. As long as nature escapes our
control, the phenomenal self will be passive, determined by external causes;
and as long as it is passive, we cannot be completely autonomous and selfpositing agents. It is therefore a necessary demand of morality that we gain
dominance over nature, so that its given phenomenal element decreases
while its posited rational element increases. The more we approach complete
control over nature the more we make it ideal, the product of our own
activity. Hence the absolute ego, where all reality is posited by the activity
of reason, becomes the goal of our moral striving. Absolute idealism is thus
a result of the highest moral command: to achieve absolute independence or
autonomy.
It is of the first importance to see that the absolute ego is not only a
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moral but also a political ideal for Fichte. He said explicitly that we can
approach his ideal only under specific social and political conditions:
namely, the liberty, equality, and fraternity of the ethical community. No
single individual can attain absolute autonomy without the active cooperation of others. Each individual should work for the absolute independence
of all, and all should work for the absolute independence of each. But the
more people become self-determining or purely rational through mutual
effort the more they become alike, for reason is universal, one and the same
in everyone. Only by virtue of their phenomenal nature do people differ
from one another, so that their differences disappear as their phenomenal
nature becomes subject to rational control. The ultimate result of the
cooperative activity of the ethical community is the creation of a single universal subject, the absolute ego itself.21 Hence Fichte's absolute ego symbolizes the kingdom of God on earth, the ideal ethical community where the
individual and collective become one.
We are now in a position to explain the connection between Fichte's
Wissenschaftslehre
and the French Revolution. Fichte's ethical idealism
makes the republican community, where liberty, equality, and fraternity
reign, the moral imperative of all activity. For it is only in striving to create
this community, Fichte believed, that we achieve the complete autonomy
and independence of the absolute ego, which is the first requirement of the
moral law. In arguing that the absolute ego is a task rather than a reality, a
goal for action instead of an object of belief, Fichte's aim is to free people
of the self-enslavement of hypostasis. He wanted them to realize that the
highest good—the perfect correspondence between virtue and happiness
where people receive rewards in proportion to their merits—does not exist
in some heaven beyond the earth but in the just society on it. The highest
good is not a providential order to which people must submit, but the ideal
of a republic that they can create. Like Kant's critique of reason, the Wissenschaftslehre aims to make people self-conscious of their moral autonomy,
so that they will create a social and political world more in accord with the
demands of reason. The Wissenschaftslehre differs from Kant's critique only
in its resolution to achieve this end.

3.3. The Problematic of the 1794 Wissenschaftslehre
To explain completely the unity of politics and philosophy in Fichte's Wissenschaftslehre, we must have a deeper and more detailed account of the problems he was attempting to solve. It is only when we have some insight into
these problems that we will be able to see the primacy of politics in Fichte's
thinking. For, as we shall soon see, Fichte saw political activity as the only
possible solution to the outstanding problems of transcendental philosophy.
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But it is no simple or straightforward matter to identify Fichte's problems. Fichte himself was never very forthcoming about them, and the few
statements that he did give are very ambiguous and even misleading. A clear
understanding of these problems therefore demands something more than
just a close study of Fichte's difficult texts. It also requires some knowledge
of the general intellectual context of the early 1790s and in particular of the
early criticisms of Kant's philosophy. We must go back in philosophical
history to find those criticisms of Kant's philosophy that had a verifiable
influence on Fichte in the early 1790s. It was these criticisms that set the
problematic of Fichte's philosophy. The aim of the 1794 Wissenschaftslehre
is to resolve the outstanding problems of Kant's philosophy that had been
made so plain by his early critics.
One of the central problems behind the formation of Fichte's Wissenschaftslehre is nothing less than the classical problem of empirical knowledge. How can we have knowledge of an 'external world' ? How can there
be a correspondence between a representation and its object? This problem
is crucial for Fichte just as it is for Descartes, Locke, or Kant. In some of
Fichte's early writings this problem is in the forefront of his concerns. Thus
in Zweite Einleitung in die Wissenschaftslehre Fichte said that his aim is to
answer the questions "Why do we ascribe objective validity to our representations? " and "Why do we assume that our representations give us knowledge of being?" 22 In another early polemical essay he wrote that the main
problem of philosophy is to answer the question "What is the ground of
our belief that representations correspond to something external to ourselves?" 23 Another striking formulation of this problem comes from the
young Schelling in his early commentary on Fichte's philosophy, Erläuterung
zur Idealismus der Wissenschaftslehre (1796). Attempting to formulate the
general problem facing transcendental philosophy, Schelling came to the
conclusion "the problem therefore is this: to explain the correspondence of
the object and representation, of being and knowledge." 24
So far I have formulated the problem of empirical knowledge only in its
most general and classical terms. But it had a much more specific meaning
for Fichte, one deeply influenced by Kant's philosophy. It is not the problem
of how we know our representations correspond to an external object where
this object is understood as a thing-in-itself, some entity that exists apart
from and prior to consciousness. Like Kant, Fichte believed that the problem
of empirical knowledge is irresolvable if it is posed in such terms. We simply
cannot get outside our representations to see if they correspond to something
that exists apart from them. If empirical knowledge demands such a correspondence, we have no choice but to resign ourselves to skepticism.25 Fortunately, however, we need not, and must not, pose the problem in these
terms. Since we cannot know anything about the thing-in-itself, Fichte
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argued, we have no right to postulate its existence and hence no reason to
worry if our representations correspond to it.26 For Fichte as for Kant, the
problem of empirical knowledge has to be posed and solved within the realm
of consciousness. It is not how we know that our representations correspond
with a distinct realm of being, but with what right we ascribe universal and
necessary validity to our representations.
To be more precise, we should say that the problem of empirical knowledge is posed for Fichte in the terms of Kant's transcendental deduction.
The main problem behind the transcendental deduction is to justify the possibility of our making objective judgments about experience. According to
Kant's analysis of knowledge, all claims to objectivity assert some universal
and necessary connection between our perceptions. Only such connections,
Kant argued, distinguish my private perceptions from the public experience
of everyone. These claims to objectivity are problematic, however, because
our sense perceptions appear to inform us about accidentally related events.
As Hume argued, all the evidence of our senses reveals only one event constantly followed by another, but never any necessary connection between
them. Hence the question arises: With what right do we attribute universal
and necessary connections to events in our experience? We cannot justify
such connections through our experience, nor can we demonstrate them to
be analytic truths. How then do we justify them?
Such is the problem of the transcendental deduction, and such is the
problem of empirical knowledge for Fichte. He accepted the Kantian thesis
that knowledge consists not in the conformity of a representation with a
thing, but in the conformity of our sense perceptions with universal and
necessary rules of consciousness. The problem of knowledge thus becomes
How is it possible for the universal rules of the understanding to apply to
the empirical sensations of our sensibility? In these terms, the problem of
knowledge is no longer how to explain the correspondence between distinct
types of entity—consciousness and the thing-in-itself—but between distinct
forms of consciousness or kinds of representation—a priori concepts and a
posteriori intuitions.
Although Fichte accepted the Kantian formulation of the problem of
empirical knowledge, he was by no means happy with Kant's solution to it.
This problem began for Fichte where it ended for Kant, for Fichte doubted
that Kant could ever solve the problem of the transcendental deduction on
the general premises of his philosophy. Since Fichte came to this conclusion
largely under the influence of the skepticism of Salomon Maimón,27 we must
consider Maimon's arguments against Kant.
In Versuch über die Transcendentalphilosophie (1789) Maimón argued
that it was impossible for Kant to solve the problem of the transcendental
deduction in a manner consistent with the general principles of his
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philosophy. He put forward two distinct kinds of argument against Kant,
(i) Kant made such a hard and fast dualism between understanding and
sensibility that it is impossible for the a priori concepts of the former to
apply to the a posteriori intuitions of the latter. Kant argued that empirical
knowledge requires the most intimate interchange between understanding
and sensibility, an argument summed up by his famous dictum that concepts
without intuitions are empty and intuitions without concepts are blind. Yet
he made such a sharp distinction between understanding and sensibility that
any interchange between them is impossible. The understanding is an active
noumenal faculty whose activity does not appear in time; sensibility is a
passive phenomenal faculty whose intuitions do occur in time. How, then,
is it possible for these faculties to interact with one another? How is it
possible for the timeless activity of the understanding to act within time and
to make the intuitions of sensibility conform to it? This problem is not a
little reminiscent of the old Cartesian mind-body problem, Maimón
remarked, even if it is between heterogeneous forms of consciousness rather
than heterogeneous substances.28 (2) There is no criterion to determine when
our a priori concepts apply to experience. Neither these concepts nor our
experience provides a sufficient guide to when there is some conformity
between them. An a priori concept is so general that it can apply to any
possible experience and not merely to our actual experience. The category
of causality, for example, simply states that there is a universal and necessary connection between cause and effect, but it does not determine which
events in our actual experience are cause and which are effect. It is as compatible with smoke being the cause of fire as with fire being the cause of
smoke. There is also nothing in our experience, moreover, to show that an
a priori concept applies to it. All that our sense perception reveals, as Hume
rightly taught, is a contingent conjunction between events. We know from
events not that fire is the cause of smoke, but that whenever in the past
there has been fire there has also happened to be smoke; we project our
habit of association of these events into the future. Hence knowing the
actual sequence of our perceptions does not tell us that there is any necessary
connection between them, or that any category thus applies to them. It is no
use appealing to the schematism of a category to solve this problem,
Maimón further argued, because the schematism merely determines the temporal sequence of events, and that does not establish any necessary connection between them.29 In the absence of any criterion to determine when these
concepts apply to our experience, Maimón thought that we have good
reason to doubt whether they apply to experience at all. On the basis of
these two arguments, Maimón came to the skeptical conclusion that we
have no reason to assume a synthetic a priori knowledge of experience. If
the Kantian dualisms between the understanding and sensibility, the a priori
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and the a posteriori, create the problem of the deduction, they also forbid
the very possibility of its solution.
After Maimon's critique of the transcendental deduction, the problem
facing transcendental philosophy was to find some means of overcoming
Kant's fatal dualisms. As Maimón summed up the difficulty, "Philosophy
has not been able to build a bridge to make the transition between the
transcendental and the empirical." 30 This difficulty was indeed one of the
central challenges facing Fichte in the early 1790s. He accepted Maimon's
argument that there could not be a solution to the problem of the transcendental deduction until one finds some means of overcoming Kant's dualisms.
But he was not willing to admit Maimon's skeptical conclusion that no
means are to be found. There has to be some unifying principle to bring
together the faculties that Kant had so sharply divided. Fichte duly began
his quest for that principle in his Wissenschaftslehre of 1 7 9 4 .
There is another distinct but closely related problem behind the Wissenschaftslehre. What is the origin of our experience? How is it possible to
explain the existence of objects that appear external to us and that do not
depend on our will and imagination? Or, in more Kantian terms, What is
the origin of the empirical manifold? Some of Fichte's statements about the
aim of the Wissenschaftslehre stress the importance of this problem. In his
Erste Einleitung in die Wissenschaftslehre, for example, he wrote that the
task of philosophy is to answer the question "What is the origin of the
feeling of necessity accompanying our representations?" 31 Then in the introduction to the 1 7 9 8 Sittenlehre Fichte said that the business of philosophy
is to explain how an object acts upon the subject to produce a representation
in the subject's consciousness. 32 The young Schelling too was to put his
finger on this problem and to lay equal stress on it. In his Erläuterung he
insisted that the final aim of philosophy is to explain how our representations of external things arise within us.33
It is clear that this problem is closely connected with that of empirical
knowledge. Indeed, Fichte and Schelling often wrote as if there is only one
problem at stake. Both problems fall under the general question What are
the conditions of the possibility of experience? Both are therefore issues for
transcendental philosophy, whose business is to explain these conditions.
But there is still an important logical difference between them. The problem
of empirical knowledge is a quid jurisl·. it concerns the logical conditions
under which our judgments about experience are true. The problem of the
origin of experience is a quid factil·. it deals with the causes of our experience. The conditions of the possibility of experience can be understood,
therefore, in either a purely logical or a causal sense. Although Fichte himself
insisted on a careful distinction between these senses,34 he sometimes continued to conflate them.
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The problem of the origin of experience arose from the criticism of
Kant's philosophy just as the problem of empirical knowledge did. From
Jacobi and Schulze, Fichte learned it is necessary for the critical philosophy
to eliminate the postulate of the thing-in-itself.35 According to at least one
superficial reading,36 Kant postulated the thing-in-itself to explain the origin
of our experience, the fact that we feel passive and receive our sensations
from something "outside" ourselves. But such an explanation is plainly at
odds with his strictures concerning the limits of knowledge. We cannot
assume that the thing-in-itself is the cause of our experience if, as Kant
argued, the principle of causality is applicable only within experience itself.
Assuming, then, that we eliminate the troublesome postulate of the thing-initself, how do we explain the origin of our experience? This question seems
particularly problematic on the general principles of Kant's idealism. For
the sensations of our experience come and go independent of our conscious
control; they appear to our consciousness independent of our will and imagination. How, then, can we say that anything within our experience exists
only for our consciousness?
If we consider the problem of empirical knowledge together with that of
the origin of experience, we are bound to find Fichte's general problematic
paradoxical. The task of Wissenschaftslehre is both to explain and surmount
Kant's dualisms. If the Kantian dualisms have to be overcome to explain the
possibility of empirical knowledge, they also have to be preserved to explain
the origin of experience. Problematic though they are, the Kantian dualisms
do seem to express some fundamental and inescapable facts about our
experience: we are finite beings; we do not create the world in which we
find ourselves; our experience is given and contingent; and our reason is
discursive rather than archetypal. Thus Kant's dualisms seem to be at once
necessary and impossible. This paradoxical problem of explaining and surmounting Kant's dualisms later finds a more famous formulation in Hegel:
it is the problem of the identity of identity and nonidentity. Hegel's slogan,
as strange as it sounds, expresses perfectly the predicament facing Wissenschaftslehre and post-Kantian philosophy in general. The task of transcendental philosophy after Kant is to preserve and negate Kant's dualisms.
These dualisms must be preserved to account for the facts of experience,
and they must be negated to explain the possibility of empirical knowledge.
Or, to use Hegel's famous word, they have to be aufgehoben. Behind Hegel's
strange and obscure language, then, lie philosophical problems of the first
importance. How do we explain the possibility of empirical knowledge?
How do we explain the origin of our experience, the interaction between
consciousness and the external world?
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3.4. Fichte on Theory and Practice
W h a t was Fichte's solution to the problem of empirical knowledge? H o w
did he propose to resolve the outstanding problem of the transcendental
deduction? In other words, what was his analysis of the conditions of
knowledge?
Fichte's analysis begins with his rejection of dualism. All knowledge
is impossible, he believed, if we admit a dualism between the subject and
object of knowledge. Whatever form this dualism takes, it will be impossible to bridge the gap between the separated terms. W e will become
vulnerable to the objections of the skeptic since we cannot know whether
our representation corresponds to its object. This inability arises in the
metaphysical dualism between distinct kinds of s u b s t a n c e — a mental
representation and thing-in-itself: we cannot know if a representation
corresponds to a thing-in-itself since we can never get outside the circle
of our own consciousness. But it also arises in the Kantian dualism
between forms o f consciousness—the a priori concepts o f the understanding and the a posteriori intuitions of sensibility: we cannot know if
our a priori concepts apply to the a posteriori intuitions since they are
compatible with any possible experience, and since actual experience
gives evidence only for a constant conjunction. If we are to avoid skepticism, then, we have no choice but to turn our back on all dualisms.
But if we reject dualism, what are we to put in its place? Fichte had
a clear and uncompromising answer to this question. W e have to accept
the principle that all knowledge requires nothing less than the identity of
subject and object, representation and thing. They have to be one and
the same thing, and indeed one and the same form of consciousness. T h e
subject w h o knows has to be one with the object that is known. Only
then are we in a position to know that the representation corresponds
with its object. Fichte insisted on this condition o f knowledge most
explicitly in the opening section of his Sittenlehre. Referring to how our
knowledge of experience arises, he wrote, " H o w something objective
becomes something subjective, how a being for itself becomes something
represented . . . , h o w such a strange transformation takes place will
never be explained until we find a point where the subject and object are
not totally separated but completely o n e . " 3 7
Where is this subject-object identity to be found? W h a t kind of
knowledge satisfies these stringent and ideal conditions? T h e answer is
not difficult to surmise. Subject-object identity is to be found in selfknowledge, for only there are the subject and object of knowledge completely one. In self-knowledge the subject who knows is one and the
same with the object that is known. Hence, for Fichte, the paradigm of
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all knowledge is self-knowledge, which is his key to the problem of empirical
knowledge. We can explain the possibility of knowledge only if we can
show that our knowledge of an object is really a form of our self-knowledge.
As Schelling summed up this strategy in Erläuterung, "Only in the selfintuition of a mind is there identity of a representation and its object. Hence
in order to explain the absolute correspondence between a representation
and its object, upon which the reality of all our knowledge rests, it must be
shown that the mind, insofar as it intuits objects, intuits itself. If this can be
shown, then the reality of our knowledge will be assured." 38
If Fichte's paradigm of knowledge appears strange and extravagant, we
should put it in historical perspective. It is nothing more than a generalization of Kant's paradigm of knowledge. In the preface to the second edition
of the first Kritik, Kant described the "touchstone" of his "new method of
thought" as the principle "that we can know a priori of things only what we
ourselves put into them." 3 ' What we create through the a priori laws of our
own mental activity we know perfectly, Kant thought, since our own conscious activity is perfectly transparent to ourselves.40 It is for this reason
mathematics can attain the status of a science, since we have the power to
construct its objects through pure a priori intuitions; and for the same
reason metaphysics cannot become a science because it is clearly not in a
position to construct its objects (God, the soul, the universe). Fichte generalized this Kantian principle in the Wissenschaftslehre. Kant's new method
of thought is taken to its ultimate conclusion. For Fichte, Kant's a priori
knowledge is the paradigm of all knowledge. We know anything only to the
extent that we know it a priori, to the extent that we make it conform to
the laws of our own conscious activity. This holds for not only the form but
also the matter or content of experience. If we assume per contra that the
matter is given and contingent for our understanding, we again relapse into
a dualism between subject and object, permitting a foothold for skepticism.
Hence Fichte believed that he had no choice but to generalize Kant's
paradigm of knowledge. Anything less would mean a relapse into Maimon's
neo-Humean skepticism.
Fichte sometimes formulated his ideal of knowledge in more metaphysical terms. He spoke of subject-object identity, or perfect self-knowledge, in
terms of the absolute or infinite ego. Since the absolute ego creates everything it knows, it has a perfect knowledge of things. The objects of its
knowledge are perfectly intelligible since they are nothing more than the
products of its intellectual activity, which is self-revealing and transparent.
This concept of the absolute ego also has its Kantian precedents. It is the
intellectus archetypus, which Kant made into his ideal of knowledge in his
Kritik der Urteilskraft.41 It would be wrong to be misled by Fichte's
metaphysical language and to assume that he gave this Kantian principle a
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constitutive status. As we have already seen, Fichte, no less than Kant,
insisted that we must give this principle a strictly regulative meaning. Where
Fichte differs from Kant is in making this principle a condition not only of
the systematic unity of natural science but of the very possibility of empirical
knowledge.
N o sooner have we set forth Fichte's solution to the problem of knowledge than it appears to run into an insuperable difficulty. Although his solution might be perfect in theory, it appears to be utterly wrong in the light of
our ordinary experience. Its analysis of the conditions of knowledge appears
far too strict and demanding, so that we cannot fulfill the conditions and
again confront the danger of skepticism. The problem is that we simply do
not find the required subject-object identity in our ordinary experience.
Rather, all that we are aware of is an apparently insurmountable subjectobject dualism. We are not self-conscious through the objects of ordinary
experience, but we are conscious of them as something "external" and
"alien" to ourselves. We do not create objects according to the laws of our
mental activity, but we find a world of empirical sensations that is given and
contingent to our understanding. We are not completely self-determining
but feel passive and acted on by objects, which come and go independent of
our will and imagination. Surely, such basic facts of experience cannot be
gainsaid. It is indeed one of the central tasks of transcendental philosophy
to explain the origin of experience, the fact that to us objects appear
external and given. But these facts appear to falsify the necessary conditions of knowledge. How, then, can we ever have knowledge of experience?
Here again we confront that distressing dilemma facing transcendental
philosophy: How can it explain the possibility of knowledge and the origin
of experience? In short, we are in quest of that strange and elusive prize, the
identity of identity and nonidentity.
Fichte's most serious effort to tackle this formidable problem appears in
the third part of his Grundlage
der gesammten
Wissenschaftslehre,
"Grundlage der Wissenschaft der Praktischen," which is the heart of the
1794 Wissenschaftslehre. Here Fichte formulated this problem in terms of a
conflict between the absolute and theoretical, or infinite and finite, ego.42
There is on the one hand an infinite ego, which is completely active and
self-determining, and which creates all of reality. This ego is the ideal of
subject-object identity or the condition of empirical knowledge. There is on
the other hand a finite ego, which is passive and determined by the nonego
outside itself. All of its experience appears to be given and contingent and
independent of its conscious control. Here then is the subject-object dualism
of our actual experience. N o w the question arises, How can the infinite and
finite ego be one and the same ego if they oppose one another? They oppose
one another since the infinite ego is purely active and self-determining while
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the finite ego is passive and determined by the nonego. But they should also
be one and the same ego, for if the infinite ego is not identical with the finite
ego, there is no point of subject-object identity to explain how the finite ego
knows something in its experience.
Fichte's first proposal for a solution to this problem is that the dependence of the finite ego on the nonego is simply a manifestation of its selfdependence as an absolute ego. The difficulty seems to disappear if we say
that the infinite ego is the cause of the action of the nonego on the finite
ego.43 But Fichte no sooner proposed this solution than he rejected it. It still
leaves the question, he argued, of why the absolute ego should ever limit
itself by positing a nonego. 44 If the infinite ego posits a nonego, it limits itself
and ceases to be completely self-determining, contrary to its nature. We are
then caught in a contradiction where the ego is both self-determining and
self-limiting. It is important to note Fichte's rejection of this proposal, if
only because his idealism has sometimes been interpreted in just these terms
as a form of absolute idealism. What has been construed as Fichte's final
position is in fact only a suggestion or proposal that he finds wanting and
rejects.
Fichte's more considered solution to this problem is his famous concept
of striving (Streben),45 which provides the point of identity between identity
and nonidentity, between the infinite and finite ego. According to this concept, the finite ego gains increasing control over the nonego, submitting
more and more of its contingent empirical determinations to the necessary
laws of its own activity. As the ego strives to dominate the nonego, the
given content of the nonego decreases and its created intelligible content
increases. By its constant striving the ego continually approaches, although
it never completely attains, the goal of self-determination, of pure subjectobject identity. This concept permits Fichte to say that the ego is both
infinite and finite. The striving ego is infinite since there is no definite or
fixed limit to its activity; whatever limit we set, the ego can go beyond it.
But it is also finite since there is always some limit, some aspects of the
nonego opposed to it; no matter how much the ego has done there is always
more that it can do. The point of identity between the identity of the infinite
ego and the nonidentity of the finite ego is the infinite striving of the finite
ego. This striving means that the ego continually surmounts the limits of its
finitude or nonidentity as it continually approaches infinitude or identity. As
Fichte later summed up this idea in his Zweite Einleitung in die Wissenschaftslehre, "The concept of activity alone unites the two worlds, the sensible and intelligible. What is opposed to my activity—I must oppose something to it, for I am a finite being—is the sensible world, and what arises
through my activity is the intelligible world." 4 6
N o w it is this concept of striving that permits Fichte to explain both the
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possibility of knowledge and the existence of experience. It explains the
possibility of knowledge since the ego can know its object just to the extent
that the ego controls it, making it submit to the laws of its own activity.
Although the ego never attains the ideal of complete subject-object identity,
it does at least approach this goal, acquiring some degree of knowledge. The
mistake of skeptics lies in their assumption that the subject-object dualism is
an eternal and unchangeable fact; they ignore the power of our practical
activity to change it. They treat this dualism as if it were a matter of kind,
when it is more a matter of degree. The concept of striving also justifies
belief in the existence of the external world, since there cannot be any
striving without a nonego to act as an obstacle. Without an obstacle there
cannot be any resistance or struggle, and without resistance or struggle there
cannot be any striving. But the very nature of the ego consists in its striving,
its ceaseless activity; hence there must be an external world to serve as the
ego's trial and field of action. Thus the external world exists solely for a
moral purpose, to serve as a counter and foil to the moral striving of the
finite ego. As Fichte summed up this picture of the world in his later Bestimmung des Menschen, " M y world is the object and sphere of my duties, and
absolutely nothing else." 47
Fichte's concept of striving represents his critical middle path between
the extremes of skepticism and dogmatism. In Fichte's terms, the dogmatist
asserts that we have a perfect knowledge of things-in-themselves since he
affirms the existence of subject-object identity. The skeptic denies the possibility of knowledge since he denies the existence of subject-object identity
and affirms the existence of an eternal insurmountable subject-object
dualism.48 Fichte's strategy for resolving the conflict between these positions
is reminiscent of Kant's strategy in dealing with the mathematical antinomies in the first Kritik: he pointed out a false common premise of both
positions, namely, that subject-object identity is a constitutive principle, a
metaphysical entity. The skeptic and dogmatist agree on the constitutive
status of the principle, but the skeptic denies while the dogmatist affirms its
validity as such a principle. Both positions are wrong, since subject-object
identity is not a constitutive but a regulative principle; it is not an entity, but
the goal of inquiry and action. The dogmatist and the skeptic are therefore
guilty of hypostatizing a mere ideal, of treating a goal of action as if it were
an existent thing. Both undermine the need for action: the dogmatist thinks
this ideal has already been attained, while the skeptic doubts it can even be
approached. The truth of the matter lies somewhere between: if we act we
can approach, even if we cannot attain, subject-object identity.
The central role that Fichte gave to the concept of striving in explaining
the problems of transcendental philosophy clearly shows the primacy of
the practical in his thinking. For we must understand striving not as the
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theoretical activity of investigating nature but as the practical activity of
making nature conform to our ends. All the objections of the skeptic remain
insurmountable as long as we stay in the realm of pure theory. For pure
theory only contemplates or speculates about its object; it never changes it.
Hence the subject-object dualism persists, so that there is never any progress
toward the conditions of knowledge, subject-object identity. The only means
of overcoming the despair of skepticism, then, is to act rather than think,
for only in acting do we begin to surmount the subject-object dualism that
is the chief obstacle to knowledge. Thus, for Fichte, knowledge is possible
only as the result of practical activity. The chief error of all previous epistemology, what has laid it open to all the objections of the skeptic, is its
contemplative or speculative paradigm of knowledge, which holds that
knowledge is possible apart from and prior to action.
It is of the first importance to recognize, however, that Fichte's concept
of striving is a particular kind of practical activity, namely political activity.
As we have seen, the absolute ego was a political ideal for Fichte, realizable
only in the liberty, equality, and fraternity of a republic. He believed that it
comes into existence only with the perfect social harmony of all finite egos,
when each lives for all and all for each. Complete power over nature can be
the product not of isolated individuals acting alone but of the cooperative
activity of a community. This community must guarantee maximum liberty,
equality, and fraternity, Fichte thought, for only then will people become
fully rational, acquiring the necessary power to control nature.
At this point my investigation comes to a somewhat extraordinary conclusion. We have seen that Fichte thought only the concept of striving
resolves the outstanding problems of transcendental philosophy, and knowledge must be the product of activity. We have seen too that the concept of
striving had a definite political significance for him. All this adds up to the
following conclusion: contrary to the prevalent view, Fichte's 1794 Wissenschaftslehre does not attempt to provide a new theoretical foundation for
transcendental philosophy. Rather, its aim is to abolish transcendental
philosophy by showing that all its problems can be resolved only through
practical activity. For Fichte, no less than for Marx, all the mysteries of
theory are to be dissolved in practice.

3.5. The Formation

of Fichte's Political

Thought,

1788-1793

Fichte was born into humble circumstances.49 He grew up in the little village
of Rammenau in Saxony, the son of poor parents. His ancestors were peasants and craftsmen, and his father was a ribbonmaker who found it difficult
to feed his large family. Throughout Fichte's youth, and until his appoint-

Philosophy and Politics in Fichte's Wissenschaftslehre · 75
ment at the University of Jena in 1 7 9 4 , he had to struggle constantly with
poverty. He was frequently unemployed and so desperate that he had to
borrow money to survive. On one occasion he had to pawn his clothes.
These facts about Fichte's early life are important in understanding his
later political attitude. All his life Fichte considered himself a man of the
people and believed that it was his duty to defend the rights of the common
people against oppressors. It is surely no accident that he became one of the
pioneers of socialism, arguing that all who labor deserve the means of subsistence. In all Fichte's early political writings there is an air of defiance and
spite, which clearly comes from wounded pride. Political philosophy was to
be his form of social revenge.
Fichte's first political writing is his "Zufällige Gedanken in einer
schlaflosen Nacht," which he wrote in a flash of inspiration on a sleepless
night in the summer of 1788. 5 0 This crude sketch is important because it
reveals Fichte's early critical attitude toward the society and government of
his day—an attitude that he would never alter. Fichte's project was to write
a satire on the government and morals of contemporary Germany. He would
expose the corruption in morals and the state, and by means of an allegory
he would state the true principles of morality and politics. This satire, modeled along the lines of Montesquieu's Lettres persanes, would have the title
"Briefe des Marquis von S t . . . an seinen Freund, den Vikomte X in Paris."
According to Fichte's plot, the marquis finds on the South Pole a society
much like modern Germany, although much more advanced in its corruption and misery. The marquis complains about the South Pole's tyrannical
government, its idle, vain, and exploitative aristocracy, and its unjust and
corrupt legal system. Religion, science, and morality are in a deplorable
state. The theologians persecute the unorthodox, engage in empty debates,
and ignore the moral content of religion; the scientists speculate about useless matters and fail to apply their ideas to everyday life; and the moralists
demonstrate their noble principles with great zeal and eloquence, although
no one bothers to put them into practice. After exposing the vices and follies
on the South Pole, the marquis travels to another land, which practices the
opposite principles of government. Here the government is devoted to the
welfare of its people. It promotes the sciences, agriculture, and industry and
encourages the sciences to apply their conclusions to everyday life. There
are no inherited privileges, and people are valued strictly according to their
merits. Punishments are not cruel, and the purpose of imprisonment is
rehabilitation rather than retribution.
Fichte's early project reveals a reformer in the tradition of the
Aufklärung. The attempt to educate the public through a popular work, the
emphasis on the moral content of religion, the disapproval of an intolerant
dogmatic theology, the demand that the sciences be practical, the concern
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with the gap between theory and practice in politics and morality, and the
contempt for tyranny, privilege, and barbaric punishments—all these show
the influence of the Aufklärung on Fichte's thinking. This influence is also
evident in Fichte's early education. In his years at the Schulpforta he was an
enthusiastic reader of Lessing,51 and during his university years at Leipzig he
was a student of Ernst Plainer, one of the foremost Popularphilosophen of
his day.52 Like so many Aufklärer, the young Fichte saw himself as an
educator, a Volkserzieher. His aim was to educate the public, to make them
conscious of the need for social and political reform and of their rights and
duties with regard to the government.
As a Volkserzieher Fichte's early ambitions were of necessity more practical than theoretical. Like Kant, Schiller, and Herder, he was deeply concerned with the fundamental challenge facing the Aufklärung: the gap
between theory and practice, between the principles of reason and social
and political life. This gap could be overcome, not by writing more
philosophy, but by acting in the social and political world. Hence the young
Fichte was determined to be more an actor than a thinker. An attempt to
make a name for himself in science and philosophy seemed to be mere vanity. He itched to have a real influence on the world. Thus he wrote to his
fiancée, Johanne Rahn, on March 2, 1790, "I have only one passion, only
one need, only one total feeling regarding myself: to act upon the world
outside me. The more I act the more happy I feel in myself.""
How did the ambitious young Aufklärer choose to act in the world? The
philosopher would have most impact, Fichte believed, as an advisor or
educator of princes. It was by this means he would strike at the root of the
fundamental problem of modern government, namely tyranny and arbitrary
rule. A properly educated prince would be sure to act according to the principles of reason and submit to the rule of law. In accord with this belief, the
young Fichte made all kinds of plans. He attempted to create in Zurich a
school of speech that would teach future leaders of that city the principles
of their government and how to speak in public.54 He then tried to find a
post as a private tutor to a young prince and planned to write a book on the
education of princes to explain his aims.ss Finally, and most ambitiously,
through the mediation of some powerful friends he hoped to become
nothing less than a minister of the Danish government.56 All these efforts
were inspired by the conviction, so prevalent in the Aufklärung, that if
philosophers could not be kings, then at least kings should listen to
philosophers. It is a small token of how little this belief was regarded by
eighteenth-century German princes that all Fichte's plans came to nothing.
Although Fichte, true to the reformist tradition of the Aufklärung,
accepted the monarchical constitutions of German governments as a fait
accompli, it is possible to detect in his earliest writings a sympathy for
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republicanism. While designing his speech school for the future leaders of
Zurich, he insisted that the students learn to speak about subjects that would
contribute to "the awakening and cultivation of the patriotic and republican
spirit." 57 During his first years in Zurich ( 1 7 8 8 - 1 7 9 0 ) , he wrote an outline
for a play that celebrates how the "noble, brave Swiss" defended their
ancient liberties and constitution. 58 And in his later years Fichte considered
it significant that he had lived in two places that had a republican constitution, Switzerland and Poland. 5 ' It would be wrong, however, to exaggerate
the significance of this early republicanism. Although Fichte had republican
sentiments, he did not develop them into a coherent political theory that
questioned the monarchies of Germany.
Unfortunately, we have little evidence about Fichte's early reaction
toward the Revolution. When France burst asunder in the summer of 1 7 8 9 ,
Fichte was leading an isolated existence in Zurich as a private tutor. His
chief preoccupation was not politics but education. 60 In August and September 1 7 8 9 he kept a diary of his innermost thoughts, though it registers
nothing about the great events taking place so near him. 61 Fichte's only reference to the Revolution prior to 1 7 9 3 — t h e year in which he published his
essays defending it—is his September 5, 1 7 9 0 , letter to Johanne Rahn discussing the recent peasant revolt in Saxony. 62 Here Fichte expressed his pessimism about the prospects for lasting reform in Saxony, where the peasants
had been oppressed for centuries. The few measures taken by the government to appease the peasants, such as allowing them to shoot game, would
not be sufficient to stifle their growing resentment, which would eventually
burst into flames.
One of the most important episodes in Fichte's political development—
indeed, the most important after the Revolution itself—is his discovery of
Kant. In the summer of 1 7 9 0 Fichte was destitute, again. All his projects
had come to nothing, despite his best efforts, and he was obliged to beg
money from his fiancée. " I have nothing left except my courage," he wrote
her in those dark days. 63 In his desperation Fichte agreed to give private
tutorials on the Kantian philosophy, although he had no knowledge of it.
His reading of Kant proved to be, literally, a religious experience. 64 Kant
convinced him that he had a free will and existed in a noumenal realm
above the phenomenal domain of cause and effect. Fichte now said that he
lived in " a new world," and that he felt "an inexpressible elevation above
all earthly things." He resolved to devote the next years of his life to the
Kantian philosophy. He would concern himself not with its principles, but
with its consequences, its application to the social and political world. 65
Fichte's conversion to the Kantian philosophy gave him just the theoretical weapons that he needed for social and political criticism. In his earlier
writings about society and the state he had little more to appeal to than his
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feelings of injustice. But now the Kantian philosophy provided him with a
powerful rationale for these feelings. Kant's concept of autonomy duly
became the dominant motif of Fichte's social and political thought.
Autonomy is the measure he would apply to all states, laws, and institutions,
and the goal he would propose for all social and political reform. The
Aufklärer and Volkserzieher had found his true mission: the realization of
moral freedom in the social and political world.
Fichte's first political writing after his conversion to Kant is probably his
most puzzling. The short fragment "Zuruf an den Bewohner der preussischen Staaten," written toward the end of 1791, 6 6 is surprising for one simple
reason: it defends Wöllner's edicts! It seems extraordinary that Fichte, an
Aufklärer and Kantian, wanted to defend Wöllner's notorious policies, especially when we consider that Fichte wrote a passionate defense of liberty of
thought only a year later. Yet Fichte's text leaves little room for doubt about
his intentions.67 It explicitly says that Fichte wanted to justify the edicts and
that this would bring him into conflict with many Aufklärer. How do we
explain this mystery? It is essential to see that Fichte did not intend to attack
freedom of conscience or liberty of thought, which he believed were guaranteed by the Prussian legal code.68 Rather, his aim was only to attack the
worst forms of freethinking, which undermine the faith of the common
people by ridiculing the belief in revelation.6' Fichte believed that attacking
abuses of freethinking was the central intention of the king and his ministers
in enacting the decrees. Hence, in Fichte's view, to defend Wöllner's edicts
meant attacking not freedom of thought but only its abuses. Freethinkers
abuse freedom of thought, he maintained, when they show little respect for
the tender consciences of the people. This defense of the faith of the people
is typical of Fichte at this time, for in his first philosophical writing, Versuch
einer Kritik aller Offenbarung, he attempted to defend the belief in revelation against the freethinkers by arguing that it was permissible on moral
grounds and irrefutable, if also undemonstrable, on theoretical grounds.70
Fichte's plan to defend Wöllner came to nought as soon as he found
himself the victim of Wöllner's policies. The censor in Halle refused the
imprimatur for his Kritik aller Offenbarung—the very work in which Fichte
defended faith from freethinking attack. This decision surprised and distressed Fichte, who finally realized the full purport of Wöllner's policies. No
longer could he believe that their purpose was only to protect the faith of
the common man. He now bitterly complained about "the Prussian Inquisition." 7 '
It should come as no surprise that Fichte's next political work was a
passionate defense of freedom of thought. This was his Zurückförderung
der Denkfreiheit von den Fürsten Europas, which appeared in what the title
page calls "the last year of the old darkness," 1793. Here Fichte intended to
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attack rather than defend Wöllner's edicts. The demand for a return to the
rights of freedom of thought and speech is directed especially to Friedrich
Wilhelm II himself. The basis of Fichte's argument for freedom of thought
is the Kantian concept of autonomy. The right to think freely, he argued, is
the precondition for our development as autonomous moral beings.72 Only
by exercising this right do I become conscious of myself as a rational being,
and hence as a moral agent ready to take responsibility for my actions.
It is in the Zurückförderung that Fichte finally revealed his attitude
toward the Revolution. Although the work is frequently referred to as a
"revolutionary writing," it is striking that Zurückförderung rules out revolution as a means of social change. There are two means of improving constitutions, Fichte says.73 One is through slow, peaceful progress; the other is
through sudden, violent leaps. His preference is clearly for the former
option, the path of reform. Revolutions are at best bold wagers, he maintained. If they succeed, one can be better off, but if they fail, one regresses
and is worse off than before. So, for all his insistence on the unconditional
binding force of the moral law, Fichte was not willing to proclaim "Fiat
justitia, pereat mundi!" There is indeed an element of hard realism in his
political attitude: "the land of our constitutions is the land of toil and
trouble; the land of pleasure does not lie under the moon." 74 But if Fichte
was a realist who ruled out revolution, he was also a moralist who insisted
on fundamental change. If only by peaceful and gradual means, we still
have a duty to strive to improve things. Attempting to preserve the status
quo after the Revolution burst upon the world is futile. If we try to suppress
the forces of change, all the dammed forces in society will break their bonds
and destroy everything in their path. In other words, the people will avenge
themselves on their oppressors. Referring to the Terror, which had reached
its height when Fichte wrote Zurückförderung, he said the princes of Germany had failed to draw the appropriate lessons. What should they do?
They should inform the people of their rights and liberties and swear to
uphold them.75
Although Fichte insisted on the need for fundamental change, he did not
advocate the creation of a republic or even question the legitimacy of monarchy. He was perfectly willing to accept a monarchy, provided that it establishes a constitution and guarantees the rights of the people. What mattered
to him is not so much who rules—a monarch, an elite, or the people in
general—but how someone rules—according to the constitution or an arbitrary will. Fichte's tacit acceptance of monarchy does not imply, of course,
a recognition of either the ideology or the institutions of the ancien régime.
He utterly rejected the old doctrine of divine right.76 The state should be
founded on a contract, he maintained, so that the monarch rules not by
virtue of heredity but by virtue of the consent of the people. He also totally
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repudiated paternalism, "that first prejudice from which all evils flow, the
poisonous source of all our misery."77 Like Kant, Fichte thought that paternalism is little more than a rationale for despotism. If the prince believes
that he knows what is good for the people, he will claim that he has the
right to lead them.
Fichte's main writing on the Revolution is his Beiträge zur Berichtigung
der Urteile des Publikums über die französische Revolution. This work is a
defense of both the principles and the actions of the Revolution and in
particular a reply to the objections against it in A. W. Rehberg's Untersuchungen über die französische Revolution.7' The thrust of Fichte's argument is that a nation has the right to change its constitution and does not
have to accept a constitution simply because it is based on historical tradition. It would seem that, in defending the Revolution in France, Fichte was
advocating insurrection in Germany. But this is not the case. In his preface
he reaffirmed the reformist position advanced in Zurückförderung.79 He
warned his readers not to apply the principles of right to the present states
in Germany. Although he conceded that the constitutions of most German
states were unjust, he insisted that force should not be used against them.
All we can do is spread knowledge of the principles of justice among our
own circles and within our community. Worthiness for freedom can come
from below, but liberation can come only from above. "What if the people
make themselves worthy of freedom but the princes refuse to grant it? " To
this objection Fichte replied only that a new dawn is coming. If the people
are right, their princes will not remain unjust.80
It is important, however, not to take Fichte's reformism as the sum of his
position. However sincere he may have been, his arguments in the Beiträge
often go beyond reformism. Fichte clearly recognized, for example, a right
of revolution, a right of active resistance against a sovereign who violates
basic rights.81 Furthermore, he went so far as to recognize not only a right
but a duty of revolution. If a state should violate its very purpose—the
protection of rights—then we not only may but ought to change its constitution. Fichte even envisaged the use of force against the clergy and the
aristocracy, should they insist on enforcing their privileges.82 In his willingness to admit the use of force against reactionary powers, Fichte stood much
closer to the Jacobins than to the German reformist tradition.83 Fichte's final
position is thus a mixture of Jacobinism and reformism. His general attitude
seems to have been that reform is indeed preferable to revolution, but if
princes refuse to reform and persist in violating basic rights, revolt is not
only a right but a duty.
A central task of the Beiträge is to determine the proper standpoint from
which to judge the Revolution. Should we judge it according to an empirical
or a rational standard of right and wrong? Several months before the theory-
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practice debate in the Berlinische Monatsschrift, Fichte took an uncompromising stand in favor of rationalism in the sphere of politics. We must
judge history according to the standards of morality, he argued, and not
derive the standards of morality from history.84 Furthermore, we must not
pretend that we cannot do in politics what we ought to do in morality:
"Man can do what he should do; and if he says Ί cannot' he means Ί do
not want to.' " 8 5 Before Kant, Fichte attacked empiricist critics of the Revolution such as Burke and Rehberg. The problem with their empiricism, he
contended, is that it ends in relativism.86 If we derive our standard of right
and wrong from history, what is right and wrong will differ from one epoch
to the next. Assuming, then, that we cannot derive our standard from history, how do we determine it? We must derive it from pure reason itself and
in particular from the moral law as defined by Kant.87 Fichte appeals especially to the third formulation of Kant's moral law, the principle of
autonomy. In Fichte's interpretation this principle means that we are obliged
to act only on self-given maxims, or only on those that we could will as a
universal law.
It is indeed this Kantian concept of autonomy that Fichte uses to justify
the central contention of the Beiträge, that a nation has the right to change
its constitution. He thought that this concept provided a new and powerful
basis for the social contract theory of Rousseau. Civil society must be
founded on a contract, Fichte contended, because only such a foundation is
consistent with human autonomy.88 Autonomy means that we cannot be
bound by anything but our sovereign will, that all our laws must be selfgiven. Hence we are obliged to obey the laws of a constitution only insofar
as we have consented to them. It follows from this theory, Fichte argued,
that we can dissolve contracts as easily as we can enter them. 8 ' Because our
sovereign will alone binds us to a contract, its bonds are broken whenever
we change our will. A promise never to break a contract violates one of the
inalienable rights of man: the right to change our will according to our
increasing knowledge of our own advantage.'0
Such a radical doctrine certainly implies that a nation has the right to
change its constitution. But the question is whether it proves too much, for
the right to break contracts at will seems to dissolve the possibility of contracts in general. Why would people enter into them if they believe contracts
can be broken at will? Here Fichte's radical individualism borders on
anarchism. Fichte himself seemed to sense the consequences of his theory
and fumbled to avoid them. He was vague, even contradictory, about the
conditions under which contracts can be broken. Although he was explicit
that contracts can be broken onesidedly," he also said that all parties must
agree to dissolve a contract and that the state has a right to punish those
who break one.'2 In any case, it was Fichte's claim that contracts can be
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broken legitimately by one party that was taken as his characteristic teaching
by both liberal and conservative parties, who disapproved of its anarchist
consequences.'3
Whatever its shortcomings, Fichte's theory of the social contract was his
main weapon in his dispute with his conservative opponent A. W. Rehberg.94
Although Fichte sometimes wrote as if Rehberg had a completely empirical
standard of right and wrong, this was not the case, and Fichte knew it.9S
Both Fichte and Rehberg agreed that the Kantian categorical imperative is
the fundamental principle of morality. They also agreed that this principle is
a necessary, but not a sufficient, criterion of right and wrong in politics. It
is compatible with all kinds of different social and political arrangements,
whose worth cannot be determined a priori by reason. Where they disagreed
is in the consequences that they draw from the insufficiency of the moral
law. In his Untersuchungen über die französische Revolution Rehberg maintained that, where the moral law is silent in politics, we must resort to
experience, history, and tradition.96 In this sphere we must alienate our
autonomy because we do not have sufficient experience to determine what
is best; we should then rely on the judgment of political authority. It was
this demand that we alienate our autonomy that especially provoked Fichte's
ire, for it seemed to be an all too hasty forfeiture of individual freedom in
the interests of political authority. Against Rehberg, Fichte countered that,
even where the moral law is silent, it is not necessary for us to alienate our
autonomy, for it is still possible for us to enter into contracts where our will
alone is binding. Whether or not we enter into a contract is not determined
by the moral law, which permits but does not oblige us to enter into agreements. This autonomy is especially applicable, Fichte argued, to the social
contract itself. In entering into this contract we are not bound by the moral
law, yet we preserve our autonomy. Thus contracts are a guarantee of liberty
in the political sphere left indifferent by the moral law. They stand as a
bulwark against Rehberg's claim that this sphere is characterized by the
forfeiture of liberty.
It was in writing about the Revolution, Fichte later said, that he had
"the first hints and inklings" about his Wissenschaftslehre. What do Fichte's
early writings about the Revolution tell us about the origins of his
philosophy? Exactly how did Fichte's Wissenschaftslehre arise from his
reflections on the Revolution? Since Fichte's inquiry into the first principle
of philosophy began as early as the spring of 1793, 97 the very time in which
he wrote Beiträge, it is reasonable to expect that the first glimmerings came
in writing this work. This seems to be indeed the case. In attempting to
justify his rationalist criterion of right and wrong in Beiträge, Fichte
suggested both the first principle and method of his later Wissenschaftslehre.
We are justified in applying the moral law to people, Fichte argued, only if
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they are free agents, capable of acting otherwise.98 We therefore cannot
derive the moral law from our empirical self, whose acts are determined by
external natural causes. Rather, we must derive it from our inner self, "the
pure and original form of the self." We come to know our inner selves by
abstracting from everything outside ourselves and by reflecting upon that
which could arise only from within. Such reflection gives us an awareness of
our inner activity or spontaneity, a power of acting not determined by
external causes. This derivation of the moral law anticipates the first principle of the Wissenschaftslehre,
the pure self or ego, and it foreshadows the
method of the Wissenschaftslehre,
abstraction and reflection. It is indeed
striking that Fichte came to both these conclusions in reflecting upon the
proper criterion to judge the Revolution. This shows perfectly clearly how
the Wissenschaftslehre
grew out of Fichte's attempt to justify the Revolution
in France.
It was not, however, only the first principle and method of the Wissenschaftslehre
that Fichte conceived in his early political writings. In his
Zurückförderung
he formulated another doctrine that would later play a
fundamental role in the Wissenschaftslehre:
namely, that the very essence of
reason is infinite activity, the striving to go beyond any limit in the search
for the truth." This doctrine plays a pivotal role in Fichte's early defense of
freedom of thought. He argued that, since reason has the characteristic of
transcending any limit, we cannot establish a social contract where we agree
to accept certain beliefs as articles of faith, for such a contract would
demand alienating our reason. This same conception of rationality Fichte
later applied to the problem of skepticism in Wissenschaftslehre.
In his
review of Aenesidemus,'00 which states in nuce his solution to the problem
of skepticism, Fichte argued that only the infinite activity of reason permits
it to overcome the limits on knowledge and to approach, if not to attain, the
ideal of science. Here again, one of the technical concepts of the Wissenschaftslehre arose from Fichte's reflection on political issues, in this case
freedom of thought.

4
THE POLITICAL THOUGHT
OF FRIEDRICH SCHILLER, 1 7 8 1 - 1 8 0 0

4.1. The Problem

of Schiller's Political

Thought

Of all the classical figures of the 1790s none would seem to be closer to the
spirit of the French Revolution than Friedrich Schiller (1759-1805). The
plays that he wrote as an "angry young man" in the 1780s—Die Räuber
(1781), Die Verschwörung des Fiesco (1784), Kabale und Liebe (1784), and
Don Carlos (1787)—appear to proclaim the ideals and methods of the Revolution before it happened. They preach the gospel of liberty, equality, and
fraternity; they excoriate the privilege, oppression, and intolerance of the
ancien régime; and they glorify revolt against the established order. Just as
Kant's moral philosophy provided the philosophical foundation for events
in France, so Schiller's plays were their dramatic anticipation.
Such parallels make it seem inevitable that, after the outbreak of the
Revolution, Schiller would become a radical on a par with Fichte. Strangely,
the opposite is the case. After the storming of the Bastille, Schiller was
reserved, even suspicious, about the Revolution. Although he struggled to
maintain objectivity amid the welter of events and the din of party strife, he
gradually became more critical of the Revolution.
Here, then, lies a problem. How could the author of the "revolutionary
plays" of the 1780s disapprove of the reality of revolution in the 1790s?
Understandably, this question has provoked widespread debate and commentary. Faced with an almost inexplicable discrepancy between Schiller's
early plays and later attitude, some scholars believe that it is necessary to
distinguish between the early and later Schiller.1 The source of this discrepancy, it is argued, lay in Schiller's growing conservatism, his disillusionment with politics, and his accommodation to court life in Weimar. Accordingly, Schiller's political development from 1 7 8 1 to 1800 has been described
as a movement from "insurgent radicalism to philosophical quietism."2
The discrepancy between the early and later Schiller has often been taken
as a prime case of the gulf between theory and practice in German political
thought in the 1790s. Though happy to proclaim revolution in his plays,
Schiller was not willing to countenance it in practice. Supposedly, he became
84
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increasingly apolitical, indifferent toward the basic social questions of his
day. Rather than involving himself in the world of politics, which had disappointed him so bitterly, he took refuge in the world of art. Schiller's "apolitical" attitude is indeed often taken as representative of Weimar culture, and
thus of German culture in general. It has even been held responsible for the
catastrophic course of later German history.3
Schiller's most important contribution to the political thought of the
1790s is his Briefe über die aesthetische Erziehung des Menschen. This was
one of the most influential works of political philosophy in the 1790s. Humboldt and Hegel admired it, and Friedrich Schlegel, Novalis, and Hölderlin
were inspired by it.4 It is to this work that we must turn if we are to understand the early political views of the romantics. Nevertheless, despite its
influence on political philosophy, this tract has been read as Schiller's "flight
from politics," his escape into the ideal world of beauty.5 According to this
interpretation, Schiller's chief concern in the Aesthetische Briefe was with
Bildung, which he saw as an end in itself. By separating Bildung from its
political conditions, the Aesthetische Briefe laid the foundation for the
apolitical conception of culture so prevalent in Germany.
How are we to explain Schiller's reaction to the Revolution? Is there a
discrepancy in his philosophical development? Did Schiller become profoundly apolitical? And were the Aesthetische Briefe truly an exercise in
escapism? These questions will form the subject of the following chapter.
To answer them it is necessary to examine Schiller's early political views.
When we view his Aesthetische Briefe and attitude toward the Revolution in
the context of his earlier writings, we shall find more than ample reason to
question the traditional apolitical interpretation, and we shall discover more
continuity than discrepancy in his philosophical development.
4.2. Early

Politics

Schiller's early political ideals were largely formed in the atmosphere of the
Aufklärung. In his early student years at the Karlsschule in Stuttgart, Schiller
was an avid reader of the works of two prominent Aufklärer, Thomas Abbt
and Christian Garve, and he was the devoted pupil of another notable
Aufklärer, Karl Abel.6 Under their influence he came to share many of the
basic political ideals of the Aufklärung: religious tolerance, freedom of
thought, the rule of law, equality of opportunity, and the rights of man. It
is to these values that Schiller appeals time and again in his early plays,
using them as a stick to beat the despotism of the petty German princes. The
Aufklärung gave Schiller not only some of his basic political ideals, but also
his conception of his role as an author. Like all Aufklärer, he believed that
the writer has a social mission, to educate the public for the sake of social
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and political reform. The young Schiller saw nothing less as the purpose of
his plays. In his early essay "Was kann eine gute stehende Schaubühne
eigentlich wirken?" he argued that the purpose of the drama was "moral
education" (sittliche Bildung) and "the enlightenment of the understanding"
(Aufklärung des Verstandes).7 The program of aesthetic education that
Schiller later set forth in the Aesthetiscbe Briefe is perfectly in keeping with
the goals of the Aufklärung: the aim of aesthetic education is to inspire
people to act according to the principles of reason of the ideal state.
In the broad spectrum of Aufklärung politics, Schiller emerges as a progressive moderate. The republican and rebellious spirit of the early plays
clearly separates him from those more conservative Aufklärer of the older
generation, such as Garve, Biester, and Eberhard, who still clung to
enlightened monarchy. Although there are lines in some of the early plays
that seem to support enlightened monarchy,8 it appears more likely that
Schiller gave this form of government merely a provisional validity as a step
on the road toward a republic. But if Schiller was not a conservative, neither
was he a radical. He was suspicious of direct democracy, of the unbridled
power of the people, which could be volatile, arbitrary, and barbaric. The
people need to be led by wise and benevolent rulers, by members of the
aristocracy and higher bourgeoisie who understand the interests of the
nation as a whole.'
Schiller always remained vague about what he regarded as the ideal form
of government. It is fair to describe him as a republican. But in his early plays
and letters he did not make a clear statement about what he regarded as the
proper form of a republic, which in the context of eighteenth-century political theory is to be very vague indeed, given that a republic can be consistent
with democracy or aristocracy. Only in 1789, just before the Revolution,
did he come close to explaining his political preferences: a limited representative democracy and constitutional monarchy along English lines.10
Schiller's early political thought was also shaped by his study of three
thinkers: Montesquieu, Rousseau, and Ferguson. Schiller's acquaintance
with Montesquieu went back to his early school days when he praised him
as one of the great minds of his age; 11 by 1788 he had studied Considérations sur la grandeur et décadence des Romains and had acquired Esprit
des lois.12 It is difficult to determine exactly how Montesquieu influenced
Schiller,13 but several themes of Montesquieu's thought play a prominent
role in Schiller's writings: the reciprocal influence of laws and the character
of a nation, the value of the rule of law and moderation, the weaknesses of
radical democracy, and a sympathy for constitutional monarchy and limited
parliamentary democracy. Above all, Schiller seems to have been influenced
by Montesquieu's claim that virtue is the principle of a republic, which may
have convinced him that a republican constitution can succeed only by virtue
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of the moral education of its citizens. Schiller's knowledge of Rousseau also
went back to his early years when he wrote a poem in homage to him, an
indignant lament at the persecution of Jean-Jacques in Fraiice. Schiller
owned copies of Emile and Hélotse and had at least a secondhand knowledge of the discourses. From Rousseau, Schiller acquired a faith in the
innocence and infallibility of the human heart, a belief in equality, and a
contempt for the corruption and decadence of eighteenth-century court society.14 He did not share in Rousseau's cultural pessimism, however, and still
less did he accept Rousseau's defense of radical democracy or popular sovereignty.15 In his early school years Schiller was also an avid student of Ferguson, whose Principles of Moral Philosophy he knew almost by heart in the
translation of Christian Garve. From Ferguson, Schiller acquired a sense for
the problems of modern civil society and a conception of the natural history
of society and morals.16
To understand Schiller's early political beliefs it is necessary to consider
his plays. The early dramas have often been described as "revolutionary,"
not only in their literary form but also in their political intention and content. It is indeed largely for this reason that a discrepancy is found between
Schiller's early and later political beliefs. There are two plays in particular
that seem to warrant this description, Die Räuber and Die Verschwörung
des Fiesco. A close reading of these plays, however, shows that this interpretation is seriously misleading.
No other play of Schiller's seems to be more revolutionary than Die
Räuber, which was first published in 1 7 8 1 . The action of the play revolves
around the character of Karl Moor, who leads a robber band to avenge the
injustices of eighteenth-century German society. The morality of the robber
band contrasts sharply and pointedly with the immorality of eighteenthcentury society. While the robbers are courageous and loyal, living by the
principle of all for one and one for all, society is portrayed as egoistic and
competitive, where rulers use their power to exploit the poor and the
wicked. Naturally, Moor is very selective in his victims: he robs ministers
who sell offices to the highest bidders, priests who regret the laxity of the
Inquisition, and counts who grow rich on crafty lawyers. And, of course, his
purse is always open to the poor. But Moor is not just a Robin Hood: he is
also a revolutionary. He despises the quietism and inactivity of his "inksplashing" age, which knows of heroes only from history books. He is determined to disregard the laws and to create a just society through his own
will. Thus he boasts that he will "turn Germany into a republic that will
make Rome and Sparta look like nunneries." 17
Yet only Moor's ambitions permit us to describe the play as "revolutionary." As the play unfolds, it becomes clear that his ambitions have a
tragic flaw. Although his deeds are inspired by high moral and political
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ideals, Moor realizes his responsibility for the misdeeds of his men, who
have often slaughtered the innocent and robbed the poor. Because of their
crimes, he cannot rejoin society, even though this is his most passionate
wish. After renouncing all earthly happiness in the social order, Moor confesses his fatal error: " O fool that I was to think that I could make the
world a more beautiful place through terror, and uphold the cause of justice
through lawlessness. I called it revenge and right, b u t — O vain childishness!—here I stand at the brink of a life of horror and see now with much
weeping and gnashing of teeth that two men such as I could destroy the
whole order of creation." 18 Thus Moor's fatal flaw is that, in the name of
justice, he commits injustice. It is clear from his final speech and demise,
then, that Schiller did not intend to endorse a rebellion like Moor's. Indeed,
he seems to condemn any revolution that treats people as a means to an
end. In the final version of the play produced for the Mannheim theater,
Schiller suggested the way in which Moor should have attempted to change
society. Before surrendering to the authorities, Moor enjoins his band, "Go
to a prince that will fight for the rights of humanity." 1 9
Schiller's Verschwörung des Fiesco treats the theme of revolution more
directly than Die Räuber. The subject of the play is a revolution in the
sixteenth-century Italian city of Genoa. Fiesco, a prorepublican nobleman,
conspires to overthrow the tyranny of Gianettino Doria, whose seizure of
power has destroyed the once thriving republic of Genoa. Fiesco succeeds
in toppling the government and assassinating Gianettino, but he fails to
reestablish the republic because he succumbs to personal ambition and
makes himself a prince. Deserving the same fate as Gianettino, Fiesco is
duly assassinated by his old republican friend Verrina. If it is not already
plain from the plot, Schiller's treatment of revolution in Fiesco shows that
he regarded it as a highly problematic undertaking. Even a revolution
inspired by the ideal of liberty is so fraught with dangers that it could easily
undermine liberty. One of these dangers is the unsteady character of the
people themselves, whose passion and ignorance make them easy prey for a
demagogue. Thus in one scene Fiesco's oratory convinces a crowd bent on
rebellion that they should obey their masters. Another pressing danger is the
motives and character of the revolutionary leaders themselves. As the character of Fiesco reveals, when one attains power, even for the sake of republican ideals, one is tempted to use it for personal ends. Other minor characters in the play, such as the coconspirators Calcagno and Sacco, show that
base motives might inspire revolutionaries. Sacco engages in the conspiracy
because a new government will help him to write off his debts, while Calcagno tries to steal Fiesco's wife. Yet another danger is that a revolution
might be motivated more by business interests than by idealism. Thus Fiesco
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attempts to humiliate some of the conspirators by insinuating that they are
more concerned with their profits than with the liberty of the republic.20
The moral of Fiesco, as Schiller explained in his "Erinnerung an das
Publikum," 21 is that, for the good of our country, we must learn to renounce
the crown that we prove ourselves able to seize. In other words, we must be
willing to struggle for power for the sake of liberty; but we must never
betray liberty by using that power for our own ends. This theme perfectly
summarizes Schiller's later conception of civic virtue, his belief that political
ideals can be realized only if those who struggle for them have strength of
moral character. In the final scene of the play, Schiller again seemed to hint
at the necessity of reform from above, just as he did in Die Räuber. After
assassinating Fiesco, Verrina declares that he is going to consult Andrea
Doria, the old leader of Genoa who granted it a republican constitution.
Schiller's attitude toward revolution in Die Räuber and Fiesco seems to
be more negative than positive. To conclude that he preferred gradual
reform from above, however, would be premature, for in 1788 Schiller published Geschichte des Abfalls der Vereinigten Niederlande, which clearly
affirmed the right of revolution. This tract was the first part of a never
completed study of the rebellion of the Netherlands against the Spanish
crown in the sixteenth century. In its introduction Schiller praised this revolt
as one of the most illustrious events in all sixteenth-century history.22 The
very thought that a prince can be resisted by a people struggling for their
rights was for him "great and reassuring." He undertook this study so that
every citizen would know "what men may risk for a good cause and achieve
through unity." Then, in daring and dramatic lines, Schiller hinted that a
similar revolt might be possible in Germany: "the power with which [the
Dutch nation] acted has not disappeared among us; the fortunate success
that crowned their daring efforts is also not denied to us should such a
course of events recur and similar occasions call us to similar deeds." 23
To be sure, phrases such as "such a course of events" and "similar occasions" cover a multitude of cases, so that Schiller was not necessarily summoning his age to revolution. What kind of circumstances did he have in
mind? If we consider Schiller's analysis of the circumstances facing the
Dutch in the sixteenth century, it is clear that he believed their revolt to be
justified because they had suffered under utter despotism. The reign of Philip
II was, in Schiller's opinion, "a tyranny without precedent," which attacked
the most basic rights of life and property and threatened the people with
religious persecution by the Inquisition. The Dutch revolted from the
Spanish crown only when their attempts at negotiation and their appeal to
ancient rights and contracts failed. It was indeed Philip who declared the
revolt and first resorted to arms, so that the Dutch were simply defending
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themselves in resisting him.24 Schiller also admired the Dutch revolt because
it was led by "wise and moderate rulers," the aristocracy and higher
bourgeoisie. He seems to have disapproved of a popular revolution, a spontaneous uprising of the people themselves. In discussing the destruction of
churches by the Protestant mobs, for example, Schiller condemned the
"frenzy" of the "riff-raff" (Gesindel); and he had utter contempt for those
"raving bands" who "wish to destroy all distinctions of class." 25 If, then,
we may generalize from Schiller's attitude toward the Dutch revolt, he
believed a revolution to be justified if a people suffers from complete oppression and if no other course is open to it to preserve life and property. Furthermore, he assumed that a rightful revolution would be led by responsible
members of the aristocracy and higher bourgeoisie, who could act with moderation and wisdom.
Although Schiller's early plays reveal a definite political standpoint, they
do not amount to an explicit political philosophy. Toward the end of the
1780s, however, Schiller began to formulate his political principles in more
philosophical terms. The first sign of his emerging political philosophy was
his letters. In his November ζγ, 1788, letter to Caroline von Beulwitz, he
articulated one of his most basic principles:
I believe that every single human soul developing its powers is more than
the greatest society when I view it as a whole. The greatest state is only
a human creation, but man is a creation of an infinite great nature. The
state is a creature of accident, but man is a necessary being; and by what
is a state great and honorable if not by the power of individuals? The
state is only an effect of human power, a creation of thought, but man is
the source of that power itself and the creator of that thought.2'
It was this individualism that formed the basis of Schiller's reaction toward
both the Revolution and the ancien regime. He feared the power of any
state—be it a revolutionary dictatorship or an absolute monarchy—that
assumes power over individuals. Like his friend Wilhelm von Humboldt,27
Schiller insisted that the state should be only a means, never an end in itself.
Its goal is to protect the freedom of the individual, for only freedom permits
the full realization and development of all human powers.
In the spring of 1789 Schiller took up a post as professor of philosophy
at the University of Jena. It was in this role that he began to formulate the
outlines of his political philosophy. On May 26, 1789, only seven weeks
before the storming of the Bastille, Schiller delivered his inaugural lecture,
"Was heisst und zu welchem Ende studiert man Universalgeschichte?"28
This lecture is crucial to Schiller's general political and historical outlook,
revealing his general beliefs about the purpose of history and the state. No
other writing of Schiller so clearly manifests his debts to the Aufklärung. He
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painted a glowing picture of the peace, progress, and prosperity of his
enlightened age, his "humanitarian century." All previous stages of history
are regarded as so many steps on the path toward the civilization of the
modern age. If we compare our present age with that of our forebears,
Schiller claimed, we find reason to be grateful to be alive today. We have
gained mastery over nature through technology, and we have acquired all
the essentials and comforts of life through increasing trade. The equality
that we lost by joining society we have regained through the authority of
laws; we have forfeited the freedom of the beast to acquire the freedom of
a human being. Nowhere is Schiller's optimism more swollen than in
describing the prospects of peace in Europe. Because of the increase of trade,
he argued, the states of the present age have formed closer ties. Rather than
relying on shaky alliances to keep the peace, each nation's self-interest makes
it the protector of the other. "The European states," he declared only three
years before the advent of the long revolutionary wars, "are now transformed into one great family." 29 Schiller even shares in the Aufklärung's
dream of an approaching cosmopolitan age where "all thinking heads will
be joined in a cosmopolitan union." Only on one point does Schiller's
optimism appear to fade a little, revealing his ambivalent attitude toward
the empire. In some respects, he says, we still live under the shadow of the
barbarism of former ages, especially in Germany, which built its "system of
political and ecclesiastical freedom" 'on feudalism. Yet, Schiller exclaims
with undying optimism, what reason cannot abolish it can render harmless,
even useful. The shadow of the Roman Empire has done more good on this
side of the Alps than its prototype ever did in ancient Rome, for while Rome
crushed all its territories into an oppressive uniformity, the empire has
allowed diversity within unity. Of course, such optimism could not last long
in the 1790s. Schiller soon abandoned it, lamenting that the Revolution had
thrown Europe into a new age of barbarism.30
Of all Schiller's early essays, the most important for his political views is
"Die Gesetzgebung des Lykurgus und Solon," which he probably wrote on
the eve of the Revolution.31 Through a discussion of the strengths and weaknesses of the contrasting constitutions of ancient Athens and Sparta, Schiller
defined his attitude toward both primitive communism and liberal democracy. It is worthwhile, then, to consider Schiller's reaction to each constitution in a little detail.
Schiller finds much to praise in the constitution that Lycurgus devised
for ancient Sparta. Like his later French counterparts, Lycurgus attempted
to build a perfect state according to a rational plan that he imposed on his
people. By abolishing private property, limiting commerce, building a strong
army, and educating his citizens from an early age, Lycurgus created a
strong and self-sufficient state. No other statesman in history, Schiller said,
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was able to give such unity and public spirit to his country. All the Spartans
thought first and foremost of their fatherland. Growing up under strict laws
and a rigorous system of education, the Spartans became a healthy, virtuous,
and patriotic people. But they bought their unity, virtue, and patriotism at
too high a price. By controlling all aspects of private life, the Spartan state
destroyed the freedom that is the precondition of all self-realization and
individual development. As Schiller explained in a significant and revealing
passage, "Everything may be sacrificed for the good of the state, but not
that for which the state serves only as a means. The state is never an end in
itself, but is only the means by which the end of humanity can be fulfilled;
and this end is no other than the development of all the powers of man, or
progress." 32
The constitution of Athens is much closer to Schiller's political ideals
than that of Sparta. Solon's Athens was just the opposite of Lycurgus'
Sparta. While the political ideal of Sparta was national unity and public
virtue, that of Athens was individual freedom. Rather than imposing harsh
authoritarian measures from above, Solon made Athens a direct democracy
where the people could govern themselves. Unlike Lycurgus, Solon understood that the laws should not hinder but promote the self-realization of the
individual. Although Athens clearly conformed to some of his individualist
principles, Schiller was no more ready to adopt it as his model of government than Sparta. Solon went astray, he argued, in giving too much power
to the people. Certain evils are inseparable from too much democracy,
namely, hasty decisions and the spirit of factions. If we are to avoid these
evils, the interests of the people must be determined by wise representatives.
While rejecting direct democracy, Schiller still endorsed democracy in principle.33 He did not pretend, however, to know the precise form it should take.
Remarking that large assemblies tend toward anarchy while smaller ones
lean toward aristocratic despotism, Schiller concluded that the problem of
finding a mean between these evils is the most difficult task facing future
generations. This was, of course, precisely the task that would soon confront
the French. By criticizing the direct democracy of ancient Athens, Schiller
had clearly set himself against the popular sovereignty in France.
Schiller concluded his essay with a few critical remarks about the differences between ancient and modern constitutions. It was the great strength
of ancient constitutions that they recognized the importance of education
for the state and attempted to form people for the laws.34 Laws and morals
were closely connected, so that the state was within the soul of every individual and there was little distinction between man and citizen. Although
Schiller admired the civic virtue of the classical republics, he warned that
one must be wary of imitating the ancients. If the ends of the ancients were
good, their means were often wrong. They tried to create moral virtue
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through legal compulsion, which is self-defeating. All virtue must be spontaneous, flowing from the heart and soul of the individual. We cannot ensure
loyalty to a country, or gratitude toward parents, by coercion, for that turns
what should be a spontaneous feeling into a form of craven servitude. Schiller's warnings against imitating the ancient Greek models are noteworthy,
not least because he has so often been portrayed as an ardent Grecophile.
Elsewhere, Schiller was even more adamant. He declared that the civic ideal
of the ancient state, which demanded loyalty to a limited locality, is not
fitting for a more cosmopolitan age. Modern individuals are no longer citizens of one country but of the world and owe allegiance not to the land of
their birth but to the cause of humanity in general.35
Given Schiller's early political views, his initial reserve and skepticism
about the Revolution do not appear mysterious. He would have had too
many questions to be filled with unreserved enthusiasm. Would the National
Assembly be able to find that difficult and delicate balance between aristocratic despotism and plebeian democracy? Would the French people become
like the crowds in Genoa, volatile, violent, and manipulable by demagogues?
Would a Karl Moor among the revolutionary leaders be willing to commit all
kinds of excess for the sake of justice? Schiller's early views explain not only
his lack of enthusiasm for the Revolution in its early days, but also his
reaction against it after the execution of the king. For Louis's demise on the
guillotine spelled the end of Schiller's hopes for a constitutional monarchy
along English lines. The increasing power of the Jacobins marked the advent
of that radical democracy that he had rejected in "Die Gesetzgebung des
Lykurgus und Solon." While Schiller approved of revolution in his Geschichte des Abfalls der Vereinigten Niederlande, the Dutch revolt had been
led by the aristocracy and high bourgeoisie; but after the fall of the Girondins in 1 7 9 3 , the French Revolution had clearly broken with such elite
leadership. So, after we consider Schiller's early political views, it becomes
difficult to find a discrepancy between the early and later Schiller.

4.3. Reaction to the Revolution,

1789-1793

Schiller's initial reaction to the Revolution in France appears to have been
somewhat ambivalent. According to Charlotte von Langefeld, he first heard
of the Revolution with "gravity and foreboding." 36 But he also seemed to
join in some of the celebrations surrounding the storming of the Bastille and
the collapse of the ancien régime. Thus Langefeld, who became engaged to
Schiller in 1789, wrote of their early reactions, "We often remembered
later . . . how the destruction of a monument of dark despotism [the Bastille]
appeared to our youthful minds as a herald of freedom over tyranny, and
how we were glad that it had occurred at the beginning of our wonderful
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relationship." 37 But Schiller's enthusiasm was at best lukewarm. If he hailed
the end of despotism in France, he was wary about its new government. As
early as 1789 he doubted the National Assembly would be able to provide
a sound and stable constitution for France. As Caroline von Beulwitz, Schiller's and Langefeld's friend, recalled, "Events in France were naturally often
the object of our conversations, and I remember, when we were delighted
by the spirit and beautiful speeches of the National Assembly, how he said,
it is impossible that a society of six hundred people will ever decide something rational." 38
Schiller was skeptical not only about the National Assembly but also
about the people of France. He doubted they were capable of the civic virtue
required of a republican constitution.3' Such was Schiller's skepticism that
he refused to credit many of the favorable reports emerging from Paris.
After meeting the German traveler J. S. Schulz, who had just returned from
Paris with glad tidings, Schiller wrote to von Beulwitz on October 30, 1789,
"Schulz knows many entertaining particulars about the revolt in Paris; may
heaven only grant that everything he says is true! I fear that he lies until he
believes what he says; then he prints it." 40 There is evidence that Schiller did
not even believe that the Revolution was justified in the first place. As his
old schoolfriend Friedrich von Hoven explained, "Schiller was no friend of
the French fuss about liberty. He could see no prospect of a happier future.
He held the French Revolution to be the natural consequence of the poor
French government, the decadence of the court and notables, and the
demoralization of the French people; it was the work of unsatisfied, ambitious, and passionate people, who exploited circumstances for their egoistic
ends; but it was not the work of wisdom.'"" Apparently, Schiller did not
believe that the French had suffered from the same oppression as the Dutch.
If the corruption of the ancien régime explained their revolution, it did not
justify it.
Schiller's critical detachment from the Revolution was not, however, the
result of political indifference. Although he was deeply concerned with aesthetic questions in the early 1790s, he did not ignore the events in France.
The first sign of his interest in the Revolution is his April 1 5 , 1790, letter to
his friend Körner: "The political world interests me right now. I tremble at
the very thought of war, for we will feel it in every corner of Germany." 42
Throughout the first years of the Revolution, Schiller maintained a lively
interest in French affairs. He read the Moniteur, which he valued for its
detailed accounts of all the debates and new legislation.43 In the autumn of
1 7 9 1 he read Mirabeau's Sur l'éducation publique, a book that deeply
impressed him and helped him to form his response to the Revolution.44
So far was Schiller from political indifference that, as early as 1 7 9 1 , he
wrote an article having an obvious relevance to events in France. This was
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his "Geschichte der französischen Unruhen, welche die Regierung Heinrich
IV vorangingen," 45 which was published in early 1 7 9 2 in Allgemeine
Sammlung historischer Memoires. In this essay Schiller provided a long and
straightforward account of the civil disorders in France in the 1560s.
Although he did not explicitly relate this history to current events, it is likely
that he intended it to have a political relevance. For Schiller wrote history
first and foremost because he believed that it had a moral value, a message
for his own time.46 Indeed, in November 1 7 9 z Schiller urged Körner to write
a history of Cromwell's Revolution because "it is highly interesting, especially in the present moment, to put forth a statement of belief concerning
revolutions." 47 In writing a history of the French civil wars, Schiller probably wanted to draw attention to the dangers of civil war in France if the
monarchy became weakened or abolished. A major source of the civil unrest
of the 1560s, he argued, was the weakness of the French throne, which
could not resolve the differences or repress the ambitions of the warring
aristocratic factions.48 What would happen in contemporary France, Schiller
was asking, if the monarchy were to be dissolved? Might not the spirit of
factions, which was inherent in any democracy, lead to a civil war on the
scale of that in the 1560s?
It was in the autumn of 1792., perhaps as a result of receiving the title of
honorary citizen from the French,4' that Schiller began to nurture some
hopes for the Revolution. He wrote to Körner on November 2.6, 1792.,
"Since I have been reading the Moniteur, I have more expectations of the
French. If you have not been reading this newspaper, I want to recommend
it to you. One can read in it all the transactions of the French Convention
in detail and get to know the French in all their strengths and weaknesses." 50
Referring to his prospects of leading a subsidized existence in Mainz, which
had just been occupied by Custine, Schiller added, "The prospects in Mainz
will now become very dubious for m e ; . . . If the French destroy my hopes,
I can find ways of creating better ones with the French." 51
But Schiller's hopes were short-lived. Apparently, he had read disturbing
news about the conduct of the French troops in their campaign into Germany. Even worse, he was horrified by the decision to try the king, and then
by his interrogation, which took place in early December 1792.. His
December 14, 1792, letter to Körner captures his feelings of dismay: "I had
hoped much from the French from the happy issue of their war. The feeling
of their success could have given them a new moral impetus, and the horrors
would then cease, which were only the consequence of weakness and despair.
But, alas, there are now horrors of insolence, of ingratitude, of base rage
against the conquered, and of selfishness. A few great men are overcome by
a thoughtless mob, or by the base ploys of ambitious scoundrels." 52 Only a
week later Schiller delivered an even harsher verdict against the Revolution.
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He had no sympathy for Forster and the republicans in Mainz, who were
bent on using force to create the first republic on German soil. As he wrote
to Körner on December z i , 1 7 9 z , "Forster's behavior will surely be disapproved by everyone, and I can see that he will emerge from this affair with
disgrace and regret. I can no longer interest myself in the Mainzians, for all
their acts show more a ridiculous desire to advertise themselves than sound
principles, which would hardly agree with their actions toward others." 5 3
It would be premature, however, to interpret Schiller's censure of Forster
as a denunciation of all political action and a step toward quietism. For in
the very same letter Schiller made a dramatic decision to enter the political
arena. He was so deeply disturbed by the proceedings against the king that
he resolved to write an article in his defense. Under such circumstances it
was contemptible, he believed, to remain aloof from politics. As he explained
his decision to Körner, "Perhaps you will advise me to keep silent, but I
believe that on such occasions one may not remain indolent and inactive. If
every free mind were to be silent, never would any step be undertaken for
our improvement. There are times when one must speak publicly, because
the receptivity for it is there, and such a time appears to be the present." 54
Schiller duly set to work on his article. But it was too late. Before he
could finish it, the king had been executed. When Louis's head fell, all
Schiller's hopes died. He now turned away from all French affairs in complete disgust. He wrote of his feelings to Körner on February 8, 1 7 9 3 :
"What do you have to say about French matters? I had actually started my
piece for the king, but I was not satisfied with it, and now it just lies in front
of me. For fourteen days I cannot read any French newspapers because these
miserable rogues sicken me so much." 5 1
Schiller's reaction to Louis's execution has often been seen as the beginning of his retreat from politics. 56 Yet the very opposite is the case. Schiller
now felt he must formulate his attitude toward events in France. Although
he was not willing to take sides, to commit himself to either the party of
reaction in Germany or the Jacobin cause in France, his objectivity and
detachment did not amount to indifference or disillusionment. In a series of
letters to duke Friedrich Wilhelm Augustenberg written in the summer of
1 7 9 3 , Schiller began to define his position. These letters, which form the
basis of the Aestbetische Briefe, are central to Schiller's political outlook
and deserve close scrutiny.
In the first letter, written July 1 3 , Schiller stressed the need to take a
stand on contemporary events:
The events of the last decade of the eighteenth century are not less challenging and important for the philosopher than for the man of
affairs . . . A law of the wise Solon condemned the citizen who did not
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take sides during a revolt. If there were ever a case where this law
applied, it is to the present where the great fate of humanity has been
thrown into question, and where therefore it seems one cannot remain
neutral without making oneself guilty of the most culpable indifference
toward what humanity regards as most sacred."
Schiller then told the duke that he would not directly discuss political affairs,
however pressing and important, but would discuss the role of art in modern
society. This was not because he felt that he could ignore politics, still less
because his interest in art was greater than it. Rather, it was because he saw
art as the key to the fundamental problem facing the social and political
world. What was this problem? Nothing less than that question that had
always preoccupied the Aufklärung and that had now become even more
pressing in the wake of the Revolution: How is it possible to overcome the
gap between theory and practice, reason and action? Although the French
had attempted to base their constitution on the principles of reason, events
had shown that the people were still not capable of acting according to
them. If we are to realize the principles of reason in the state, Schiller argued,
then we must first educate the people. The very foundation of a republic, the
condition under which the people act according to its high ideals, is moral
virtue. Schiller put this point in the most explicit and emphatic terms:
Only the capacity to act as a moral being gives human beings a claim to
freedom; but a mind that is capable of acting only according to sensuous
motives deserves freedom as little as it is receptive for it. All reform that
is to have any permanence must begin from our whole manner of thinking . . . Only the character of its citizens creates and maintains the state
and makes freedom possible. If the divine wisdom itself stepped down
from Olympus and introduced a perfect constitution, it would still have
to depend on human beings to execute it.58
Schiller insisted that he was anything but an idealist and dreamer in saying
this. It is those politicians who design constitutions according to the principles of reason, and apply them to the nation without having prepared the
people for them, who are the idealists and dreamers.
If education is the only means of surmounting the gap between theory
and practice, of building a sound foundation for a republican constitution,
what form should it take? How can it develop the slumbering faculties of
humanity? Schiller sketched his answer to these questions in his July 13 and
November 1 1 letters to Augustenberg. There are, he explains, two methods
of education: one is by imparting knowledge and correcting concepts; and
the other is by cultivating and refining our desires and feelings. The first
method, which addresses the intellect or reason, is that of philosophical
culture; the second method, which appeals to our sensibility, is that of
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aesthetic culture. Of these two methods, Schiller chose the latter. The fundamental need of our age, he argued, is for more aesthetic culture. The
Aufklärung brought philosophical culture to great heights: it discovered the
first principles of morality, the basic laws of motion, and the most efficient
methods of government; and it destroyed prejudice, superstition, and fanaticism. Nevertheless, despite such intellectual progress, the present age
remained barbaric. The problem is that, even though people know the principles of reason, they fail to act according to them. They suffer from weakness of will, failure of resolve. Reason by itself cannot provide us with an
incentive for action but must always call sensibility to its aid. If, then, the
aim of a method of education is to make people act according to the principles of reason, it must appeal first to their desires and emotions. What form
of education can perform such a task? Only an aesthetic education, Schiller
answered, for art, and art alone, has the power to excite, refine, and ennoble
the feelings; and art alone can free sensibility from pleasure in material
things. Once we cultivate our sensibility, so that it takes pleasure in the
forms of things, then we will be ready to act by the principles of reason.
The program of aesthetic education in Schiller's July and November
1793 letters to Augustenberg makes it plain, much more than does the later
Aesthetische Briefe3 that Schiller was not retreating from the world of politics into the world of art. For he developed his program first and foremost
as a response to the social and political problems raised by the apparent
failure of the Revolution in France. His project of aesthetic education was
political in a perfectly straightforward sense: it was conceived as the foundation for a republican constitution. Only an aesthetic education, Schiller
believed, ensures that the people are motivated by the high moral principles
of a republic. It would be completely contrary to the spirit of Schiller's
program, then, to claim that it separates art and politics, as if an aesthetic
education were politically neutral and could serve any form of political constitution.5' The context of Schiller's argument and his explicit statements of
political principle make it evident that Schiller saw aesthetic education as
the instrument of republicanism. Although Schiller was deeply disappointed
with the course of the Revolution by 1793, he remained true to its principles
of liberty, equality, and fraternity.60 The issue between him and the Jacobins
did not concern the ideals of political life so much as the means of achieving
them. For Schiller, the slow evolutionary path of aesthetic education, not
the rapid but dangerous route of revolution, was the only way to a republic.
4.4. The Political Aims and Context

of the Aesthetische Briefe

Schiller's Aesthetische Briefe is a classic on the role of art in society. We
should view it as the poet's reply to Plato's Republic. While Plato banished
the artists, Schiller glorified them. It was not that he wanted to enthrone

The Political Thought of Schiller · 99
them, still less to make them civil servants. He thought their first duty is to
truth and beauty, not to the state. Yet it is the artist Schiller believed, who
plays the major role in the moral education of the citizen. Philosophers can
preach the first principles of morality, but only artists can make people act
according to them. What made Schiller reverse Plato's doctrine was his recognition of an intractable problem that Plato always did his best to deny:
akrasia, weakness of will. Plato banished the artists from his republic
because their pleasing images distract people from a knowledge of the forms.
If citizens know the form of the good, Plato held, they will be virtuous,
acting according to the good. Schiller's starting point, however, was the
recognition that, even if people know the form of the good, they may not
act according to it. Hence he ascribed an important role to the artist in the
republic. The task of the artist is to overcome akrasia, educating the desires
and feelings of citizens, so that they will be inspired to act according to the
form of the good.
The Aesthetische Briefe were a response not only to Plato but also to an
apparent inconsistency in Schiller's own political philosophy. Ever since
Fiesco Schiller taught that a republic must be based on moral and civic
virtue. Of necessity, then, his political philosophy lays the greatest stress on
education. Unlike Kant, Schiller had no hope that a republic can arise simply
through the natural working of the passions. The natural inclinations of
humans, he wrote, are bent more on the destruction than on the creation of
society.61 Yet if Schiller gave such importance to education, he also made it
very difficult to achieve. For his liberal principles do not permit the state to
take an active role in the creation of civic or moral virtue. In his study of the
ancient constitution of Sparta, for example, Schiller criticized Lycurgus'
attempt to create civic virtue through harsh legislation. Such a policy
restricted freedom, the precondition of all individuality and virtue. Hence
Schiller's emphasis on education sits very uncomfortably with his liberalism.
It seems as if a republic has no right to create the very means of its existence,
moral and civic virtue. This tension gives rise to the question, How can
moral and civic virtue be created if not through the state? It is a central task
of the Aesthetische Briefe to answer this question.
If we consider the Aesthetische Briefe in their immediate historical context, their underlying political purpose becomes clear. The
Aesthetische
Briefe were a response to a common conservative objection against the
Aufklärung and the ideals of the French Revolution: the people are not
capable of acting according to the principles of reason because the main
motive of all their conduct is self-interest. Contrary to the conservatives,
Schiller affirmed Kant's doctrine that the principles of morality are binding
in politics and that pure reason should be practical in the political world.
The aim of his program of aesthetic education was to overcome the gap
between theory and practice by cultivating, refining, and ennobling human
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desires and feelings according to the principles of reason. Schiller agreed
with the conservatives' premise that desire and feeling are the mainspring of
human conduct, but he could not accept their conclusion that reason is
ineffective in the political sphere. He avoided it by contending that desires
and feelings can be educated. Rather than incorrigible remnants of original
sin, which can be controlled only through oppression, feelings and desires
can be cultivated and refined into instruments of reason. Seen in the context
of the political debates of the 1790s, then, Schiller's treatise is more leftthan right-wing in inspiration. However reformist in some respects, its main
objective is to confront the main body of conservative opinion, which
demoted the claims of reason by appealing to the necessary but incorrigible
role of the passions.
Although they omit almost all of the politics found in the earlier letters
to Augustenberg, the Aesthetische Briefe have basically the same political
purpose. This purpose is apparent from a close reading of the second letter.
Here Schiller anticipated the very objection that has been so frequently made
against him: in discussing aesthetics he did not address the fundamental
problems of his age but escaped into an ideal world of beauty. He replied,
much as he did in his letters to Augustenberg, that he was discussing aesthetics precisely because it is the only solution to these social and political
problems. "If man is ever to solve the problems of politics in experience,"
he wrote, "he must take the path through the problem of aesthetics, because
it is through beauty that man attains freedom." 62 Schiller's concern with
aesthetics was therefore not an escape from the political problematic but an
attempt to tackle it. This strategy governs the entire treatise, however
implicit the political dimension becomes in the second half.63
What is the basic political problem that Schiller intended to address in
the Aesthetische Briefe? Although he was not explicit in the text itself, he
had in mind the problem of creating a stable republican constitution. This
problem had been raised by the events in France, and Schiller had considered
it in his letters to Augustenberg. Alluding to this problem in the second
letter, Schiller wrote that "in the present circumstances" the chief concern
of humanity is to establish "that most perfect of all the works to be achieved
by the art of man, the creation of true political freedom."" That Schiller did
not specify the form this work should take does not mean that he conceived
of the problem of achieving freedom in a political vacuum. We know from
his earlier writings that he believed freedom to be possible only in a republic.
If, then, we read the first letters of the Aesthetische Briefe in the context of
Schiller's earlier thought, it becomes clear that the purpose of his aesthetic
education is to create a stable republic.
After alluding to his basic problem, Schiller asked himself how it should
be resolved. In the third letter he took issue with the radicals, who are
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accused of jeopardizing everything, even their own ideals, for the sake of
sudden change. If we abolish the present state in order to establish at once
the ideal state demanded by morality, then we destroy what exists for what
is still only problematic. We endanger the existence of people as physical
beings for a mere hypothetical moral ideal. For all its problems and injustices, Schiller claimed that the present state at least guarantees the physical
existence of humans, the satisfaction of their material needs, and security
from attack. This guarantee cannot be destroyed suddenly, he argued,
because it is the precondition of our making any progress toward our moral
ideals. So, in attempting to undermine the present state, the radicals pull the
ladder from underneath their own moral and political ideals. Schiller therefore concluded that, however faulty, we must reform the machinery of the
state while it is still operating.
How, then, is gradual reform possible? H o w do we make a smooth
transition from the present corrupt state to the ideal state of morality? Schiller's key to social and political reform, put forward in the fourth letter, is
the creation of what he called "wholeness of character," "a third character"
between the moral and physical aspects of humans. This third character is a
synthesis of our rational and sensible nature. While its sensible nature is
willing to act according to the principles of reason, its rational nature is
ready to educate or sublimate its desires and feelings. We can create such a
third character, Schiller believed, only if we first educate our sensible nature.
If we learn how to discipline, cultivate, and refine our desires and feelings,
we will have created a potent instrument for the execution of our moral
ideals. These desires and feelings will then make us do our duty from inclination rather than against it. Rather than seeing the principles of morality as
repressive commands, people will regard them as inspiring ideals. Armed
with such desires and feelings, the third character will be able to make a
smooth transition from the present state to the ideal state of morality.
Although Schiller described the creation of his third character as simply
the instrument of reform, as the means for the formation of a republican
constitution, he also regarded it as an end in itself. His conception of the
third character uniting our rational and sensible natures provided him with
his highest moral ideal, and indeed the fundamental principle of his political
philosophy. It is important to recognize that Schiller's political philosophy,
despite its Kantian dress, is ultimately non-Kantian, for Schiller did not
adopt the Kantian categorical imperative as the basis for the evaluation of
social and political institutions. Rather, true to the humanist tradition, he
applied an ethic of perfection, according to which the goal of the state is to
promote, if only in a negative sense, the ethical perfection of humans, the
realization of all their faculties in a harmonious whole. Although Schiller's
differences with Kant are only implicit in the Aesthetische Briefe, they had
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become explicit in his 1793 treatise Ueber Anmut und Würde, which he
finished just before beginning the first version of the Aestbetische Briefe.65 In
the 1793 treatise Schiller criticized Kant's one-sided moralism because it
thwarts the full development of the personality.66 Insisting that the moral
worth of an action depends entirely on the will to act on principle, Kant saw
the moral will and sensibility locked in a mortal struggle. If we constantly
repress desires and feelings for the sake of duty, we are morally good, no
matter how much damage we do to the sensible side of our nature. Schiller
did not contest Kant's point that motives of sensibility should not play any
role in the evaluation of the moral worth of an action. Nevertheless, he
insisted that they play an important role in our total moral perfection, which
is determined by the extent to which our sensibility plays an active role in
executing our moral intentions. The fundamental difficulty with Kant's
moralism is its limited perspective; it is concerned almost exclusively with
defining the morality of actions, and ignores the morality of human beings.
The end of a human being, Schiller then declared in some decisive lines, is
not to perform this or that action but to be a certain kind of person.67 We
measure the excellence or perfection of this person in terms of how well he
realizes all the sides of his nature. This excellence is not only an aesthetic
goal, Schiller contended, but an ethical one. We not only may but ought to
bring together the two sides of our nature into harmony. In Ueber Anmut
und Würde Schiller called this ethical ideal "the beautiful soul." This was
someone who unifies the rational and sensible sides of their nature by doing
their duty from inclination rather than against it. In the Aestbetische Briefe
the beautiful soul of Ueber Anmut und Würde becomes not only an ethical
but also a political ideal.
If the creation of beautiful souls is a desirable ideal, is it a feasible
one? Schiller made wholeness of character the key to social reform, but it
seems wholeness is very difficult to achieve. Schiller turns to this problem in
the fifth letter. He admitted that his own age gives little reason for hope
about human regeneration. Rather than revealing wholeness of character, it
shows the two extremes of human depravity—barbarism and decadence.
Among the more numerous lower classes there are crude lawless instincts,
which are the product of too little culture, while among the more privileged
classes there are lethargy and self-indulgence, which are the result of too
much culture. Schiller's remarks about the class structure of modern
depravity suggest that he held class responsible for the decline of morals in
modern society. This is indeed the case. In "Etwas über die erste Menschengesellschaft," Schiller traced the origins of political domination and moral
corruption to discrepancies in wealth.68 Although Schiller seems to have
regarded these discrepancies as natural products of differences in strength,
talent, and intelligence, he did not consider them beyond rectification.
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Unlike many liberal thinkers of the 1790s, he was far from regarding property as sacred, an absolutely inviolable right. In "Die Gesetzgebung des
Lykurgus und Solon," for example, he praised Solon for abolishing debts in
Athens and destroying invidious extremes of wealth and poverty. 69 Although
Solon infringed upon the rights of property, his policy was justified, Schiller
argued, because only by this means could he preserve the state. Still, Schiller
was not a primitive communist, as his romantic progeny were. As much as he
was willing to praise Solon, he disapproved of Lycurgus' radical measures of
distributing property in Sparta. Solon rightly recognized, he remarked, that
the wealthy too have rights. Thus Schiller's early writings show not only that
he held class responsible for modern moral corruption, but that he was even
willing to take some moderate measures to alleviate sharp class differences.
Although the Aesthetische Briefe do not directly discuss the problem of
class, the earlier letters to Augustenberg reveal that Schiller was acutely
aware that the condition of the laboring classes deprives them of the opportunity for Bildung.70 One of the great obstacles to enlightenment in contemporary society, he argued, lies in the poverty of the workers and peasants.
The great majority of the people are simply too exhausted in the sheer
struggle for the means of subsistence for them to have any time and energy
left to combat prejudice, superstition, and fanaticism. Once they complete
their labors, their first need is for peace or relaxation, not for intellectual
effort, which they are happy to leave to their priest or a civil servant. Schiller
came to the radical conclusion that the chief goal of enlightenment—intellectual and moral autonomy—can be achieved only by improving the condition of the people. "First the spirit must be liberated from the yoke of necessity before one can lead it to the freedom of reason." 7 1 He went so far as to
make the state responsible for this improvement. Since physical welfare is
the precondition for the attainment of intellectual autonomy, an enlightened
state takes measures to guarantee the physical welfare of its people. 72 Unfortunately, Schiller did not expand, either here or elsewhere, on how the state
should help the condition of the laboring classes. Nevertheless, it is striking
that, despite his liberal principles, he was willing to countenance state intervention in the economic sphere. Schiller's failure to explore his insight into
the economic conditions of enlightenment remains one of the central weaknesses of his political philosophy.
However much Schiller believed class division to be responsible for the
moral degeneration of humanity, he pointed the finger of blame elsewhere
in the Aesthetische Briefe. In the sixth letter he saw the process of civilization itself as the chief source of the problem. The growth of civilization has
divided, he argued, the sciences and occupations. This increasing division of
labor has in turn divided each individual. It has encouraged the cultivation
of a single capacity to the expense of all others. One person is prized for
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good memory, another for reckoning skill, yet another for mechanical
abilities. What people have gained in intensity they have lost in extensity or
breadth. As Schiller lamented in a striking passage, "Eternally chained to a
single fragment of the whole, man himself develops into nothing but a fragment; eternally in his ear the monotonous sound of the turning wheel, he
never develops the harmony of his being, and instead of putting the stamp
of humanity upon his nature he becomes nothing more than an imprint of
his occupation or science." 73 Passages such as these sound proto-Marxian
and have frequently been read in such a light. 74 But it is important to note a
basic difference between Schiller and Marx. The source of the division of
labor is, in Schiller's view, not capitalist production but the process of civilization itself.
Schiller's analysis of the source of disunity in the individual led him to a
sharp attack on the modern state. 75 The destruction of human harmony begun
by the process of civilization, he says, was made complete and universal by
modern government. Through its vast bureaucracy, the modern state
enforces, encourages, and exploits the division of labor. The activity that
every individual performs is prescribed by the most exacting and rigorous
rules, so that there is little room for spontaneity and self-expression, even
within a narrow profession. Only those compliant individuals who perform
well in the tasks assigned to them are rewarded; those more creative individuals, whose talents and energies go beyond the prescribed routine, are
punished. In a metaphor that was later used by the romantics, Schiller
likened the modern state to a huge calculating machine that knows its individual citizens only as numbers. Such a form of government creates a very
unhealthy relationship between the individual and the state. Rather than
identifying with the whole of society, individuals see it as an indifferent
abstract entity. They are deeply suspicious of the state, which is only an
efficient machine to exploit them. A gulf then grows between the governing
and the governed, so that the state becomes one party among others instead
of the instrument of the common good.
Despite Schiller's pessimism about the prospects for Bildung in modern
society, he refused to believe that his ideal of wholeness of character is unattainable. In the beginning of the sixth letter, he pointed to a nation that did
achieve a remarkable degree of self-realization, the ancient Greeks.
According to Schiller, the ancient Greeks had an advanced culture, yet they
were not corrupted by it. While creating some of the greatest works of
philosophy, mathematics, and literature, they managed to preserve their
youthful energy and imagination. In sharp contrast to modern people,
they achieved wholeness of character. They combined a sharp intellect with
a warm heart, aesthetic sensitivity with physical energy, social grace with
naïveté. The moderns too reveal all these aspects of humanity, but they
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scatter them in different individuals, while the Greeks combined them in a
single person.
It is important to recognize the precise role that the Greeks play in the
Aesthetische Briefe. They serve as proof that wholeness of character is a
feasible sociál and political ideal, but they are not meant to be a model for
imitation. Schiller knew there could be no return to the halcyon days of the
Greeks, whose culture was gone forever with the growth of civilization and
the division of labor. Rather than modeling themselves after the Greeks,
modern people should strive for their own ideals. While the Greeks were
devoted to their own locality and city-state, the modern person is cosmopolitan, a citizen of every nation. 76 If the Greeks prized loyalty to the community
above all, modern people have a greater sense of freedom and individuality.
Indeed, we must recall that Schiller warned against imitating the ancient
Greek constitutions in "Die Gesetzgebung des Lykurgus und Solon." If we
keep these distinctions in mind, it is not difficult to understand why Schiller,
only a few years later, would sharply chasten Friedrich Schlegel for his
"Grecomania." 7 7
If wholeness of character is a feasible ideal, how can it be approached, if
not attained, in modern society? In dealing with this question in the seventh
letter, Schiller immediately excluded the possibility of the state's playing an
active role in Bildung. The state's active role is not to be expected and is
even undesirable, because the modern state, by enforcing the division of
labor, perpetuates rather than arrests the source of disunity in modern
humanity. 78 Schiller's rejection of the role of the state seems hasty, and
indeed he ignored his earlier insight that the state can remove fundamental
obstacles to Bildung such as disparities in wealth. But in the seventh letter
Schiller could not bring himself to deny, or even qualify, his liberal principles. His fear that the intervention of the state undermines freedom remained
overwhelming. If, then, the sovereign or statesman is not responsible for
Bildung, who should be? Philosophers cannot perform this role, for their
abstract principles cannot appeal to the hearts of the people. The clergy too
are no help, given that their dogmas have ceased to find a credulous public.
The only other alternative, then, is the artist. Unlike the philosopher, the
artist can appeal to the hearts of the people; and unlike the clergy, the artist
is not bound by prescribed and outmoded dogmas. Yet, with all the problems of the modern age, how is the artist to remain free of corruption? By
disdaining its opinion, Schiller flatly said. The artist must ignore the squalid
reality of the present age and look toward the sphere of the eternal and
universal. Simply by dwelling in the realm of the ideal the artist can preserve
undefiled the image of pure humanity. 7 '
Can art really be a powerful force for moral education, especially given
all the sources of moral corruption in modern society? Raising this very
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question in the tenth letter, Schiller refused to enter the age-old debate about
whether beauty has been beneficial or harmful to morals. He admitted that,
if we consider the testimony of experience alone, there is no evidence that
the rise of art goes hand in hand with healthy morals. The whole dispute
about the influence of art cannot be conducted on the level of experience
alone, he argued, for who knows whether the beauty we are speaking about
in experience is the same as the pure concept of beauty? Schiller therefore
decided on a different strategy. Rather than discussing the effects of beauty
in experience, a task he had already discharged in "Was kann eine gute
stehende Schaubühne eigentlich wirken?" he would attempt to deduce the
concept of beauty from the essence of human nature; he would attempt, in
more Kantian terms, "a transcendental deduction" of the concept of beauty,
showing that it is a necessary condition of human self-realization. If he could
show that beauty is inherent in the very ideal of humanity, that the development of all the potentialities of a person results in beauty, then he would
have vindicated the claims of beauty far beyond any detailed discussion of
its empirical effects.
The heart of Schiller's deduction of the concept of beauty is his notion
of the "play drive" (Spieltrieb), which he explained in the fourteenth and
fifteenth letters. This drive is the synthesis of two other drives that Schiller,
following Reinhold, 80 postulated in human nature, the material drive (Stofftrieb) and the formal drive (Formtrieb). While the formal drive attempts to
give form to things, to impart to them the rule of law, the material drive
strives to give embodiment to form, to make its universality and abstractness
determinate and concrete. Each drive corresponds to a deeper tendency in
the self: the formal drive to its tendency to internalize what is outside it, to
make things conform to its inner laws; and the material drive to externalize
what is inside it, to embody itself in the sensible world. If the material drive
is passive, subjecting us to the external constraints of physical law, the
formal drive is active, subjecting us to the internal constraints of the moral
law. N o w the play drive unites the formal and material drive by acting
according to our whole nature as a sensible and rational being. It resolves
the conflict between reason and sensibility, duty and inclination, by doing
our duty not against but from inclination. Such a synthesis of our intellectual
and sensible natures frees each from the constraint of the other. Sensibility
is freed from moral constraint, and rationality from physical constraint,
because we enjoy acting according to the moral law. Schiller regarded this
union as a synthesis of freedom and law—of freedom insofar as we are
freed from the constraints of morality and nature, and of law insofar as we
now act according to the necessity of our whole nature. We may call such a
synthesis a "play drive," Schiller said, because play has the characteristic of
being free from moral and physical constraint, yet bound by rules.
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Why, though, should we call the synthesis of the material and formal
drives beauty? Schiller's answer is condensed and obscure in the Aesthetische
Briefe. To understand it, we must return to some of his earlier aesthetic
writings. In the Kallias Briefe (1793) Schiller defined beauty as "freedom in
appearance." He arrived at this definition by arguing that we ascribe beauty
to those things that appear to be completely self-determining, not subject to
external constraints; in other words, something is beautiful if it appears to
obey the laws of its own nature alone. Such a definition explains Schiller's
attribution of beauty to the play drive, for the play drive makes us self-determining; it sets us free from the constraints of both morality and sensibility;
and it allows us to act according to the laws of our whole nature. Hence the
play drive creates freedom in appearance.
There is a striking paradox concerning the role of art in the Aesthetische
Briefe. Schiller ascribed great moral, social, and political significance to art
as the instrument of reform, but he also defended the Kantian doctrine of
the autonomy of art, its independence from morality and utility. It would
seem that art has its greatest social and political impact as propaganda, but
Schiller expressly forbade the artist to submit to the dictates of the politician
or the needs of the age. How are these doctrines to be reconciled? The
question is important, not least because Schiller has been accused of forfeiting his belief in the moral value of art by following Kant's doctrines. 8 '
Of course, Schiller was aware of this tension and attempted to resolve it
in the twenty-second and twenty-third letters of the Aesthetische Briefe. In
the context of discussing how art affects the intellect and will, Schiller
insisted that it moves us entirely through its form, not through its content.82
Aesthetic experience performs its educational function by revealing the
realm of pure form to the sensuous individual. By making us aware of
and take pleasure in pure form, art frees us from subservience to our immediate needs and stimulates us to exercise our fledgling powers of thinking
and deciding. In short, art helps us to realize our autonomy. But, Schiller
stressed, art merely imparts the power to think and decide, not the specific
use of these faculties. 83 It does not produce any definite result for the intellect
and will, and it does not meddle in the business of thinking and deciding.
What we think and decide is determined purely by our intellect and will, not
by art. In other words, the effect of aesthetic experience is only to give birth
to intellect and will, not to persuade or direct them. Such distinctions go
some way toward resolving the apparent tension in Schiller's position,
allowing him to combine the autonomy of art with its educational function. By insisting that art affects us only by virtue of its form, Schiller freed
the artist from political ends; by stressing how art stimulates our ability to
think and decide, he allowed the artist to have a powerful social and moral
influence.
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We can further resolve the tension between aesthetic education and
autonomy in the Aesthetische Briefe by considering how these doctrines
combine in Schiller's earlier aesthetic writings. This tension is most apparent
in the Kallias Briefe. A close examination of this text reveals, however, that
these doctrines are complementary. Schiller first defended the Kantian doctrine that we must abstract from the practical value of an object to judge its
aesthetic worth. 84 We must not ask about its use or moral value but simply
whether it presents a pleasing appearance. At the same time, Schiller argued
that beauty belongs to the sphere of practical reason, which he identified in
Kantian fashion with the moral will. Practical reason applies its ideal of
freedom to natural objects, finding its analogues in objects that appear to be
self-determining. If an object appears to act as if it were determined by the
laws of its own nature alone, independent of any external constraints, then
it appears to be beautiful to us. Hence Schiller's definition of beauty as
"freedom in appearance." This definition brings beauty back inside the
realm of morality, from which it has apparently been banned. But the
apparent tension here disappears when we consider that it is precisely by
virtue of its autonomy that an aesthetic object has its moral value, representing freedom. If it were used for some moral purpose, it would suffer an
external constraint and thus cease to appear to be self-determining. It would
have lost its power of symbolizing freedom. In stressing the moral autonomy
of art, then, Schiller did not mean to deprive it of all moral significance.
Rather, he was merely freeing it from being used for specific moral ends,
because he wished to preserve the chief moral quality of art, the symbolization of freedom.
Even if Schiller was correct in deducing beauty from human nature and
in ascribing moral significance to art as the symbol of freedom, the question
still remains, whether Schiller was asking too much of the artist. Granted
that beauty is inherent in our nature, as Schiller argued at such length in the
second half of the Aesthetische Briefe, the artist is still faced with the challenge of helping us realize our aesthetic natures. Does the artist have the
power to make us fulfill our beautiful souls simply by symbolizing freedom
on stage and canvas, in novels and poems? Sadly, Schiller gave us little
ground for hope. For if we consider his deeply pessimistic analysis of
modern society, we must conclude that the artist is struggling against insuperable obstacles. Schiller saw the growing division of labor as one of the
major sources of human disunity, but he also thought that the division of
labor is inevitable, inherent in the very process of civilization. He recognized
that the class structure of modern society leaves little prospect of Bildung
for the vast majority of the people, but his liberalism forbade the state from
taking any active measures to relieve the situation. He saw the state as the
enforcer and exploiter of the division of labor, yet he did not advocate its
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overthrow. Under all these burdens, how can art have any significant impact
on the lives of most people? How can the artist, armed with mere brush and
pen, triumph over the division of labor, an oppressive state, and class conflict? Toward the end of the Aesthetische Briefe Schiller admitted that the
state of beauty, like the pure church and republic, existed only in a few
chosen circles. He hoped they could spread their influence slowly throughout
society. But was this not "quixotic idealism" in the face of his own analysis
of society?
On a deeper level, though, this objection should not have troubled Schiller. There are two theses about the role of art in the Aesthetische Briefe, and
this objection affects only one of them. If Schiller thought that an aesthetic
education provides a sufficient condition for human self-realization and the
creation of a republic, as if art by itself overcomes all obstacles, he was
indeed excessively idealistic. Yet Schiller's deduction of beauty in the tenth
to sixteenth letters did not commit him to such a quixotic thesis. For this
deduction demonstrates only that an aesthetic education is a necessary condition of human self-realization and the creation of a republic. Schiller's
argument there is not "If we come under the influence of art, then we will
become self-realizing and create a republic" but "If we become self-realizing
and create a republic, we will do so only through developing an aesthetic
character." Schiller showed not that the arts can create a republic, but only
that they are necessary to realize it.
There are indeed reasons to think that Schiller really intended this second
weaker thesis. Thus in the tenth letter he eschewed all questions about the
influence of art, and in the twenty-second and twenty-third letters he
admitted that art cannot impart any definite direction to our powers of
thinking and deciding. Yet Schiller also could not bring himself to renounce
the stronger thesis. For he intended his aesthetic education not only to
stabilize revolution but to replace it; the weaker thesis does not exclude
revolution, however, being compatible with any form of social change. Thus
Schiller wavered between these theses, insisting on the stronger to criticize
the radicals but falling back on the weaker when he admitted the impotence
of art. In the end, though, Schiller did not need the stronger thesis to support
the central argument of the Aesthetische Briefe. His main contention
throughout the treatise is that art is a necessary constituent of self-realization.
If he did not show that art can create the ideal society, he at least showed
that art must have some necessary role within it.
However idealistic the Aesthetische Briefe may be, it should be clear by
now that this idealism does not justify interpreting it as a work of "apolitical
humanism." All that we have seen of the aims and context of the work
belies this interpretation. It is not true that Schiller recommended art as an
escape from social and political problems. Rather, he argued that art is one
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means of resolving them. It is also not true, as this interpretation implies,
that Schiller regarded Bildung as the only important social value, the be-all
and end-all. It is for him both an end and a means, both the purpose of the
liberal state and the means to bring it into existence. Still less is it true, as
this interpretation also suggests, that Schiller believed Bildung to be apolitical, independent of political conditions. We have seen that Schiller thought
it flourishes only in a liberal state, and that he intended it to support such a
state. At bottom, then, the Aesthetische Briefe is a deeply political work.
It is Schiller's contribution to what he regarded as the "most perfect of all
the works to be achieved by the art of man, the creation of true political
freedom."

5
THE E A R L Y POLITICAL T H E O R Y
OF W I L H E L M V O N HUMBOLDT

5 . 2 . Humboldt

and the Liberal

Tradition

One of the foremost exponents of the liberal conception of the state in the
1790s was Wilhelm von Humboldt ( 1 7 6 7 - 1 8 3 5 ) . In 1793 he completed, if
only in draft, one of the major expositions of liberal doctrine in the
eighteenth century, his Ideen zu einem Versuch, die Grenzen der Wirksamkeit des Staats zu bestimmen.1 Compared to other liberal writings in the
1790s, the great strength of Humboldt's treatise lay in its rigorous systematic form. While Schiller, Jacobi, Kant, and Forster were content to
sketch general principles, Humboldt worked out his liberal views in great
detail, applying them to every aspect of civil life, whether that was education, marriage, religion, international relations, or civil and criminal law.
Although it was never finished, or published in his lifetime, Humboldt's
Ideen eventually became something of a classic. The book had great success
after its initial publication in 1 8 5 1 . German liberals, who found themselves
thrown back on the defensive after the debacle of 1848, seized on Humboldt's work as a virtual manifesto. It has been reprinted many times, most
notably and appropriately in 1 9 1 8 and in 1945 after the collapse of the
authoritarian German state. Humboldt's treatise also played an important
role in the development of liberalism outside Germany. In France it inspired
Edouard Laboulaye to write a section in praise of Humboldt in his L'État et
ses limites.1 And in England it provided the motto for J. S. Mill's On Liberty.
Mill cited Humboldt with warm praise on several occasions in his work; 3
and he paid handsome tribute to him in his Autobiography. Writing about
the influences on his On Liberty, Mill declared, "The only author who preceded me of whom I thought it appropriate to say anything was Humboldt." 4
If the historical significance of Humboldt's Ideen lies largely in its influence on later liberalism, it is important not to read this work in the light of
later liberal doctrine. For Humboldt would not have manned the barricades
in 1848. Unlike later liberals, he was no champion of democracy. In his
view, a monarchy or aristocracy can protect liberty better than a democracy,
m
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which can so easily become a mob tyranny. Still less was Humboldt preoccupied with another ideal of later liberalism: free trade, an economy based
on laissez-faire principles. If such an economy was the consequence of his
theory, it was not its guiding motivation. He was more concerned with the
development of individuality than with national prosperity.
Nevertheless, despite these differences, it is not inappropriate to regard
Humboldt as a forerunner of modern European liberalism. For he anticipated later liberal doctrine in one fundamental respect: he advocated a minimal state and maximal liberty, the right of all individuals to do as they
please provided they do not interfere with a similar right of others.
In the great divide between humanist and rationalist liberalism in the
1790s, Humboldt stood firmly in the humanist camp. Like Schiller, Forster,
and Jacobi, he based his political philosophy on an ethic of perfection rather
than on the pure reason of the categorical imperative. The end of human life
is not the execution of moral duty, still less the pursuit of happiness. Rather,
it is "the highest and most proportional development of all human powers
to a whole." True to the humanist tradition, Humboldt criticized the moral
philosophy of Kant and Fichte because it is too rationalistic, an ethic for
repressing rather than cultivating sensibility.5 He readily accepted Kant's
criticism of theoretical reason; but he firmly believed that Kant was wrong
to ascribe greater powers to practical reason.' According to Humboldt,
ethics must be based on an empirical anthropology rather than a
metaphysics of pure reason. This critical stand toward Kant was to have an
important effect on Humboldt's later political views, for it made him skeptical about the powers of reason in politics. The statesman has to take note
that reason by itself can provide neither a sufficient criterion for moral principles nor a sufficient incentive for human action.
Like many of the early German liberals, Humboldt was raised in the
atmosphere of the Aufklärung. He grew up in the Berlin of Friedrich II, the
Philosopher King, who came to symbolize the Age of Enlightenment. In his
early Berlin days Humboldt had the good fortune to have some of the
foremost Aufklärer of his age for tutors, philosophers such as J. J. Engel,
C. W. Dohm, E. F. Klein, and J. H. Campe.7 As a young man he often
attended meetings of the Mittwochgesellschaft, the exclusive literary club of
the Aufklärer, where he could hear papers by Mendelssohn, Selle, Garve,
and Svarez. This early education in the Aufklärung gave Humboldt a lifelong
loyalty to some of its basic ideals, such as freedom of thought, religious
tolerance, and the rule of law. Most important of all, it gave him an abiding
faith in reason as an indispensable guide in human affairs. "Upon it rests all
true perfection and happiness of the thinking person," Humboldt wrote in
one of his early essays, "for it orders and chooses means and ends; the task
of all other powers is only to execute them." 8 If Humboldt denied that
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reason by itself is a sufficient guide, he never tired of insisting that it is a
necessary one. To deny reason is to open the floodgates to superstition,
intolerance, and Schwärmerei. Thus he flatly rejected Jacobi's leap of faith
because it trespasses against the limits of reason.'
For all its influence on him, the young Humboldt soon rebelled against
the more narrow aspects of the Aufklärung. Like Schiller, Forster, and Herder, he could not embrace its arid intellectualism, banal eudemonism, and
crude utilitarianism. These all too mundane views seemed to leave no place
for a higher idealism, the quest for the true, beautiful, and good. 10 Even in
his early Berlin days Humboldt was breaking free from the confines of the
Aufklärung and broadening his mental horizons. He was a frequenter of the
literary salon of Henriette Herz, where he could meet some of the young
romantics, most notably Friedrich Schlegel, Schleiermacher, and Tieck.
There are some remarkable affinities between Humboldt's ideals and those
of the young romantic circle in Berlin: an ethic of community claiming that
individuals realize themselves only through a free and open exchange with
others; an emphasis on Bildung, the all-around development of the personality; an insistence on the value of individuality and the right of the individual
to resist the pressures of social conformity; a recognition of the role of art
in educating the whole personality; a withering contempt for the utilitarianism and materialism of modern culture; and an ardent devotion to
beauty and truth. In liberating Humboldt from the confines of the
Aufklärung, another important influence was his close friend, F. H. Jacobi.
Humboldt met Jacobi in the autumn of 1 7 8 8 when he stayed at Jacobi's
estate at Pempelfort. While the young friend of Biester and admirer of Mendelssohn felt uncomfortable in the home of their greatest enemy, Humboldt
learned much from Jacobi, whom he acknowledged to be his teacher." It
was Jacobi who freed him from the scholasticism of the Wolffian metaphysics, and taught him much about the limits of reason. These were important lessons for Humboldt's later political theory. In his early essay
criticizing rationalism in politics, "Ideen über Staatsverfassungen" we can
detect the unmistakable influence of the master of Pempelfort. 12
Along with other liberals, Humboldt is often taken as a prime exemplar
of the apolitical morality of Weimar culture. 13 Usually, two facts are cited to
support this view. First, that Humboldt sharply separated culture from the
state; and, second, that he sometimes retreated from an active political life
to cultivate his soul. On closer scrutiny, however, neither of these facts give
evidence for this view. Although Humboldt did separate culture from the
state, he did so out of political conviction rather than political indifference.
Such a separation was the consequence of his view that the state should
interfere as little as possible with the private life of the citizen. And if Humboldt did retreat from political life on some occasions, he felt obliged to
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return to it on others. The many years he spent in government service make
it absurd to accuse him of political indifference. In 1809 he became cultural
and educational minister for Prussia; in 1 8 1 4 he took part as Prussian
attaché in the peace negotiations in Paris; and in 1 8 1 5 and 1 8 1 8 he was
minister for affairs of the estates in Prussia. 14 As an aristocrat trained from
an early age for a career in civil life, Humboldt inevitably saw politics as his
first and last concern. If he frequently devoted himself to the study of other
subjects to escape politics, that was to give himself some respite from his
vocation. He knew all too well that, both from duty and inclination, politics
could completely dominate his life, making him the one-sided specialist he
abhorred.
Given Humboldt's central place in the early and later liberal tradition, it
is worthwhile to examine the origins, context, and argument of his early
work, the Ideen. Examining this text in some detail will perhaps shed some
light on the early development of liberalism in Germany. Although Humboldt's intellectual history has been frequently examined by some first-rate
scholars, 15 a reexamination is in order because of the discovery of new
sources.

5.2. Reaction to the Revolution
Humboldt's attitude toward the Revolution in France was typical of German
reformism in the 1790s. He abhorred the reactionary policies of Friedrich
Wilhelm II as much as the revolutionary methods of the Jacobins. While he
endorsed the ideals of the Revolution, he insisted that they be realized
through slow, gradual reform. Like all the reformers, Humboldt stressed the
importance of education. N o program involving fundamental social and
political change can succeed, he believed, unless the people are prepared for
it. The fundamental purpose of the Aufklärung is therefore to educate the
people, to make them ready for their freedom by informing them of their
basic rights and duties. Humboldt's reformism was, however, profoundly
conservative. Although he accepted the principles of liberty and equality, he
gave them a conservative interpretation. These principles mean that people
should have equal rights before the law; they do not mean that people
should have an equal right to govern, still less an equal right to property.
And, as we have seen, Humboldt was no champion of popular sovereignty
or democracy. He saw government as the province of an elite, of those who
have the best education if not a noble birth. While he was one of the most
determined opponents of the paternalism of the Prussian state, he never
questioned its monarchical government. He never lost faith in an enlightened
ruler—a reincarnated Friedrich II—who would cut back the powers of the
state and grant the people their rights. In France too, Humboldt believed,
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the best government would be a constitutional monarchy. Hence the execution of the king was, to his mind, "an irremovable stain" on the cause of the
Revolution. 16
There were few political thinkers of the 1790s who could claim to have
been in France during the early days of the Revolution. But Humboldt was
one of those rare exceptions. Almost immediately after the fall of the Bastille, he decided to visit Paris to witness the remarkable, epochal events. In
July 1 7 8 9 he set off for Paris in the company of his old tutor J . H. Campe.
Humboldt and Campe stayed in Paris for only three weeks, from the 4th to
the 26th of August 1 7 8 9 . But this was an eventful stay. They saw the demolition of the Bastille; they listened to the debates in the National Assembly;
and on August 1 4 they heard the address of the deputies to Louis X V I that
hailed him as the restorer of French freedom. Inevitably, they made a sentimental journey to Ermenonville to weep over Rousseau's grave. Both Humboldt and Campe kept records of their journey. Campe drafted his notes in
the form of letters and published them in 1 7 8 9 as Briefe aus Paris,17 one of
the first and most enthusiastic accounts of the French Revolution by a
German author. Humboldt recorded his experience in a diary, which he
never published, and which has many lacunae.
Humboldt's diary contains few entries concerning political events, nor
does it reveal much about his political beliefs. This has been taken as a sign
of Humboldt's political indifference or immaturity." But this inference is
unwarranted, given the general incompleteness of the diary. Humboldt's
interest in politics is more than amply testified by his avid discussions about
the state and the Revolution before and after his stay in Paris. Indeed, as he
wrote to Jacobi, if it were not for his interest in politics he would have
found his journey to Paris a complete bore."
If we examine Humboldt's diary closely, it soon becomes clear that he
was largely sympathetic to the cause of the Revolution. His sympathies come
to the fore in his account of the demolition of the Bastille. "The Bastille now
lies in ruins," he wrote on August 9, "and in its place there now steps a
monument of victorious freedom." Since it was such a perfect example of a
medieval fortress, Humboldt found its destruction sad; but he stressed that
it was necessary. "It was the bulwark of despotism, not merely a cruel
prison, but also a fortress that had ruled all of Paris." Humboldt then narrated the story of Marchai Bassompierres, who constantly studied the Bible
while imprisoned in the Bastille. When asked by the governor why he read
the Bible so assiduously, Bassompierres replied, "Je cherche un passage pour
sortir d'ici." Humboldt's comments on this touching story betray his sympathies: "But the Bible would have hardly shown him the splendid exit that
has now been found by the citizens, a search that began in desperation but
was then inspired by their sense of freedom. The ideas of deserved, patient
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suffering, the eternal waiting on a supernatural recompense, which are so
characteristic of Christianity, oppress man's power of resistance, and therefore his sense of freedom." 20
But Humboldt's early reaction was not entirely sympathetic. He already
had doubts about the course of the Revolution, especially with regard to the
rights of property. Although Humboldt acknowledged that the disparity
between rich and poor was the source of all vice, he still insisted that the
state had no right to infringe on property rights.21 As an aristocrat Humboldt felt threatened in his social and economic position. This fear emerges
from a conversation that he had with a Swiss law professor on November
ι , while on a brief tour of Switzerland.22 They discussed the night of August
4 when the deputies of the National Assembly abolished serfdom, feudal
rights, tax exemptions, and other social privileges. Humboldt frankly told
the professor that he could not admire those aristocratic deputies who surrendered their rights and privileges, because for the most part the poorer
nobility only gave away what belonged to the richer. The deputies were not
authorized to surrender such rights, and surrendering them would have bad
consequences, since it would abet "the chimerical notion of equality,"
equality of property. Humboldt admitted that in many cases the traditional
rights of the aristocracy were usurped and therefore not really rights at all.
But, he asked, was it justified to abolish them entirely at a stroke when they
had been regarded as rights for centuries, and when they were acquired with
the approval and protection of the state? In many cases the clergy and aristocracy had improved the land at their own expense; were they now to be
deprived of it without recompense? However noble their sentiments, the
deputies should have been much more cautious in abolishing the old rights
and privileges at such a sensitive time, for so many people were no longer
inclined to respect property. Throughout Humboldt's conversation there
was an unmistakable underlying tension. He wanted to say that the rights of
property are sacred, but he also admitted that they had been usurped and
were not rights at all. He later attempted to resolve this tension by laying
greater stress on the claims of tradition and historical continuity.
Humboldt's first considered, general response to the issues raised by the
Revolution is his short essay "Ideen über Staatsverfassungen, durch die neue
französische Constitution veranlasst," which appeared in the Berlinische
Monatsschrift in January 1792. 23 For its clarity and concision this essay
ranks as one of the best statements of the German reform position in the
1790s. Humboldt's main theme is the weakness of pure reason in creating a
stable, lasting political constitution. Without reading Burke, Humboldt
rejected the attempt of the French deputies to build a state according to the
principles of reason alone. No constitution can ever succeed that is founded
entirely on reason, he argued, because it must also take into account certain
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facts of experience, such as the beliefs and traditions of a people, their social
and economic conditions, their previous legal institutions and conventions,
and so on. Reason by itself cannot create, Humboldt declared in a few lines
reminiscent of Jacobi, but simply has to accept the material given to it.
Rather than imposing its plans on experience, reason should adapt itself to
experience. In sum, "constitutions cannot be grafted onto people like shoots
onto trees. Where time and nature have not done their preparatory work, it
is as if one bound together blossoms with thread. The first midday sun
singes them." 24 There are, Humboldt further explained, two ways of proceeding in politics. We can begin with a rational plan and apply it to experience, or we can begin with the particular facts of experience and attempt to
guide our reason by them. It is only the latter empirical method, he believed,
that is in accord with the limits of human knowledge and that brings fruitful
and lasting results. While the former method assumes that we per impossible
can calculate all the facts of experience, the latter method accepts them
simply as given and then proceeds from there.
Humboldt's criticisms of the National Assembly did not stop here. He
insisted that his reservations were not limited to the difficulties of executing
an abstract plan. Even if we assume that the National Assembly could execute its plan, even if it could somehow calculate everything about the particular facts of experience, it is unlikely that its plans would succeed. The
problem is that, if its new constitution were put into effect, two completely
opposed constitutions would follow one another. The old constitution is
devoted entirely to the ambitions of an absolute monarch, and the new one
to the liberty of the citizen. What can hold together two such opposing
constitutions? What can ensure a peaceful, gradual transition from one to
the other?
Humboldt's essay was written in the form of a letter and carried the subtitle "Aus einem Briefe an einem Freund von August 1 7 9 1 . " The friend was
none other than Friedrich Gentz, one of the foremost conservative thinkers
of the age. Humboldt and Gentz met in the summer of 1790 and soon
became close friends and frequent companions. They constantly discussed,
and argued about philosophy, art, and religion. Their favorite subject of
discussion, though, seems to have been politics, especially the French Revolution. After confessing that he had "a real mania" for discussing politics,
Humboldt began to set forth his political views in some letters to Gentz.25
However close their friendship, their opinions were frequently at odds.
Humboldt wrote his August 1 7 9 1 letter when Gentz was probably still loyal
to the cause of the French Revolution. For as late as April 1 7 9 1 Gentz
published an essay in the Berlinische Monatsschrift defending the rights of
man and advancing a Kantian view of the relationship between theory and
practice.26 Thus it was Humboldt, and not the more conservative Gentz,
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who first began to criticize the course of the Revolution in France. Nevertheless, it is of the first interest to note that when Gentz changed his views
concerning the Revolution in the autumn of 1792, Humboldt remained
skeptical of his friend's newfound conservatism. He could not accept Gentz's
partiality for Burke, whose Reflections on the Revolution in France he was
translating into German. As Humboldt wrote their mutual friend Brinkmann
in the autumn of 1792, "I pity poor Gentz . . . Burke's book might be masterful, but it is one-sided and hotheaded . . . I never read it. But when I
merely think of the places that Gentz read to me, the praise of the old
English church, the legal system of England, the kings of France, and so on,
that is enough. I can certainly admire such a book, but it is against my
moral sentiments to translate i t . . . For the truths of the Revolution remain
truths, even if they are desecrated by 1,200 fools." 27 For all his criticisms of
the Revolution, then, Humboldt remained loyal to its underlying principles.
He was not willing to accept the conservative sentiments of Gentz, much
less the reactionary elements of Burke.
Although most of Humboldt's correspondence with Gentz has not survived, one of the few extant letters, dated January 9, 1792, gives us some
insight into Humboldt's thinking about the Revolution. Referring to Montesquieu's doctrine of the principes, Humboldt asked, "On what basis will
the people of France obey the law? " The proper principle of a republic is,
as Montesquieu taught, civic virtue. The people will obey its laws if they
have a love for their constitution. But Humboldt very much doubted that
the French would be able to cultivate civic virtue. Such virtue can be found
only in the ancient republics, he argued, and then only when the people felt
some need to unite in a common cause. But there is rarely a cause for such
unity in large modern states. What we find in them is a clear separation
between man and citizen; and the more this division grows the more the
pillars of the republic crumble. Nor can the French simply create civic virtue
by fiat, by a priori legislation, for the love of a constitution has to grow
naturally out of the character of a people, and the French character has been
accustomed to nothing but centuries of absolutist oppression. Another
means by which the National Assembly could ensure the stability of the new
constitution would be to create a balance of powers. Nothing in the new
constitution, however, stands against the power of the legislature. The king
and his ministers have lost their veto power. If the legislature and monarchy
are to resolve the conflict between them, they must appeal to the power of
the people; but the intervention of the people always means the end of the
rule of law and constitutional government. After considering the failure of
the National Assembly to find any means of stabilizing its new constitution,
Humboldt came to a damning conclusion about the prospects for its survival: "the French constitution is missing in all incentives to action, the king
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in all power, the legislature in all curbs, and the nation in every spark of
enthusiasm."28
Humboldt's attitude toward the French Revolution in the early 1790s is
best revealed by his reaction to the Mainz republic. In October 1792 the
French Rhine Army under the command of General Custine occupied
Mainz, establishing the first republic on German soil. Caught in the midst of
these events was Humboldt's close friend Georg Forster, who soon became
active in behalf of the new republic. Humboldt was fascinated by the events
along the Rhine and curious whether the new republican experiment would
succeed. On November 1 , 179 z, he wrote Forster, "The cause of freedom,
or rather of one's own energy, must be the cause of every cultivated person;
and for these reasons I feel myself deeply interested in every step forward
taken by the newly created republic." 29 But on December 7 Humboldt wrote
to Schiller, expressing a much more ambivalent attitude toward the Mainz
republic. He confessed to Schiller that he did not know whether he wanted
the republic to succeed or fail. On the one hand, he could not bear to see
the French beaten. On the other hand, though, he hoped that Mainz would
be retaken, because he did not think that the Mainzers were ready for a
republic and because he feared for his friend Dalberg, who was the coadjutor of Mainz. He was pleased to see, however, that a new enthusiasm had
gripped the French nation, and he was confident that this would have a
good effect on its actions. While Humboldt was ambivalent about the Mainz
republic, he was unequivocal in condemning his friend Forster for taking
sides with the French. The reasons he gave for his judgment are revealing:
"Despite my support for the French Revolution, I cannot pardon Forster for
publicly going over to the French side and taking office in its behalf. I am
not saying that this is imprudent, for Forster's precarious financial situation
perhaps made such a step necessary; but it seems immoral and ignoble to a
high degree for him to be disloyal to the prince, who has shown nothing but
generosity, and who is now in an obviously weak position." 30 Here indeed
was the old aristocratic ethic, the ideal of service to a prince. This ethic
meant that it would be impossible for Humboldt to be a revolutionary like
Forster. Reformism was the only politics for a gentleman.
The best and final statement of Humboldt's reformism appears in the
first and last chapters of the Ideen, which were probably written in early
1792. In the first chapter Humboldt declared that gradual reform is nothing
less than a law of nature. The best human operations follow nature, and, of
course, nature works slowly and gradually. The laws of organic growth, by
which living creatures slowly adapt to their environment, are true in the
social no less than natural world. Humboldt assumed, of course, that
gradual change would come from above rather than below. He was confident that in his enlightened age the sovereign would do everything in his
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power to act according to the principles of reason, and that he would recognize his obligation to observe the rights and liberties of the people. Referring
to Schiller's famous lines that it is a noble and inspiring sight to see a people
wrest its rights from a tyrant,31 Humboldt replied that it is an even more
inspiring sight to see an enlightened ruler bestow rights on his people. He
was convinced that only such reform from above achieves lasting social
change. The freedom to be gained through revolution relates to that to be
had through reform, he said, as hope to enjoyment, as potentiality to actuality. It must be said, however, that Humboldt's faith in reform from above
rests everything upon the will of the ruler. But what should the people do if
the prince does not want to reform and insists on his absolute prerogatives?
Here Humboldt had little to offer, for he had no theory about the rights and
conditions of rebellion.
Despite such conservative sentiments, Humboldt's reformism is not
simply a disguise for a reactionary mentality. Nowhere is his abiding
idealism more apparent than in the final chapter of the Ideen. Here Humboldt was uncompromising about the need for substantive social and political change. Although he did not advocate changing the monarchical constitution of Prussia, he insisted that the state abandon its paternalist policies
and drastically cut back its powers. Without procrastinating and through
serious and sustained efforts, the Prussian state should grant more and more
liberty to its citizens; it should continue to do so until they have maximal
freedom, the right to do anything that does not interfere with a similar right
of others. While Humboldt warned that one should not grant freedom to
those who feel no burden, he also insisted that it is necessary to enlighten
the people about their rights. When they are aware of these rights and
demand them, it is the solemn duty of the sovereign to grant them. To
ensure that the reformers realize their ideals, Humboldt laid down two
guidelines: first, reformers apply their principles only when they know they
can be successful, and, second, the character of the people should be
changed before their circumstances. Although these guidelines prohibit
direct and immediate change, they are not conservative in spirit insofar as
their aim is to ensure the lasting realization of the reformers' ideals.
There is no better testament to Humboldt's unflagging idealism than his
persistent interest in and optimism about the Revolution. Unlike so many of
his contemporaries, who became disaffected with the course of the Revolution, Humboldt continued to believe that it was a positive force. Although
he disapproved of the execution of the king and although he regretted the
bloodshed of the Terror, he remained convinced of the value of the Revolution. After pondering all the tragic scenes created by the Terror, he wrote
Brinkmann on December 19, 1 7 9 3 , "I am convinced that something good
and great will emerge from this chaos." 32 His continuing optimism is
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apparent from a work written in 1 7 9 6 , Das achtzehnte Jahrhundert, which
attempts to put his age in perspective. Surveying the whole eighteenth century and its dramatic finale in the Revolution, Humboldt concluded there
was continuing progress, order emerging out of strife. He approved of his
century because it had done so much to increase freedom of inquiry and
liberty of the individual." Although he could not resist warning against the
dangers of a completely lawless freedom, he insisted that the liberation from
tradition, superstition, and despotism in his century had promoted the selfrealization of the individual. As the 1790s grew old, Humboldt's interest in
the Revolution remained young. From 1 7 9 7 to 1 7 9 9 he lived in Paris, the
heartland of the Revolution. 34 Here he followed political events closely,
reading the Moniteur and listening to the debates in the convention. He also
met some of the leading figures of his day, among them Napoleon, Sieyès,
Necker, and Metternich. Few of his German compatriots could ever claim a
more intimate knowledge of the Revolution.

5.3. The Genesis of Humboldt's

Political

Theory

The genesis of Humboldt's Ideen is not a simple story. This work was
the product of a long struggle, the culmination of many years of thought.
Humboldt began thinking about the limits of state activity as early as 1 7 8 6 ,
and he did not resolve the issues that it posed for him until early 1 7 9 2 .
What makes the genesis of the Ideen such a complex, even dramatic, story
is that it came about from a complete reversal in Humboldt's thinking. For
in 1 7 8 6 he held the very views that he attacked in 1 7 9 2 . What brought
about this complete reversal? Why did Humboldt so drastically change his
mind? We cannot fully understand Humboldt's work until we answer these
questions.
In his early Berlin years Humboldt adopted the paternalist theory of the
state so prevalent among the Berlin Aufklärer. From March 1 7 8 5 to February 1 7 8 6 , as part of an education preparing him for a post in the Prussian
bureaucracy, he heard a series of lectures delivered by the Aufklärer E. F.
Klein. 35 These lectures followed a popular textbook, L. J . Höpfner's Naturrecht des einzelnen Menschen, der Gesellschaften, und der Völker.36 As an
exercise Klein asked his talented pupil to comment on the argument of
Höpfner's text. Humboldt's remarks on Höpfner's view of the state are most
revealing. 37 He was especially critical of Höpfner's thesis that the state
should concern itself only with the security or external well-being of its
citizens. Inner happiness is just as important as outer, Humboldt flatly
declared, insisting that the state should not neglect the virtue of its citizens,
which is such an important source of their tranquility. Admitting that
we cannot create virtue and inner happiness directly through coercion,
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Humboldt still claimed that it can be encouraged through more indirect
means. The state can promote the moral character of its citizens by supporting organizations such as churches and schools. Humboldt was skeptical
of the whole attempt to separate questions of security from positive welfare.
If we punish criminals, he argued, we not only maintain security but promote welfare; and if we promote welfare, so that a nation becomes prosperous and wealthy, we can better provide for the security of its citizens.
Even if per impossible we could separate security and welfare, we should
not regard security as the sole end of the state. Those who limit the end of
the state to security hope to preserve freedom; but to promote the welfare
of the state is also to develop the moral perfection of its citizens, which is
the mainstay of their freedom. Such, in essence, are the arguments of Humboldt's early notes, and such are the arguments that he would soon have to
combat in his Ideen.
One of the most important figures in pushing Humboldt away from this
early paternalism was Georg Forster. Humboldt met Forster in Göttingen in
1788, and they rapidly became close friends. He then visited Forster in Mainz
in the autumn of 1788, and then conducted a correspondence with him.
Through conversations and correspondence with Forster, Humboldt became
acquainted with some of the most radical and progressive ideas in lateeighteenth-century Germany. By the late 1780s Forster had already developed
the outlines of his political philosophy, which was diametrically opposed to
the paternalism of the ancien régime. Although much of Humboldt's and
Forster's correspondence has been lost, we do know that Forster's thinking
had a considerable influence on Humboldt. For when Humboldt later wrote
Forster in early 1792 after finishing the Ideen, he told his friend that many
of its ideas would be familiar to him. "You concurred with my ideas," he
wrote, "when we corresponded on these matters from Göttingen." 38
We can trace the first glimmerings of Humboldt's new thinking in his
early essay "Ueber Religion," which he wrote probably in late 1788 or early
1789. This essay defends religious liberty against Wöllner's Edict concerning
Religion of 1786. Here Humboldt put forward arguments for freedom of
conscience that he had learned from Forster. Since all true faith stems from
the heart of the believer, and since inner conviction cannot be controlled by
law, the state should have no jurisdiction over the religious conscience.
Humboldt soon began to generalize this argument, contending that virtue
too has its source in liberty and cannot be compelled by law. The Ideen later
extends this argument to all domains of the state's activity. Humboldt also
anticipated his later view of the purpose of the state. The aim of the state,
he argues, is to promote the Bildung of its citizens; the state is only a means
to this end and should never be seen as an end in itself. Nevertheless, despite
these foreshadowings, Humboldt had not yet broken with his earlier pater-
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nalist beliefs. He conceived of the state taking an active role in the development of Bildung and happiness. 39 The legislator must form a state not only
where laws are upheld and happiness promoted, but also where people can
fulfill their natural end, the achievement of moral perfection. Although the
legislator should not attempt to be the educator of his nation, he should do
everything in his power to promote the means of Bildung.
Thanks to Humboldt's diaries, we can date the exact moment of his
conversion. It was on July 2.4, 1 7 8 9 , in a little inn called Bel Oeil a few miles
from Aachen. 40 While on his journey to Paris with Campe, Humboldt
stopped in Aachen to see his old teacher Christian Wilhelm Dohm, one of
the foremost Berlin Aufklärer and the editor of the Deutsches Museum. In
the afternoon of that fateful day Humboldt initiated a conversation with
Dohm concerning the proper limits of the state. It was Dohm who advanced
the thesis that the state should concern itself solely with the security of its
citizens. Humboldt put forward some of the usual objections against this
view; but he quickly dropped them, realizing that he had misunderstood
Dohm. The power of Dohm's thesis now began to dawn on him: "But I
soon saw that I did not at first completely understand him, that his ideas
were not conventional but completely new, and indeed excellent.. . His
main idea was this: all means that the state applies to promote physical,
intellectual, and moral well-being thrive better without than with its intervention; this was true for agriculture, factories, enlightenment, and morality.'"" What Humboldt now saw is that the intervention of the state is
superfluous. People can do everything for themselves that the state attempts
to do for them. He was perfectly happy to accept Dohm's thesis, because it
was simply an extension of the argument he advanced in "Ueber Religion."
It was chiefly Dohm, then, who brought about the decisive transformation
in Humboldt's views. From that July afternoon onward Humboldt would
advance the Dohmian thesis that the purpose of the state is to promote only
the security of its citizens.
Humboldt first expounded his new ideas in some letters to Friedrich
Gentz, which were written from August 1 7 9 1 to January 1 7 9 2 . Despite the
loss of most of this correspondence, the three remaining letters give us some
insight into the development of Humboldt's views. In his August 1 7 9 1 letter,
that published in the Berlinische Monatsschrift, Humboldt mainly concerned
himself with his critique of the French National Assembly and did not
expound his views about the limits of state action. There is, however, one
very strong signal that he had utterly renounced his earlier paternalism. The
principle that the state must care for the welfare of its citizens he declared
to be "the most miserable and oppressive despotism." 42 In his next letter,
probably written in the autumn of 1 7 9 1 , Humboldt sketched the main principle of his political philosophy, the idea that the aim of the state is to
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promote the perfection of human beings. He explained the main elements of
human nature—reason and sensibility—and stressed the importance of
integrating sensibility into the full development of human beings. Humboldt's final letter, that of January 9, 1792, marks the birth of his mature
doctrine. The first part of this letter contains his critique of the French
National Assembly; the much longer second part is nothing less than the
prototype of the Ideen. It contains the most important parts of the first six,
the eighth, and the fifteenth chapters of the later book. By early 1792, then,
Humboldt had developed in some detail his theory of the limits of state
action.
Although Humboldt had already put forward some of the details of his
new political theory, he would probably have never written the Ideen if it
were not for the prompting of a new friend. In January 1792 Humboldt
moved from Berlin to Erfurt, where he met Karl Theodor von Dalberg, the
governor and coadjutor of Mainz. This remarkable man was both a Catholic
cleric and a radical Aufklärer, an ardent champion of German causes and a
humble servant of Napoleon. A firm believer in paternal government, Dalberg hoped to put his principles into practice in Mainz. He hoped to make
his principality a flourishing land by actively promoting the physical, intellectual, and moral welfare of the people. All the dormant powers of humans
could not be realized, he believed, if they were not awakened and guided by
the state. It came as a rude shock to Dalberg, then, when he read Humboldt's provocative assertion in the Berlinische Monatsschrift that the
attempt of the state to develop the moral and physical well-being of its
citizens is the most miserable and oppressive despotism. Did Humboldt truly
mean to say that all Dalberg's plans for Mainz could end only in tyranny?
So when Dalberg met Humboldt, he promptly asked him to explain and
defend his views.43 He wanted nothing less than a detailed theory about the
limits of state action. Struck by the prospect that he might be able to influence someone with real political power, Humboldt complied with Dalberg's
request. He duly assembled all his drafts and notes and began to write them
into a single coherent treatise. Humboldt completed a draft by the middle of
May 1792 and read the manuscript chapter by chapter to Dalberg, who
contested every point. Dalberg felt so threatened by Humboldt's thesis that
he quickly wrote a riposte, Von den wahren Grenzen der Wirksamkeit des
Staats,44 This proved to be pointless self-vindication, given that Humboldt's
book never appeared.
Though Humboldt had completed the Ideen, if only in unpolished form,
his struggle was not over. The main problem facing him now was finding a
publisher. The attempt to publish his work in Berlin failed. The chapter on
religion was far too controversial and could not get past Wöllner's vigilant
censors.45 Humboldt then decided to publish the work outside Prussia. He
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solicited Schiller's help in the matter, hoping that he would write a foreword
or afterword.46 But when Schiller finally procured Humboldt a publisher
under the terms he stipulated, he took fright, insisting on postponing publication indefinitely.47 After rereading the manuscript he was convinced that
he needed to introduce many changes. All the criticisms from his brother,
Schiller, Biester, and Brinkmann had persuaded him of the need for revision.
But it is important to note that Humboldt was not worried only about matters of style or exposition. He continued to wrestle with his central ideas.
Doubts began to torment him. He questioned whether his minimal state
has sufficient power to survive, and whether it undermines the necessary
conditions of Bildung.41 With these doubts the whole matter rested. Caught
in the midst of other pressing concerns, Humboldt never revised his manuscript. He never resolved the issues that plagued him. Like many scrupulous
writers, he could not convince himself that any book is only work-inprogress.

5.4. Humboldt

in His Prussian

Context

To understand Humboldt's political philosophy, we must examine it in the
light of its broader context, late-eighteenth-century Prussia. Humboldt's
thought was stimulated not only by a few friends, such as Forster, Dohm,
and Dalberg, but also by the wider political issues and developments of his
day, particularly those of his native Berlin.
The leading question of Humboldt's Ideen—What are the proper limits
of government?—should be seen in the context of a much older and wider
debate in late-eighteenth-century Germany. Humboldt himself made this
clear in his early notes on Höpfner's Naturrecht when he refers to "the
famous debate" whether the end of the state should be only the security or
also the welfare of its citizens. What was this debate, and whence did it arise
in late-eighteenth-century Berlin?
The debate concerning the limits of government in late-eighteenthcentury Berlin most probably arose in the context of a discussion about the
new physiocratic doctrine.49 By the mid-i770s there was significant interest
in Germany in this doctrine, which was formulated in France in the 1760s.
One of the leading centers of discussion for these ideas was Berlin. Although
physiocratic doctrine never flourished in German universities, it did prosper
in the salons and coffeehouses; and in this regard, Berlin provided the ideal
climate. The leading exponent of physiocratic doctrine in Germany was no
less than the comte de Mirabeau, the famous leader of the French National
Assembly in the heady days of 1789. Mirabeau was anything but a stranger
to Berlin. In 1786 and 1787 he made two visits to the Prussian court; and
the books based on his experiences, De la monarchie prussienne and His-
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toire secrète de la cour de Berlin, were notorious.50 It was a mainstay of
Mirabeau's physiocratic doctrine that the natural economic order is selfregulating, producing wealth by its inherent mechanism. "All the magic of a
well-ordered society," he wrote in his Philosophie rurale, "consists in the
fact that each works for others while believing that he works only for himself." 51 "Laissez-faire" and "laissez-passer" were the physiocratic watchwords, and "Pas trop gouverner" was Mirabeau's favorite slogan. In his Sur
l'éducation publique he wrote, "The main difficulty is to enact only necessary laws and to remain forever faithful to that principle truly constitutive
of any society: to be on guard against the zeal of governing, the most fatal
malady of modern government." 52
Physiocratic ideas like Mirabeau's challenged the conventional economic
wisdom in Germany, which was essentially cameralist. The thesis of paternalist government was indeed clearly supported by the view that the government must regulate the economy. It should not be surprising, then, that a
lively debate concerning physiocratic doctrine began in the 1770s. 53 Inevitably, one of the issues raised in this debate concerned the need for government intervention in the economy, and thus the limits of government in
general.
That Humboldt was aware of the debate concerning physiocratic doctrine there can be no doubt. For Dohm was the foremost critic of physiocratic doctrine in Germany.54 From the autumn of 1785 to the summer of
1786 Humboldt heard Dohm's lectures on political economy, which discussed in detail the pros and cons of physiocratic doctrine. Humboldt took
copious notes on these lectures, part of which survive.55 It is interesting to
see that, in these lectures, Dohm was more sympathetic than usual to the
physiocratic system. He praised this system because it recognizes the value
of freedom of trade. Dohm spoke of the "disadvantageous influence of trade
barriers and regulations not only on the purse and peace of the citizen, but
also on his heart and morality as well." 56 Such views might well have prepared Humboldt for his later conversion at Dohm's hands in the summer of
1789. In any case, when Humboldt began the discussion with Dohm concerning the limits of government he was probably returning to a question
once posed by his former teacher. Sadly, there is little direct evidence concerning Humboldt's reaction to physiocratic doctrine. Nevertheless, there is
one very striking indication that his thinking received some impetus from it:
the above quotation from Mirabeau is nothing less than the motto of the
Ideen.57
Another major political debate in Berlin in the early 1790s concerned
the Allgemeine Landsrecht,58 a codification and systematization of the laws
throughout Prussia, which was published in the autumn of 1 7 9 1 . This code
was crucial to the centralization and rationalization of the Prussian state,
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whose old legal structure was chaotic, each province having different laws
that were a peculiar jumble of customary German law and feudalized
Roman law. The task of codification began as early as 1 7 8 0 when
Grosskanzler H. C. von Carmer was given full responsibility for "reforming
justice and renovating Prussia's laws." Carmer's main assistant in the work
of codification, and indeed his chief theoretician, was C. G. Svarez. Svarez's
collaborator was E. F. Klein, Humboldt's early tutor. The code was first
completed in draft form in 1 7 8 4 , and a revised version was published in
1 7 9 1 ; only after further substantial revisions did it become the law of the
land in June 1794. 5 9
The Allgemeine Landsrecht was intended by its authors partly as a constitution defining the limits of royal power/ 0 The state was permitted to
restrict the natural freedom of its citizens only as required by the welfare of
society as a whole; all new laws had to be ratified by special legal committees; and arbitrary fiats were proscribed as a source of law. Nevertheless,
despite such liberal intentions, the Allgemeine Landsrecht was essentially a
conservative document. Rather than erecting a legal norm to which Prussian
society should conform, it sanctioned the status quo. It did not introduce
equality before the law; it did not abolish serfdom; and it did not define the
liberties of citizens. Not surprisingly, the new code was attacked by radicals
and conservatives alike. While the radicals dismissed it for simply canonizing
the status quo and riding roughshod over the natural rights of citizens, the
conservatives saw it as a dangerous precedent for a liberal constitution. The
conservatives pressed home their attack on the code by arguing that the
principles of the Aufklärung that had inspired it were the very principles
responsible for the Revolution in France. That argument carried some
weight in the hysterical atmosphere surrounding the course of the French
Revolution in the spring of 1 7 9 2 . On May 5, 1 7 9 z , Friedrich Wilhelm II
decreed the indefinite suspension of the new code.
Although Humboldt made one passing reference to the new Landsrecht
in Ideen," he was in principle implacably opposed to it. It was not this or
that section or article that would disturb him so much as the whole
philosophy behind the code. For the Allgemeine Landsrecht had attempted
to enact into law the very paternalistic conception of the state that Humboldt had come to disapprove. Its authors saw the purpose of the state as
not only the security but also the welfare of its citizens. The code gives the
sovereign not only the right but the duty to do anything he deems necessary
for the welfare of his subjects. The early 1 7 9 1 draft was perfectly explicit in
its eudemonistic view of the state: "The welfare of the state in general and
its inhabitants in particular is the purpose of civil association and the general
end of the laws"; and more simply, "The universal welfare is the foundation
of the l a w s . " " Although these passages were deleted from the final 1794
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version, which passed into law, the eudemonistic view of the state
remained. The section on the rights and duties of the state in general
declared, "It is the task of the sovereign to care for all institutions that
provide the inhabitants with the means and opportunity to develop their
capacities and powers, and to apply them for the promotion of their welfare.'" 3 It is indeed striking that Svarez, in his Vorträge über Recht und
Staat, which laid down his philosophical rationale for the new code,
defended the doctrine of enlightened absolutism. According to Svarez, the
social contract confers absolute power on a hereditary monarch, whose
interests are identical with those of society as a whole.64
Hence paternalism was anything but old and failing doctrine in the
1790s, a view that had died with "der alte Fritz." Rather, it was alive and
well, and indeed on the point of becoming the official law of the land. Humboldt had ample reason, then, to write his Ideen in the spring of 1792. For
the code had been published only the previous autumn and appeared to be
on the verge of becoming the law of the land.
By far the most bitter political controversy in Berlin in the early 1790s
was that concerning Wöllner's religious policy.65 The main aim of Wöllner's
policy was to revive religion, which had been so undermined in Prussia
during the godless reign of Friedrich II. Starting in 1788, Wöllner issued a
series of edicts introducing censorship to Prussia.66 The controversy surrounding Wöllner's edicts began in 1788 and reached its height in the early
1790s. The Aufklärer immediately joined ranks to defend themselves against
the effects of the decrees, which would prevent many of them from freely
speaking and publishing. They attacked the edicts as flagrant violations of
their most basic rights, particularly freedom of speech and the press. But
many conservative writers rallied around Wöllner. They insisted that the
decrees were necessary to protect the faith of the people, and they denied
that the decrees presented a danger to freedom of conscience, since they laid
down guidelines against only atheists and preachers who had already
entered the church.
Wöllner's policies created considerable resistance within the government
itself, particularly among bureaucrats appointed during the reign of Friedrich II. Among those who attempted to undermine Wöllner's policies from
within was a young clerk working within the treasury courts (Kammergericht) by the name of Wilhelm von Humboldt. In the 1790s these
courts were one of the main sources of opposition to Wöllner's policies. The
young Humboldt soon found himself working on a case where a Berlin
bookseller applied for damages against the censor.67 The decision went
against Wöllner, and Humboldt could note with satisfaction that he had
done his bit to combat the forces of darkness.68
The debate surrounding Wöllner's edicts was the occasion for the most
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controversial and provocative chapter of Ideen, chapter VII, "Staat und Religion." 6 9 This chapter is Humboldt's reply to Wöllner. Humboldt took an
extremely bold and radical stance in this controversy, going far beyond most
of the Aufklärer in insisting on a complete separation of church and state
and of religion and morals. If we examine Humboldt's chapter in the light
of this controversy, then it becomes clear that it is almost a point-for-point
rebuttal to the arguments of Wöllner and the conservatives.
One of Wöllner's central contentions is that it is possible for the state to
support religion and to maintain freedom of conscience. It could do both,
he insisted, provided that it protected only religion in general and not any
specific form of it. But Humboldt flatly rejected any attempt of the state to
promote religion, contending that the distinction between religion in general
and a specific religion is meaningless in practice. Once the state assumes
that religion is a necessary support for morality, it will inevitably prefer that
religion that it regards as the best basis for morality; in other words, it will
end up promoting a specific religion, thus violating freedom of conscience.
All that the state should do with regard to religion, Humboldt maintained,
is to remove obstacles to religious education and to promote inquiry into
religion. But if it goes a step farther, it encourages nothing but a false faith,
one based on authority alone.
Another favorite argument of Wöllner and the conservatives is that the
state should promote religion because it is a necessary support for morals,
and ultimately the state itself. Although they admitted that a few philosophers, statesmen, and aristocrats could live without the dogmas of religion, they denied that this is possible for the great majority of the people,
who follow moral and legal precepts only if they believe in doctrines such as
the immortality of the soul and eternal rewards and punishments. Humboldt
countered this argument by making a sharp separation between religion and
morality. In his view, morality does not require religion, either for its justification or for its sanction. The truly moral person has a sense of autonomy,
of the power to act on principle independent of the prospect of rewards and
punishments. The moral person sees virtue as its own reward and does not
have to be goaded by sanctions. In stressing the moral autonomy of the
individual, Humboldt denied that he was referring to an elite, the odd
philosopher, statesman, or aristocrat. He insisted that the great majority of
the people can acquire a sense of autonomy. They carry the sense of virtue
in their hearts and can discern the simple truths of morality through their
own understanding. In any case, the doctrine of eternal rewards and punishments has ceased to be credible to most people.
A final argument of Wöllner and the conservatives is that enlightenment
should be kept within firm boundaries because promulgating the results of
free inquiry undermines the faith, and ultimately the morality, of the people.
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To this Humboldt replied that the very opposite is the case. Rather than
posing a threat to religion and morals, enlightenment alone ensures true
morality and religion. For only enlightenment works on the inner thoughts
and feelings of people, the true source of morality and religion; the coercion
of the state acts on their outward actions, at best preventing criminal deeds
but never affecting inner motives. On these grounds Humboldt insisted that
enlightenment should be not confined to an elite few but promulgated to the
public at large. None of us stands on such a low level of culture, he declared,
that we might not improve ourselves and acquire a higher level. All of us
should have the right to inquire into the dogmas of religion and to accept or
reject them according to the light of our reason.
After considering Humboldt's replies to Wöllner's arguments, it becomes
easy to understand why his manuscript was rejected by the Berlin censor.
What is difficult to understand is why Humboldt bothered to submit it in
the first place.
5.5. The Theory of the State
To understand Humboldt's inquiry in the Ideen we must be clear about
the precise scope of his central question, What are the proper limits of the
state? Humboldt did not intend to concern himself with the proper form of
government. He distinguished carefully between the form of government—
"the relationship between the governing and governed parts of a nation"—
and the limits of its activity—"the objects upon which an established
government may extend or restrict its activity." 70 The problem of the
form of government is a matter of kind, while that of the limits of government is a matter of degree. We can treat these questions separately,
Humboldt thought, since the same form of government is compatible with
different degrees of activity, ranging from complete intervention in, to
complete removal from, the private life of the individual. Throughout the
Ideen Humboldt attempted to maintain a strict neutrality about the proper
form of government. His theory about the limits of state action is meant
to have general validity, so that it can apply to a monarchy, aristocracy,
or democracy. This neutrality is perfectly in keeping with Humboldt's
reformist strategy. He did not wish to question, still less to overthrow, the
constitution of any existing state, but he did want to change the degree of
its activity.
Prima facie it might seem as if Humboldt's problem in the Ideen is the
same as that of Mill in On Liberty. Both Mill and Humboldt are concerned
with limiting state action and defending the right of the individual against
the power of the state. But it is important to see that this problem arose for
them in different contexts and for different reasons. Mill and Humboldt
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were responding to different dangers appropriate to their periods. While
Humboldt was countering the threat of paternalism, the claim of an absolute
monarch to determine what is good for his subjects, Mill was reacting to the
prospect of popular tyranny, the dictatorship of the majority over the rights
of the individual. Nevertheless, although Humboldt's chief concern was to
combat paternalism, he did have some inkling of the problem that would
later disturb Mill. For Humboldt feared that a democracy would be more
likely than a monarchy to extend its powers and violate the liberty of the
individual. As he confessed to Schiller on December 7, 1 7 9 z , "Properly
speaking, free constitutions do not seem to me to be important and salutary.
A moderate monarch puts far less straitening fetters on the education of the
individual." 71
The limits of state action can be properly determined, Humboldt
believed, only when we have first examined the question of the ends of the
state. Humboldt offered two possible answers to this question. The state
can pursue either virtue or happiness, either the Bildung or the welfare of its
citizens. This choice reflects the difference between the ancient and the
modern state. While the state of classical antiquity was concerned primarily
with the virtue or Bildung of its citizens, the modern state is interested essentially in their welfare or property. So which is superior, the modern or the
ancient state? Humboldt had no doubts about the superiority of the ancient.
He believed that the ancients, in attempting to develop the character of their
citizens, followed the proper goal of the state. For all his strictures against
the power of government, Humboldt insisted that the state does have a
responsibility to pursue certain enas. The aim of the state is to help people
achieve their ends, to realize their nature as human beings. The end of
human beings is not happiness, however, still less the accumulation of property. Rather, it is the realization of their characteristic powers, the development of all intellectual, moral, and physical powers into a harmonious
whole. Hence the aim of the state is to provide the conditions under which
people develop these powers. The state must be a Bildungsanstalt, an institution for the development of humanity. It was this uncompromising classicism, this belief that the state should help people perfect their nature,
that Humboldt saw as the most novel and original feature of his treatise.72
He believed that modern political theorists, in seeing the end of the state as
the welfare of its citizens, ignore the proper anthropological and ethical
foundation of political theory.
If the end of the state should be perfection rather than happiness, what
should be the limits of its activity? Humboldt's answer to this question
revolves around his analysis of the conditions for Bildung or human selfrealization. The fundamental condition of Bildung is, in his view, liberty. It
is striking that Humboldt conceived of liberty in a strictly negative sense, as
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the absence of coercion, freedom of choice. We might assume from his ethic
of perfection that he defined liberty in a positive sense as the power to
become excellent or perfect as a human being. But this is decidedly not the
case. The greater a person's liberty, in Humboldt's view, the greater the
choice, the more options available. 73 It is for this reason that he saw a constant conflict between the powers of government and the liberty of the individual.
Why does Bildung require freedom in a negative sense? Why not imitate
the Bildung of ancient Sparta, where civic virtue and intellectual and physical achievement were created through the guidance of the state? This is a
difficult question for Humboldt, given his admission that the ancient states
achieved a high standard of Bildung by intervening in the private lives of
their citizens. The answer to this question demands a closer examination of
Humboldt's conception of Bildung. It is important to see that for Humboldt,
Bildung does not consist simply in civic virtue or intellectual and physical
excellence. If it did, Bildung could be achieved through the state, just as in
ancient Sparta. But Humboldt believed that Bildung consists in much more.
There are two further elements involved: moral autonomy, or our power to
govern ourselves, and individuality (Eigentümlichkeit), the development of
each person's unique character. Both of these elements depend on liberty in
the negative sense, or freedom of choice. We are autonomous only if our
actions are chosen by ourselves, the product of our decisions; and we can
realize our individuality only if we have the freedom to explore many
options, the right to act on all our desires. Humboldt's ideal of Bildung is
not therefore a positive conception, which we can define simply by listing
definite kinds of activities. Rather, it is a negative or open-ended conception,
embracing all kinds of activities that can be chosen by individuals. What is
central to Bildung, Humboldt believed, is not what we do but how we do it,
whether as a result of choice or compulsion, whether as the product of
conformity or individuality. Only this negative conception of Bildung is
compatible with Humboldt's insistence upon the value of individuality and
human diversity.
Having argued that negative liberty is the precondition of Bildung, Humboldt was in a position to determine the limits of state action. If the state
should promote the Bildung of its citizens, and if the precondition of Bildung is freedom of choice, it follows that the state must minimize its activity,
interfering as little as possible in the private lives of its citizens. In other
words, the state can promote Bildung only in a negative manner. All it can
do is ensure our liberty to pursue Bildung for ourselves. But it cannot engage
in any positive legislation that dictates how we are to realize ourselves. The
state therefore has the responsibility of ensuring the maximum of liberty for
its citizens, of allowing all people to pursue their ends as long as they do not
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interfere with others. Hence Humboldt comes to the conclusion that the
only proper function of the state is to provide for the "security" (Sicherheit)
of its citizens, their right to exercise their powers and to enjoy their property
without the interference of others.
It might well be asked why the state is responsible even for the security
of its citizens. Why did Humboldt not demand the absolute maximum of
freedom by abolishing government entirely? It is noteworthy that, for all his
dislike of the power of government, and his belief in the goodness of human
nature, Humboldt did not advance any doctrine of the withering away of
the state. Not willing to accept the communal anarchism of Herder or
Fichte, he affirmed that there will always be some need for the state.74
Although the state should do nothing that we can do for ourselves, one
thing that we cannot do alone is to provide for our own security. There will
always be a need for security, Humboldt argued, because of human nature
itself. It is just a fact about human nature that people are tempted to take
more than their share and to violate the rights of others should it be in their
interest; and it is just a fact about human nature that people have disputes
with one another about their rights. Hence there is a need for a higher
power to protect people's rights and arbitrate quarrels among them.
Without some security people will not be able to develop their powers or to
enjoy the fruits of their labor. Humboldt therefore concluded that there
cannot be freedom without security. Freedom and government are not
incompatible after all, provided that government uses its power to protect
freedom. Thus Humboldt could justify the existence of the state without
violating his demand for the maximum of freedom in society. His justification of the state is that it ensures maximum freedom by preventing people
from limiting one another's freedom.
Humboldt's theory of the limits of state action clearly rests on his definition of 'security', given that these limits can be extended or restricted
according to the meaning of this concept. Humboldt was keenly aware of
this problem, and duly attempted to give a precise definition of the word. 75
He defined 'security' in general as "the certainty of lawful freedom." People
are secure when they can enjoy their rights without the interference of
someone else. It is noteworthy that Humboldt's definition of 'security' is not
utilitarian but legalistic. Someone's security is jeopardized, in his view, not
when their interests are harmed but when their freedom or property is
restricted without their consent. If freedom and property are not limited,
there is no violation of right, however much a person's interests are harmed.
Humboldt insisted on this legalistic definition because he feared that claims
of harm or injury can all too readily justify limitations of freedom. People
with a strict sense of propriety, for example, are harmed when they are
offended by the unconventional or unorthodox beliefs of others. Humboldt
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insisted that harm in these cases does not justify limiting freedom, because
no rights are violated. Although the prudes are harmed, they have no claim
to restrict the freedom of others because neither the prudes' freedom nor
property is restricted.
While Humboldt's definition of security might avoid some of the problems of the utilitarian definition, it must be said that it creates some problems of its own. One of these difficulties concerns the definition of violation
of right. It cannot be the case that any limitation of a person's liberty and
property without his consent is wrong, because it is permissible to deprive a
criminal of his liberty even when he does not consent. The problem is then
to define when it is permissible to restrict a person's liberty and property.
We cannot blithely reply that it is permissible when that person violates the
rights of others, when he limits their property and liberty, for that is only to
reintroduce the very terms to be defined. Another difficulty concerns the
concept of consent. Clearly, not every kind of consent or dissent is sufficient
to determine when a restriction of property and liberty is permissible or
impermissible. For a child is happy to consent to exploitative work for trivial
rewards; and a criminal will dissent to the deprivation of his rights. The
kind of consent in question, then, has to be ideal rather than actual consent;
in other words, what a person would consent to if he were rational, if he
knew all the facts, if he were aware of all the options and their consequences, and so on. But it is questionable if there is a perfect morally neutral
account of ideal consent. What someone counts as ideal consent will depend
on their ethics and general view of life. The Grand Inquisitor burns his
victims with their consent, for example, because if they were aware of all
the facts and their consequences, they would submit to his punishment to
save their souls.
Whatever the difficulties with his definition of security, Humboldt was
certainly rigorous in limiting the powers of the state to this function. He
denied to the state all its traditional roles in the economic, social, and religious spheres. The state should not promote agriculture, industry, and trade;
it should not assume responsibility for the education of youth; and it should
not support the doctrines of any church. In some respects Humboldt took
his laissez-faire principles to harsh extremes. He denied that the state should
change circumstances leading to crime, such as poverty and prejudice; he
insisted that it should not aid its citizens in time of natural disaster; and he
prohibited it from establishing poorhouses or hospitals for the ill or needy.
Humboldt distrusted all these aspects of state activity because he feared they
would undermine the autonomy and self-reliance of the individual. Rather
than exercising their own powers in the struggle to survive, individuals
would become passive and dependent upon the state. 76
If we stress Humboldt's laissez-faire beliefs and his doctrine of self-

The Early Political Theory of Humboldt

· 135

reliance, his Ideen begins to read like an apology for the emerging bourgeois
economy in Germany. It is indeed tempting to place it alongside Mandeville's Fable of the Bees and Smith's Wealth of Nations as a defense of free
enterprise and modern commercial society. This is, however, a temptation
that we should firmly resist. Although Humboldt's liberal views were originally stimulated by physiocratic ideas, he was not essentially concerned with
economic issues. It is indeed a striking feature of the Ideen that it does not
contain a single argument for freedom of trade and industry. Rather than
providing such arguments, Humboldt simply disavowed sufficient knowledge of the principles of political economy.77 Hence freedom of trade is
more a consequence of his principles than a motivation for them. More
significantly, there are some fundamental differences in values between
Humboldt and the thinkers of the modern bourgeois tradition. While Smith
and Mandeville defended a market economy as the best means to increase
prosperity and the general happiness, Humboldt did not think that happiness should be the purpose of the state. He would prefer a poor and educated nation to a rich and happy one. Indeed, on several occasions in the
Ideen he expressed the fear that the growing commercial society would
undermine the prospects of Bildung. Thus he sometimes maintained that
growing prosperity leads to a lack of danger and moral slackness,78 and he
frequently opposed the desire for property and material happiness to that
for activity and self-realization.7' Furthermore, he had little sympathy for
the utilitarian ethic of commercial society.80 If we were to find an underlying
motivation for his treatise, then we would do better to look at his desire to
revive the culture of ancient Greece rather than search for a defense of the
modern economy.
It is a common objection against Humboldt's theory that it rests on a
naive optimistic assumption about human nature. Humboldt could push
back the powers of the state, it is argued, only because he assumed that
people will naturally and spontaneously want to perfect themselves.81
Although Humboldt did indeed say that people are naturally inclined to
virtue rather than to selfishness, to activity and achievement rather than to
idleness and leisure,82 it is important to recognize that such optimism is not
central to his argument. For even if individuals are inclined to a life of
idleness and pleasure, Humboldt would still oppose the intervention of the
state in their lives. This is because what mattered to him was not virtue or
cultural achievement, but individuality and autonomy; in other words, he
valued not what people do but how they do it. If he had to choose between
a nation of conforming achievers or a nation of individual slobs, he would
choose the latter. In his view, liberty and individuality are ends in themselves, retaining their value no matter what people choose to do by virtue of
them.
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A more serious objection against Humboldt's theory comes from the
socialist tradition. By removing the state from the economic sphere, the
socialist argues, Humboldt betrayed his ideal of Bildung, for he undermined
the material conditions necessary for human self-realization.83 Only the
active intervention of the state in economic life guarantees that everyone
will receive the minimal material conditions (adequate food, clothing, and
shelter) necessary for Bildung. In Humboldt's state only the wealthy few
have the time and energy to realize their individuality.84
It would be unfair to assume, however, that Humboldt was not aware of
this kind of objection. In the context of discussing the ancient Greek practice
of slavery, he considered the problem of the economic preconditions of Bildung. He noted that the ancient Greeks believed any form of trade or physical labor was dishonorable, and that they approved of slavery so they
would have leisure to devote themselves to higher things. This clearly poses
the problem of whether Bildung is possible in the modern state, given that
slavery is unacceptable and that most people must engage in trade or perform labor to earn a living. Humboldt's response to this problem is interesting, anticipating the later arts and crafts movement in the nineteenth century. He claimed that we can make artists out of peasants and craftsmen.
Their vocations can be as creative as the arts if workers apply the proper
skills and energies to them; and, by improving the activities of their trade,
they can develop their powers as much as the artist. What the ancient Greeks
failed to see, Humboldt argued, is that any activity can develop the dormant
powers of humans.85 Hence Humboldt saw no conflict between his ideals of
Bildung and the modern economic order. He believed that, even with the
unequal division of labor in society, it is possible for everyone to achieve
some form of Bildung. On no account did he admit that his theory of the
state makes Bildung the privilege of the elite.
It is doubtful, though, whether Humboldt's reply would satisfy the
socialist, who would counter that Humboldt failed to consider modern
forms of production, which were already being used by the end of the
eighteenth century. The increasing use of machinery and the growing division of labor in emerging capitalism meant that the individual has to perform dull and routine tasks to earn a subsistence. Hence there is less occasion for spontaneity and self-expression in the economic sphere. Rather than
becoming more artistic, as Humboldt hoped, the work of the laborer and
craftsman is becoming more mechanical. Arguably, the only solution to this
problem is more state intervention in the economic sphere, regulating the
use of machinery, work hours, and working conditions.
It is to Humboldt's credit that he was aware of these difficulties. In his
February 8, 1793, letter to Brinkmann, he confessed that, he had doubts
about his central thesis because his minimal state cannot provide its citizens
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with the necessary means for their Bildung.*6 Because of such doubts, Humboldt decided to revise his treatise and postpone its publication. As we have
seen, this was a task to which he never turned. We can only speculate what
Humboldt's revisions would have been. But it is ironic that he judged his
own work much as later generations do. It is sometimes presumptuous of
posterity to think that it stands on a higher critical plateau than the conscience of the author.

6
THE POLITICAL THOUGHT
OF F. H. J A C O B I

6.1. Jacobi as a Political Philosopher
No history of German political philosophy in the 1790s can afford to ignore
Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi (1743—1819). Jacobi is best known for his
philosophical novels Allwill and Woldemar and for his influential criticisms
of the Kantian philosophy. Although his political philosophy has been
almost entirely ignored, it cannot be so easily dismissed. For Jacobi was one
of the earliest and most outspoken champions of the new liberalism of the
1790s. Before Schiller, Humboldt, and Forster, he defended the doctrine
that the state should not promote the welfare, but only protect the rights of
its citizens. In the early 1780s, during the high noon of absolutism when
Joseph's reforms had begun and Friedrich's reign had reached its zenith, he
launched a blistering attack on any attempt by the state to promote the
religion, welfare, or morality of its people. An early advocate of the new
physiocratic ideas, Jacobi was also among the first to question the prevalent
mercantilism of the German states.1 Freedom of trade was, in his view, the
foundation of the liberty of the citizen.
Jacobi is important for more than his early defense of liberalism, however. He was also one of the more penetrating critics of the Revolution in
France. Few of his contemporaries made criticisms that are as accurate,
acute, and challenging. Without lapsing into the obscurantism of Maistre,
he questioned the faith in reason that lies behind enlightened absolutism
and revolutionary ideology. For Jacobi, there was little difference between
the despotism of Joseph II and that of Robespierre: both were examples of
"the tyranny of reason."
Jacobi was also not without influence. Although he was sharply criticized
by the early romantics,2 he later became one of the most important forebears
of their political thought. His writings anticipated many of their later
themes: the emphasis on emotion as the source of action, the insistence on
the role of positive religion in civil life, the criticism of the egoism of civil
society, and the faith in the old ethic of loyalty, piety, and honor. Jacobi's
role in the formation of the romantic school was as great as that of Moser
138
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and Herder, although it was much different. While Möser's and Herder's
central contributions to this school lay in their nationalism, historicism, and
organicism, Jacobi's lay above all in his critique of reason. More than did
Moser and Herder, he laid the foundation for the reaction against
rationalism that characterizes so much of the later romantic school. Without
his sensational campaign against the dogmatic rationalism of the Aufklärung
in the 1780s, and without his persistent polemics against the radical
rationalism of the Jacobins in the 1790s, it would be difficult to imagine the
romantic cult of faith and feeling in the 1800s. 3
There are few thinkers of the 1790s who stand in more urgent need of
reexamination than Jacobi. He is all too often categorized as a "philosopher
of faith," as an opponent of the Aufklärung who was determined to undermine the authority of reason." He has even been seen as one of the founders
of modern "irrationalism," a tradition that began with him and Schelling
and ended with Hitler. 5 But this reading of Jacobi is at best a caricature.
Although he was indeed a religious mystic and a sharp critic of the excessive
rationalism of the Aufklärung, he had no intention of undermining the
authority of reason itself. The aim of his criticism of reason was not to
attack its authority but its misuse, its illegitimate extension beyond the
bounds of nature and experience. He never tired of insisting that reason
plays a valuable, indeed indispensable, role within the realm of nature.
Reason is, in his view, the highest faculty of human beings,6 and the foundation of the state and all our civil duties. Rather than regarding Jacobi as an
anti-Aufklärer simpliciter, it is more accurate to stress his dual nature. He
was both an Aufklärer and a religious mystic, a champion of reason and a
defender of the faith. Jacobi was an adamant advocate of the fundamental
ideals of the Aufklärung—liberty
of conscience, religious toleration, equality
before the law—and a determined opponent of all forms of dogmatism,
despotism, and superstition. The chief point of his many criticisms of the
Aufklärer is simply that they violated their own ideals. Significantly, Jacobi
never had any sympathy for the religious orthodoxy that resisted the
Aufklärung: in the famous battle between Lessing and the orthodox pastor
Goeze, he stood firmly on Lessing's side.
Seen from a broader historical perspective, Jacobi's role in the propagation of the Aufklärung is almost as important as his criticism of it. He was
not only one of the first exponents of liberalism in Germany but also one of
the earliest propagators of the ideas of the Scottish Enlightenment, helping
to introduce Hume, Reid, and Ferguson to a broader public. It was indeed
Jacobi, not Wieland, who first conceived of the project of a Teutsche Merkur
modeled along the lines of the Mercure de France.7 Among Jacobi's friends
were Aufklärer such as Dohm, Wieland, Lessing, and Forster. It is surely
striking that few of his friends were as ready to brand him a Schwärmer as
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later historians. Jacobi saw himself united with these friends in a common
struggle against the forces of darkness.

6.2. The Development

of Jacobi's Political Thought,

1778-1788

Despite his reputation as an unworldly mystic, Jacobi was no stranger to the
world of politics. He was active in government for years ( 1 7 7 1 - 1 7 7 9 ) , and
his knowledge of economics was widely regarded as among the most extensive in Germany at the time. In 1 7 7 2 he was made a member of the treasury
of the duchies of Jülich and Berg along the Rhine. His task was to assess the
assets of the duchies and to determine their trade prospects with neighboring
territories.8 Such was his success in this role that in 1 7 7 9 he was appointed
minister and privy councillor for the Bavarian department of customs and
commerce. Here he made it his aim to abolish serfdom and to rationalize
customs and taxes. But Jacobi held this post only for a few months. He had
some sharp disagreements with his superiors when he opposed a plan to
extend the Bavarian customs to Jülich and Berg. He also had powerful
enemies in the Bavarian court, who did all they could to thwart his policies.
Finding himself out of favor and unable to execute any of his plans, Jacobi
resigned the post in the spring of 1 7 7 9 .
It was just before his assumption of office in Jülich and Berg that we find
the first traces of Jacobi's interest in politics. In the summer and autumn of
1 7 7 1 he wrote two revealing letters to his powerful friend Franz Friedrich
Fürstenberg, a minister in the bishoprics of Münster and Cologne.' These
letters not only state some of his early political views, but they also anticipate some of his later ones. Their central political theme lies in Jacobi's
contrast between the ancient and the modern state. The early Greek and
Roman republics represent an ideal of community and a degree of cultural
achievement that seem irretrievably lost in the modern world. While the
ancient state had the most noble goals—the education of the citizen and the
development of the personality—the modern state has the most base—the
pursuit of wealth and honor. In the relentless pursuit of private gain modern
individuals have lost all sense of sociability, and all their highest powers
have become dormant. What Jacobi admired most about the ancient states
is their patriotism, the citizens' devotion to the common good. The Greeks
and Romans knew none of that conflict between private interest and the
common good so characteristic of the modern cosmopolitan, for they found
their greatest honor and happiness in sacrificing themselves for their homeland. Although they loved their country before humanity as a whole, this
preference was at least better than the modern alternative, namely, no love
at all. "What do the moderns have to replace such patriotism?" Jacobi
asked. He could see no hope of creating a Timoleon or Aristides under the

The Political Thought of Jacobi ·

141

corrupt conditions of the modern age. This lament about the egoism and
materialism of contemporary life later became one of the leitmotivs of
Jacobi's moral and political writings. His early letters to Fürstenberg are
interesting because they show that this lament had not only Christian but
pagan sources. Jacobi's political philosophy is another "elegy for Hellas."
Jacobi's early letters also foreshadow another of his favorite themes: the
inefficacy of pure theory and general principles in politics. We cannot create
good citizens by laying down the right laws, he said, any more than we can
make people moral by imbuing them with general precepts. If the ideals of
human perfection envisaged by the moralists and politicians is ever to be
realized, then they would make human beings the most miserable creatures
to walk upon the face of the earth. People cannot be compelled to be good,
Jacobi believed, because their virtue and piety must stem from their inner
heart, their spontaneous, individual feelings. As early as 1 7 7 1 , then, Jacobi
believed that the attempt to create a utopia through the force of law can end
only in tyranny. He would make this point time and again in his critique of
the Revolution in France.
The result of Jacobi's years in government was his first two essays on
political theory, "Eine politische Rhapsodie" and "Noch eine politische
Rhapsodie," 1 0 which he wrote in 1 7 7 9 during his stay in Munich. Both of
these essays are a defense of free trade and a sharp attack on the mercantilist
policies of the Bavarian government. The wealth of a country depends on its
commerce and trade, Jacobi argued, so that tariffs and customs barriers do
not protect but undermine the prosperity of the nation. Jacobi's argument
for free trade is based on his physiocratic economics, which he explained in
simple and straightforward terms. Since wealth consists of the production of
the necessities and comforts of life, which come chiefly from the cultivation
of the earth, it follows that the fundamental source of wealth in society is
agriculture. All other forms of economic activity derive from agriculture.
Artisans merely refashion the products of the land; traders merely transport
goods from the place of production to that of consumption. All other classes
therefore live at the expense of the landowners, who are the most productive
class in society. Since all wealth ultimately derives from them, the landowners represent the true interests of the state. 11 Such reasoning is, of course,
merely physiocratic orthodoxy. But it is of interest because it reveals Jacobi
as a spokesman for the aristocracy—an attitude that later dominated his
reaction to the Revolution in France. However much he disapproved of
some of the old privileges of the landowning class, he believed that their
property rights are inviolable.
The most striking feature of Jacobi's essays lies in the importance that
they ascribe to economics. The protection of property and the promotion of
commerce are seen as the fundamental needs of society, indeed as "the
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foundation of all our rights and duties." The first need of society, Jacobi
argued, is for laws to protect property, and in particular the property of the
landowner. Since the landowner is the source of all wealth, and since the
state has a responsibility to ensure the prosperity of the nation, the state's
first obligation is to protect the property of the landowner. The second need
of society is commerce, the buying and selling of commodities. To be a
member of civil society is to be engaged in trade. A person who attempts to
opt out of commerce, who makes do with the simple necessities of life, is no
better than an animal. Such a recognition of the significance of economics
put Jacobi in the forefront of German political theory in the 1780s. The
irony is that he would also attack the increasing commercialization of
society as the most serious threat to morality and religion.
It was shortly after his departure from government service that Jacobi
finished the first complete versions of his philosophical novels Woldemar
and Allwill.12 Although neither of these works deals directly with issues of
political philosophy, they contain the core of Jacobi's moral philosophy and
much of his attitude toward current social issues. With some justice, they
have been regarded as the heart of his philosophy.13 The chief philosophical
subject of the novels is the nature of virtue, and in particular whether it
consists in obedience to social laws or in following the voice of the individual conscience. They investigate the classic tension between the individual
and society: How can the demand for individual autonomy be reconciled
with the need for social responsibility? Jacobi considered this problem by
appraising the doctrine of the "beautiful soul" (die schöne Seele), which had
become popular in Germany in the 1770s with the rise of the Sturm und
Drang. The beautiful soul is someone who acts according to the dictates of
their own conscience, and who lives for the sake of their self-realization, the
development of their personality alone. Such a person therefore presents the
extreme of individual autonomy. Rather than following the conventions of
society, the beautiful soul creates its own moral principles. And instead of
worrying about what others think, it does what its conscience tells it, regardless of the consequences. This doctrine of the Sturm und Drang has often
been seen as an expression of the growing self-consciousness of the German
bourgeoisie, of their need for freedom from the feudal customs, aristocratic
conventions, and despotic laws of eighteenth-century German society.
Jacobi's attitude toward this phenomenon is therefore of considerable social
and political interest.
Jacobi's attitude toward the beautiful soul is ambivalent. It both attracts
and repels, fascinates and troubles him. Its many virtues and vices, strengths
and weaknesses, can be described only in a novel, Jacobi felt, for fiction
alone can reveal all the soul's moral nuances in ordinary life. In Allwill
Jacobi advanced the negative case against the beautiful soul.14 There is no
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plot to this epistolary novel, whose characters simply exchange letters
describing and appraising their states of soul. The central character is
Eduard Allwill, who represents the ideals of the Sturm und Drang. Allwill is
determined to enjoy life to the fullest, eager to have every experience, to
satisfy every desire, and to stretch every power, regardless of the moral conventions of the day. He is not so much a hedonist as an individualist eager
to develop his personality, even if that brings him pain. Whether he feels joy
or sorrow, he must taste each experience to the fullest. Allwill is not amoral,
indifferent to the sufferings and concerns of others, but he refuses to follow
abstract principles and heeds only the promptings of his heart. It is clear
that Jacobi felt some sympathy for the character of Allwill and that he was
tempted by Allwill's philosophy.15 In many of Jacobi's later writings he
expressed a moral philosophy that stresses the value of sentiments and feelings. Yet it is plain that Jacobi thought that Allwill's philosophy is deeply
problematic, and indeed morally wrong. In the end it is the character
Luzie who has the final word in the novel with her sharp rebuke of Allwill's
morals. The trouble with your philosophy, she tells Allwill in no uncertain
terms, is that it wants to banish all form or principle from human character.
We value people not according to their impulses but according to their
ideals. It is very easy to do some good deeds from spontaneous feeling, but
it is extremely difficult to avoid evil, because this demands self-restraint.
Luzie's critique of Allwill is, in effect, a sermon about the need for social
responsibility. She reproaches Allwill for his egoism, his eagerness to enter
into love affairs simply for the sake of greater experience. This egoistic love
not only uses people but ignores the constancy and fidelity required of true
love. The truly beautiful soul does not seek to develop its personality, she
insists, but to perform good deeds. She praises an upright old burgher from
a neighboring town, who through his thrift, industry, and talent has created
a prosperous community. Such a character, however common, does more
good than a thousand weeping Werthers, who merely indulge in feelings. In
sum, it is better to contribute to society, Luzie thinks, than to pursue a
self-realization that is at odds with it.
If Allwill is Jacobi's critique of the beautiful soul, Woldemar is his
rehabilitation of it. The plot of Woldemar is also extremely thin, serving
simply as a vehicle for the presentation of Jacobi's moral views. Woldemar
marries Alwina only to find that he is more in love with his friend Henriette.
But his friendship with Henriette soon suffers from a crisis when he discovers through a third party that she promised her dying father never to
marry him. Henriette and Woldemar go through much soul-searching and
many philosophical disquisitions in their struggle to regain mutual trust. In
the process, Woldemar's character and philosophy are scrutinized and
tested. Like Allwill, Woldemar is a beautiful soul. His moral philosophy is
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that people should be true to themselves and seek their own path to happiness, regardless of the opinions of others. True moral agents create their
own principles and do not recognize any authority above their own will and
taste. Woldemar's philosophical antagonist is his brother Biderthal, who
puts the case for an ethic of social responsibility. What is good and bad
should be determined not by our will, Biderthal thinks, but by the general
consensus of the community. The final verdict on Woldemar comes toward
the close of the second book when all the characters assemble to discuss the
tension between Henriette and Woldemar. All agree that Woldemar relies
too much on his own desires and feelings, which lack the constancy and
firmness of moral principles. They agree that Woldemar suffers from arrogance in putting his own feelings and desires above society. Yet his character
and philosophy are finally rescued by Henriette and Dorenburg. Henriette
insists that, even though virtue cannot consist only in having and acting on
the right sentiments, neither can it be only a matter of following rules, which
by themselves can be oppressive. Dorenburg defends Woldemar on the
grounds that his moral philosophy gives a rightful place to moral autonomy,
the right of all of us to think for ourselves and to act according to the
dictates of our own conscience. A moral philosophy like that of Biderthal,
Dorenburg argues, would compel us to surrender our autonomy, which
would be to deny our very humanity. "Self-determination, freedom, is the
soul of nature and also the first source of all laws, institutions, morals, and
customs.'" 6 It is with lines like these that Dorenburg has the final word.
Henriette is delirious with joy at hearing him express such opinions. She
closes the conversation with the outburst, "Yes, freedom is the root of virtue
and the fruit of virtue. It is the pure love of good and the omnipotence of
this love." 1 7
In neither Woldemar nor Allwill did Jacobi come to any easy solutions
about how to resolve the tension between the individual and society.
Through Dorenburg, he said that the tension, though creative, is permanent
and irresolvable.18 If we cannot completely trust the desires and feelings of
the individual, neither can we surrender the demand for autonomy. And
while we must live by moral rules to give our actions stability and reliability,
we cannot follow them blindly without repressing our energies and denying
our freedom. This unresolved tension reflects Jacobi's ultimately ambivalent
attitude toward the Sturm und Drang as a whole. His insistence on the
value of moral freedom leaves no doubt about his sympathy with the progressive side of this movement. But his demand for greater social responsibility reveals his belief that freedom should be directed toward social rather
than individual ends. No less than Hegel, 1 ' Jacobi could not approve of the
self-indulgent afflatus of the beautiful soul.
After completing Allwill and Woldemar, Jacobi returned to political
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issues, writing several noteworthy essays in the 1780s. One of the most
interesting is "Ueber Recht und Gewalt," which appeared in 1 7 8 1 in the
Deutsches Museum.20 This essay is essentially a polemic against Wieland's
attempt to revive the doctrine of divine right. In "Ueber das göttliche Recht
der Obrigkeit," Wieland argued that the most powerful have a natural right
to rule insofar as it is necessary that the stronger lead the weaker.21 Jacobi
rejected Wieland's argument as a simple confusion between the de jure and
de facto concepts of necessity. What happens of necessity in nature is not
the same as what ought to happen according to the laws of morality, since
we cannot say that natural events, such as the falling of a stone or the
growth of a tree, have a right to happen as they do. We can apply the
concept of right only to the voluntary actions of rational agents. Jacobi felt
obliged to expose this confusion because he believed that Wieland's argument could serve as a justification for the most brazen tyranny. It was indeed
Wieland's political position that offended Jacobi and moved him to write
his polemic. Jacobi could not stomach Wieland's apparent attempt to justify
absolutism, which clashed with his own more liberal sympathies. Jacobi's
more liberal attitude emerged time and again in his essay. While Wieland
maintained that society arose from the stronger individual gaining power
over the weaker majority, Jacobi retorted that it developed from the collective action of the people themselves. Society was founded not on the
relationship between ruler and subject, as Wieland thought, but on a contract among equals. The first rulers did not gain their power from conquest
but through election. Jacobi also flatly dismissed Wieland's contention that
the people always stand in need of a ruler and are incapable of governing
themselves. All the so-called savages (Wilden) live in a state of equality and
independence and have no conception of a ruler. The people are indeed
governed by their passions from time to time; but they are also rational
enough to control them and to know their true interests. Although Jacobi
had greater republican sympathies than Wieland, it is important to note that
he too was not willing to defend democracy.22 Like Wieland, Jacobi was an
admirer of the British constitution. His only quarrel with Wieland was that
he had gone too far in the direction of absolutism by depriving people of
any right to control their government. For Jacobi, that lack of control could
only sanction the despotism that he so deeply despised.
Jacobi's most important statement of his early political beliefs is "Etwas,
das Lessing gesagt hat," which first appeared in the Deutsches Museum in
178z. 23 Here he put forward his general liberal credo about the ends of the
state. The starting point of his argument is his reflection upon the limits of
state power. There is an apparent paradox concerning the use of force in
society.24 On the one hand, the use of some force is necessary if society is to
exist at all, because human passions are destructive and need to be
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restrained; on the other hand, force cannot create any of the fundamental
values of society, such as happiness, virtue, or piety, since these must come
from the spontaneity and free choice of the individual. We therefore must
find some middle path between the extremes of anarchy and tyranny,
between the use of force never and always. What could this middle path be?
The only solution to the paradox, Jacobi argued, is to recognize that force
has only a negative end in society. We must use it to prevent evil but not to
promote good. In other words, we should use it to prevent individuals from
coercing one another but not to make them moral, pious, or happy. Since
the only justification for the use of force is to prevent force, everyone should
have a maximum of liberty, provided they do not interfere with a similar
liberty of others. The sole end of the state, Jacobi then concludes, should be
to protect the rights of individuals.25 It should guarantee everyone "the
inviolable property of his person," the free use of all his powers and the
enjoyment of the fruits of his labor. In thus arguing for the maximum of
liberty in society, Jacobi had the intention, of course, of protecting moral
and religious liberty. But he also wished to guarantee the right of individuals
to pursue their own interests, particularly the accumulation of wealth." In
no small measure his liberal conception of the state is derived from his
laissez-faire physiocratic principles.
Jacobi's "Etwas," was a pièce d'occasion, a response to the most burning
issue of the day, the latest reforms of Joseph II of Austria. Starting in 1 7 8 1
Joseph attempted to reform the Roman Catholic church in Austria according
to the ideals of the Aufklärung. The church, he believed, should be stripped
of its archaic superstitions and rituals and made to perform a more useful
role in society. Rather than caring for the eternal salvation of its believers,
its chief goal should be to support the state by creating happy, obedient, and
productive citizens. Accordingly, monasteries not engaged in education and
charity were closed, new posts were filled with candidates schooled in the
catechism of rationalist theology, and the many rituals and holidays of the
church were reduced and simplified. Joseph's reforms found widespread
approval among the Aufklärer, who saw them as a triumph in their battle
against the forces of darkness. There were, however, a few dissenting voices.
One of these was the Swiss historian Johannes von Müller, who sharply
criticized the dictatorial manner of Joseph's reforms in his latest book, Die
Reisen der Päpste. In May 1 7 8 2 Müller sent his book to Jacobi, who agreed
wholeheartedly with some of its criticisms. Although he had little sympathy
with Catholicism, Jacobi believed that Joseph's reforms were an intolerable
violation of liberty of conscience. Even worse, they seemed to be bent on
eradicating religion entirely by turning the church into a mere department
of the state. The tyranny of the princes was much worse than that of the
popes, Jacobi now believed, since the popes at least protected one form of
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religion, while the princes were ready to abolish it entirely.27 Alarmed by the
growing danger of worldly despotism, Jacobi resolved to write an essay
settling once and for all the proper limits of state power. Hence his "Etwas,"
was first and foremost a polemic against enlightened absolutism.
Jacobi's essay marks the beginning of his campaign against the
Aufklärung, his attack on its overweening rationalism that eventually culminated in his Briefe über die Lehre von Spinoza in 1785. 28 The initial stimulus
for this campaign was indeed political, residing in Jacobi's reaction to
Joseph's reforms. It was the enlightened despotism of Joseph that first
alerted Jacobi to the dangers of "the tyranny of reason," the attempt to
justify arbitrary restrictions of liberty in the name of reason. In claiming
that Joseph's reforms were the dictates of reason, the Aufklärer had
sanctioned the most blatant despotism, Jacobi believed, for they had justified
the emperor's suppression of civil and religious liberty. Jacobi's later attack
on the Berlin Aufklärer in 1786 was essentially an extension of his critique
of the Josephine reforms in 1782. Jacobi was suspicious of the Berliners—
Mendelssohn, Gedike, Engel, Nicolai, and Biester—because he believed, not
inaccurately, that they were in league with that other great enlightened
despot, Friedrich II. The Berliners made no secret of their admiration for
"der alte Fritz" and his methods of paternal government. What especially
worried Jacobi, however, was that the Berliners seemed to be all too happy
to engage in persecution and to put their opponents to fire and sword. This
had been made plain to him by Biester's and Nicolai's intrigues against
anyone they suspected of having Catholic sympathies. They pilloried an
innocent Catholic priest in the Berlinische Monatsschrift; they slandered
Lavater because he had corresponded with a Catholic; and they had been
caught in legal proceedings against J. A. Starck to prove that he was a Catholic priest. In short, they smelled "cryptopapism" and creeping Jesuitism
everywhere and were anxious to help the state eradicate them. To Jacobi,
this behavior was a betrayal of the Aufklärung's ideals of tolerance and
freedom of conscience.
It is important to see that the aim of Jacobi's campaign against the
Aufklärung was to undermine not the authority of reason itself but only the
illegitimate extensions of its authority. This campaign cannot be regarded as
"irrationalism," Jacobi argued, for it is only rational to prevent reason from
trespassing beyond its proper limits.2' The Aufklärer misused the authority
of reason, first, in claiming that their beliefs alone were rational, and, second, in attempting to give the sanction of law to them.30 These are misuses
of reason, because reason is only a purely formal power, the capacity of
making inferences. We cannot identify it with any specific beliefs and actions
because, as a mere instrument of inquiry, it is compatible with them all. The
chief fallacy of the Aufklärer, then, consists in assuming that a purely formal
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power is somehow substantive. In making this point against the Aufklärer,
Jacobi did not intend to undermine the ideals of the Aufklärung itself.
Rather, he believed that he alone was true to its ideals. For he alone was
following in the footsteps of Lessing, the greatest Aufklärer of them all, who
had always refused to identify any proposition with absolute truth, and who
would defend any belief for the sake of stimulating inquiry.
We should see Jacobi's famous dispute with Mendelssohn in a similar
light. Here again it was his aim to attack only the misuse of reason. In his
battle against Mendelssohn and the Wolffian school, Jacobi argued that any
consistent metaphysics must end in the atheism and fatalism of Spinozism.
The deism and determinism of the Wolffians was, in his view, only a halfway
house on the road to Spinoza's system. The point of his argument, however,
is not to warn against the dangers of rational inquiry as such. Rather, it is
to reveal the embarrassing consequences of any attempt to extend reason
beyond the boundaries of experience. In other words, Jacobi's target is not
reason as such but metaphysics. Like Kant, he believed that reason has no
right to transcend the limits of experience.31 As a purely formal power of
making inferences, reason can determine only the logical relationships
between propositions, not their truth or falsity. It cannot create facts but
has to find them in experience.
That it is not Jacobi's aim to undermine the authority of reason itself is
clear from the argument of his "Etwas." Here Jacobi maintained most
explicitly that all authority in society must come from reason.32 He had no
sympathy with theocracy, the attempt to justify political authority through
the Bible or the claims of revelation. His liberalism is indeed derived from
his faith in and analysis of reason. Since reason is the source of all authority
in society, and since it does not command us to do any specific action or to
believe any specific proposition, we have no authority to command people
to do or believe certain things. The only legitimate authority is therefore
negative, preventing people from being coerced to perform particular actions
or to believe particular propositions. It was this liberal principle that Jacobi
feared some of the Aufklärer were in danger of undermining in holding that
only certain actions and beliefs are rational. Such indeed was Jacobi's faith
in reason that he believed that it could not only justify his liberal principles,
but that it could also ensure that people act according to them. People who
act according to reason, he argued, never harm others or coerce them.33 It is
only insofar as they are governed by passion that they are tempted to take
advantage of the rights of others. So far was Jacobi from disparaging reason
that he praised it to the limit:
Obviously, reason is the proper, true life of our nature, the soul of the
spirit, the bond of all our powers, an image of the eternal unchangeable
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cause of all truth, of all being that perceives and enjoys itself. Without
reason we cannot possibly do anything but act against ourselves . . . With
it we are immovably at one with ourselves . . . The desire for happiness
is based on nothing more than the conviction that it can be found along
the path of reason alone, because reason reliably commands what is good
for the whole person, that is, the true best of all its parts.34

6.3. Critique of the

Revolution

Jacobi quickly became virtually obsessed with the Revolution. All his other
work was laid aside in order to confront the pressing issues raised by this
momentous event. As early as the autumn of 1 7 8 9 he wrote Forster that he
was totally immersed in political matters. 35 By the summer of 1 7 9 0 he wrote
his first essay criticizing radical ideology. 36 He then planned a systematic
treatise on the principles of the state. 37 Almost all his writings in the early
1790s reveal, in one form or another, the impact of the Revolution. 38
The Revolution soon became not only a philosophical but a practical
issue for Jacobi. Living near Düsseldorf, not far from the French border,
he found himself thrown into the maelstrom of events when the wars began.
He witnessed the French conquest of Aachen and was forced to flee his
home when the French occupied the region. Jacobi was in touch with some
of the leading personalities behind the Revolution: he corresponded with
Necker and Forster, and he had intimate conversations with Dumouriez. 3 '
The most important result of Jacobi's preoccupation with the Revolution
is his critique of the rationalism of revolutionary ideology. He felt that the
Revolution gave him all the more justification to continue his campaign
against the rationalism of the Aufklärung. All the dangers of an excessive
rationalism were now more clearly apparent than ever before. While in the
past reason justified the despotism of enlightened absolutism, it now supported the despotism of popular democracy. Jacobi was very skeptical about
the Revolution from the early days of 1 7 8 9 , because he could not share its
faith in a government based on reason. Thus on November 7 , 1 7 8 9 , he wrote
his friend K. L. Reinhold, " A t present events in France torment me and
perhaps give me more to do on the intellectual side than the French. All my
vital spirits are in an uproar over the immense pretension of ι , ζ ο ο Lycurguses to create a constitution which is, according to the definition of Count
Mirabeau, 'une maniere fixe d'être gouverné par la r a i s o n ' . . . I long inexpressibly to see the outcome of the efforts of these philosophical puritans." 40
What arguments did Jacobi bring to bear against the rationalism of
revolutionary ideology? What objections did he have against Mirabeau's
ideals of rational government? If we carefully analyze Jacobi's texts, 41 we
can reduce his criticisms to three points.
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ι . Just as reason is not a substantive but a formal power, the faculty of
judgment and inference alone, so it is not a faculty of ends but only of
ascertaining the means to them. The problem with Mirabeau's ideal is
that it assumes the purely formal power of reason is substantive, as if
only certain principles and laws could be rational. As a purely formal
power, however, reason is compatible with any principles and laws,
so that none could claim to be the principles and laws of reason.
2. All true happiness, virtue, and faith are inherently individual, stemming from the heart and spontaneous activity of the agent or believer.
We therefore should not attempt to make universal laws concerning the common good, morality, and religion. That would be to
impose an artificial uniformity or oppressive homogeneity on human
variety.
3. The mainspring of human action is not abstract ideals and principles,
but natural desires and feelings. Rather than assuming that reason
governs the will, we should hold that the will governs reason, for
what we regard as rational is determined by our interests.
These criticisms raise serious questions about Jacobi's position, however.
If we construe them as an attack on all government by reason, as if all
rational authority ends in tyranny, then Jacobi has undermined his own
liberalism. For Jacobi thinks that his liberal principles, the fundamental
safeguards against tyranny, are based on reason. The question then arises,
Why did Jacobi attack revolutionary ideology in the first place? After all, his
liberal principles closely resemble the rights of man declared by the National
Assembly. Perhaps there were some less philosophical motives behind his
critique of revolutionary ideology.
Jacobi's earlier economic writings suggest that there were indeed material
motives behind his reaction to the Revolution. In "Eine politische Rhapsodie" and "Noch eine politische Rhapsodie," Jacobi defended the interests
of the aristocracy with the old physiocratic doctrine that the primary source
of wealth lies in the land. Since only the land creates wealth, and since the
aim of the state is to protect and promote wealth, the interests of the landowner are the true interests of the state.42 Given such economic views, it is
not surprising that Jacobi would be out of sympathy with the claims of the
tiers état in France. There are indeed strong indications that his reaction to
the Revolution was determined by his concern with property. Thus in his
November 7, 1789, letter to Reinhold, Jacobi cited the "splendid" remark
of one of the aristocratic deputies of the National Assembly, "C'est une si
belle chose que la liberté, qu'on veut avoir à la fois la sienne et celle des
autres." 43 In his February 1 1 , 1790, letter to Reinhold, he expressed his fear
that the demand for legal equality would degenerate into a demand for
economic equality, thus violating "the holy rights of property." 44 He was
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especially concerned about the fate of landed property, for in an unpublished
note he complained that estates were being ruined after resting in the same
families for thousands of years.43
Not only economic interests but also moral and religious motives lay
behind Jacobi's disapproval of the Revolution. In Zugabe an Erhard O
,
an essay that anticipates romantic themes, Jacobi took issue with the whole
moral philosophy behind the Revolution. "What are the moral ideals behind
the Revolution?" he asked. Nothing more than the most crude egoism and
materialism. The French assume that the end of human beings is to satisfy
their material interests, regardless of the interests of anyone else. What,
indeed, are the rights of man but simply the legal framework to protect
egoism? If the Jacobins have their way, they will turn all of society into a
competitive free-for-all. All the old moral values will disappear. There will
be no place for charity, honor, love, or piety. What Jacobi missed above all
in the moral philosophy of the radicals is their lack of religious orientation.
It has no place for "innerness," for self-reflection, for thinking about the
mysteries of life. There is, however, in every individual a spiritual longing
for freedom and perfection that cannot be satisfied by anything material and
that finds its ultimate satisfaction only beyond nature in death.
Jacobi's defense of property, religion, and the old morality makes it seem
as if he were a reactionary along the lines of de Maistre or the elder Gentz.
But we do Jacobi a grave injustice if we view him in such a light. Unlike de
Maistre and Gentz, Jacobi had no desire to turn the clock back to the days
before 1789. He welcomed the Revolution because he believed that France
stood in need of greater civil liberty and constitutional government; he
turned against it only when it became clear it would not lead to a constitutional monarchy as in England.46 In letters to Dohm, Reinhold, and Laharpe
he insisted that his critique of revolution be properly understood: he was a
true friend of freedom, and for this reason he feared the anarchy threatening
France.47 And, in truth, Jacobi never had any love for the ancien régime,
whose demise he regarded as inevitable. He was a sharp critic of all forms
of despotism,48 and he could not approve of the privileges of the aristocracy.
In the most bitter terms he condemned the reactionary mentality of the
émigrés, who "stretched out their hands for more darkness." 4 ' The most
important testimony to Jacobi's liberal attitude remains his earlier political
essays, which are uncompromising in their stand for free trade, liberty of
conscience, and civil freedom. In no small measure his later reception of the
Revolution was determined by his liberal principles, for he feared that the
French radicals would destroy liberties in the name of reason.50
There can be no doubt that the Revolution created a profound crisis in
Jacobi's political thought. If in his earlier writings he argued that the state
should be founded upon reason alone, his hostility to revolutionary ideology
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compelled him to abandon that position. But given that reason is not the
foundation of the state, what is? Jacobi struggled to find an answer. He was
not willing to accept the solution of the late romantics, namely, tradition
and history. He had little sympathy for the historicism of Moser, Herder, or
Rehberg. This emerges from his interesting November 28, 1 7 9 1 , letter to
Rehberg:
I can hardly imagine that you think the historical system can be better
upheld than the metaphysical in the present state of things. What is has
no more rational ground than what was. Of course, it is better to keep
wine in rotton vessels than to spill it; but when the vessel ceases to be a
vessel and cannot hold anything more, what is to be done?—Yes, my
friend, preservation is for the sake of history alone; but the old history is
obviously at an end, and the fairy tales that you want to continue are too
fatuous for our reason to entertain. The question is, How do we begin
with a new history? 5 '
Again unlike the romantics, Jacobi did not see any value in patriotism,
an emotional bond with the state. Like a true Aufklärer, he was a cosmopolitan, a believer in the values of Weltbürgertum. He was skeptical of
patriotism, which he feared would play into the hands of petty despots. 52
What, indeed, was there to inspire loyalty in the Holy Roman Empire, that
tottering relic of the Middle Ages? His misgivings about patriotism came to
the fore in his July 16, 1 7 9 0 , letter to Johannes von Müller: "What I really
cannot share with you is your German patriotism. We are a poor nation,
and I do not see that things will get better for us. The sense for humanity
gradually disappears from our constitution; all its arrangements are so
fatuous and ridiculous that one can only take leave of them with the words,
'Lord, allow us that we may travel into the land of our redemption!'" 5 3
Jacobi did have an answer to the difficult question confronting him,
although he admitted that it was not entirely satisfactory. The true foundation of the state lies in religion, he argued, and particularly in positive religion, the belief in historical revelation as found in the Bible. 54 All civil society
requires that people keep their word, but they are motivated to do so only
if they have a faith in Providence and a personal God. Such faith cannot be
supplied by reason, however, but only by revelation, the reports of miracles
found in Scripture. But Jacobi knew all too well that his solution was no
longer feasible. He saw clearly that the old faith was dying because of the
increasing rationalism of his age. Although religion is necessary for our civil
and personal happiness, it now seemed like a fairy tale. This predicament
made Jacobi morose. As he explained to Pestalozzi on March 24, 1 7 9 4 ,
"The Bible has hitherto served us to maintain our faith . . . But I do not see
what is to replace it now that it has lost its authority as a divine book. This
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thought has made me extremely melancholic and has embittered my life; I
vote for the day of judgment." 35
The weakness of Jacobi's position becomes all the more apparent when
we realize that, as a passionate believer in freedom of conscience, he was
not willing to place any civil restrictions on religious belief. All true faith
requires the gift of the spirit, but the spirit cannot be codified into any legal
forms. How, then, can religious faith be the basis of the state? Although
social and political stability depends on it, there should be no legal means to
ensure the existence of religious faith. The very thought of theocracy was
abhorrent to Jacobi. In the end, he resorted to a salto mortale, placing all
his faith in a deus ex machina. Somehow religious faith will just naturally
and spontaneously spring from the heart of every believer. This doctrine
was indeed Utopian, even anarchic. But Jacobi did not flinch from drawing
such conclusions. As he wrote to Elise Reimarus on March 1 5 , 1 7 8 1 , about
Lessing's political beliefs, " H e saw in the clearest manner how ridiculous
and unfortunate all laws to ensure morality [moralische Maschinereien] are.
In a conversation that I had with him, he became so zealous that he maintained that all civil society had to be dissolved; and as mad as this might
sound, it is still the truth. People are only well governed when they no
longer need government. That point cannot be twisted." 5 6
The aging Jacobi clearly saw, then, some of the intractable problems
that would later trouble the romantic school. What should be the foundation
of the state if reason is empty and charisma cannot be legalized? We make
reason into the basis of the state only at the risk of despotism, and we make
charisma its basis only at the risk of anarchism. This was the dilemma on
which Jacobi's political philosophy finally founders. Whenever he contemplated it, he would fall into one of his melancholy moods. Given the
gravity of the problem, we can scarcely accuse him of self-indulgence.

7
GEORG FORSTER,
THE GERMAN JACOBIN

7.1. Forster and the Liberal

Tradition

One of the most radical figures in German political philosophy in the 1790s
was Georg Forster (1754—1794). He was one of the few political theorists
of the decade to ally himself with the Jacobins in France. Of all the major
political thinkers of the 1790s, only the young Fichte was as radical.
Moreover, Forster not only professed but acted on his radical principles.
When the French invaded the Rhineland in the autumn of 179z, Forster
joined the efforts to establish a republic in Mainz. He played a prominent
role in the fledgling republic, becoming its vice president in March 1792. To
his contemporaries Forster became the very symbol of German Jacobinism,
the personification of the Mainz republic.
Such radicalism made Forster also one of the most controversial figures
of the 1790s. In the late 1770s he had established a reputation as one of the
foremost travelers, naturalists, and writers of his age. Yet, because of his
activities in Mainz, a shadow was later cast over his name. Forster was
denounced for his Jacobinism and branded a traitor for his attempt to annex
Mainz to the French republic.1 The only figure to speak out on behalf of
Forster in the 1790s was Friedrich Schlegel, who regarded him as one of the
classical figures of German letters.2 But Schlegel was a voice crying in the
wilderness.
The first attempts to rescue Forster from obscurity were made by liberal
writers in the 1840s and 1850s. C. G. Gervinus wrote an appreciative essay
on Forster for his edition of the collected works,3 and Hermann Hettner
devoted a substantial chapter to him in Geschichte der deutschen Literatur
im 18. Jahrhundert* Yet these early efforts to revive Forster did not meet
with general acceptance; and they were sharply attacked by the local Mainz
historian Karl Klein, who uncovered archival material to discredit Forster's
"traitorous" activities in Mainz.5 Forster again fell into neglect, if not disrepute, during the reemergence of German nationalism in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries. Only two scholars, Albert Leitzmann and Paul
Zincke,6 recognized Forster's importance for German letters and produced
154
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important editions of his correspondence. After the Second World War,
however, Forster became the subject of a revival among Marxist scholars in
Germany. Forster virtually became a saint, recognized as one of the few
German revolutionaries, and claimed as a precursor of dialectical
materialism.7 Lukács, writing in 1949, demanded "an effective Marxist
investigation of his activity and works." 8 This request was duly fulfilled
with Marxist monographs, essays, collections,' and, most important, the
masterly and monumental Akademie edition of Forster's works. 10 With some
notable exceptions," the Marxist interpretation remains the prevailing one.
Whatever the merits of the Marxist revival of Forster, a strong case can
be made for reclaiming him for the liberal tradition. Like Kant, Schiller,
Humboldt, and Jacobi, Forster was a sharp critic of paternalism and a stalwart champion of the liberal view of the state. He insisted that the state
should limit its powers to protecting the rights of its citizens, and he
regarded any attempt to promote their piety, morality, or happiness as a
pretext for despotism. Forster was also one of the foremost spokesmen for
laissez-faire principles in Germany. He attacked the old mercantilism as a
form of tyranny; he saw the removal of restrictions on trade as the only
solution to the problems of idleness and poverty; and he held up English
commercialism as the model for all Europe. 12 To be sure, in his final years
Forster began to have doubts about the unregulated pursuit of wealth and
the unlimited right of private property; but these doubts were more a qualification than an abandonment of his liberal principles. 13 Forster's allegiance
to the liberal tradition is also clear from his insistence on the values of
reform and moderation. 14 Before his commitment to the Revolution in
Mainz, and to some extent even afterwards, he advocated reform from
above, extolled the virtue of moderation, and urged a middle path between
democracy and despotism.
If the Marxist interpretation has deliberately underplayed these liberal
aspects of Forster's thought, it has unduly exaggerated others. It has stressed
Forster's commitment to Jacobinism as if it were the result of his principles
alone. 15 Yet Forster became a radical as much from circumstance as choice.
He joined the Revolution in Mainz because he felt that it was the only
means of protecting the property of his fellow citizens. His sympathies with
the Jacobins were never uncritical and eventually began to waver, and he
preferred the middle path of reform, abandoning it only when he felt it was
no longer an option. 16 The Marxist interpretation has also been much too
tendentious in casting Forster as a forerunner of dialectical materialism.
Forster deliberately refrained from committing himself to a materialist
metaphysics and was critical of materialists who try to explain a culture in
terms of its material circumstances alone. 17
Forster was important in the 1790s not only for his role in the Mainz
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republic but also for his social and political thought. Along with Herder,
Schiller, and Goethe, he was one of the central figures of Weimar humanism.
He too advocated an ethic of perfection, stressing the need to realize all the
powers of a human being. And he too was a sharp critic of the Kantian ethic
of duty, which he felt was too narrow for the development of human beings
as a whole. In the divide between rationalist and humanist liberalism in the
1790s, Forster falls firmly in the humanist camp.
Forster's most important and distinctive contribution to the social and
political thought of the 1790s is his philosophical anthropology. With some
justice, he has been considered a founder of modern anthropology. 18 Forster
attempted to lay the foundation for a scientific study of native cultures.
Thus he insisted on the need for careful and impartial observation and
stressed the value of naturalistic explanation. Nevertheless, his demand for
scientific explanation never led him to embrace materialism. Rather than
explaining every aspect of a culture in terms of its environment, like so
many eighteenth-century materialists, Forster emphasized the importance of
examining all aspects of a culture and seeing it as an integrated whole.
Forster also anticipated modern anthropology in recognizing the value of
cultural diversity and defending the rights of native cultures. Although he
was still the child of his age in believing in the superiority of European
culture, his criticisms of racism and imperialism sound a clearly modern
note.
Forster's anthropology marks a turning point in the social and political thought of the eighteenth century, for it introduced a much more sophisticated standard of argument and discussion into the discipline. Forster
insisted on examining all the old disputes and theories in the light of the
widest and latest empirical evidence. It no longer sufficed to appeal to
the vague abstractions and hackneyed observations of the past. Political
theory would now have to satisfy the canons of scientific anthropology."
In conscious opposition to Kant and Fichte, Forster attempted to push political theory in a more rigorous empirical direction. This was the occasion for
a famous dispute between himself and Kant, which we shall examine
below. 20

7.2. Around the World with Captain Cook
On July 1 3 , 1 7 7 2 , H M S Resolution and Adventure set sail from Plymouth
for the South Seas. They were under the command of Captain James Cook,
who was embarking on his second voyage of exploration. The task of this
voyage was to determine the existence of a southern continent within the
bounds of the temperate zone, which had frequently been reported by
mariners. Cook's second voyage lasted for three years, from June 1 7 7 2
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to July 1775. It had explored the southernmost accessible reaches of the
Pacific from the Cape of Good Hope to Cape Horn, covering a distance
equivalent to thrice the circumference of the earth. Its achievements were of
no small magnitude: it had covered a greater distance and penetrated deeper
southward than had any previous expedition; it had discovered the Society
Islands, New Caledonia, and the masses of ice of the Antarctic; it had found
many new kinds of flora and fauna; and it had made contact with many
hitherto unknown peoples.
On board the Resolution during this remarkable voyage were two
German naturalists, Johann Reinhold Forster and his son Georg Adam.
Their task was to collect, describe, and draw the objects of natural history
that they found during the expedition. Cook's second voyage was the Bildungsreise for the young Forster. What he saw, thought, and felt during this
expedition became the foundation for his later moral and political views.
Upon returning to England, the young Forster wrote his experiences in a
two-volume work, A Voyage around the World, which appeared in London
in 1777. This work has been described as "an immortal masterpiece," 21
"one of the greatest travelogues written in any tongue or age," 22 and "the
beginning of a new era of scientific travel." 23 It was well received in England,
and its translation, Reise um die Welt (Berlin, 1 7 7 8 - 1 7 8 0 ) , eventually
became popular in Germany.24 The young Forster soon found himself a
famous man, crowned with honors and feted throughout Europe.
Prima facie A Voyage, with all its detailed descriptions of climate, geography, flora, and fauna, is purely a work in natural history, and has little to
do with moral and political philosophy. But this superficial impression disappears as soon as we read Forster's preface. Here he criticized those who
regard natural history as a mere collection of facts, and who see it as an end
in itself, apart from any human needs. He insisted on the need to interpret
facts and to form general conclusions from them; and he stresses that natural history should have a moral purpose. In a few revealing lines he
explained the moral perspective that pervades his work: "Accustomed to
look on all the various tribes of men, as entitled to an equal share of my
good will, and conscious at the same time, of the rights which I possess in
common with every individual among them, I have made my remarks with
a retrospect to our general improvement and welfare; and neither attachment nor aversion to particular nations has influenced my praise or censure." 25 Forster hoped his work would not only aid future navigators and
naturalists but also promote understanding and trade between Europeans
and native cultures. He passionately believed that Europeans could learn as
much from native peoples as they could from Europeans. Essentially, A
Voyage is a plea for a more tolerant and broad-minded attitude toward
cultural differences, for a more humane treatment of all peoples, regardless

i58

•

LIBERALISM

of race or creed. Only when Europeans regarded all people as their brothers
would they possess the true cosmopolitan spirit.
A Voyage was written not only from a moral but also a political perspective. If Forster wrote with a view to human improvement, he could not
neglect politics. For it becomes clear from many passages in A Voyage that
he believed human improvement depends on enlightened and benevolent
government. If a people does not develop their full capacities, he maintained,
then that is not because of their climate or race, but because of the ineptitude
or injustice of their government. 26 Throughout A Voyage Forster did not
hesitate to criticize governments that oppress people, whether it be the
parasitical rulers of Tahiti, the Portuguese colonists of the Cape Verde
Islands, or imperialist European monarchs. "The impulses of nature,"
Forster wrote, "speak loud against every degree of oppression." 27 If a people
becomes too oppressed, then it will eventually see the source of its misery,
acquire "a proper sense of the general rights of mankind," and start a
revolution. 28
Forster's chief interest as a naturalist was not flora and fauna but human
nature. The purpose of his narrative, he said, is "to throw more light upon
the human mind," 2 ' and "the first object of travellers," he believed, should
be "observations of men and manners." 3 0 But Forster did not content himself with mere ethnological description. He used the experiences he acquired
during the voyage to reflect upon some of the fundamental questions of
eighteenth-century political theory. Is human nature uniform, the same in
all cultures and climates, or is it infinitely plastic, the product of education
and environment? Are human beings naturally good, inherently social and
sympathetic, as Grotius and Shaftesbury held, or are they naturally evil,
innately competitive and egoistic, as Hobbes and Mandeville said? And,
finally, does civilization improve or corrupt morals? Would people be more
happy and virtuous living like the natives of Tahiti, or do they fully realize
their natures only in advanced cultures? Such are the questions that Forster
ponders throughout A Voyage.
There was, of course, nothing new about a traveler attempting to answer
these questions. They had been examined by many travelers since the beginning of the voyages of exploration in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.
But Forster believed that he had good reason to consider them anew. Not
only did his expedition discover many new lands and peoples, but most
previous travelers had been very amateurish naturalists. They had been
haphazard in their observations and often had no clear idea about the questions they wished to answer. What is new about Forster's Voyage is that it
attempted to answer these questions in a more systematic and methodic
manner.
Despite sustained reflection upon these problems, Forster never came to
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any definite solutions in A Voyage. There is indeed a profound tension in his
book between his early beliefs and later observations. Forster began his
journey adhering to some of the cardinal doctrines of the Außlärung: that
there is a constant human nature, that the human heart is innately good,
and that civilization is a force for the good. But these beliefs were soon
shaken by his experience with very alien cultures. Forster's philosophical
reflections in A Voyage are not always successful in their attempt to square
these beliefs with his experience. The most interesting passages of the book
are when Forster laid aside his beliefs and simply drew conclusions from his
observations.
This discrepancy between theory and observation in A Voyage is especially apparent in the case of Forster's belief in the goodness of human
nature. Like Shaftesbury, Hutcheson, and Hume, Forster held that there is
an innate sympathy in the human heart, such that people naturally take
pleasure in helping others and have pity on their misfortunes. He thought
that many of his experiences provided evidence for the existence of this
natural sentiment. The hospitality of the Tahitians, their distress at witnessing cruelty, and their spontaneous expressions of joy upon being reunited
with their English friends, convinced him that "philanthropy seems natural
to mankind." 31 The savage ideas of mistrust, malevolence, and revenge are
only the consequences of social decadence and corruption. Along with selfpreservation, philanthropy is the fundamental drive of human nature, the
very foundation of society, and the cement of all social bonds.32 Yet these
comforting reflections were sometimes upset by other experiences that
Forster could not explain. It was difficult for him to understand, for example, the aggression of the New Zealanders and the natives of Borabora.33
Although their environment provided them with all the necessities of life,
they still took pleasure in war and conquest. Even more inexplicable were
the sexual mores of Tahitian women. They happily compromised their dignity for the slightest trifle, such as nails and red feathers, and they spent
night after night on board romping with Cook's sailors. The inexperienced
and religiously educated Forster admitted that he was "much upset" by their
debauches. He was indeed so troubled that he indulged in melancholy reflections upon the human nature he otherwise considered to be so good: "That
there should exist so great a degree of immorality in a nation, otherwise so
happy in its simplicity, and in the fewness of its wants, is a reflection very
disgraceful to human nature in general, which, viewed to its greatest advantage here, is nevertheless imperfect. Is it not to be lamented that the best
gifts of a benevolent creator seem to be the most liable to frequent abuse,
and that nothing is so easy to mankind as error?" 34
Forster's experiences made him question not only whether people are
naturally good, but whether there is even such a thing as human nature itself.
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Like so many eighteenth-century Aufklärer, Forster initially believed in a
fixed human nature. He attempted to verify this theory during the voyage
by noting similarities of behavior in people of different cultures or social
positions. After hearing of the sexual appetites of a Tahitian princess, he
wrote, "The passions of mankind are similar everywhere; the same instincts
are active in the slave and the prince; consequently, the history of their
effects must ever be the same in every country." 3 5 This belief in a uniform
human nature sustained Forster's allegiance to the common eighteenth-century doctrine of a natural law, according to which there are universal values
we can use to judge all cultures. Natural law makes it possible, for example,
to condemn all child murder, whether committed by the Tahitians or the
abortionists on Grub Street in London. 36
But this faith in a single human nature, and in the natural law based on
it, soon stumbled against some very stubborn facts. One of these was that
gruesome favorite of eighteenth-century travel writers, cannibalism. In New
Zealand a landing party discovered the dismembered and apparently cooked
body of a young boy. To determine whether the New Zealanders were truly
cannibals, Cook's crew conducted a grotesque experiment: they offered part
of the flesh to some visiting warriors. Sure enough, they promptly devoured
it with great relish. After witnessing this experiment and the horror of
some of Cook's crew, Forster concluded that "the action of eating human
flesh, whatever our education may teach us to the contrary, is certainly
neither unnatural nor criminal in itself." 37 It was only from prejudice that
Europeans, who would think nothing of murdering one another by the
thousands to please the whim of a prince, were disgusted at the idea of
eating a dead man. Thus Forster conceded that even such a powerful moral
sentiment as the revulsion against eating human flesh could be the product
of mere custom. A similar problem arose with the Arreoys in Tahiti, a group
of elite warriors who were obliged to kill their offspring. Forster was
appalled by this custom, which he found contrary to the impulses of nature.
Yet he found a plausible explanation for it. Namely, that the Tahitians
needed the Arreoys to protect them and so permitted them great privileges;
but they could not permit this group to multiply without increasing the
burdens on the common people. 38 Once again, then, Forster was compelled
to admit the power of social need and education in determining behavior.
As the voyage progressed, Forster's belief in a fixed human nature weakened,
until he came to some critical conclusions. After observing the nakedness of
the natives on Maillicola, he had this to say about modesty and chastity:
"We are too apt to look upon the principles which are early instilled into
our mind by our education as innate, and have frequently mistaken a moral
sentiment for a physical instinct. From the contemplation of unpolished
people, we find that modesty and chastity, which have long been supposed
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inherent in the human mind, are local ideas, unknown in the state of nature,
and modified according to the various degrees of civilization." 39 Forster
needed only to generalize this conclusion to explode the whole natural law
tradition. There are indeed moments in A Voyage where he seemed to move
toward complete relativism. Thus, on leaving Tahiti in May 1774, he wrote,
"The ideas of happiness are infinitely various in different nations, according
to their manners, principles and degrees of civilization."40
Throughout A Voyage Forster retained his belief in the value of civilization. Despite all his experience of different cultures, and despite his belief in
the value of ethnic differences, he remained confident of the superiority of
European culture. This superiority consisted not in the greater morality of
the Europeans—Forster never tired of criticizing them for their immorality—but in their power to acquire knowledge and to use technology to
better their lives. None of the native cultures had the Europeans' knowledge
of nature or their arts of agriculture, navigation, and manufacture. Their
religions were superstitious, their arts primitive, and their customs barbaric.
Indeed, one of the main aims of Cook's voyage was to introduce European
knowledge and technology into the South Seas. Thus Cook and the Forsters
attempted to get the natives of Tahiti and New Zealand to raise European
plants and livestock; and they hoped that by their preaching and example
they could get the natives to abolish some of their "immoral customs," such
as sexual promiscuity.41 Although A Voyage gave much impetus to the myth
of a South Sea paradise,42 Forster himself was critical of the primitivists.
While he admired the innocence and simplicity of Tahitian life, he refused
to romanticize it. He disapproved of the Tahitians' sexual manners; he
criticized their indolent, parasitical, and irresponsible rulers; and he condemned their priests, who perpetuated superstitious cults to serve their own
interests.43 Rather than seeing Tahiti as a utopia, he compared its government
and social structure to that of Europe during the Middle Ages. When a sailor
attempted to desert after their second stay on Tahiti, Forster remarked that
"he would shortly have been tired of an uninterrupted tranquility and continued sameness, suited only to a people whose natures are simple and confined."44 Nowhere does Forster's belief in the value of civilization emerge
more clearly than in his encounter with the people of Tierra del Fuego. Instead
of being noble savages these people were more like animals. They were
uncurious and dull-witted; they could scarcely speak; and, although they
lived in a harsh climate, they could scarcely clothe themselves. One had only
to look at them to see that people are miserable in the state of nature. After
contemplating their condition, Forster concluded,
If ever the pre-eminence of a civilized life over that of the savage could
have been reasonably disputed, we might, from the contemplation of
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these miserable people, draw the most striking conclusions in favor of
our superior happiness. Till it can be proved, that a man in continual
pain, from the rigour of climate is happy, I shall not give credit to the
eloquence of philosophers, who have either had no opportunity of contemplating human nature under all its modifications, or who have not
felt what they have seen." 45
Even Forster's belief in the value of civilization came under question
during his voyage. He began to see some of the harmful consequences of
introducing European values and technologies to the people of the South
Seas. Their simple and innocent ways of life were in danger of extinction.
Seeing how Cook's sailors could seduce the women of New Zealand for a
few trifles, Forster despaired of all European contact with native cultures: "I
fear that hitherto our intercourse has been wholly disadvantageous to the
nations of the South Seas; and that those communities have been the least
injured, who have always kept aloof from us, and whose jealous disposition
did not suffer our sailors to become too familiar with them." 46 He questioned whether even voyages of exploration were worthwhile: "If knowledge
of a few individuals can be acquired at such a price as the happiness of a
nation, it were better for the discoverers, as the discovered, that the South
Sea had still remained unknown to Europe and its restless inhabitants." 47
Thus Cook's voyage left Forster with a problematic philosophical legacy.
How could he reconcile his belief in natural law and universal human values
with his experience of cultural diversity? How could he retain his faith in
the value of civilization in the face of the corruption of native cultures?
How indeed, could he introduce European knowledge and arts to other cultures without destroying their distinctive character? Clearly, these difficult
questions demand the most careful investigation. The value of A Voyage lay
not in answering them but in posing them in the light of new evidence. We
shall soon see how Forster attempted to settle them in his more mature
writings in the 1780s.

7.3. Politics and

Anthropology

Although Forster wrote A Voyage with a political purpose, his political
beliefs were still largely unformed. He wanted to promote enlightened and
benevolent government and to encourage a more philanthropic policy
toward foreign cultures. But he had few clear views about what form
an enlightened government should take. He frequently praised the benign
and wise rule of George III, and he seemed happy to accept the English
constitution as a model of wise government. 48 A foreigner who wanted
to feel at home in his adopted land, Forster was proud to be a loyal English
subject.

Forster, the German Jacobin

•

163

After his return to England, Forster's loyalty to the English crown was
severely tested. The government forbade his father to write an account of
the voyage, so that it would not compete with that of Cook. This decision
was ruinous for the elder Forster, who desperately needed money. The
young Forster was obliged to rescue his father and family by writing his
own account of the voyage. 4 ' All his life he believed the government had
acted in bad faith and had failed to acknowledge his father's service to
science. N o less trying for the young Forster's loyalty was the American
Revolution. At first Forster was critical of the American rebels, and then
indifferent about the conflict, 50 yet his experience of English imperialism in
the South Seas made him unsympathetic to George's high-handed treatment
of the American colonists. By early 1 7 7 7 he considered himself "a friend of
freedom" and sided with the Americans. 51
Forster's new political sympathies were strengthened in the autumn of
1 7 7 7 when he made an eventful eight-week trip to Paris. There he was
introduced into the Masonic lodge Les neuf Soeurs by Benjamin Franklin,
who was then American ambassador to France. 52 This lodge, which could
boast of no less than Sieyès, Brissot, Condorcet, Lalande, and Diderot as
members, was devoted to the principles of liberty and equality and to the
cause of the American Revolution. From such distinguished company
Forster learned the guiding principles of 1 7 8 9 a decade before the Revolution. His later sympathy for the Revolution in France was the result of the
principles he had learned in Les neuf Soeurs in Paris in 1777. 5 3
After a five-month tour through the European capitals from October 1 7 7 8 to March 1 7 7 9 , Forster took up a position as professor of natural
philosophy at the Kollegium Carolinum in Kassel. N o sooner had he settled in the city than he entered the local Mason's lodge, Zum gekrönten
Löwe. It was in the atmosphere of this lodge that Forster found support
for his liberal ideals. Like Neuf Soeurs, his new lodge was devoted to
the principles of liberty and equality. It advocated not radical political
change, however, but obedience to the prince. It assumed that the princes,
as fellow lodge members and enlightened rulers, would work toward these
ideals of their own accord. In January 1 7 8 3 Forster gave a speech to his
lodge, which provides the best evidence of his political thought in the early
1780s. 5 4 His theme was the relationship between Masonry and the state.
Forster declared that the aim of the lodge is to educate its members to
moral virtue and Christian piety, so that they can serve as models for
society at large. The lodge can then be the vanguard for social and moral
reform and thus help the state realize its final end: the development of
humanity in all its citizens. It is noteworthy that Forster's liberalism is
already in evidence in this speech, for he insisted that the state can achieve
its end only through negative means. It can support virtue and piety not by
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laying down new laws, he argued, but by granting maximum liberty to all
its citizens.
Another interesting document of Forster's political beliefs in the early
1780s is a speech he gave before the Société des antiquités in Kassel, "De la
felicité des êtres physiques." This speech is essentially a sketch of a BuffonianShaftesburyan cosmology. In it Forster also returned to a problem that he
had considered in A Voyage: the value of civilization. He was now much
more critical of the followers of Rousseau, accusing them of blatant fallacies.
They confuse happiness with insensibility, he argued, because they want to
eradicate all the needs and desires that we have acquired from civilization.55
By their account the happiest creature would be that which had fewest needs
and desires, the oyster! He also contended that the Rousseauians have little
real knowledge of native cultures. They are not aware of the most basic
facts about primitive people: that they are constantly at war with their
neighbors, that their dwellings are often in a state of decrepitude, that they
are exposed to horrible weather, and that they suffer from poverty. Civil
society is to be preferred over the state of nature, because people learn how
to overcome obstacles that make their lives miserable. This somewhat crude
polemic against vulgar Rousseauism took an interesting turn when Forster
was forced to make an important qualification to his argument.56 He
admitted that civil society is not always preferable to the state of nature,
because the burden of labor in society is not equally distributed. There are
indeed great injustices and inequalities in civil society, which permit only a
few people to develop their talents, and which condemn the great mass to a
life of drudgery. If this is so often the case, Forster asks, then how can we
claim that civil society is preferable to the state of nature, at least for the
great majority of people who must work to earn the means of their subsistence?57 Forster was under no illusion that these injustices and inequalities
are not natural or inevitable but the products of political organization, and
in particular "immoderate and irresponsible government." Thus he recognized that the whole question of the value of civilization depends on the
form and practice of government. This then leaves the question: How is it
possible to establish a form of government that maintains liberty and
equality within civil society? Living in the oppressive atmosphere of an
eighteenth-century Kleinstaat, Forster did not dare to suggest concrete steps
and could only appeal to Providence. A decade later, he would urge
revolutionary action.
In the early 1780s Forster did not devote himself directly to any of the
classic problems of political philosophy. He indeed regretted his lack of professional expertise in this field. When Jacobi asked for his comments on a
political essay, Forster likened this to Swift's reading his poems before his
cook! Nevertheless, the 1780s were of crucial importance for the develop-
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ment of Forster's political thought. For it was during this decade that he
sketched the outlines of his philosophical anthropology, which provided the
foundation for all his later social and political views. This anthropology is
scattered in a number of essays in the 1780s, especially "Ein Blick in das
Ganze der Natur" (1780), "Noch etwas über die Menschenrassen" (1786),
"Cook, der Entdecker" (1787), "Leitfaden zu einer künftigen Geschichte
der Menschheit" (1789), "O-Tahiti" (1780), "Ueber die Pygmäen" (1785),
and, somewhat later, "Ueber lokale und allgemeine Bildung" (1791).
The central premise of Forster's anthropology is his naturalism, his principle that everything in creation is subject to natural laws. Nothing happens,
he maintained, that is not strictly determined by necessity, by laws of cause
and effect, whether it is the movement of a speck of dust or the creation of
the boldest thoughts.58 Accordingly, Forster insisted that human beings are
as subject to natural laws as anything else in creation. He refused to make
a sharp distinction between mind and matter, humans and nature. There is
a lex continui in nature that stretches from physical creation to human
reason itself. The development of our power to think depends on the formation of our body and biological functions.59 This naturalistic outlook also
means that Forster criticized any rigid distinction between civil society and
the state of nature.60 The development of civil society is not the result of
arbitrary conventions and contracts but a necessary organic growth from
the state of nature. On these grounds, Forster ridiculed the Rousseauians,
who pleaded for a return to the simplicity and harmony of the state of
nature. They failed to recognize that there could be no going back, that the
development of civil society was a sheer necessity.
Although Forster's anthropology is naturalistic, it would be misleading
to describe it as 'materialist', as if it were a predecessor of dialectical
materialism.61 While Forster held that everything obeys natural laws, he did
not maintain that what obeys these laws is matter alone. He refused to
commit himself to a definite metaphysical view about the ultimate constituents of nature, on the grounds that they cannot be known. In "Ein Blick
in das Ganze der Natur," for example, he stated that everything in nature is
the effect of a living force or power, which is not known to us.62 Forster
then added that it is difficult to explain this power by materialist principles.
The chemist who analyzes a living body into its constituent elements cannot
explain the origin of life but is forced to attribute to each kind of thing "an
inner essential power." 63 Although Forster indeed insisted that there is no
fundamental distinction between mind and body, he did not reduce the
mental to the physical but regarded both as aspects of a single living force,
whose essential properties were still unknown. His agnosticism about the
metaphysical issue is especially clear in his November 5, 1786, letter to
Lichtenberg: "It has seemed strange to me ever since I began quite inno-
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cently to think over these matters that one could dispute so much over the
properties of mind and mattier; for they are both at bottom one thing, and
we know of one as little as 6f the other.'" 4 On the whole, it is incorrect to
place Forster in the materialist tradition of the French and English freethinkers. He had little sympathy for this tradition, because of its disrespect
for religion.65 Although Forster became increasingly less religious in the
1780s, he never became an atheist but insisted on an agnosticism about
everything beyond the realm of experience. Reason has no right to make
pronouncements beyond the sphere of the senses, and here religious faith is
perfectly proper.66
In his attempt to provide a scientific foundation for anthropology,
Forster stressed the need for a steadfast empiricism. The anthropologist
should banish all metaphysical principles and a priori schemes of classification and should simply collect facts and draw conclusions from them. Such
uncompromising empiricism soon brought Forster into conflict with the
greatest philosopher of his day, namely, Kant.67 In his 1785 essays "Bestimmung des Begriffs einer Menschenrasse" and "Muthmasslicher Anfang der
Menschengeschichte," Kant criticized Herder's empiricist and naturalist
approach to anthropology in Ideen zur Philosophie der Geschichte der
Menschheit. Forster felt himself moved to defend Herder, whose approach
was so similar to his own.68 In "Noch etwas über den Menschenrassen"
Forster entered the arena against Kant. The immediate subject of their dispute was one of the most topical and troublesome subjects of eighteenthcentury anthropology, the concept of race. But the debate also concerned
more fundamental methodological issues. Kant argued that, before investigating all the new facts concerning race uncovered by the world voyages,
it is necessary to define the concept of race itself.6' We know what to look
for in experience, he argued, only if we have already defined the concept we
are seeking to illustrate. This argument, of course, was a clear application of
Kant's general principles, according to which an investigation into nature
must be guided by concepts. Although Forster could see Kant's point, he
replied that Kant had underestimated one of the dangers of applying such a
method, namely, forcing experience into preconceived molds.70 If we go to
experience with a priori concepts, we will indeed find what we are looking
for; but that is only because we read the facts in their light. Kant suffered
from the usual vice of all philosophers, Forster wrote, in that he attempted
to model nature according to his purely logical distinctions.71 The vices of
Kant's a priori approach were all too apparent from his concept of race.
Kant claimed that the species of nature are fixed or constant and that the
differences between them are due to some preformed seed or original germ
that is constantly inherited from one generation to the next.72 If the species
of nature are not fixed, in his view, there are no limits to change and every-
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thing will turn into chaos; we can have no concept whatsoever of a natural
kind, since we cannot know from which parents a creature descended. But
Forster found the whole concept of a fixed species or race highly questionable. The more closely we examine the facts, and the wider the range of
facts we consider, he argued, the more we see that there are few fixed distinctions in nature. There are only differences in degree or nuance, but none
in kind. We also cannot assume a constancy in nature due to inherited germs
or seeds, for we know that, over a long period of time, even inherited
characteristics change in response to their environment. If we use the concept of race at all, Forster said, we should define it in a tentative manner,
realizing that it is only a device or fiction by which we can talk about nature.
When it is properly defined, the concept of race means only "a class of
people whose common development has enough distinctive traits as not to
be immediately derived from neighboring classes." 73 So although it revolves
around the narrow topic of race, Forster's debate with Kant illustrates the
wider methodological differences between a rationalist and an empiricist
philosophy of science.
The central task of Forster's anthropology is to identify the fundamental
forces behind the development of a culture or people. In the famous debate
concerning the role of heredity or environment, which was already very
heated in his day, Forster sided more with environment. In A Voyage he
began to address this thorny issue but came to no definite conclusions. He
was critical of those who explained everything in terms of climate, for he
found profound differences among peoples living under the same material
circumstances. 74 In his later writings, however, Forster placed greater stress
on the role of the environment. Although he did not believe it was the only
factor, he insisted that it was the dominant and decisive one. He eventually
concluded, "What a person becomes is everywhere dependent on local circumstances." 75 Or, more simply, " A Negro is only in his fatherland a negro
in the proper sense." 76 Contrary to modern biology, Forster accepted the
Lamarckian theory that acquired characteristics could be inherited over
many generations. Although Negroes in Europe give birth to children having
the same characteristics, this ceases to be the case after many generations
due to the influence of the climate. What a people becomes ultimately
depends on the environment to which it must adapt itself: "Every creature
of nature is what it should be only in the place in which nature allows it to
originate." 77 Although Forster never denied that there are clear differences
among the races, and although he even argued in his later years that they
have distinct origins and do not derive from a single pair as in the Genesis
myth, he stressed the similarities among them.78 All people are born with
roughly the same capacities; placed in the same circumstances for a long
enough time, they will eventually develop their capacities to the same degree.
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Of the various factors in the material environment, Forster laid most
stress on the means of subsistence. In A Voyage he noted that the whole
way of life of a culture depends on the scarcity or abundance of its natural
resources. The Tahitians led such a simple and harmonious life, for example,
because their islands provided them with everything necessary for their survival and comfort. The fertility of the soil, and the sheer variety of flora and
fauna, made it unnecessary to work and diminished all sources of social
conflict. In his 1 7 8 4 essay "Der Brodbaum," a study of the breadfruit tree,
Forster put the point in clear and simple terms: "The history of the products
of the earth is deeply and intimately interwoven in the fate of man, in the
whole extent of his sensations, thoughts, and deeds." 79 It comes as no surprise, then, to find Forster also stressing the importance of trade. It is trade
that develops all the higher powers of a people and that elevates its
culture above the level of a common quest for the means of survival:
This phenomenon of the continual exchange of the various products of
nature and art is indisputably important, because the development of the
mind is so closely connected with it. Trade remains the chief cause of the
present state of our science and politics; without it we would not have
sailed around Africa, discovered America, and raised Ourselves above the
rest of the animals. If the need to encompass more than what our
immediate environment provides were subtracted from human nature,
then we would have come no further than the apes, who lead a social life
and unite for mutual protection as much as we do.80
Forster's anthropology has important political implications, which he did
not hesitate to develop in some of his later political writings. The most
important consequence is the classic liberal doctrine that what people
become depends on the opportunities and resources that society, and ultimately the state, provides for them. If they do not develop their characteristic powers as human beings, that is not because of race or birth, but
because the state has incompetently managed or unfairly manipulated the
opportunities and resources that they require and deserve. Forster used this
doctrine to criticize two political ideologies he especially abhorred,
imperialism and the belief in inherited inequalities. 81 The imperialist and the
aristocrat justify their tyranny on the grounds that there are natural, innate
differences among people. According to them, the Negro and the serf are,
because of their birth or race, incapable of anything but dull labor. Such
assumptions are false, Forster argued, because, if given the opportunities
and resources, slaves and serfs would develop the same capacities as their
masters.
In his later anthropological essays Forster continued to reflect upon the
problems that preoccupied him in A Voyage. His increasing emphasis on the
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role of the environment, and his growing recognition that what appears
innate is often acquired, inevitably pushed him in a more relativistic direction. In his 1 7 8 0 essay "O-Tahiti," for example, he insisted on the need to
examine every culture in its own terms, and he preached against the dangers
of ethnocentrism. "Virtue and vice," he now argued, "are relative concepts,
which can be applied to a nation's character only in relation to other
nations." We must be careful, he warned, "that we do not attribute our
thoughts to foreign peoples and therefore presume the right of judging and
dismissing them according to our own unfair presuppositions." 82 More than
ten years later, in his 1 7 9 1 essay "Ueber lokale und allgemeine Bildung,"
Forster returned to this theme and reiterated the danger of applying apparently universal moral standards to different cultures." Moral judgments are
of no value in attempting to understand a culture, he explained, because
they abstract from its specific circumstances. What a people is now it has
become of necessity due to its environment, so there is no point in prescribing how it ought to be. Accordingly, Forster dismissed "the dream of
universal uniformity" and stressed the value of cultural diversity.
With remarks like these Forster seems to have been on the verge of jettisoning the entire natural law tradition. Yet this was a step that he was not
willing to take. For all his growing relativism and dislike of abstract moralizing, he could not abandon his belief in natural law or universal human
values. He continued to insist that there is a hierarchy of cultures and that
the Europeans are at the apex. In "Ueber lokale und allgemeine Bildung" he
even claimed that the Europeans are the very models of humanity. 84 While
all other cultures are subject to specific local conditions, the Europeans have
the power to transcend any such conditions through their knowledge of
how to control nature. National differences are fast disappearing in Europe,
where a new universal human being will finally emerge.
How, then, did Forster square the circle? How did he reconcile his belief
in universal moral values with his insistence on cultural relativity? His solution to this problem was similar to Herder's: different cultures realize a
single human nature in different ways. Although there is a single goal or
ideal of human perfection—the development of all human powers into a
whole—different cultures attain it in different and incommensurable ways
according to their differing material circumstances. 85 In other words, the
goal is the same, but the means of achieving it differ. Forster's belief in the
superiority of European culture still rested very uncomfortably with this
solution, however. For if all cultures realize their humanity in equal and
incommensurable ways, why should the Europeans exemplify humanity
more than all other cultures? Why are they the universal human beings?
Forster would reply that the Europeans' possession of science and
technology is decisive, giving them a power no other cultures have. While
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all other cultures are compelled to adapt to their environment, which they
do not know how to control, the Europeans have the power to make their
environment conform to them. For this reason Forster remained convinced
that other cultures have much to learn from Europeans, and he never
doubted his missionary goal of bringing civilization to other lands.
Nevertheless, he argued that this goal is perfectly compatible with cultural
diversity.86 Importing European arts and sciences would not undermine but
strengthen native cultures. By learning European methods of agriculture,
animal husbandry, and manufacture, other peoples' ways of life could
become more autonomous and flourishing and less dependent on European
trade. If the New Zealanders learned how to make iron tools, for example,
they would not be so inclined to barter their daughters for European
hatchets and nails. We have no reason to doubt Forster's motives in wanting
to civilize native cultures. He was genuinely more concerned about protecting their ways of life than about promoting European trade. But it could
be argued that he was still too much of an optimist. For it is questionable
that the identity of primitive cultures could withstand the introduction of
new arts, techniques, and skills. European science could easily destroy native
religions, and technology could change the environment on which old ways
of life depend. Forster was indeed forgetting his own point, that the ways of
life of native cultures depend on adapting to the environment. In the end,
then, Forster's abiding belief in European cultural superiority would not jibe
with his recognition of the importance of cultural diversity.

7.4. The Making

of the

Revolutionary

Forster's sympathy for the Revolution in France was clear from the first
news of the storming of the Bastille. On July 30, 1789, he wrote to his
father-in-law, C. G. Heyne,
What do you think of the Revolution in France? That England has
allowed it shows much trust but very little politics. A republic with zo
million citizens will give England more to reckon with than a despot
with as many subjects. But it is beautiful to see what philosophy matured
in the head has achieved in the state. Such a great change, costing so
little blood and destruction, is without example. It is the surest way to
enlighten people about their interests and rights; everything else follows
from there.87
After hearing of the work of the National Assembly in early August, Forster's
sympathy turned into enthusiasm. Inspired by the abolition of feudalism on
August 4 and 5, he wrote to Heyne on August 1 5 , 1789, "What a session
was that of the French National Assembly on the fifth of August! I believe
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that it is without example in the world. Of course, I no longer believe in
perfection in human affairs; but there are degrees and stages of more and
less perfection; and if only the better has been achieved, everything has been
done that can be demanded of humanity. We think of the ideal and set it as
a goal; yet we come as far as we can and further than if we were without
jj » 88
Forster's sympathy with the Revolution only grew in the following years,
despite the growing reaction in Germany, and despite the increasing tumult
in France. A short journey through France in July 1790, where he saw
the preparations for the Fête de la fédération, convinced him that the Revolution had been consolidated and that there was little danger of counterrevolution.8' The people were truly behind the cause of the Revolution, he
believed, and they were ready to make the greatest sacrifices for it. Although
he admitted that there had been great excesses and atrocities committed in
its name, he insisted that these were the natural result of living under centuries of political oppression.90 It indeed surprised him that the French
people were so moderate and virtuous, given that they had been the victims
of tyranny for so long. The great value of the Revolution, in his view, is that
it had given the people of France a sense of their moral dignity, a feeling for
their rights. Even if it demanded great sacrifices from them in terms of material happiness, this loss was small in comparison with the gain of freedom.
Although Forster was sympathetic with the Revolution, he was not a
radical. Indeed, in its early years he was a moderate, a reformer in the tradition of the Aufklärung. The letters he wrote in 1789, 1790, and early
1 7 9 1 put him firmly in the company of constitutional monarchists such as
Humboldt, Jacobi, and Wieland. Thus he had his reservations about the
abolition of the aristocracy;91 he was critical of the National Assembly for
going beyond the limits of its powers; 92 and he approved of Mirabeau, the
champion of monarchy.93 Like all the moderates, he insisted on the need for
a moral education to precede political change and stressed that Germany
was not ready for a new constitution.94 Most surprising of all, as late as
January 1 7 9 1 he wrote that, although he could not approve of Burke's style,
he agreed with his argument.95
Nowhere is Forster's early reformism more apparent than in his Ansichten vom Niederrhein, a description of his travels through Holland, Belgium,
and the Rhineland in the summer of 1790. The political opinions that
Forster expresses in this work are those of a convinced moderate, someone
who believes in gradual reform from above. Indeed, his warnings against
sudden change, and his pragmatic approach to politics, make him sound
like Burke. While commenting on the recent social unrest in Aachen, for
example, Forster stressed the value of moderation in politics, "the virtue
which our age lacks above all others." 96 What a city like Aachen needs, he
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argued, is a third body to mediate between its rulers and citizens. There
should be a committee of citizens between the executive and the people,
which will protect the people from oppression and prevent revolution.97
Although Forster recognized the need for a fundamental reform of Aachen's
antiquated constitution, like all later critics of the Revolution he warned
against the forceful and sudden imposition of general plans.98 The best-laid
plans in abstracto can prove disastrous in concreto, he argued, because it is
difficult to take into account the complexities and details of specific circumstances. For this reason it is better to repair a faulty constitution than to
create a new one, whose premature implementation only creates more problems than it solves. People must have sunk to a very great degree of depravity, he thought, if they shout "Floreat justitia, pereat mundi!" for such an
uncompromising and unscrupulous attitude will soon return us to the state
of nature.99
Forster's journey took him through Brussels, where he witnessed the
aftermath of the rebellion against Joseph IPs reforms. His critical appraisal
of Joseph's disastrous policy again reveals his moderate position. Although
he approved of Joseph's intentions in trying to introduce enlightened
reforms into backward Belgium, he believed that his methods were entirely
wrong. Joseph proceeded too quickly, and he applied force where he should
have resorted to gentle persuasion and education.100 It is one thing to know
the good, Forster stressed, but it is another thing to apply it. Reason gives
our principles a universal and absolute validity that they rarely have in practice. If our reforms are to succeed, we must apply them gradually and adapt
them to local circumstances.101 Joseph's reforms failed because he attempted
to impose an artificial uniformity on the most diverse circumstances, not
recognizing that the best legislation and administration take into account
the specific character of a place. It is striking that throughout the Ansichten
Forster is not the champion of popular democracy that he would later
become. Although he did not explain his position in any detail, he advocated
a middle path between despotism and democracy, "a superior form of representation or representation of the people" that avoids both "French
democracy" and the "oligarchic tyranny" of the old estates.102
Forster's political views became more radical in response to the growing
conservative reaction in Germany. He was highly critical of the conservatives, who, he believed, were little more than shameless defenders of the
ancien régime.103 On no account did they have the rights and interests of the
people at heart. In his letters from 1790 to 1792 we find him voicing a
sharp protest against the bias of the mounting conservative literature.104 He
especially disapproved of the attempt by conservative writers to discredit
the Revolution by exaggerating the few atrocities committed by the mob.
When a king for sport shoots his subjects from his castle, no one raises a
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protest; but when the head of a national guardsman is carried around on a
pike, this is seen as reason for a counterrevolution. Although Forster did not
deny that atrocities were committed in the name of the Revolution, he asked
how they could provide evidence for the justice of the ancien régime. What
made him most indignant was the patronizing attitude of those who dismissed the Revolution as a mere passing spectacle, "eine Freiheitskomödie."
This comedy is played so well, he countered, that the peasants throughout
France are relieved of half of their burdens and can feed and clothe themselves much better than before.
Forster's increasingly hostile stance toward the conservative literature is
especially apparent in his changing attitude toward Burke. If he expressed
his agreement with Burke in January 1 7 9 1 , he praised Thomas Paine's
Rights of Man only six months later. 105 In attacking the conservative literature, Forster insisted on the need for a more informed and balanced
appraisal of the Revolution. Inevitably, this meant righting an imbalance,
speaking on behalf of the left when so much had already been said on behalf
of the right.
Forster's hostility toward the conservative cause grew when he learned
of the plan by the German princes and émigrés to intervene in France. 106 A
campaign against France not only would play into the hands of the radicals,
he warned, but would spread the Revolution to Germany, which was not
ready for constitutional change. Forster still had faith in the German princes,
especially the new kaiser Leopold II and Friedrich Wilhelm II of Prussia,
but he believed that they had been ill-advised by reactionary aristocrats
and cabinet ministers. He fantasized about speaking to the princes himself,
so that he could dissuade them from this disastrous policy. More than anything else, it was the military policy of the German princes that pushed
Forster into the radical camp, for this policy undermined all his hopes for
gradual, peaceful reform in Germany. The moderate standpoint sketched in
Ansichten was now impracticable. It was now necessary to choose between
the cause of revolution and that of reaction.
Although Forster was moving in a radical direction, he was hesitant to
side with the Jacobins. He bitterly protested against the insinuations of the
Göttingen conservatives that he was a radical bent on overthrowing the
governments of Germany. In his February 2 1 , 1 7 9 2 , letter to Heyne, he
insisted that he did not belong to the enragés of any party. 107 He advocated
an objective attitude toward the events in France and warned against the
spread of the Parteigeist in Germany. Rather than scheming to overthrow
the German governments, he heartily wished their preservation. The public
in Germany, he maintained, had not reached a stage of sufficient enlightenment for fundamental political change. So far was Forster from sympathizing with the Jacobins that, in his May 26 letter to Heyne, he showed
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a distinct coolness toward them. 108 He criticized the intervention of Austria
and Prussia because this would play into the hands of the Jacobins, who
have little respect for constitutional government.
This attempt at neutrality did not last long, however. Only ten days
later, in a letter to Heyne written June 5, 109 Forster frankly stated his sympathy for the Jacobin cause. N o party in France is without mistakes, he
wrote, for they are all caught in a struggle for survival that leaves little room
for moral scruple. Under these circumstances to blame one party more than
another is already to take sides. "If that is the case and cannot be otherwise," Forster then declared in some fateful lines, "then I gladly confess that
I am once and for all more for than against the Jacobins, however much one
cares to bluster against them." Although he admitted that the Jacobins
sometimes go too far, he also insisted that they are right to use force, for
only then will they not be crushed by their enemies. The only hope for the
survival of the Revolution now lies with the Jacobins. Without them there
would be a counterrevolution and everything would return to the status quo
ante 1789. Forster then ended his letter with the dramatic lines, "Jacta est
alea! [The die is cast.] We will now stop speaking of principles. The appeal
to the right of the strongest has been made. We will now see who that will
b e . ' " 1 0 Forster's letter makes it clear, then, that he became a Jacobin to
combat the imminent danger of counterrevolution. He was convinced that
all the old powers—the Austrians, Prussians, émigrés, royal cabinet, and
king—were conspiring to restore the ancien régime. Under such circumstances, the only party capable of defending the cause of liberty was the
Jacobins.
T o have sympathy for the Jacobins was one thing, to be active in their
behalf was another. Forster probably would have remained a Jacobin sympathizer if the Revolution had not swallowed him into its vortex. On
October 2 1 , 1 7 9 2 , the French Northern Army under the command of
General Custine occupied Mainz, where Forster had been working as a university librarian for the past four years. N o w that Mainz was caught in the
middle of the struggle, Forster found it difficult to remain a spectator. In his
letters to friends during the early days of the occupation, he attempted to
explain his decision to work for the Jacobin cause. 1 " He could not remain
loyal to the old government of Mainz—as most of his contemporaries
expected—because it had been a perfect example of all the corruption and
oppression of the ancien régime. In any case, this government scarcely had
a claim to legitimacy, given that it fled the city at the first rumor of the
approaching French and left the Mainzians to fend for themselves. If his
principles forbade him to serve the old government, circumstances compelled him to dedicate himself to the new. Forster insisted that he could not
leave Mainz, for that would expose himself and his family to a very uncer-
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tain fate in the midst of the war. If he stayed, however, he would have to do
something. He felt a responsibility to the people of Mainz, especially since
they had to rely on his fluent French to negotiate on their behalf with General Custine. The question was then: how, under such trying and difficult
circumstances as a military occupation, was it possible to work for the best
interests of Mainz? There could be no doubt that Custine's occupation put
Mainz in the most difficult predicament. If it declared its loyalty to the old
government, it would compromise itself before its French conquerors, who
would then be inclined to impose difficult terms. But if it swore allegiance
to the French cause, it would be in a very vulnerable position within the
Reich, where it could be easily reconquered and punished for its disloyalty.
Under such circumstances, Forster argued that the best course for Mainz
was to accept Custine's offer of protection and to incorporate itself into the
French republic." 2 If the Allies were to reconquer the city, the Mainzians
would be in a stronger position to renegotiate for a more moderate government than if they declared their loyalty to the old regime." 3 Hence Forster
explained his decision to work for the Jacobins as the best means to serve
the interests of Mainz. He realized that working for the French would provoke the disapproval of many of his contemporaries; and he recognized too
that, should the Prussians recapture the city, he would have to take refuge
in France." 4 But these were consequences he was willing to accept, given his
duty to the people of Mainz.
After deciding to serve the Jacobin cause, Forster quickly became one of
the leading figures of the Mainz republic. On November 5 , 1 7 9 2 , he joined the
newly formed Jacobin club in Mainz, the Gesellschaft der Freunde der Freiheit
und Gleichheit, and by the end of the year he became its president. On November 9 he was appointed vice president of the provisional administration, or
revolutionary government, of the lands from Bingen to Mainz. The task of
the administration was to convert the people to the ideals of the Revolution
and set up the machinery for elections. Forster was especially active in the
work of agitation and propaganda, making frequent speeches and writing
many articles. In January 1793 he became an editor of the new revolutionary
newspaper, Die Neue Maimer Zeitung oder der Volksfreund. His political
career reached its height in March 1793 when he became the vice president
of the Rhine National Convention, a parliament whose task was to represent
the new Rhine territories at the National Convention in Paris. In this capacity
Forster was responsible for a decree declaring the land from Landau to
Bingen a free and independent state with the people as its sole sovereign." 5
It was only natural that Forster's commitment to the Jacobin cause would
radicalize his political beliefs. He now rejected the more moderate standpoint
that he espoused in the Ansichten. The enlightened reformer now became the
revolutionary activist. In "Ueber das Verhältnis der Mainzer gegen die
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Franken," an address delivered to the Jacobin club on November 1 5 , 1792,
Forster presented his fellow citizens with a clear and dramatic choice: the
liberty and equality of France or the oppression and privileges of the old
order. Forster abandoned his previous ideas about a moderate form of government between democracy and despotism. Thus he urged his fellow citizens to beware of the Feuillantenprojekt, which envisaged elected princes,
landed estates, and a two-body legislature along English lines." 6 In his view,
this was "the old despotism under a new name." It did not provide for any
element of popular sovereignty, and it was incompatible with the principles
of liberty and equality. Now that the French and the Alliance were locked
in a life-and-death struggle, the princes would never submit to such a project
and would do everything in their power to restore their old privileges.
Forster was now so far from the standpoint of the Ansichten that he stressed
the dangers of moderation in politics: it does not satisfy any party; it violates
fundamental principles; and it does not solve basic problems." 7 His position
had now become so radicalized that he was against any negotiation with the
powers-that-be in Germany. The spirit of the Holy Roman Empire was "the
devil of feudal servitude," and the only means of exorcizing this ghost was
with "a dagger in the hand."" 8
Forster's new radicalism raises serious questions about his general political
position. For in his letters to friends written around this time he continued
to insist on the need for gradual reform in Germany. Forster seems to have
been a man of two faces, one radical and another moderate, depending on
his audience. If he was a radical before the Jacobin club, he was still a
moderate before some of his more conservative friends. In his December 2 1 ,
1792, letter to the Berlin Aufklärer C. F. Voss, for example, he wrote,
I remain firm that Germany is not ripe for a revolution, and that it would
be horrible and cruel to create one prematurely by the stubborn insistence
on the continuation of this most miserable of all w a r s . . . Our crude,
poor, and uneducated people can only rage, and cannot create a constitution . . . From above an improvement can be peacefully and gently prepared and executed in Germany; one could so easily and happily learn
from the French example without having to suffer from any of its disadvantages.119
We need not cast doubt upon the sincerity of this statement, though,
once we place it in context. Although reform from above remained Forster's
ideal of social and political change, he believed it was increasingly less realizable in the reactionary atmosphere of the 1790s, when so many princes
were under the influence of corrupt and self-interested aristocratic advisors.
Under these circumstances, revolution was the only means of social change,
a second-best expedient in the face of intransigence from above.
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Forster's political career in Mainz lasted only four months. On March 25,
1 7 9 2 , Forster rode with two other delegates from the Rhine National Convention to Paris. Their mission was to petition the National Convention to
incorporate Mainz into the French republic. On March 30, Forster gave a
speech before the convention, putting forward his request. His speech was
well received, and his proposal passed unanimously. Forster now believed
that he had ensured the security of the Mainz republic. Vain hope! On the
same day he gave his speech, Prussian troops reconquered Mainz. Forster
now found himself an exile in France with the price of one hundred ducats
on his head.
Though exiled and betrayed by the French, who made little attempt to
defend Mainz, Forster remained committed to the Revolution. In his first
weeks in Paris he continued to avow its cause. His experience in Mainz, and
his observations of events in Paris, had taught him that few people act
according to the high ideals of the Revolution. Yet he still believed the ideals
were valid and worthy of the greatest sacrifices. "I am still satisfied with the
Revolution, even if it is something different from what most people think,"
he wrote to his wife, March 3 1 , 1793. 1 2 0 A few days later he wrote her of
the need to remain firm to his commitment, whatever the consequences: "If
one has taken sides, one has risked everything; one must play the game, win
or lose! Should one die for principles only with his mouth, and not with his
deeds?'" 2 1 One must support the Revolution, he explained, because its
defeat would mean a return to the oppression and injustice of the ancien
régime. 122 Forster also reaffirmed his loyalty to the Jacobins. Although they
had their faults, they were less corrupt and more determined and powerful
than their adversaries. 123
But as time wore on, Forster grew more critical of the Revolution. After
witnessing the growing conflict between the Jacobins and Girondins and the
formation of the Comité de salut publique in April 1 7 9 3 , he became disillusioned. This is how he responded to his wife's suggestion that he should
write a history of the period: " M e write the history of these horrible times?
I cannot do it. Since I know that there is no virtue in the Revolution, it has
made me nauseated. Putting aside all idealistic dreaming, I could pursue my
goals with imperfect human beings . . . But with devils, with heartless devils,
which they all are here, that is a sin against humanity." 1 2 4 Forster now kept
his distance from the growing storm, avoiding all party politics. "If one
does not persecute, denounce, and guillotine," he wrote toward the end of
April, "one is a nobody here.'" 2 5 Sheer survival demanded keeping a low
profile, for all foreigners were now suspicious in Paris, and Forster's close
friend Adam Lux was guillotined for merely writing a eulogy of Charlotte
Corday, Marat's assassin. Such was Forster's disillusionment that, by the
end of the summer of 1 7 9 3 , he regretted that he had ever become involved
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in politics.126 He now came to the sobering conclusion that it is impossible
to create a democracy where people enjoy absolute freedom, and he insisted
more and more that the precondition of any free constitution is virtue.127
But Forster's disillusionment with the Revolution never shook his
abiding faith in it. He never doubted its guiding principles, never renounced
his commitment to them. As late as November 1793, during the onset of the
Terror, he wrote his wife, "The greatness of this time is gigantic, as you
note; but for just this reason it deserves the greatest sacrifice. In the end I
believe that I can sacrifice everything that it demands if my humanity is
saved by it." 128 The triumph of the Jacobins, the crushing of the Vendée
rebellion, and victories over the Alliance only increased his confidence in the
Revolution. Despite his disillusionment with people's motives, he continued
to see the Revolution as a source of moral regeneration. The morals of the
sansculottes inspired him. As he explained to his wife, "Can't you see that
sansculottism will triumph in the spirit of the people? The contempt for
money, riches, and possessions is no longer envy or hypocrisy; the rich themselves are now infected with this s p i r i t . . . I must eat, live, and dress like a
Sansculotte, and whatever is left over is dead and useless... In this revolution in thought lies the power of the republic." 129 What sustained Forster's
faith in the Revolution was his conviction that the common people of France
were forever behind it. Anyone who came to Paris in 1793 would see, he
wrote in Parisische Umrisse, that the people were ready to fight for their
liberty, and that they were not willing to return to the old monarchy.130
Liberté ou la mort was as true in 1793 as in 1789. As Forster saw it, the
will of the people was the very heart and soul of the Revolution. It gave the
Revolution all its power, stability, and justice, and it ensured that it would
triumph over all its enemies.
For better or worse, Forster did not live to see the defeat of the Jacobins.
In December 1793 he became ill with pneumonia. His illness was aggravated
by his depression, the result of his isolation, disillusionment, and separation
from his family. But there was no deathbed conversion. "The Revolution is
a hurricane. Who can stop it?" he wrote to his wife only a few days before
his death.131 He died in bed, with a map of India, the land he so longed to
see, spread before him.
7.5. The Mature

Political

Theory

Although his later political philosophy was largely a child of the Revolution, Forster began to write on political themes before he devoted himself to
its cause. In the late 1780s he wrote two polemical articles defending
freedom of thought against the reactionary policies of the Wöllner regime:
"Fragment eines Briefes an einen deutschen Schriftsteller über Schiller's
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'Götter Griechenlands,'" which appeared in May 1789 in Neue Literatur
und Völkerkunde, and "Ueber Proselytenmacherei," which was published
in December 1789 in the Berlinische Monatsschrift,132 These articles are
important because they state the fundamental principles and sketch the basic
arguments of his later liberal view of the state.
Forster's "Fragment eines Briefes" was a defense of the publication of
Schiller's poem "Die Götter Griechenlands" in the Teutsche Merkur in
1788. Schiller's celebration of pagan religion shocked many orthodox Christians, among them the conservative writer Friedrich Leopold Graf. In an
article in the Deutsches Museum Graf accused Schiller of blasphemy and
perverting the ends of poetry. 1 " Such an attitude was a provocation to Forster, who saw it as another lamentable illustration of the intolerance prevailing in Wöllner's Prussia. He therefore decided to expose the dangers of
Graf's narrow-mindedness. Even if the sentiments of Schiller's poem were
heterodox, Forster argued, it should still be permissible to publish them.134
Everyone should have the right to express their opinion in public, because
everyone has the right to think for themselves and no one can claim to be in
sole possession of the truth. If we sincerely wish to know the truth, the best
means of learning it is to permit everyone to express their views, for the
truth can emerge only after discussion and argument. Forster traced the
belief in censorship to the paternalist conception of the state. Those who
attempt to justify censorship, he remarked, have a false conception of the
end of the state.135 They assume that the state can promote the piety, happiness, and morality of its citizens. But, Forster contended, such an assumption
is totally illusory. For laws have no power to control people's inner beliefs
or to make them happy or virtuous. This is for the simple reason that all
true piety, virtue, and happiness must stem from the spontaneity and choice
of the individual. From this argument Forster did not hesitate to draw a
general conclusion about the aims and limits of the state. Its purpose should
be not to promote the good of its citizens but to prevent them from doing
harm to one another.136
The occasion of Forster's "Ueber Proselytenmacherei" was a quarrel
with J. E. Biester, the editor of the Berlinische Monatsschrift. Attempting to
expose the apparent danger of a Jesuit conspiracy in his native Prussia, Biester
published in his journal the letter of a Catholic priest that encouraged a
widow to bring up her son in the Roman Catholic church. Forster was
incensed by Biester's attempt to pillory a simple country priest who was only
acting in accord with his faith. This seemed to him to be a gross
betrayal of the very values the Berlinische Monatsschrift was meant to defend:
freedom of conscience and religious tolerance. Even worse, by persecuting a
Catholic in a Protestant land Biester had discouraged the efforts of those
Catholics who wished to show tolerance toward Protestants in Catholic lands.
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As a Protestant living and working in Catholic Mainz, Forster had personal
reasons for deploring this. Hence he felt it was his duty to correct Biester,
who needed to know how he had violated his own principles. A Protestant
has no right to expect a Catholic to refrain from proselytizing, he argued,
for everyone should have the right to convince others of the truth of their
opinions. 137 As long as the attempt to convert someone does not apply force
but limits itself to persuasion, it is consistent with the general right of
freedom of thought. Forster based freedom of thought on the principle of
moral autonomy, according to which we all have a right to govern our life
by our own reason. We cannot alienate the right to think for ourselves, he
contended, any more than we can surrender our power to see and feel for
ourselves. 138 So even if the prince is the wisest and best man in the state, his
wisdom and goodness give him no right to rule over others. It is a consequence of this inalienable right, Forster maintained, that we should be
tolerant of the opinions of others, even if we do not agree with them. 139 All
forms of censorship presume that there is some form of authority that has
the right to think for others.
Forster's early essays show that he based his liberalism on belief in the
moral autonomy of the individual. He used this belief not only to justify
liberty of conscience but also to limit the state to a negative role. Yet if this
belief supported his liberalism it also threatened to undermine it. For Forster
sometimes formulated it in such an extreme way that it led to anarchism.
He argued in "Ueber Proselytenmacherei," for example, that a rational
person cannot recognize any authority, for that would be for him to alienate
his reason. Any claim to authority cannot escape a vicious dilemma:
authority demands recognition, but recognition is possible only among
people who have the same rationality; in other words, an authority can be
recognized only among equals, so that it is not an authority at all.140 Forster
came to the radical conclusion that authority consists not in right but in
power. This then left the nagging question: how can there be any legitimate
authority at all?
Forster turned to this problem in his new major political work, Ansichten
vom Niederrhein. It was in chapter XI of this work that Forster laid the
foundations for his theory of the state. He began by considering the question
posed by his earlier essays: how can authority be reconciled with individual
autonomy? Abandoning his earlier radicalism, he now admitted that there
could be such a thing as legitimate power or authority. The only problem is
to determine its conditions. If authority is to be possible, he argued, then it
cannot consist in power alone, but must be recognized by reason. 141 Yet the
difficulty is that reason alone is never sufficient to justify authority, for no
universally valid reason is recognized by everyone. What seems rational to
one person seems irrational to another. How, then, do we decide between
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conflicting parties when both claim that reason is on their side? How is
authority possible in a world where there is no universal agreement about
what is rational? We are now caught in what Forster called "an antinomy
of politics." All legitimate power demands consent; but government by consent is impossible, given that people never agree on any policy. The only
solution to this antinomy, Forster maintained, is to resort to a fiction. This
is to make the judgment of one person count for the judgment of all. Only
by this means will government be possible, for only then can common decisions be made.142
Yet this solution seems to surrender the very autonomy that Forster was
so anxious to protect. It appears as if the whim of a monarch can serve as
the voice of the public. But it is important to see that Forster did not think
that any judgment can count as the judgment of all; he was careful to lay
down precise conditions for the exercise of legitimate power. He stressed
that the legitimacy of the state depends on its conformity to the moral law. 143
The moral law demands that we all achieve moral perfection through the
development of all our powers. The purpose of the state is then to provide
the conditions for the realization of moral perfection. Since the chief condition for the development of moral perfection is freedom, the legitimate state
is that which provides for the maximal freedom of all, the right to do whatever one pleases consistent with a similar right of others.
In the Ansichten, then, Forster attempted to avoid the anarchist implications of his earlier essays. Resorting to the classic device of the social contract, he argued that every rational person decides to enter into civil society
and to recognize some common authority.144 We make this choice because
the state provides not only security of life and property but also the conditions for the realization of moral perfection. Entering into the state means
that we must forfeit some of our autonomy, that we must allow one person
to speak for all. But we also gain more autonomy than we lose if the sovereign acts according to the moral law, because this guarantees for everyone
that maximal degree of liberty necessary for their self-realization.
After his commitment to the Jacobin cause in the autumn of 1792,
Forster's political writings revolve entirely around the Revolution and are
essentially an attempt to justify it. The most significant of these writings are
"Ueber lokale und allgemeine Bildung" (1791), "Ueber das Verhältnis der
Mainzer gegen die Franken" (1792), "Ueber die Beziehung der Staatskunst
auf das Glück der Menschheit" (1794), and the posthumous Parisische
Umrisse (1794).
How did Forster attempt to justify his commitment to the Revolution?
With what philosophical or moral principles did he defend it? The basis of
Forster's mature political philosophy is his ideal of humanity, his conception
of human perfection, which he developed largely under the influence of
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Herder.145 Like Herder, Forster adopted an ethical position that is a middle
path between the hedonism of the French philosophes and the moral
rigorism of Kant and Fichte. His standard of moral judgment derived from
an ethic of perfection or self-realization. The end of humanity is not the
pursuit of pleasure, still less the execution of moral duty, but the realization
of our characteristic powers. There are certain inherent powers within
everyone, which are natural to us and given at birth, but which are fully
realized only in society. The goal of every society should be the greatest
possible realization and development of these powers. Hence humanity provides Forster with the touchstone by which he judged all societies: they have
a good or bad constitution according to the degree they promote our
humanity. In no small measure Forster's commitment to the Revolution was
based upon this ideal. He believed in the cause of the Revolution because its
liberty and equality were the best guarantee of the development of humanity.
The Revolution might not make people happier, but it would make them
better human beings. As Forster explained to his wife on August i , 1793,
I am still of the opinion that a republican constitution deserves to be
supported and maintained, not because it brings more happiness than
any other, but because it gives a new turn, development, and direction to
our mental powers. Experience and action are the great schools of
humanity; the more someone has done and suffered, the more perfect he
is in the use of his powers and knowledge of himself... It seems to me
that the opportunity for the general education of the majority of the
people in our present monarchical constitution has almost disappeared . . . But in a republic a wide field is open for everyone."146
What is the goal of humanity? In what does perfection or excellence
consist? Forster's answer to this question is in the Weimar tradition of Schiller, Herder, and Goethe: the goal of humanity should be the unification or
synthesis of all its powers. More specifically, his formula for humanity is
"the greatest possible dominance of reason combined with the least
diminished sensitivity of feeling.'" 47 The most pressing problem facing
humanity is how to unite our feeling and reason, our sensible and rational
natures. These sides of our nature are in constant conflict, yet they must be
united if we are to achieve self-realization. Like all the Aufklärer, Forster
stressed that a primary goal of our moral education should be the development of our reason, the crowning faculty of humans and the organizing and
directing power of the whole human organism. But, like Schiller and Herder,
he warned against the one-sided education of the Aufklärung, which concentrated on the intellect at the expense of feeling and imagination.148 There is
much of value in life that can be only sensed or felt, Forster argued, so that
our sensibility deserves to be as educated and refined as our reason. As early
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as A Voyage Forster warned against the dangers of modern European education, which tended to stifle feeling for the sake of the intellect. Upon noting
the Tahitians weep, he remarked, "Our civilized education in general tends
to stifle the emotions of our heart, for as we are too often taught to be
ashamed of them, we unhappily conquer them by custom. On the contrary,
the child of nature, who inhabits these islands, gives free course to his feelings, and glories in his affections towards the fellow creature." "" In stressing
the need to educate our sensibility, Forster sided with Schiller about the
preeminent importance of art. It is art, and art alone, he argued, that can
restore harmony, the unity of humans as thinking and feeling creatures.150
Although Forster held that humanity consists of certain common or universal characteristics, such as feeling or reason, he also stressed that human
perfection defies all homogeneity and uniformity. He laid the greatest
emphasis on the value of individuality and variety. We should realize our
humanity, synthesize our sensibility and rationality, in our unique and individual way. Along with his friend Humboldt, Forster saw humanity as the
development of our individuality and uniqueness, our distinctive Eigentümlichkeit.151
Forster's emphasis on individuality as an essential constituent of
humanity soon brought him into conflict with two of his fellow liberals,
Kant and Fichte. Prima facie there seems to be the greatest similarity
between Forster's political philosophy and that of Kant and Fichte. Like
them, Forster based his liberal conception of the state on the principle of
moral autonomy. He too stressed that religion and morality must be
sanctioned by the individual alone. But, ultimately, this similarity is very
deceptive. While Forster put the principle of autonomy to the same use as
Kant and Fichte, he gave it a much more individualistic interpretation. While
for Kant and Fichte autonomy is the creation of and submission to universal
laws, what I think everyone ought to do, for Forster it is the development
and expression of my individuality, what I think that I in particular should
do. In "Ueber lokale und allgemeine Bildung," Forster pitted his interpretation of autonomy against the moral philosophy of Kant and Fichte. 1 " He
regarded their moral rigorism as a threat to autonomy since it subjects all
aspects of life to impersonal moral imperatives and leaves no room for the
spontaneous development of individuality. If people became the purely
moral beings that Kant and Fichte wanted them to be, they would turn into
purely intellectual and rational machines, lacking every trace of spontaneity
and individuality. Hence their exaggerated emphasis on rationality makes
them undermine autonomy. Forster's more holistic and individualistic conception of autonomy remained one of the basic dividing points between him
and his fellow radicals.
Such was Forster's concern for individuality that it sometimes even took
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precedence over his republicanism. His fears that a morality of pure reason
could dominate the individual, with all its impersonal and abstract norms
extended to the perfect republican constitution itself. Like Jacobi, Forster
abhorred "the despotism of reason," whatever the form of government.
What would happen, he asked, if we could establish a perfect republic where
the principles of reason are uniformly applied to everyone and everything? 153
Such a utopia, he replied, would create an extraordinary homogeneity and
mediocrity among people. Their spontaneity would be stifled, their individuality erased. The development of individuality and spontaneity requires a
multitude of situations, a variety of local conditions and room for choice;
but it is just these that would disappear when the state applied universal
rules to every aspect of life. Thus Forster realized that a republic can be just
as centralized, bureaucratic, and overregulative as a monarchy. "There is a
democratic despotism as well as a monarchical one." 154 Although a perfect
republic can provide the freedom necessary for realizing our moral powers,
it can also deprive us of the necessary stimuli and incentives. It is a necessary
but not a sufficient condition for moral perfection. How, then, can complete
human perfection ever be achieved? Forster did not see any straightforward
political solution to this problem. "There is no universal norm," he wrote,
"that can make all people happy and virtuous." 155 In his view the extraordinary situations that produce greatness of character, unleash new energies,
and create new powers, arise more from social upheaval than from order.
For all his idealism, then, Forster was no Utopian.
Assuming that humanity as Forster described it is a morally desirable
ideal, the question remains how it is to be achieved. H o w is it possible for
people to fulfill their humanity in modern society, given the unequal distribution of wealth, and given that most people spend most of their time and
energy struggling to earn the means of subsistence? In his later writings
Forster was acutely aware of this problem. He had always recognized that
the moral development of a people depends on its material conditions, particularly its economy and distribution of wealth. But he now gave this
greater emphasis and applied it to the specific political situation. If the
peasants, handworkers, and laborers do not develop their humanity, that is
not because of their natural inaptitude but because of political oppression.
The vast majority of people are deprived of the fruits of their labor by the
rapacious wealthier classes, he wrote in "Ueber die Beziehung der
Staatskunst auf das Glück der Menschheit," so that they have to sweat to
earn their bread and have no time to develop their higher powers. 156 The
problem of the state, he then claimed in Parisische Umrisse, is to ensure a
more equal distribution of resources that would enable everyone to develop
their humanity. 157 How, then, is it possible for the state to fulfill such a
responsibility? In his earlier writings Forster's solution to this problem is
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consistent with his general laissez-faire principles: if the state would only
remove antiquated economic restrictions, the ordinary worker and peasant
would enjoy a better return for their labor.158 But in his final letters it is
possible to detect a weakening of this credo. He began to depart from his
old laissez-faire principles and saw a more positive role for the state in
regulating the economy. In his November 1 5 , 1793, letter to L. F. Huber,
for example, he approved of Robespierre's plans for limiting the right
of property and making the nation the depository of all wealth.159 Yet if
Forster's liberalism began to weaken, it is doubtful that it ever fully collapsed. In his July 19, 1793, letter to his wife, he praised the protosocialist
tract Ueber den Menschen und seine Verhältnisse by C. W. Fröhlich, but he
could not accept Fröhlich's idea of communal property." 0 This is indeed
just what we should expect, given Forster's allegiance to the liberal ideal.

P A R T II

Herder and Early
German Romanticism

8
T H E POLITICAL T H E O R Y
OF J. G. HERDER

8.1. Herder as a Political Thinker
One of the most important and influential political philosophers of the
1790s was J . G. Herder ( 1 7 4 4 - 1 8 0 3 ) . Herder is generally recognized as the
father of two of the most significant doctrines of modern political thought,
namely, nationalism and historicism. 1 Although he was not the first to advocate these doctrines, 2 he played a prominent role in their development and
transmission. It is necessary, however, to distinguish Herder's nationalism
and historicism from the later versions of these doctrines. Unlike later
nationalism, Herder refused to identify the nation with the state, and he
abhorred all forms of cultural and political chauvinism. 3 And, unlike later
historicism, he never embraced cultural relativism or rejected the concept of
a natural law. 4
Herder's significance as a political thinker also rests on his prominence
and influence in the 1790s. Although he was not a member of the romantic
circle, he played a crucial role in the development of its political thought. 5
His political theory anticipated that of the young romantics in many
respects: its emphasis on the value of the community, its sharp separation of
the community and the state, its insistence on understanding a state as the
product of its history, and its affirmation of the unique value of every culture. If there is any single figure who can claim to be the father of romantic
political thought, then it is indeed Herder. Schiller's influence on the romantics, though considerable, lies more in the field of aesthetics; Fichte's influence, though equally weighty, is counterbalanced by the romantics' strong
reaction against him.
In the spectrum of political thought in the 1790s Herder has indeed
most affinity with the early romantic school. He shared the young romantics'
humanist, democratic, and communitarian ideals, and their contempt for
the privileges and corruption of the ancien régime. Although Herder did
champion many liberal ideals, such as freedom of the press and liberty of
conscience, it would be misleading to regard him as a liberal in the technical
sense. For Herder never accepted the characteristic liberal doctrine that the
189

ι9ο

· HERDER

AND

EARLY

GERMAN

ROMANTICISM

purpose of the state is only to prevent citizens from harming one another;
he insisted instead that the state should play a positive role in promoting the
welfare and self-realization of all its citizens.6 And although Herder has been
frequently classified as a conservative thinker, 7 he had nothing but disdain
for the paternalist conception of the state. Herder was indeed one of the
most radical political philosophers of the 1790s. He wanted to enfranchise
all the common people; he looked forward to the end of centralized,
bureaucratic government; and he insisted that everyone in the body politic
should have the right to develop all their characteristic human powers. Of
the prominent political thinkers of the 1790s, only Fichte and Forster were
as radical.
Despite his importance as a founder of nationalism, historicism, and
romanticism, Herder has been underrated, even dismissed, as a political
thinker. 8 It has frequently been said that politics was not his main interest,
and that his attitude toward it is illustrative of the neutralism of Weimar
culture. To support this view, it is usually pointed out that Herder did not
develop a detailed theory of the state in the manner of Kant, Hobbes, or
Rousseau.
This apolitical reading of Herder suffers from two difficulties. First, it
begs the question. Herder failed to develop a theory of the state because he
denied there could be an ideal state. If human beings attain complete
enlightenment and autonomy, he argued, they will abolish the state; in their
present benighted condition, however, the appropriate state for them
depends on their economic, geographic, and climatic circumstances. Thus
anarchism or historicism, not political indifference, is the reason that Herder
did not have a theory of the state. We shall soon see, however, that Herder
did have a detailed theory about how people should govern themselves
without forming a state.9 Second, the apolitical reading ignores nothing less
than the guiding ambition behind almost all of Herder's writings: enlightenment, the education of the people. Herder insisted that philosophy should
not be disinterested speculation but the guiding force behind all human
action. The main purpose of philosophy is the education and enlightenment
of the public, so that they can govern themselves without the oppressive
controls of the paternalist state.
Several intractable problems arise in understanding Herder's political
thought, all of which have been the source of much controversy. First, how
is it possible to reconcile Herder's belief in natural law and universal human
values with his historicism, his doctrine that the values of a culture are
incommensurable and the result of its unique circumstances and history?
Herder has been interpreted as both a radical relativist and a humanist,
though these viewpoints are apparently incompatible. 10 Second, what is Herder's attitude toward the Aufklärung, a movement that he both embraced
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and denounced with equal conviction and passion? Because of this apparent
ambivalence, Herder has been portrayed both as an Aufklärer in the mold
of Lessing and Kant and as a Sturmer und Dränger along the lines of
Hamann and Jacobi." This is not simply a verbal dispute about the appropriate label to attach to Herder's ideas. For at stake is the question of his
most basic intellectual values and loyalties, particularly his attitude toward
the authority of reason itself. Third, how do the radical elements of Herder's
political thought square with his advocacy of apparently conservative
values? While Herder championed democracy, universal suffrage, and the
abolition of central authority, he also stressed the value of tradition, prejudice, and gradual social change. He had indeed little time for the doctrines
of the social contract and natural rights, which were the stock-in-trade of so
much eighteenth-century radicalism.
In the following chapter I shall attempt to answer these questions
through a detailed investigation of Herder's philosophical development.
8.2. Herder

and the A u f k l ä r u n g

In August 1762. the eighteen-year-old Johann Gottfried Herder placed his
signature in the registry of the Collegium Fridericianum in Königsberg, a
religious college in the university. Thus began Herder's university years,
which lasted only from the summer of 1762. to the autumn of 1764. Though
they were brief, these years were some of the most formative of his life. It
was during them that he became exposed to the two main currents of intellectual life in Germany at the end of the eighteenth century, the Aufklärung
and Sturm und Drang. Though they were closely akin in some respects,
these movements were deeply opposed in others. While the Aufklärung proclaimed the sovereignty of reason over faith, the role of reason in art and
morality, and the importance of a cosmopolitan rather than a national identity, the Sturm und Drang championed the independence of faith from
reason, the role of feeling in art and morality, and the significance of a
national as opposed to a cosmopolitan identity. 12 This conflict had become
increasingly apparent in the early 1760s, the very years in which Herder
was in Königsberg. The sensitive and gifted young student was very much
aware of this conflict, which eventually became an inner struggle for him.
His early attempt to resolve it determined his later intellectual loyalties, and
ultimately his attitude toward politics itself.
Herder's student years in Königsberg were dominated by a single
remarkable fact: that he was a pupil of both Kant and Hamann. Kant,
the foremost thinker of the Aufklärung,
and Hamann, the father of the
Sturm und Drang,13 were the two decisive figures in Herder's philosophical
development. Their influence is by no means a matter of conjecture, since
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it was generously and openly acknowledged by Herder himself. He considered Kant his "best teacher,'" 4 and he called Hamann his "mentor." 1 5
He saw himself as an Alcibiades to two very different Socratic figures, "a
mystical and a dialectical Socrates." Nor was this influence indirect or
remote, the result of mere reading. Rather, it was the direct consequence of
almost daily personal contact. Herder was a frequent guest in the Hamann
household, where he would discuss philosophy and literature until the late
hours. At the same time he enthusiastically attended all Kant's lectures and
kept copious notes on them. 16 Kant was so impressed with his talented
young pupil that he allowed him to attend gratis. He often met Herder in
the public garden of the old Rossgärt church, where they would discourse
about philosophy and poetry. It was in this direct and personal manner,
then, that Herder became acquainted with the two great intellectual movements of eighteenth-century Germany. Both the Aufklärung and the Sturm
und Drang flowed directly from their sources into one impressionable young
thinker.
Throughout the 1 7 6 0 s Kant and Hamann were locked in a philosophical
debate. 17 Hamann defended the rights of faith and feeling against the
rationalism and skepticism of the young Kant. The conflict between the
Aufklärung and Sturm und Drang thus became for Herder a debate between
his two teachers. Their intellectual dispute became an intensely personal
struggle: to whom did he owe his ultimate allegiance, Kant or Hamann? In
large part Herder resolved the conflict by a compromise, by granting valid
points to both sides. But, in the end, it was the influence of Kant that proved
victorious. Despite bitter quarrels in the 1 7 8 0 s and 1790s with his former
teacher, 18 Herder was won over to the cause of the Aufklärung by the young
Kant. All his life, though, Herder was a deeply self-critical Aufklärer, and he
was so largely due to the influence of Hamann.
What did Herder learn from Kant? It was not only this or that theory,
but Kant's understanding of philosophy itself. Kant's precriticai conception
of the purpose, powers, and method of philosophy, as formulated in the
writings of the 1760s, left an indelible impression on the young Herder. He
readily endorsed Kant's belief that the purpose of philosophy is not to
impart knowledge but to teach people how to think for themselves. 19 And
he warmly approved Kant's thesis in the Prize Essay that the method of
philosophy ought to be like that of Newtonian physics, proceeding from the
particular to the universal rather than conversely. During his Königsberg
years, 20 Herder stated that this Newtonian or "analytical" method is the
proper method of philosophy, and he frequently praised Kant for his Socratic techniques. Although it is probably true, as Caroline Herder reported
after her husband's death, that Herder never liked the scholastic style of
Kant's lectures and that he had to take refuge afterwards in poetry, 21 he
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was in broad accord with Kant's methodology. Indeed, Herder remained
loyal to this methodology all his life. His magnum opus, Ideen zur Philosophie der Geschichte der Menschheit, applies to history the analytical
methods of Kant's Prize Essay. True to his teacher, Herder attempted to
justify metaphysics from experience, eschewing all a priori principles and
definitions.
It was indeed Kant, more than any other thinker, who was responsible
for converting Herder to the Aufklärung. There are two ideals of the
Aufklärung that recur constantly in Herder's thought, and whose origins
are traceable to Kant. The first ideal is naturalism, the doctrine that every
event in the universe is explicable according to regular laws. The young
"Magister" Kant devoted his first major work to this ideal—his 1755
Allgemeine Naturgeschichte und Theorie des Himmels—and this work
had an enormous impact on Herder. The second ideal is the sovereignty of
reason, the principle that all beliefs must submit to rational examination
and criticism. Kant had recently affirmed this principle in his Träume eines
Geistersehers,22 a work that Herder admired and reviewed.23 He shared
Kant's skeptical stance on spiritualism, though, surprisingly, this did not
seem to bring him into conflict with his "mystical Socrates." Throughout
his life Herder abided by Kant's doctrine that rationality is inescapable, that
discursivity is essential to all knowledge.24 Indeed, Herder's loyalty to Kant
was such that he never surrendered the precriticai Kant's belief in the possibility of metaphysics. He even thought that he could defend Kant's revival
of the ontological proof in Einzig mögliche Beweisgrund des Daseins
Gottes against Mendelssohn's criticisms.25 Ironically, this loyalty to the precritical Kant was a major source of Herder's dispute with the critical Kant
in 1785. When Kant wrote a hostile review of Herder's Ideen, criticizing
it for its metaphysical speculations, he was boxing with his precriticai
shadow.
If any single work of Kant's had a decisive influence on Herder's
philosophical development, it was undoubtedly Allgemeine Naturgeschichte
und Theorie des Himmels. Almost every aspect of Kant's early masterpiece—its aim, principles, arguments, and method—had a lasting effect on
Herder.26 It was indeed this work that laid the foundations for Herder's
later historicism. The purpose of Kant's treatise is to develop a naturalistic
theory of the origin of the universe. Kant argued that, if we assume the
existence of some primal mass spread throughout space, Newton's laws of
attraction and repulsion are by themselves sufficient to explain the systematic order of the universe (the round shape of the stars and planets, the
similar direction of orbit, the plane shape of the galaxies). There is consequently no need to accept Newton's supernaturalistic hypothesis that this
order is the direct result of "the hand of God." According to Kant, Newton

194 • HERDER

AND

EARLY

GERMAN

ROMANTICISM

stopped short in his natural investigation. Since the space between the stars
is empty, Newton assumed that the order of the universe cannot have a
material cause. But, Kant replied, this is to generalize falsely from the present state of the universe to the past, as if the present order were somehow
eternal. If we assume that the universe once consisted of a primal mass
extended throughout space, however, we can explain the present order of
the universe as the product of the forces of attraction and repulsion working
on this mass.27 Here indeed lies the central message of Kant's work: what
appears to be given and eternal in nature is in fact the product of change
and history. Kant thus added the dimension of time, of natural history, to
the static Newtonian world picture. In correcting Newton, Kant arrived at
a dynamic view of nature, according to which everything is undergoing
ceaseless change.28 The essence of matter is not extension but power, a
power to form itself, to develop from chaos to order.29
Herder learned two major lessons from the Allgemeine Naturgeschichte.
The first was in natural history. The ideas that nature has a history, and that
to understand its structure is to understand its genesis, are the foundation
for Herder's "genetic method," which he first sketched in his Königsberg
years.30 Thus the importance of history, which is so often seen as a dividing
point between Kant and Herder, is in fact something that Herder acquired
from Kant. The second lesson was in naturalism. Herder approved of Kant's
radical naturalism and only wanted to extend it. Kant's suggestion in his
treatise that humans too are subject to a natural history and explicable in
naturalistic terms31 proved to be especially fruitful for the young Herder.
This suggestion became the guiding assumption behind his Ideen zur
Philosophie der Geschichte der Menschheit. The aim of the Ideen is simply
to apply Kant's naturalism to the sphere of history itself. The Ideen would
be a natural history of humans as the Allgemeine Naturgeschichte is a
natural history of the heavens. Herder saw history as subject to the same
natural laws as the physical universe, defining history as "a pure natural
history of human powers, actions, and drives." 32 It is indeed no accident
that in the very first pages of the Ideen Herder ranked Kant with Kepler,
Copernicus, Huygens, and Newton, and cited Allgemeine Naturgeschichte,
then a sadly neglected work, with warm approval.33 In all his historical
writings Herder repeated Kant's central teaching: that what appears to be
given and eternal—whether language, art, law, or religion—is in fact the
product of history.
What, on the other hand, did Hamann teach Herder? In July 1763, the
most probable date of their first meeting,34 Hamann had already published
two of his most important works, Sokratische Denkwürdigkeiten and Kreuzzüge eines Philologen. Both of these works are critiques of the Aufklärung.
They are first and foremost a defense of the integrity and irreducibility of
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religious and aesthetic experiences. Such experiences consist of bursts of
inspiration, surges of feeling, flashes of insight, Hamann argued, so that
they cannot be directed, explained, or assessed according to the norms of
reason. His central theme is that there is more to art and religion than can
be dreamed of in the philosophy of the Aufklärung. But there are other
provocative and suggestive ideas in these works, ideas that would have been
very challenging to the typical Aufklärer of the 1760s. The value of cultural
diversity as opposed to cosmopolitan uniformity; the power of the passions
in contrast to the weakness of reason; the vitality of folk poetry compared
to the barrenness of classicism; an emphasis on the wholeness of human
beings instead of their reason alone; an insistence on the importance of
language for reason and of tradition for language; a contempt for
utilitarianism and eudemonism and a belief in the values of spiritual contemplation—all these points are found in the early writings of Hamann, and
they were duly imparted to Herder. From Hamann, then, Herder would
have acquired many of his later criticisms of the Aufklärung: that the
enlightenment of the understanding is not sufficient for Bildung; that the
genius of artistic creation cannot be reduced to rules; that the principles of
reason are never a sufficient, even if always a necessary, basis to understand
and evaluate religious experience; that the key to understanding reason is
language, which is the product of history and tradition; and that the ideal
of a cosmopolitan human being is only an abstraction. Since Herder
endorsed so many of Hamann's criticisms of the Aufklärung, it would be
wrong to assume that Hamann's role in his philosophical development was
purely negative, as if it were only an obstacle to be overcome.35
Although Herder owed much to Hamann, it would be incorrect to infer
that he was merely a disciple or that he was simply the executioner of
Hamann's will.36 When Herder told Hamann that he wished to be his
"Alcibiades," he was expressing his affections more than his intentions.
In elaborating and exploring Hamann's ideas, Herder gave his personal
stamp to them. It is indeed a sure sign of his independence from his former
teacher that he eventually quarreled with him over fundamental issues.37
If we were to describe in a word how Herder adopted and assimilated
Hamann's thought, then we would have to say that he secularized it. In
other words, he explained it in naturalistic terms and justified it in the
light of reason. This fact, and this fact alone, was the source of Hamann's
later dissatisfaction with his erstwhile pupil. The supernatural intention
behind Hamann's sibylline utterances was completely thwarted by Herder,
who persistently translated them into an idiom more acceptable to the Aufklärung. This rationalizing, naturalizing assimilation occurred throughout the length and breadth of Herder's thought. Consider the following
examples.
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ι . Herder agreed with Hamann that language is essential to reason, and
thanks to this insight he embarked on an investigation into the origin
of language; but he disputed Hamann's claim that language has a
supernatural origin, or that it is the embodiment of the divine logos.
This tension between Hamann and Herder came to light in Hamann's
rebuttal of Herder's treatise on the origin of language.38
z. Herder accepted Hamann's thesis that life is not reducible to mechanical laws, and he reaffirmed his point that the soul is an indivisible
unity, not analyzable into separate faculties. But instead of inferring
that the soul and life are inexplicable, divine, and mysterious, he
attempted to find another explanation for them, a nonmechanical
explanation that does justice to their sui generis characteristics. This
was the task of Herder's Vom Empfinden und Erkennen der menschlichen Seele.
3. Herder adopted Hamann's thesis of the omnipresence of God in
nature and history. However, he attempted to justify this idea not by
appealing to the Bible, as Hamann did, but by investigating the facts
of biology, anthropology, and history. Thus the aim of the Ideen was
to show "the course of God in the world." 39 Hamann's belief in the
omnipresence of God becomes completely naturalized through Herder's pantheism, his view that God reveals himself first and foremost
through the laws of nature. Such, at any rate, was the central contention of Herder's Gott, einige Gespräche, a work that Hamann condemned on his deathbed.40
After considering all these examples, it is difficult to resist the conclusion
that Herder's assimilation of Hamann proves his greater allegiance to Kant's
early naturalism and rationalism.41 In no way, then, did Hamann undermine
Herder's faith in scientific method.42
Nothing more clearly reveals Herder's inner conflict than an early essay
he drafted in his Königsberg years, "Wie die Philosophie zum Besten des
Volkes allgemeiner und nützlicher werden kann." 43 This essay considers a
question central to the Aufklärung: Can philosophy be beneficial to morals
and the state? Herder's answer shows a profound ambivalence about the
value of enlightenment. He considered both the pros and cons of enlightenment and did not reach a clear decision about its ultimate worth. The first
section of the essay, the fruit of much reading of Rousseau and of many
discussions with Hamann, is an attack on the Aufklärung. In a manner
deliberately imitative of Rousseau's first Discours, Herder argued that
philosophy damages morality and patriotism by misleading and confusing
our moral sentiments, the springs of all action.44 If we simply follow our
natural feelings, the innate voice of conscience, that is enough for us to
perform good actions. As soon as we attempt to formulate and justify these
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sentiments, they become confused and lose their vital power. However, no
sooner has Herder damned philosophy in the first section of his essay than
he rushed to its defense in the second. It is as if he realized that Rousseau's
thesis is one-sided. Although philosophy might be dispensable, even harmful,
to the state, Herder insisted it should not be banished. The people should
not humiliate philosophers and force on them the dogmas of the state.
Philosophy can play a constructive role in the state, Herder suggested, if it
comes down from its ivory tower and enters the world of everyday life. It
must make people the center of all its concerns, and it should attempt to
speak to them in their language and idiom. How can it do this? Not by
imposing dogmas on the people, and still less by teaching them the abstruse
truths of metaphysics. Rather, it must stimulate the people to think for
themselves and teach them how to teach themselves. The fundamental role
of the philosopher should therefore be "autonomy and independence." 45
This emphasis on autonomy again shows the influence of Kant.
So, although Herder's essay betrays a deep ambivalence, it is the
Aufklärung ultimately that claims his loyalty. Herder remained true to its
fundamental credo: that philosophy can educate and improve the lives of
the people. But his allegiance is subject to one serious qualification: that
philosophers should not impose dogmas on the people but encourage them
to think for themselves. Unlike Rousseau in the first Discours, then, Herder
believed that philosophy can promote autonomy and independence. The real
target of his essay is not the Aufklärung per se but those elitist Aufklärer
who believed that philosophers know what is good for the people.
Given Herder's ultimate sympathies, it should come as no surprise that
Hamann disliked his essay. He warned his young pupil that there is no more
useful philosophy than "the fear of the Lord." 4 6 Thanks to the influence of
Kant, this was a warning that Herder would not heed.

8.3. Early Politics
On November Z2, 1764, Herder left Königsberg, accompanied to the outskirts of the city by Hamann. He was bound for Riga, a port city on the
Baltic some two hundred miles away, which had offered him a teaching post
at a local school. It was in Riga that Herder would spend the happiest days
of his life. From 1 7 6 4 to 1769 he was a schoolteacher at the Domschule,
where he taught natural history, French, and composition, and a preacher at
two Lutheran churches, the Jesus- and Getrudenkirche. In both these occupations he became highly successful. His pedagogical abilities were quickly
recognized, and his sermons were highly praised. He participated in the
social life of the city, attending all the fêtes of the higher bourgeoisie and
becoming the secretary of the local lodge of Freemasons, Zum Nordstern.47
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Herder came to regard Riga as his second home. In a poem he paid tribute
to the city that had adopted him and given him refuge from his "yoked
fatherland," his native Prussia.48
As Herder's words suggest, there were political as well as personal
reasons binding him to Riga. This city provided the central political experience of his youth.49 Having grown up in Mohrungen in East Prussia, Herder
knew only the yoke of Frederician despotism, which he had learned to
despise.50 In Riga he discovered a completely different model of government.
Since the thirteenth century, Riga had been one of the self-governing cities
of the Baltic, a member of the Hansa Alemanniae. Its autonomy remained
intact even in the eighteenth century. When Peter I wrested the city from
Sweden in 1 7 1 0 , he guaranteed it all its traditional rights of self-government,
recognized the Lutheran church, and conceded special rights to the surrounding province, Livonia. In the eighteenth century,51 Riga was governed
mainly by the German Handelsbürgertum, by a council of fourteen members
that usually came from the wealthier bourgeois families. Members of the
council were elected from the corporations and guilds and chose the Bürgermeister. Only those who belonged to the guilds and corporations had the
franchise, and to be in a guild required social status and money. Nevertheless, despite its restricted franchise, Riga enjoyed the reputation of a republic
and received the resplendent title "Respublica Rigensis." The burghers took
great civic pride in running their own affairs, and regarded it as an honor to
serve in the government.
The young Herder soon came to admire Riga's government. Shortly after
his arrival he became "ein Rigenser Patriot." 52 In a speech he gave in 1765
upon assuming his job as a schoolteacher, he praised Riga in the most
glowing terms, "a city that united industry and utility with refinement,
friendship and comfort with affluence, freedom with obedience, thought
with piety!" 53 He went so far as to compare Riga with Geneva, a significant
comparison, since many regarded Geneva as the very model of republican
government in Europe. In his later years his appreciation of the freedom of
Riga did not diminish. He wrote to Karoline Flachsland in 1770, "In Livonia
I lived, taught, acted so freely, so without restrictions—I will perhaps never
be in a position to live, teach, and act so again." 54 What Herder learned
from Riga, then, was the desirability of self-government, the value of a
people's managing its own affairs independent of absolute control. This
lesson he would apply again and again in his later political philosophy. Like
Moser, Herder would champion local self-government against centralized
absolute rule.
For all his admiration of Riga, Herder did not turn a blind eye to its
problems. On a journey to France in 1769, he kept a journal that he filled
with personal, social, and political observations.55 One of his major concerns
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was the social and political problems of Riga and Livonia. He regretted the
decline of the Hansestädte, Lübeck, Hamburg, Danzig, and Riga. Since the
Thirty Years' War they had lost much of their political power and economic
importance. "The spirit of the Hansa cities has disappeared from northern
Europe," Herder exclaimed. "Who will awaken it?" Riga especially had
suffered from this decline. The government was corrupt and extravagant.
All the offices in the city—the council, governor, minister, and representative
of the crown—competed for money and titles, and they would cooperate
with one another only at a price. To add to the chaos, all the powers in the
province—the court, queen, aristocracy, and governor—were pitted against
the city. The net result: inertia and paralysis. Eut if conditions in Riga were
bad, those in the surrounding province were even worse. Livonia was in the
hands of a corrupt aristocracy, which ruthlessly exploited the peasantry."
The peasants had been reduced, Herder complained, to a condition of abject
slavery.57 There were such gross disparities in wealth that Herder called
Livonia "a province of barbarism and luxury, of ignorance and pretentious
taste, of freedom and slavery!" 58
It is in this context that we must understand Herder's early ambitions,
for he had a grand mission to alleviate the plight of his adopted land. He
wanted to become nothing less than the reformer of Riga, the educator of
Livonia. What Solon had been for Athens, what Calvin had been for
Geneva, that Herder would be for Riga. 59 He would reawaken the spirit of
the Hansestädte and spearhead the Aufklärung in Livonia. His program of
reform would make Riga a stronger, more unified republic and turn Livonia
into a more enlightened, cultivated province.
Such were the ambitious ideals that Herder set for himself while on his
journey to France.60 They involved a complete change in direction for him,
or, as he put it, "a whole new manner of thinking." While in his earlier career
he had devoted himself to some abstruse puzzles of aesthetics, now he had
decided to enter the sphere of human affairs and to improve the lives of
human beings. This did not involve abandoning all theory and study, of
course, but it did demand giving them a practical orientation. Now politics
rather than aesthetics would be his main concern. Only by studying law,
government, economics, and anthropology would he have the knowledge
necessary to implement his grand designs. He planned to write a book on
politics along the lines of Montesquieu's Esprit des lois.6' In this new way of
thinking, in this devotion to the practical goals of education and reform, we
can see most clearly Herder's abiding loyalty to the cause of the Aufklärung.
How could Herder achieve such grandiose ambitions? The most effective
platform for change, he believed, was his pulpit/ 2 Preaching was a much
more immediate and powerful form of communication than any academic
treatise. To Kant, Herder wrote that he had taken up his "spiritual office"
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in Riga because it was the best means to enlighten the people according to
the constitution of the land. 63 But Herder had more in mind than just giving
edifying sermons. What is crucial for true and lasting reform, he argued, is
proper education. Enacting good laws is feckless unless the people are prepared to act on them. So, during his journey to France, Herder set forth
detailed plans for a school in Riga. The aim of this school was to develop
the autonomy of children, to let them use their own powers of seeing, thinking, and feeling. His school would be a "second republic" and would make
"the Emile of Rousseau into the national child of Livonia." To find the
resources for his school, Herder knew that he would have to win over the
government and court. He recognized that he would have to adapt to the
spirit of his age and see everything from the standpoint of politics and
finance.64 Soon after his arrival in France he asked a friend to help him
approach the great Russian empress, Catherine II.
All Herder's ambitions might seem at first blush like youthful idealism.
And so they were. But given the popularity of his sermons, the high positions
he was offered in Riga, and his influential role as the secretary of the local
lodge, they were not that quixotic.
Despite his early idealism and hopes for reform, Herder was anything but
a radical. 65 Although he wanted Riga to be a republic, he did not conceive
of it as a democracy. The republican status of Riga meant only that it should
be self-governing, independent of Russia, run by a council chosen by the
bourgeoisie rather than a Russian bureaucracy. It did not mean that every
citizen should have the right to vote, still less the right to hold office. So far
was Herder from advocating full democracy that he actually seemed to disapprove of it. This disapproval emerges from an essay he wrote upon the
occasion of Catherine II's visit to Riga in October 1 7 6 5 , "Haben wir jetzt
das Publikum und Vaterland der Alten?" 6 6 Comparing ancient republics to
modern monarchies, Herder denied that the democracy of ancient Athens
could be much practiced in the modern state, where the affairs of government
are much too complex and technical for the ordinary citizen. This incompatibility is not to be regretted, however, for the "moderate" freedom of the
modern state is preferable to the "excessive" freedom of the ancient state.
While the excessive freedom of the ancient state consisted in every citizen
having the right to participate in government, the moderate freedom of the
modern state consisted in the security of property under laws. It was this
moderate freedom that Riga now enjoyed, thanks to the wise rule of
Catherine II.
If the young Herder was not a democrat, neither was he a social leveler.
As much as he abhorred serfdom, and as much as he disapproved of gross
disparities in wealth, he did not question the social hierarchy. He advocated
not the abolition but the cooperation of the estates. Thus, in his Reisejournal
he planned to write a book on the character of each of the estates, stressing
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the virtues of each so that they would work better together.67 This tract
would begin with the peasants and rise through the social hierarchy, treating
the burghers, the aristocracy, and finally the prince. Each estate, Herder
believed, had an indispensable role to play in the social organism.
Nowhere is Herder's lack of radicalism more apparent than in his attitude
toward enlightened monarchy. Though he admired the independent constitution of the Hansestädte, he did not disapprove of absolute monarchs. Indeed,
he seemed to think that absolute monarchy is the most potent means of
introducing enlightenment and political reform into a backward country like
Russia. A note at the end of the Reisejournal reads, "Where is the monarch
that is creator? That knows its people like God the world? that educates its
people so that the laws become its second nature? Such a monarch is as
necessary for the state as the state for him." 6 8 Herder's model of the
enlightened monarch was Peter the Great, 69 who had begun the work of
modernizing Russia. It was the task of Catherine, Herder believed, to finish
Peter's work. All his hopes for reform rested with the new queen, who, he
believed, would help him to implement his plans. Such was Herder's faith in
Catherine that he wrote two poems in her honor. 70 She was nothing less than
"the goddess of Russia and the splendor of the north."
Herder's admiration for enlightened monarchy and city-state republicanism makes it seem as if he did not have a coherent political theory in
the 1760s, as if he had no developed theory about the proper form of government and the limits of state power. There is indeed some truth in this view,
since Herder had only an inchoate political theory in the 1760s. As already
indicated, 71 however, we misunderstand Herder and come to him with the
wrong questions if we expect him to have a theory about the proper form
of government. Even in the 1760s Herder did not think that one ideal form
of government is suitable for all people under all circumstances. If he could
accept both republicanism and absolute monarchy, that was not because he
had no political theory, but because he had a special kind of political theory.
This was nothing less than Montesquieu's doctrine that each form of government is appropriate to its circumstances, its economy, religion, geography,
climate, and cultural traditions. In his Reisejournal, for example, Herder
praised Montesquieu but also criticized him for not going far enough in
recognizing a plurality of forms of government. 72 If each form of government
is appropriate to its circumstances, then there should be as many forms of
government as there are different circumstances.

8.4. The Growth of a Radical
After leaving Riga in June 1 7 6 9 , Herder traveled for two years in Germany,
Holland, and France. The years of vagabondage came to an end in May 1 7 7 1
when he took a position as a Konsistorialrat in the small principality of
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Bückeburg in Westphalia. He would remain in this lonely, provincial setting
for the next five years. The government of this territory was the very opposite of Riga's. Bückeburg is a perfect example of the prevalent enlightened
despotism of eighteenth-century Germany. The ruler of the land, the Graf
von Schaumburg-Lippe,73 was an admirer of Friedrich II and did everything
to follow in his footsteps. What Friedrich had done for Prussia the Graf
would do for his tiny principality. He duly abolished all pomp and extravagance at court and devoted himself to the improvement of trade, agriculture,
and industry. No less militaristic than Friedrich, the Graf's chief preoccupation was the creation of a small standing army, which he maintained by
introducing a draft for all able-bodied males. Although the Graf permitted
his subjects freedom of speech and conscience, he was a stern authoritarian
ruler. His policy is perfectly summed up by Friedrich's motto, "Say what
you like but obey." Herder suffered deeply under the oppressive atmosphere of his enlightened but despotic prince. A letter he wrote to Karoline
Flachsland soon after his arrival vented his distaste for the despotism of the
land: "Moreover, there holds sway in this little principality such a
despotism, such a sychophantic and miserable pettiness, as I have not found
even in despotic places." 7 ' 1 In Bückeburg Herder felt that his mission as an
educator had come to nothing. His office was limited to paperwork, so that
he could have little effect on the schools or congregations. He was "a pastor
without a flock, a patron of the schools without any school, a consistorial
advisor without a consistory." 75 All his hopes for reform had been dashed.
It was Herder's dismal Bückeburg experience that radicalized him and shattered his faith in absolute monarchy.
Herder's contempt for the government of his land bursts forth in the
central work of his Bückeburg years, Auch eine Philosophie der Geschichte
der Menschheit. This strident, satirical tract, which appeared anonymously
in 1774, is a bitter attack on the whole political order of the day. The prime
target of Herder's spleen is the centralized control and absolute power of
the modern monarch. He loved to lambast the "machine state" of the
enlightened despots, which regulates everything according to precise rules
and reduces its subjects to "the living dead." Such despotism is nothing less
than "the true abyss of humanity," which hurls everything into death and
destruction in the name of order and obedience. Although Herder did not
explicitly espouse his own political credo, he did make his preferences clear.
It is better to live under an inefficient government with active citizens, he
implied, than under an efficient government with passive subjects.76 With
indignant passion he accused the modern monarch of gaining absolute control at the expense of all forms of self-government, of crushing every form
of resistance in the estates, cities, and peasantry.77 The modern monarch has
indeed gained so much power that he makes the welfare of his land the mere
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means to fund his ambitions and wars. The symbol of his power, and the
society he wants to create, is his disciplined and obedient army.
Another object of Herder's anger was the imperialism of the modern
European state.78 He quickly exposed the hypocrisy behind this policy. The
Europeans pretend that they are bringing civilization to "primitive" peoples.
But how do they civilize them? With musket shot, cheap brandy, and forced
conversions. The Europeans boast that they are civilized because they have
abolished slavery. But why have they done so? Because slaves cost more
than cheap labor. In the name of trade, cooperation, and civilization the
Europeans have succeeded in subjugating two-thirds of the world. They have
ruthlessly exploited and relentlessly exterminated the natives of Africa,
America, and the South Sea Islands. But these people were after all only
"savages" and non-Christians.
Herder's critique of enlightened despotism and imperialism is only part
of a much broader attack upon the Aufklärung in general. It was the
Aufklärer, in his view, who had supported enlightened despotism by praising
its centralized, efficient administration and by flattering its enlightened,
although authoritarian, rulers. 7 ' And it was the Aufklärer who had justified
imperialism by seeing European values as the non plus ultra of civilization
and by recommending the spread of this civilization to "primitive" peoples. 80
A major source of Herder's dissatisfaction with the Aufklärung, then, was
his belief that it justifies oppression. The Aufklärer are the allies of the
princes in their campaign to exterminate local self-government and to
exploit the native peoples of Africa, America, and Asia.
It is indeed in his 1 7 7 4 tract that Herder's critique of the Aufklärung
reached its climax. In passage after passage Herder excoriated the anemic,
decadent, and arrogant culture of the Aufklärung and romanticized the more
simple, robust, and active cultures of the past. His main charge against the
Aufklärung is that it cannot achieve its basic ideal, Bildung, or the education
of the people. 81 We cannot educate a nation simply by enlightening the
understanding, by spreading principles of "benevolence, tolerance, and
humanity." Although these slogans are on everyone's lips, they fail to act on
them. Analyzing our ideas according to reason makes them clear and cogent,
to be sure, but it cannot arouse the mainsprings of action, the feelings and
desires. Hence the Aufklärer cannot bridge the gap between theory and practice, reason and action. If they wish to close it, they should not simply
mouth general principles but apply them in a specific setting. The Solon of
a village who eradicates one bad custom, or who awakens one good impulse,
is worth more than a thousand philosophers who write arid tomes about
the principles of government.
The Aufklärer have committed an even worse sin, in Herder's view. Not
only have they failed to educate the people: they have also suppressed the
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few seeds of culture that lie within them. They have criticized folk poetry,
myth, and music as so much superstition and vulgarity, and they have elevated the artificial dramas of the French court into absolute norms. Even
worse, by preaching their new gospel of the cosmopolitan individual, they
have made people ashamed of their national identity.82 People no longer feel
that they belong anywhere, because they are told they should belong
everywhere. The result: the people are alienated from the living sources of
their own culture, their national traditions, language, and history. Now,
thanks to the Age of Enlightenment, people will become perfectly alike, the
pale ethereal embodiments of a single universal nature. The Aufklärer
preach tolerance only because they believe everyone shares in this abstract
humanity. Never do they value cultural differences for their own sake.
After such a sweeping broadside we are left wondering whether Herder
belongs to the tradition of the Aufklärung at all. It is indeed largely because
of these criticisms that he has been cast as an anti-Aufklärer in his Bückeburg period.83 It is important to recognize, however, that Herder's polemic
against the Aufklärung never amounted to his abandoning its fundamental
goals. Herder continued to believe that the aim of the Aufklärung should be
to educate the people so that they can govern themselves. The point of his
attack on the Aufklärer is that they have betrayed this ideal, either by allying
themselves with absolute princes or by retreating into a snobbish world of
purely intellectual culture. The conservative Aufklärer have lost sight of the
true purpose of education: it is not just the enlightenment of the understanding but the development of the power of autonomy and self-government in the people themselves. This betrayal was Herder's complaint against
the conservative Aufklärer in his earlier essay,84 and he was now only reaffirming it in a more dramatic manner. Hence Herder's critique is essentially
internal: it criticizes the Aufklärung strictly in the light of its own ideals. So
rather than viewing Auch eine Philosophie der Geschichte as an attack on
the ideals of the Aufklärung by a Sturmer und Dränger, we would be more
accurate interpreting it as an attack on the practice of the Aufklärung
by a radical Aufklärer who had lost patience with his more conservative
brethren.85
Herder's tract has been interpreted as a rejection of the Aufklärung
largely because it went hand-in-hand with his newly awakened religious sensibility.86 During his Bückeburg years Herder became more sympathetic to
the mystical tradition of Protestant theology and Luther's idea of the experience of God through faith. In his Aelteste Urkunde des Menschengeschlechts,'7
one of the chief works of this period, he attempted to find philological and
historical evidence for Hamann's theory that the Bible is a divinely inspired
work; and he even began to have his doubts about his previous criticisms of
the theory of the divine origin of language.88 In his more pious frame of
mind Herder regretted his earlier freethinking in theology. In a letter
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to Hamann he confessed, "Your Socratic demon was not entirely incorrect
in suggesting to you that I was on the verge of stumbling into a labyrinth of
all the beautiful spirits and hotheads of this century." 8 ' And to his friend
Merck he simply announced, "The theological libertine is dead." 90 A
friendship then grew between Herder and Lavater, one of the major religious
revivalists of the eighteenth century. It was this new religious temper, then,
that was behind much of Herder's 1774 tract and its criticisms of the
AufklärungAuch
eine Philosophie der Geschichte is, in Herder's own
assessment, a religious work. Thus he wrote Lavater that he planned to
write a sequel that would hold its key, which is nothing less than "religion,
Christ, and the end of the world!" 92
Nevertheless, for all his new religious feelings, Herder could never bring
himself to join ranks with the anti-Aufklärer, whether they were the
orthodox Lutherans or the pietist Schwärmer. Even in his 1774 tract his
conception of religion remains fundamentally rationalist and humanist. The
aim of Christianity, he maintained, is to create "a religion of humanity,"
and all its teachings amount to nothing more than "the purest philosophy of
morals, the most philanthropic deism.'" 3 All supernatural causes and revelation are explicitly banished from the sphere of history: "When has the
divinity in the whole analogy of nature ever acted except through nature?" 94
It was indeed in his Bückeburg period that Herder wrote the early draft for
one of his most radical and modern tracts, Vom Empfinden und Erkennen
der menschlichen Seele, a defense of vital materialism according to which
the mind is merely the highest degree of organization of the vital forces of
the body.95 While Herder quarrelled with rationalist theologians during his
Bückeburg years, he also retained his contempt for the orthodox. They knew
their foe and staunchly opposed his appointment to a professorship in Göttingen. For his part, Herder declined the professorship because he could not
bear to submit to the terms of such "snakes and scorpions." 96 Herder's
abiding rationalism appears to be at odds with his rediscovery of religious
experience during his Bückeburg years, but the apparent tension disappears
once we locate Herder's theology in its appropriate tradition, the mystical
pantheistic tradition of Weigel, Böhme, Edelmann, and Lessing.97 Like the
radical Aufklärung, this tradition is vitalist, humanist, and pantheist; yet it
also insists on the value of religious experience. This experience is not a
supernatural revelation, however, but awareness of God in the whole of
nature. Herder's disavowal of Schöngeisterei in his Bückeburg period was
simply a reaffirmation of his loyalties to this older tradition.
8.S. The Politics of

Historicism

Auch eine Philosophie der Geschichte der Menschheit has been regarded
as one of the founding works of modern historicism.98 And with some
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justice. The three central theses of historicism, which I have analyzed above,
are clearly apparent in Herder's tract."
What is the connection between Herder's historicism and his politics? Is
it the case that the political criticisms of the work "simply exploded the
original conception" behind it, which was purely historical?100 If we understand Herder's tract as a purely historiographical work, we fail to see the
point behind it. For powerful social and political motives lay behind Herder's historicism. These motives were, contrary to the usual view of historicism, anything but conservative.
One important motive is apparent from a review Herder wrote in 1 7 7 2
of John Millar's Observations concerning the Distinctions of Rank in Society.10' This review, which appeared just two years before the 1774 tract,
reveals Herder's increasing irritation with the historiography of the Aufklärung. He faulted the historiography of Millar and Iselin because it is
based on a naive and complacent optimism, which sanctions the status quo.
These authors saw the European Enlightenment as the end of all history, as
the non plus ultra of civilization; and they found progress in history only
insofar as it exemplifies their values. In so doing, they simply turned a blind
eye to the problems of their age. They praised the growth of trade, the
advance of the sciences, the abolition of slavery, and the increasing prosperity of their age, but ignored its increasing despotism, the growth of
militarism, the rise of imperialism, and the total absence of public spirit.
The historians of the Aufklärung were guilty not only of ethnocentrism,
then, but of political complacency.
Another motive for Herder's historicism was to defend national cultures
and cultural diversity. In his early Riga years, Herder was the stalwart champion of a national literature. He believed that every culture should develop
a literature to express its unique beliefs, values, and traditions. His early
aesthetic writings attempt to show that the literature of each age is the
product of its language, traditions, and beliefs. Such a thesis would not only
encourage the development of a national literature, he believed, but also
undermine the pretentious claims of classicist critics who believed that they
could evaluate literature from an eternal and universal perspective. By
holding up French models as eternal and universal, when they were in fact
only the product of a decadent culture, these critics exercised a baneful influence on the development of a national literary tradition. In Auch eine
Philosophie der Geschichte Herder simply extended his views on literature
to culture in general. Now he defended a national culture as well as a
national literature, by attacking those historians who see the values of their
age as universally valid for any culture. Their claims to universality, which
eternalize the values of their age, could be used to oppress the development
of other cultures. As Herder said, "The universal dress of philosophy and
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philanthropy can conceal repression, violations of the true personal, human,
local, civil, and national freedom, much as Cesare Borgia would have liked
» 102

Though understated by Herder in his Bückeburg years, another motive
for his historicism was to combat religious orthodoxy. Historicism could be
a powerful weapon in undermining claims to authority based on supernatural revelation. It could show that the apparently eternal and supernatural has its all-too-human origins in history. Herder did not hesitate to
use his historical method in just this way in his earlier years. In his 1764/65
Fragmente zu einer Archäologie des Morgenlandes, for example, he argued
that the Bible should be examined like any other human document according
to the natural conditions that gave rise to it. 103 Read in historical context, it
would prove to be the product of the language, traditions, and beliefs of the
ancient Jews. Seen in this light, the Bible is neither metaphysics nor superstition. Rather, it was folk poetry, the powerful literary expression of the
ancient Jews' feelings toward life and nature. In arguing for such a historical
reading of Scripture, Herder did not mean to debunk it, for he greatly valued
all forms of folk poetry, which he regarded as a genuine expression of the
consciousness of a nation. Indeed, he hoped to protect the Bible against
those skeptics and freethinkers who simply dismissed it as bad physics.
Nevertheless, his critical aims were strongly in evidence. Some of his most
passionate polemical passages were reserved for those orthodox theologians
who regarded the Bible as the product of supernatural revelation. 104 In Herder's view, this theory was "one of the weakest illnesses of the human
spirit."
N o w that we have considered the motives underlying Herder's historicism, it should be clear why Herder, despite appearances to the contrary,
was more a radical than a conservative thinker. Despite all the conservative
uses and connotations of historicism—it defends social and political institutions as the products of history, it rejects abstract moral principles, it dismisses wholesale attempts to change society, and so on—Herder intended it
to undermine rather than to buttress claims to authority. His historicism was
originally meant to be a weapon of social, cultural, and political criticism.
In any treatment of historicism the question inevitably arises whether it
ends in relativism. 105 If we claim that moral, legal, and aesthetic standards
are only the universalized values of a specific culture, we cannot, it seems,
criticize any culture except according to its own standards. Such a consequence would be damaging to Herder, who wished to defend cultural tolerance and diversity. He must have some universal standards, if only to
criticize the actions of intolerant and imperialist cultures.
For many years Herder had been acutely aware of the problem of
relativism, and avoiding it is indeed one of the central aims of his philosophy
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of history. In an essay from his Riga years, "Von der Verschiedenheit des
Geschmacks und der Denkart unter den Menschen," 1 0 6 he considered the
danger of skepticism arising from all the changes in taste and value in history. These changes are so evident and so great that the skeptic seems justified in denying that there are any universal values or a single human
nature. Rather than attempting to refute the skeptic, however, Herder contented himself with showing the radical changes in taste and value in history,
affirming all the while that there is a single humanity beneath these changes.
Herder's concern with the problem of relativism continued in his 1 7 7 4 tract.
An earlier draft begins by asking, "What virtues and vices have governed
men at all times? And is the inclination of man to virtue and vice improved
or worsened? Or has it remained the same?'" 0 7 In the final version of
the work Herder again asked whether, despite all the changes in history,
there is a single human nature. 108 He explained that his aim was to find the
path between two extremes: the Aufklärer who see progress in history
only by applying the standards of their own age, and the skeptics who see
nothing but change in history and no progress or universal values. Somehow, he had to steer between the extremes of ethnocentrism and relativism.
The middle path will show, he says, there is "progress in a higher sense."
That there is such progress is indeed the central theme of the whole work:
"Humanity remains only humanity, and still a plan of progress is visible—
my great theme!" 109
So how did Herder avoid the danger of relativism? How did he establish
that there is "progress in a higher sense"? The essence of his strategy consists
in applying an organic analogy to history. All the cultures of the past are so
many stages of growth, so many phases in the increasing self-education of
humanity. The early Hebrews were the infancy, the Egyptians the childhood,
the Greeks the youth, and the Romans the adulthood of the human race.
This organic metaphor allowed Herder to see progress in history and to
stress the sui generis values of each culture. It is of the first importance to
see that he stressed the autonomy and individuality of each culture not
because he believed that all values are relative but because he thought that
each culture has the values appropriate to humanity at that stage of its
development. Cultures have sui generis values because what is appropriate
to one stage of growth is not so for another, just as what is good for the
adult is not so for the child. Referring to the way the Greeks looked down
on the Egyptians and the Egyptians on the Jews, Herder remarked that this
is the kind of contempt that youth has for the child and the child for the
infant. He immediately added, "Even this hate shows development, progress,
steps on a ladder." 1 1 0 We should examine each culture within its place and
in the light of its time, because " w e cannot reason with a youth of seven
years as we do with an old man or an adult." 1 1 1 The historians of the Auf-
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klärung go astray, then, not simply because they apply the standards of one
culture to another, but because they apply the standards of a more mature
and developed stage of humanity to a more primitive and underdeveloped
stage. They fail to see, not that cultural values are incommensurable, but
that what is appropriate for an advanced age is not so for an early one. 112
By speaking in these organic terms, then, Herder managed to say that cultures are incommensurable with one another and that they all conform to a
single standard or goal.
Herder's solution clearly leaves some questions and difficulties of its
own, however. What is the purpose or end of historical development? For
what are the various stages of civilization a preparation? Herder was vague,
even cagey, about this question in the 1 7 7 4 tract. He sometimes appealed to
fate or an unknowable plan in the mind of God. 1 1 3 This question is certainly
embarrassing for him, since it seems any answer will invite the charge of
ethnocentrism. Will not the end of history inevitably be defined in terms of
some culture? Only in his later Ideen zur Philosophie der Geschichte der
Menschheit did Herder develop a plausible answer to this question. He was
more explicit in defining the end of history: it is the autonomous development of all the physical, sensitive, active, and intellectual powers of a human
being." 4 This definition avoids the dangers of ethnocentrism and relativism,
Herder believed, because, although all nations develop the same powers,
they do so in completely different, and indeed incommensurable, ways." 5
The problem remains, however, that this ideal of self-realization is merely
an empty name if different cultures choose radically different, or even conflicting, means of realizing it.
Whatever its difficulties, Herder's solution to the problem of relativism
shows how much he was still working within the tradition of the Aufklärung.
Despite his emphasis on the uniqueness and autonomy of each culture, he
could not bring himself to abandon the Aufklärung's optimism or notion of
progress. In seeing all the epochs of history as the education of humanity by
divine Providence, he was reaffirming the legacy of Lessing's Erziehung des
Menschengeschlechts. Such abiding allegiance to the Aufklärung makes it
necessary to ask, though, whether the interpretation of Herder as the founder
of modern anthropology is anachronistic. 116 For, unlike so many contemporary anthropologists, Herder was not advocating the complete incommensurability of cultural standards. He was still willing to see all cultures on a
scale of progress and perfection according to a universal law of nature.
8.6. The Mature

Political

Theory

In October 1 7 7 6 Herder moved to Weimar to take up a post as the Generalsup erin tendant and Oberpfarrer at the city church. Here he would remain
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for the rest of his life. He hoped that Weimar would provide some escape
from the oppressive political atmosphere in Bückeburg, but in this he was
disappointed. Weimar too was governed according to the principles of
enlightened despotism. Its court was just as elitist and authoritarian as that
in Bückeburg. Once again, Herder suffered under the rule of a petty prince,
Herzog Karl August von Sachsen-Weimar. His frustration with the political
status quo in Germany increased: witness his May 1 7 8 1 letter to Hamann:
"Here there is nothing, nothing, nothing but the most miserable oppression
and persecution of the spirit, a despotic anarchy and an anarchic
despotism." 117
The most remarkable testimony about Herder's political credo during
his early Weimar years came from his friend Georg Müller, who had a long,
confidential walk with Herder in the autumn of 1 7 8 1 . Müller gave this
account of his conversation with Herder: "We spoke of the oppression
under which humanity everywhere suffers, of atheism, of despotism, of
slavery of the spirit and conscience, and how everywhere the most holy
rights of humanity are held for nothing and trampled underfoot. Even in
enlightened Prussia there prevails the greatest slavery. Humanity struggles
in vain to stand on its feet, and the sighs of thousands are seldom heard." 1 , 8
The best statement of Herder's political beliefs in his early Weimar years
is his prize essay on the reciprocal influence of the government and sciences,
Vom Einfluss der Regierung auf die Wissenschaften und die Wissenschaften
auf die Regierung, which appeared in 1780. The central thesis of this short
work is that the arts and sciences flourish most when people are given the
greatest freedom of thought and expression. The best form of government
for the growth of culture, Herder therefore concludes, is a republic." 9 Like
Kant, Fichte, Forster, and other liberals, Herder put forward a spirited
defense of freedom of thought, insisting that no government can ever claim
a monopoly on the truth. Nevertheless, Herder was careful to qualify his
principles. Although he deplored censorship, he admitted that every state
has to impose some limits on freedom of thought for its self-preservation.120
What these limits should be depends on circumstances, and therefore they
cannot be defined in general terms. And while Herder clearly preferred
republics, he also praised monarchies for providing some stimulus to culture.121 The explanation for these qualifications perhaps lies with Herder's
audience: he was writing for the Prussian Academy of the Sciences, and he
could not afford to offend them. "A proof of the influence of the government," Hamann quipped about Herder's tract, suggesting the influence of
the academy on it.122
The major work of Herder's Weimar years was his Ideen zur Philosophie
der Geschichte der Menschheit, whose first three parts appeared only a few
years before the Revolution ( 1 7 8 4 - 1 7 8 7 ) . With this work, Herder's political

The Political Theory of Herder · 2 i r
philosophy was fully formed, the basis for his later defense of the Revolution
was well and truly laid. In several sections of the Ideen Herder put forward
a new theory about the foundation of government and political association,
one that breaks with most eighteenth-century thought. 123 According to Herder, the foundation of the political order should be a shared culture or
national character, not a centralized, bureaucratic state. What binds a
people together should be not the state but shared language, history, and
religion. This involved a sharp break with much eighteenth-century thought
insofar as Herder believed that political units should be national or cultural,
not only moral or legal. Neither the absolutist nor the republican tradition
of eighteenth-century political philosophy shared this belief. They regarded
the state as binding for human beings in general, regardless of their nationality or culture.
Herder's model of political association was inspired by his dissatisfaction
with the absolutist states of eighteenth-century Europe, such as Prussia,
Russia, and Austria, which attempted to hold together peoples of the most
diverse cultures through sheer political force. These states reminded Herder
of the symbol of monarchy in the dream of the prophet John: a monster
with the head of a lion, the tail of a dragon, the wings of an eagle, and the
feet of a bear. 124 The main problem with such states, in Herder's view, is
that they repress the creative energies of the people living in them. Rather
than living according to its own beliefs and traditions, each culture has to
abide by the laws imposed upon it. In contrast to these absolutist states,
Herder's model of political association is intentionally more democratic and
populist. A political order based on a shared culture expresses the will of the
people, since everyone shares in the common beliefs and traditions of a
culture. The government should include the broadest class of people, not
only the aristocracy and bourgeoisie but also the peasants, laborers, and
tradesmen. 125
It is in this populist context that we should place Herder's traditionalism.
This is not a source of conservatism in his thought because, unlike Burke, he
does not regard tradition as a hallowed prejudice, still less as a binding
inheritance from our forebears. Rather, it is the foundation of the culture of
the people, the expression of their creative energies and aspirations. Hence,
in Herder's eyes, tradition is not a support for the ancien régime but a
weapon against it.
The theory of political association in the Ideen has been read as one of
the foundation stones of modern nationalism. 126 There is indeed something
to be said for this reading insofar as Herder did give a voice and impetus to
nationalist movements in Europe. As already indicated, however, it is important to distinguish Herder's nationalism from that of later history. There are
two distinctive features of his nationalism. First, he clearly separates the
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nation and the state. Contrary to modern nationalism, he intended the
nation to replace rather than to justify the centralized, bureaucratic state.
Second, Herder was a cultural pluralist, someone who believes that the cultures of all nations have an equal value. There is no trace of German
chauvinism in Herder. He never questioned the political division of Germany under the Holy Roman Empire; and he prized only the distinctive
cultures of its various provinces. Although he championed a German
national literature, he did the same for other cultures. In his early Riga
years, he was especially devoted to the development of Livonian and Russian
culture. So far was Herder from German chauvinism that, during his early
years, he preferred to regard himself as a subject of the Russian rather than
Prussian crown.
In hoping to replace the state with the nation as the foundation of political association, Herder took his political theory to the extreme of anarchism. He longed for the age when the state would disappear as a centralized
sovereign power. Thus in the eighth book of the Ideen he took sharp issue
with Kant's statement that the purpose of history is to achieve the perfect
state. There were many people on earth who never knew of the state, he
said, and they were much happier than the "crucified beneficiaries" of
modern government. 127 The purpose of history is not the creation but the
abolition of the state. As Herder wrote in one of the unpublished and censored passages of the Ideen, "The people need a master only as long as they
have no understanding of their own. The more it acquires understanding,
the more the government is bound to change its methods and to disappear.
The most noble end of government is to become dispensable, so that
everyone must govern himself.'" 2 8
Although Herder's anarchism seems hopelessly quixotic, it is based on
perfectly plausible, if arguable, premises. One premise is his belief in the
socializing role of culture. What makes a person into a social being, in Herder's view, is not the coercive force of the law but education in a cultural
tradition. 129 Instead of having social discipline forced on them by the coercive apparatus of the state, the people can discipline themselves by educating
the young in their cultural traditions. Another premise is his optimistic conception of human nature. Herder maintained that humans are by nature
social animals who take pleasure in doing good for others and find selfrespect by participating in the life of the community. 130 Pace Hobbes, then,
humans are not aggressive creatures; they resort to violence only to defend
themselves. Hence Herder took strong exception to Kant's statement that
humans are animals in need of a master. He insisted that the reverse of this
statement is true: humans who need a master are animals. 131
We should beware, however, of taking Herder's anarchism too literally.
He did not think that there should be no government and no laws or that
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people should simply do as they please. This stereotype of anarchism does
not fit Herder, first and foremost because it is incompatible with a doctrine
that he stressed increasingly in the 1780s: humans are political animals.
"Humankind has never been without government; this is as natural to it as
its origin, as the joining together of the sexes; wherever the human species
exists, there is government." 1 3 2 The need for government meant for Herder
at least two things: there should be written laws governing human conduct;
and there should be some elected, representative body to make decisions
regarding the welfare of the body politic. He seemed to accept simply as a
fact of life that laws must be administered and enforced, and that there will
be disputes between people that should be settled by impartial judges. 133 But
he believed that these functions can be settled on a local communal level by
those directly involved. A city council like that in Riga would be sufficient.
The need for government does not involve, then, the need for the state.
Unlike local self-government, the state would consist of a centralized power,
a permanent administrative apparatus or bureaucracy. The problem with
the state as opposed to communal self-government, in Herder's view, is that
it involves an alienation of autonomy. We must surrender our right to selfgovernment to a ruler and bureaucracy, which inevitably works in its own
interests.
Herder's views on government without the state are best represented by
his comments on the ancient constitution of the Jews, in his Vom Geist der
hebräischen Poesie, a two-volume treatise that appeared in 1781/83. 1 3 4 In the
course of examining the origins of the poetry of the Old Testament, Herder
made some interesting remarks about the government of the ancient Jews.
These remarks are of primary importance for his political theory, since he
regards the Jews' government, in fundamental respects, as the model of government in general. 135 The basic aim behind Moses' constitution, Herder
said, was to form a free nation that was bound to nothing but the law
itself. 136 Since Moses wanted to protect the freedom of his people from arbitrary personal rulers, he taught them that their only ruler was God himself.
His fundamental principle was that the people of Israel should become a
kingdom of priests where everyone is equal and the servant of God's law
alone. All the tribes of Israel formed one nation and each regarded the other
as a brother; they would meet in common three times a year on special
national festivals, whose object was to instill patriotism among the people.
During these festivals national affairs were determined by a council of elders,
who were elected from their tribes. It was the task of the elders to explain,
protect, and apply the constitution; they would settle legal cases, draw up
contracts concerning property, lay down rules regarding trade, and take
measures to ensure public health. Their government was founded upon the
ideals of "tribal honor, equal national rights, freedom," and it was sup-
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ported by the springs of all public actions, "joy, honor, and pride in the
name of Jehovah." Because the ancient Jews regarded their tribal laws as
divinely inspired, we might ridicule them in our enlightened age. But, Herder
replies, it does not matter if Moses only pretended that his laws were
inspired.137 He did well in doing so because he succeeded in establishing
freedom and the rule of law among his people. It would be more accurate
to call his government a "nomocracy" than a "theocracy." Rather than
being a primitive barbaric form of government, the ancient constitution of
the Jews deserves imitation today. For Moses had achieved the ideal: a government where the law and not a person rules, where the people freely
accept and willingly follow the law, and where they are led by reason rather
than force.138
It was during his Weimar years that Herder first formulated his ethical
ideal of humanity (Humanität), which is the cornerstone of his later political
thought. This concept gives expression to all his educational ideals and all
his political hopes, ever since the Riga period. He never gave it a precise
definition, but he came closest to it in book ι of the Ideen: "I wish that in
the word humanity I could comprehend everything that I have said hitherto
about humanity's development [Bildung] toward reason and freedom,
toward finer senses and desires, toward the most delicate and robust health,
toward the occupation and domination of the earth.'" 3 9 According to this
ideal, the end of human beings is not the selfish pursuit of pleasure nor the
selfless performance of moral duty. Rather, it is self-realization, the perfection of all a human being's characteristic powers, whether they are intellectual, moral, sensitive, or physical. Not only our reason is distinctively
human, but all our powers insofar as we are a single living being.140 Hence,
to realize our humanity we must strive to realize all our powers, to become
a single harmonious whole.
By itself there is nothing radical about Herder's ideal of humanity. It has
no definite political implications, for similar ideals are found among much
more conservative thinkers. The Berlin Aufklärer, for example, appealed to
a similar ethic of perfection to justify their belief in the absolutist state.
Why, then, is Herder's ideal potentially so radical? The reason becomes
apparent only when we ask, Humanity for whom? Unlike his conservative
contemporaries, Herder insisted that humanity should be the ideal of
everyone. No one within the nation should be deprived of the opportunity
to realize his or her humanity to the fullest. It should not be the privilege of
the bourgeoisie, still less of the aristocracy, but the right of all classes of
people in the nation. 141 The self-realization of each is the moral responsibility
of everyone in society,142 and to neglect the potential of anyone is nothing
less than a crime.143 If the people are not morally, intellectually, and physically developed, the reason does not lie in their lack of natural aptitude but
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in their lack of social opportunity, and ultimately in political oppression. 144
There are indeed inequalities in nature, but these are by no means as great
as those made by society.145 It is this ardent egalitarianism that separates
Herder most sharply from his conservative contemporaries, who were ready
to restrict education to a social elite on the grounds of the natural inferiority
of the people. The radical potential of Herder's ideal, then, lies mostly in its
egalitarian undertones, in the moral demand that all have a right to develop
their inherent powers.
In an important respect Herder's radicalism goes even further: he
believed that the government has a responsibility for the realization of
humanity in all its citizens.146 Unlike Humboldt, who shared Herder's ideal
of Humanität, he does not think that the government should adopt a laissezfaire policy. For it is simply not the case that all people will be able to
develop their humanity if they are left to themselves without the helping
hand of the government. Many people are so poor that they must spend
most of their time and energy earning the means of subsistence; they have
precious little left to develop their higher powers. Hence, if the government does not help them, the ideal of humanity will become the privilege
of the wealthy few. Herder therefore concluded that the government has
a duty to take active measures to ensure the education of all its citizens;
for example, it should build schools and support teachers. The government has the additional duty, Herder also believed, to provide for the physical welfare of all its citizens. It should take steps to ensure that everyone
enjoys at least a certain minimum standard of living.147 That a government's
concern for the welfare and education of its citizens might bring undue interference in their affairs is not, however, a problem that Herder cared to
contemplate.
8.7. Herder and the French

Revolution

Given Herder's political philosophy, it was only natural that he would
applaud the Revolution in France. The Declaration of the Rights of Man,
the abolition of feudalism, and the end of absolute monarchy spelled the
end of the ancien régime he had grown to despise. The principles of liberty
and equality were clearly the key to more humanity for all. Although Herder
himself provided us with little evidence about his first reaction to the Revolution, the reports of some of his contemporaries leave little doubt about his
sympathies. He was apparently very outspoken in expressing his radical
views, much to the chagrin of his friends. Schiller was embarrassed by Herder's behavior at a banquet one evening in September 1789. As he told his
friend Körner, "At the table of the duchess [Herder] spoke of the court and
the courtiers and called the court a scabhead and the courtiers the louses
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that crawled over it. This happened right at the table, and in such a manner
that several people could hear it." 1 4 8 The duchess Luise, at whose banquet
Herder spoke, complained about his sermons, which chided a corrupt and
incorrigible aristocracy. 14 '
Not surprisingly, Herder's radical opinions soon brought him into conflict with the conservative government of Weimar. He found it impossible to
express his views in public, whether in speech or in print. He was compelled
to revise the chapter on government in the Ideen three times because earlier
versions could not pass the censor. 150 His conversations and sermons
offended the aristocracy to such a degree that he had to make a vow with
himself not to talk politics with the duchess Luise. The oppressive atmosphere of Weimar made it impossible to speak about politics, especially
events in France. Herder felt increasingly isolated. His September 20, 1 7 9 0 ,
letter to Knebel reveals his plight and the attitude of the public around him:
"The duchess is more set against France than ever. Like David in the 39th
Psalm I have made a pact with myself no longer to offend with my tongue.
It is not possible to speak with anyone about these matters. The lilies of the
French monarchy have become wasps, which everyone screams about as if
they flew thick before their faces and stung them." 1 5 1
Herder's official duties eventually forced him to violate his political conscience. In August 1 7 9 0 the repercussions of the peasant revolt in Saxony
finally reached Weimar, where the students threatened to follow the example
of the peasants. As the chief ecclesiastical officer of Weimar, Herder was
ordered to send a circular to the clergy warning them not to give inflammatory sermons. 152 Herder sent this circular, but only with the greatest reluctance. He had no special sympathy with the students, nor was he ready to
engage in any form of agitation. But he believed that his clergy had a right
to freedom in their sermons and feared that they could become little more
than government mouthpieces. Although Herder has been accused of "complete subjection to the political order," 1 5 3 he was anything but a willing
servant of the government. The truth of the matter is that he was compelled
to obey, whether by the censor, the disapproval of friends, or fear for his
livelihood and family.
If Herder was constrained, he was not silenced. In early 1 7 9 2 he resolved
to write a book that would examine the issues raised by the Revolution. To
elude his censor, he would cast his work in epistolary form, so that his own
views could not be identified with those of his imaginary correspondents.
Inspired by a brief stay in Aachen, where he was so near to events in
France, 154 Herder wrote the first twenty-four letters in the autumn of 1 7 9 2 .
He entitled his new work Briefe, die Fortschritte der Humanität
betreffend.
In the preface he cast more dust in his censor's eyes by pretending that the
work was written in the very early days of the Revolution, which would
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conceal his sympathy for its more radical later course. Originally, the Briefe
were to be devoted to the Revolution and to consist of twenty-four letters.
But the work was never published in this form. 1 5 5 The events in France,
especially the execution of Louis and the onset of the Terror, led Herder to
suppress the original Briefe. Some of his earlier references to "the cleansing
of the French throne" would have been especially offensive in light of
Louis's death. The Briefe were duly purged of political content and turned
into a motley collection of articles on literature, philosophy, and history. If
we wish to understand Herder's mature position on the Revolution, however, we must turn to the earlier suppressed version.
What was Herder's attitude toward the Revolution in the earlier version
of the Briefe? Because of the work's structure there is no easy answer to this
question. Sometimes it is not clear which of Herder's correspondents represent his position. It is most likely that they all represent an inner dialogue
taking place in his mind. The aim of the Briefe was not so much to defend
a specific political standpoint as to explore the issues raised by the Revolution. 156 Hence Herder sometimes put his own sympathies on trial, and he
avoided making any definite commitments. This cautious attitude was
inspired as much by Herder's ambivalence as by his desire to avoid the
censor. For the Revolution had placed him in the most trying dilemma:
while he could only admire its basic principles, he had warned the Germans
all his life against the slavish imitation of the French. How, then, could
Herder square his love of the French principles with his insistence on
national self-determination? The immediate path out of this dilemma was to
plea for an impartial examination of the events in France. The Germans
should not blindly follow the French example; but nor should they prematurely reject it. Rather, they should ask themselves what they have to learn
from France and what suits them best. As Herder explained, "For centuries
the French have done Germany nothing but harm; they have much to repay,
since they have long sinned for and against the Austrian house. It should not
be a snake that brings us a rose. We want to learn from the French; but
never, not even for the great National Assembly on the day of judgment, do
we want to become and be a France." 1 5 7 Imitating France was a problem
not only for Herder but also for the German aristocracy. Herder enjoyed
pointing out their hypocrisy, for they had always imitated the French in the
past, but now they warned the Germans against it. His strictures in behalf
of impartiality were particularly directed against the aristocracy, because
they had been prejudiced against the Revolution from the start.
Although Herder pleaded for an impartial examination of the Revolution, he could not conceal his sympathies for it. He began his investigation
by raising a series of questions about politics in France; and the answers he
suggested could only be those of a committed radical. 158 "What is the best
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constitution for France?" It cannot be a limited monarchy, which is an
unstable mixture of republicanism and despotism, so the sooner it becomes
a full republic the better. "Can a republican constitution succeed in a
country as large and diverse as France?" There is no reason why not, pace
Aristotle and Rousseau. If despotism has managed to rule such a large country, so can a republic. "How will France deal with other European countries
now that it has a new constitution?" That remains to be seen. It is unfortunate, however, that France was not removed from Europe like America. No
European government should consider itself under an obligation to protect
Louis XVI, not when he had not made any pacts with them; in any case, no
foreign government has the right to interfere with the internal affairs of
France. "How should France act if it meets resistance from foreign powers?"
The more firmly and boldly it defends itself the better. A defensive war in
the name of the new constitution would be the best example of a just war.
"What will be the effect of the new constitution upon the church?" The
French church can only benefit from further reform; at least Protestants in
Germany have no right to complain about these reforms. Whatever the
French decide to do with their national religion should be tolerated by other
nations.
Herder did not simply expose his biases in the Briefe. Often enough he
remained true to his guidelines for a neutral investigation, and sometimes he
even posed difficult questions for himself. In answering these he revealed the
basis for his faith in the Revolution. In the sixteenth letter the conservative
spokesman L comes forward with a potent objection against his radical
friend M. Since all humanity rests upon education, the assimilation of a
cultural tradition, how is it promoted by a revolution, which disrupts, if it
does not destroy, these traditions? How, indeed, do we know that order will
ever emerge again out of the chaos? These questions were certainly fair and
would often be raised by conservative writers. In the seventeenth letter
Herder had M respond to these questions. His response shows that his faith
in the Revolution was based ultimately on his metaphysical principles. He
admitted that the consequences of the Revolution are for the moment incalculable, and perhaps even harmful. Yet he remained loyal to the Revolution
because of his faith that "we live under a higher management that knows
how to prepare good from evil, and often the best out of the worst." 159 That
M expresses Herder's own opinion is beyond doubt: whenever Herder was
unsure about where the Revolution was heading, he would simply reaffirm
his faith in Providence. 160 It was his firm belief that this social cataclysm was
"written in the hand of God," who ordered all things according to wisdom,
justice, and goodness.
It is tempting to dismiss this as a mere expression of quaint piety. But it
is in fact the conclusion of Herder's general metaphysical principles, which
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he elaborated at great length in his other works, especially part 5 of Gott,
einige Gespräche and book 1 5 of Ideen.16' According to these principles, the
fundamental laws that govern the natural universe also govern the social
order, for humans are part of nature and therefore subject to natural laws. 162
Following the main principles of Kant's Allgemeine Naturgeschichte, Herder
argued that it is a fundamental natural law that order emerges out of chaos.
According to the law of gravity, everything in nature strives to find a point
of equilibrium, a stabilizing center between the attractive and repulsive
forces acting upon it. The best example of how this law creates order out of
chaos is the systematic order of the solar system, which emerged from a
primal mass according to the laws of attraction and repulsion. N o w can we
assume, Herder asked, that the same laws do not operate in history? Is it
possible to exempt humans, who are part of nature, from the same laws?
Herder found this exception utterly implausible and proceeded to sketch
how the same laws work in history. It is also a natural law of history, he
argues, that order will emerge out of chaos. Just as things in nature are
subject to attractive and repulsive forces, so are people in society. Every
society must find a point of equilibrium between the interests of its members
to join and part from it, between their self-interest and social needs. This
point of equilibrium consists of the laws of justice, which ensure maximum
freedom consistent with social order. It is therefore a law of nature that
there will be continual progress, that every nation will seek to govern its
affairs according to reason and justice. However implausible such analogies
appear, on them Herder rested his faith in the Revolution, indeed his entire
philosophy of history. Kant, in his review of Ideen,163 took strong exception
to such analogies. But in Herder's defense it must be said that such analogies
are based on a broader naturalistic vision of the universe. This vision was
indeed fruitful: it implied a fundamental rethinking of the concept of natural
law as it had appeared in the eighteenth century. Rather than viewing natural law as an abstract moral norm transcending history, Herder considered
it a law inherent in the workings of history itself. The realm of value and
justice thus becomes that of the inevitable and necessary. This is one potent
source of the later historicism of Hegel and Marx.
However well- or ill-founded, Herder's sympathy with the Revolution
did not last. He was appalled by the execution of Louis and dismayed by the
onset of the Terror. The government of France seemed to be turning into the
dictatorship of the mob, which Herder always loathed. "I know nothing
more obnoxious than an excitable, deranged mob, and government by
them," he wrote in the marginal notes to the Briefe.'6* He began to have
doubts about whether the violent convulsion of a revolution was the best
means of social change. Although he never denied that the people have a
right to overthrow an oppressive government,' 65 he now stressed that evolu-
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tion is better than revolution."* The first indication of Herder's change in
attitude came from his December 1 7 9 3 letter to J. W. L. Gleim, expressing
his horror at the execution of the queen and his disapproval of the French
"brutality." 1 6 7
How do we explain the discrepancy between Herder's radical principles
and his disappointment with the Revolution? Like so many of his compatriots, Herder believed that the course of events in France had shown that
the people are not ready for the high moral ideals of a republic.168 All the
brutality and violence of the Revolution was the result of removing social
and legal constraints without having provided the people with a moral education. The government of a republic presupposes that the people are capable of governing themselves and acting according to their higher interests,
which in turn demands the education and enlightenment of the people,
something singularly lacking in France. For all its evils, the French monarchy
was still a useful interim form of government while preparing the people for
a republic. In criticizing the course of the Revolution, then, Herder did not
abandon his radical principles, but he did realize how far the French were
from their realization.
It is usually assumed that the execution of Louis was the turning point
in Herder's attitude toward the Revolution. 169 This traumatic event inspired
him to write a poem denouncing Louis's executioners as "demons, the
lowest rabble on earth." 1 7 0 Such intemperate language against the revolutionaries would have been unthinkable only months before. Yet it would be
wrong to ascribe too much significance to this event alone, because Herder
never had any love of hereditary government nor any fondness for the
French royal family in particular. 171 What probably played the decisive role
here was the growing power of the Jacobins and the fall of the Girondins.
Herder despised the policy of the Jacobins because he believed they were as
despotic as the old monarchy. 172 They were willing to use violence to achieve
their ends and, unless they were stopped, they would soon impose their
ideology upon all of Europe. Such politics was utterly opposed to Herder's
deeply held belief in the right of national self-determination. It is in the
context of this anti-Jacobinism that we must view Herder's disapproval of
Louis's execution. In his mind, this was a dramatic symbol of the victory of
the loathed Jacobins.
Although he was disillusioned, Herder never became a determined foe of
the Revolution. 173 He underwent" no political conversion, and he remained
loyal to the basic principles of the Revolution. The main error of the Jacobins
lay in their methods, not in their ends. We cannot find in Herder, then, the
ideological somersaults that are characteristic of some of his romantic successors. Even after his disillusionment, he continued to condemn the intervention of the allies in French affairs, and he believed that nothing would
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come of their campaign against France. 174 All violence was abhorrent to
him, whether it was committed by the Jacobins or the princes. The clearest
statement of Herder's abiding faith in the Revolution was a letter he wrote
to F. G. Klopstock in M a y 1 7 9 3 . The old metaphysical faith in the workings
of providence remained unperturbed:
How much I have thought, hoped, and felt joy and pain with you in
these times. Now we have arrived where we are, but the whole moves
ahead. That neither Robespierre, nor Marat, nor Pitt can prevent. Hope
brings patience, and patience brings hope . . . these times do not make us
young with their thousandfold cares that they impose upon us, making
us hope, love, expect, and get worried . . . We cannot experience the
whole, for it extends too far. Yet it is good for us that we live now. 175
As late as the early 1 8 0 0 s the faith of the ailing Herder stood firm. For
Providence had placed a new hero on the revolutionary stage, someone w h o
would assure the triumph of the new order. Napoleon, the old man fervently
hoped, would reinvigorate Germany. 1 7 6 For better or worse, he did not live
to witness his triumph in Jena.

9
EARLY ROMANTIC
POLITICAL T H E O R Y

9.1. Political Romanticism: A Reexamination
From 1 7 9 7 to 1 7 9 9 , first in Berlin and then in Jena, a new literary circle
began to form in Germany. In Berlin its members met in the salons of Henriette Herz and Rahel Levin; and in Jena they gathered in the house of the
critic A. W. Schlegel. The purpose of their meetings was to hold frank and
free discussions about philosophy, poetry, politics, and religion. They would
read one another their latest works, criticize one another openly, and collaborate on literary projects. Seldom had there been such a happy confluence
of such gifted minds. This circle was called by contemporaries "the new
sect" or "the new school," and, as it later became known to history, "the
romantic school."
The members of this circle became famous in German intellectual history. They were the brothers August Wilhelm ( 1 7 6 7 - 1 8 4 5 ) and Friedrich
Schlegel ( 1 7 7 1 — 1 8 2 9 ) , Wilhelm Heinrich Wackenroder ( 1 7 7 3 - 1 8 0 1 ) ,
Ludwig Tieck ( 1 7 7 3 - 1 8 5 3 ) , Friedrich Wilhelm Joseph Schelling ( 1 7 7 5 1854), Ernst Daniel Schleiermacher (1768—1834), and Friedrich von Hardenberg (177z—1801), who called himself Novalis. On the fringes of this
circle, though sharing many views with it, was the tragic and lonely figure
of Friedrich Hölderlin ( 1 7 7 4 - 1 8 4 3 ) . ' Although they had broad overlapping
interests, most of the romantics tended to specialize in one field. A. W.
Schlegel was the circle's literary critic, Schelling its natural philosopher,
Tieck its novelist, Hölderlin its poet, Novalis its political theorist, and
Friedrich Schlegel its renaissance man, inventive in many fields. From the
standpoint of political thought, the most important members of this circle
were Friedrich Schlegel, Hölderlin, Schleiermacher, and Novalis.
Although romanticism is usually treated as a literary movement, it
cannot be ignored in any history of political thought of the 1790s. The
romantics made contributions of the first importance to modern political
theory. They spearheaded the critique of modern civil society; they
developed a new organic concept of society in opposition to the mechanical
model of the paternalist tradition; they questioned the fundamental premises
22 2
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of social contract theory and liberal individualism; and they formulated a
sexual politics whose demands for sexual equality and freedom still sound
modern. There is indeed much in romantic political thought that remains
attractive and that still deserves serious consideration today. The romantics
insisted on the value of community; yet they never lost sight of the importance of individual liberty and self-realization. They stressed the value of
tradition and history; but they did not lapse into the irrational defense of
prejudice of Burke and De Maistre. They recognized the critical value of
reason; but they never ignored its destructive consequences. They championed the classical ideal of Bildung; but they rejected the elitism of Goethe
and Humboldt, holding that the realm of culture should be accessible to
everyone alike. Finally, anticipating the modern ecological movement, the
romantics insisted on a more positive attitude toward nature, demanding
that we view it not as a machine but as an organism.
In its early formative years (1797—1800), romanticism attempted to be a
middle path between liberalism and conservatism. It struggled to avoid the
extremes of liberalism and conservatism: an insistence on individual liberty
that destroyed all social bonds on the one hand, and an emphasis on community that suppressed all individual liberty on the other hand. It accepted
the communitarian elements of conservatism, but rejected its paternalism,
its identification of the community with the old social and political hierarchy.
It endorsed the defense of individual liberty of liberalism, but criticized its
excessive individualism, its tendency to reduce society to the competitive
free-for-all of self-interested agents. The romantics were able to avoid these
extremes insofar as they refused to identify the community with the old
paternal state. They believed that the true community will come into existence only through the liberty, equality, and fraternity of a republic. The
people become part of the social organism, they argued, only insofar as they
have the right to participate in or to form the policies of the government.
They hoped that, eventually, through increasing enlightenment and education, the need for the state itself would disappear.
What separates early from later romanticism is precisely this distinction
between the community and the paternal state. The more the romantics
feared the social disintegration created by the Revolution and advancing
capitalism, the more they looked back with longing on the corporate order
of the Middle Ages. The more they lost faith in the power of the people to
develop a community through their own spontaneous efforts, the more they
trusted the powers of the state. Eventually, it seemed as if only the paternal
state could ensure the bonds of community against all the disintegrating and
corrupting forces of modern life. The romantics' increasing identification of
the community with the old corporate order brought their position closer to
the conservatives. After 1800 the romantic via media began to blur and
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disappear, and romanticism ultimately became the most powerful current
within conservatism.
Of all the schools of thought of the 1790s, none has aroused more
passion and controversy than romanticism. The romantics became the
archenemies of the German liberals of the 1840s, who branded them reactionaries and stooges of Metternich. This picture of the romantics has indeed
become commonplace. It was Heinrich Heine who first painted it in his
brilliant tour de force Die romantische Schule (1833). For Heine, romanticism is primarily an aesthetic movement, "nothing else than the reawakening
of the poetry of the Middle Ages." 2 But it is also a political movement, its
aesthetic reaction against classicism going hand-in-hand with its political
reaction against the French Revolution and the whole modern era. A. W.
Schlegel conspired against Racine, Heine wrote, with the same intent as
Minister Stein against Napoleon. 3 This image of romanticism was reinforced
and perpetuated by Arnold Ruge in his 1844 Deutsch-französische
Jahrbücher, which virtually declares war against the romantics, equating them
with "the Christian-Germanic Restoration principle." 4 Both Heine and Ruge
made an influential and seductive contrast between classicism and romanticism, of course entirely in favor of classicism. 5 While the classicist is a
humanist who thinks that the end of humanity is realized only here on earth,
the romantic is a Christian who believes that this end is fulfilled only in
heaven. The basic authority of the classicist is reason, while that of the
romantic is faith. And whereas the political ideal of the humanist is freedom
and self-realization, that of the romantic is subordination to church and
hierarchy.
There is some justice behind this portrait of the romantics. In their later
years Friedrich Schlegel and Schleiermacher developed markedly conservative views, and Schlegel even worked for Metternich. Some of the romantics,
most notably Friedrich Schlegel and Tieck, later converted to the Roman
Catholic church. The conservatism of some of the later romantics is especially apparent in the writings of Adam Mueller and Franz Baader. 6 They
explicitly defended German nationalism, the social hierarchy, and the unity
of church and state. Nevertheless, it is misleading to generalize from these
later years, as if they provide the key to an understanding of romanticism in
general. It is essential to keep in mind that romanticism was a profoundly
protean movement, divided into distinct periods that are in some respects
flatly contradictory. 7 The fundamental problem with Heine's and Ruge's
interpretation is that it is anachronistic, reading the original aims and ideals
of the movement in the light of its later views. In their early formative period
(1797—1800), the romantics were definitely not reactionaries. Rather, they
were fervent champions of the ideals, if not the methods, of the Revolution.
When applied to these early years, Heine's and Ruge's contrast between the
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romantic and the classical becomes highly misleading. For the early romantic
ideals are "classical" precisely in Heine's and Ruge's sense: they stress the
value of freedom, equality, and the development of Humanität.
While the liberals regarded romanticism as politically dangerous, some
conservative scholars dismissed it as politically irrelevant. This view has
been argued most vehemently by Carl Schmitt in his influential book
Politische Romantik." According to Schmitt, romanticism was essentially
apolitical because it was primarily an aesthetic movement, giving an absolute value to art and art alone. The romantics subordinated everything,
whether morality, religion, history, or politics, to aesthetic ends. The main
aim of the romantic writer, Schmitt maintained, was to create an ideal world
of the imagination where he could retreat from the world of politics. If the
romantic dealt with politics and history at all, it was only as material for his
imagination; he would always shirk moral and political commitment
because it limited his creativity. Schmitt originally put forward this view to
explain the romantics' often bewildering shifts in moral and political allegiance.' Allegedly, they were fascinated and then repelled by individualism,
cosmopolitanism, Protestantism, and the French Revolution, depending on
whether they found them a sufficient stimulus for their imagination.
Schmitt's view suffers from serious difficulties, however, which become
apparent as soon as we consider his underlying assumptions and strategy.
Schmitt holds, for example, that aestheticism is definitive of the romantic
attitude. Yet it characterizes only the initial stages of the romantic movement; after 1 7 9 9 the leading romantics abandoned their aestheticism in
favor of religion. Schmitt also presupposes that the romantics' aestheticism
was apolitical, as if it were entirely unmotivated by social and political
concerns. A more careful examination of their early writings reveals, however, that their aesthetics was primarily dictated by their social and political
objectives. 10 Schmitt's insistence on the apolitical nature of romanticism is
also betrayed by his underlying strategy. He wanted to show that romanticism is apolitical because that would render it politically harmless; but such
an enterprise reveals his implicit belief that it is a political threat."
While Schmitt and the liberals abruptly repudiated the romantics, some
of the Nazis gladly appropriated them. They saw the romantics as the most
important precursors of their own movement, as the first breakthrough of
the German national spirit on the triumphant and inevitable path toward
national socialism. The appropriation of the romantics was an important
concern of the national-socialist movement in its striving for ideological
legitimacy. This is amply illustrated by the case of Walther Linden, the
editor of the pro-Nazi Zeitschrift für Deutschkunde. In an article concerning
the aims of German education written in the ominous year of 1 9 3 3 , Linden
declared that a new age was dawning in Germany. 1 2 He could sense "a new
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breakthrough of the German organic spirit," "the final overcoming of the
liberal-rationalist enlightenment of the nineteenth century that had been
transmitted by the westeuropean and jewish spirit." The goal of education
in modern Germany, Linden argued, should be to adopt the German cultural
heritage, stripped of all foreign influences, in the interests of the German
national state. It was no accident that in the same issue of this journal
Linden wrote an article entitled "Umwertung der deutschen Romantik," 1 3
appropriating romanticism in the interests of national socialism. All the
essential features of the new German spirit allegedly could be found in
romanticism. For Linden, romanticism was essentially a reaction against the
"rationalism and limitless secularization of the westeuropean spirit." Its aim
was to preserve "the religious organic irrational world synthesis" against
the rationalism of the Enlightenment. The fundamental contrast, in his view,
is not between romanticism and classicism but between romanticism and
the Enlightenment. Linden was especially inspired by the romantic notion of
the community, which he saw as the model for the new national socialism.
This ideal of community was supposedly at odds with the individualism of
the Enlightenment, involving the idea of a corporation in "the old Germanic
sense." Realizing that his picture of the romantics could scarcely accommodate radical and individualist thinkers such as Friedrich Schlegel, Linden
distinguished between the earlier "subjective" romanticism, which is devoted
to aesthetics and the cultivation of the individual, and a later "objective"
romanticism, which is concerned with religion and the ideal of a community.
It was only this later objective phase, as represented by Johannes von
Mueller and the elder Josef Görres, that marked true romanticism. In
making this distinction Linden's special target was the "liberal" interpretation of Walzel and Haym, 1 4 which portrayed the young Friedrich Schlegel as
the torchbearer of the romantic movement.
It would be convenient to dismiss Linden's articles as blatant and dated
Nazi propaganda. Unfortunately, though, his appropriation of the romantics
has been all too successful. Romanticism still carries lingering associations
with national socialism. Indeed, some liberal and Marxist critics have been
willing to accept interpretations such as Linden's, using them as a basis to
stigmatize the romantics. 15
If we are to understand the politics of the romantic movement, it is of
the first importance that we must remove it from the shadow of Nazism. It
should be evident that Linden's interpretation is as arbitrary as it is biased.
On what grounds could he regard the later writings of Mueller and Görres
as the heart of romanticism, "the proper fulfillment of all its inner strivings"? 1 6 The period of romanticism that we regard as essential clearly
depends on the interests of our research, a point that Linden himself would
have been the first to admit, given that he insisted that historical research

Early Romantic Political Theory • 227
should eschew objectivity and serve the cause of national socialism. 17 This
point leaves us with the cynical suspicion that Linden did not care to present
anything like an impartial account of romanticism. On purely historical
grounds, Linden's interpretation is simplistic and misleading. His contrast
between romanticism and enlightenment has at best only a qualified truth
for the later stages of the movement; it is utterly misleading when applied to
the earlier stages. The early romantics were indeed the heirs of the Aufklärung. Rather than rejecting its rationalism, they insisted that criticism
should be taken to its limits. Linden's distinction between an earlier subjective and a later objective romanticism is also entirely untenable. The ideal of
the organic community was developed by Friedrich Schlegel, Novalis, and
Schleiermacher in the late 1790s during the height of their so-called individualist period. The aim of their community is not to control but to cultivate the autonomy and unique characteristics of every individual. For this
reason alone, the romantic notion of a community cannot serve as a model
for the Nazi ideal.
The shortcomings of these various interpretations of romanticism make
it imperative to reexamine this movement with more impartial eyes. There
can be only one antidote against the many controversies that have surrounded romanticism ever since its birth: to lay aside all preconceptions and
to study in detail the genesis of romantic politics and aesthetics, especially
in its early formative years from 1 7 9 7 to 1800. This path was chosen by
Rudolf Haym in 1870 and Oskar Walzel in 1920, and it deserves to be
traveled again if we are to avoid the mistakes of Heine, Ruge, Schmitt, and
Linden. What holds true of romanticism's formative years is not necessarily
true of romanticism in general, and no claim should be made that this period
represents the "essence" or "heart" of romanticism. Nevertheless, a careful
study of these early years does give us insight into the movement's original
ideals. Moreover, it provides the basis for a better understanding of the
evolution of romantic political thought after the 1790s, of how it reinterprets or breaks with these ideals. The following three chapters will therefore
be devoted to the study of the evolution of romantic political thought from
1 7 9 7 to 1800.
9.2. The Social Function of Romantic

Art

In its early formative years from 1 7 9 7 to 1800, German romanticism was
primarily an aesthetic movement. Its chief aim was the rebirth of German
culture and public life through the magical and miraculous powers of art.
The young romantics ascribed enormous importance to art, which they saw
as the key to social and political regeneration in Germany. In their view, art
should play a pivotal role in the state. The best state is "the poetic state,"
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where the prince is an artist, the director of a vast stage where every citizen
is an actor. 18
Why did the romantics ascribe such importance to art? What were the
moral, social, and political concerns behind their aestheticism? What did
they regard as the moral, social, and political purpose of art? T o answer
these questions, we must examine the romantics' reaction to two of the
major issues of their day, the French Revolution and the social consequences
of the Aufklärung.
The Revolution in France had a decisive impact on the romantics. It
gave birth to their political consciousness, forcing them to engage in the
issues of the day and making them aware of political possibilities beyond
their own land. With the exception of A. W. Schlegel, who was schooled on
the conservatism of the Hannoverian school, the romantics cheered the
Revolution as the dawn of a new age. Novalis, Schleiermacher, Schelling,
Hölderlin, and Friedrich Schlegel affirmed the ideals of liberty, equality, and
fraternity, and they maintained that true humanity is possible only in a
republic. What is most striking about their reaction to the Revolution is
how long they retained their sympathies. Unlike so many of their compatriots, their loyalties were not affected by the September Massacres, the
execution of the king, the invasion of the Rhineland, or even the Terror.
Friedrich Schlegel, Schleiermacher, and Novalis became critical of the Revolution only around 1798. They began to attack the egoism, materialism, and
utilitarianism of modern civil society, which they associated with the Revolution. 19 They also expressed their fears of ochlocracy and insisted on the
need for elite rule. The true republic, they believed, should be a mixture of
aristocracy, monarchy, and democracy, since in any true state the educated
must have power over the uneducated. 20 This growing conservatism was not
peculiar to the romantics; rather, it was typical of the late 1790s, mirroring
the trend of opinion in France itself, where the elections held in March 1 7 9 7
resulted in the return of royalist majorities in the two legislative councils.
Despite their increasing caution and moderation, the romantics did not
renounce their republicanism. As late as 1 8 0 0 we find Novalis, Friedrich
Schlegel, and Schleiermacher reaffirming the ideals of liberty, equality, and
fraternity.
Although the romantics were republicans in the 1790s, they were not
revolutionaries. With the possible exception of Hölderlin, 21 they never felt
that insurrection was feasible, or even desirable, in their native land. The
events in France made them fear that a revolution would result in incurable
anarchism and strife; hence they insisted on the need for gradual, evolutionary change. Like so many of the German moderates, the romantics
believed that the main danger to radical political change in Germany lay
with the people themselves, who were not ready for a republican constitu-
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tion. A republic demands virtue and wisdom among its citizens, just as
Montesquieu and Rousseau always taught; but it was not possible to expect
these in Germany, given the slow progress of enlightenment in most territories of the empire.
The fundamental political problem facing the romantics was therefore
clear: to prepare the German people for a republic through further education
and enlightenment. Their task as intellectuals in the Germany of the 1790s
was to define the standards of morality, taste, and religion, so that the public
would have some ideal of culture, some model of virtue. Such was the aim
of the romantics' common journal, the Athenäum, which was devoted to
the world of Bildung, like so many journals of the Aufklärung. Thus the
romantics were, in their crucial formative years, neither revolutionaries nor
reactionaries. Rather, they were simply reformers, moderates in the classical
tradition of Schiller, Humboldt, and Wieland. 22 In devoting themselves to
the world of Bildung, then, they were not escaping from the political world
but simply engaging in their reformist strategy.
It is in the context of this reformism that we must place the romantics'
aestheticism. The romantics gave enormous importance to art because they
saw it as the chief instrument of Bildung, and hence as the very key to social
and political reform. In this regard they proved themselves to be disciples of
Schiller, converts to the gospel of the Aesthetische Briefe. It was Schiller,
more than anyone else, who convinced them of the social and political significance of the artist. He was the pied piper of Jena, and the romantics quickly
followed his seductive tune. They agreed with his analysis of the political
problem: that Bildung is the precondition of social and political change; and
they accepted no less his solution to it: that art is the central organ of Bildung.23 Art, and art alone, can unify the divided powers of the people, provide them with a model of virtue, and inspire them to action. The romantics
did not deny that the principles of liberty, equality, and fraternity are
sanctioned by reason, but they did not believe that reason by itself has the
power to motivate people to act according to them. That stimulus can be
provided by art alone. Placed in its historical context, then, the romantics'
aestheticism was simply their strategy for social and political reform.
The romantics' aestheticism was determined not only by their reaction
to the Revolution but also by their response to the Aufklärung.
This
response was not simple and straightforward rejection but a more complicated and sophisticated ambivalence. It is extremely misleading to label
the romantics "irrationalists," as if they were opposed to the critical use
of reason. 24 Nothing could be further from the truth. Novalis, Hölderlin,
Friedrich Schlegel, and Schleiermacher greatly valued the power of criticism, which they regarded as indispensable to all philosophy, art, and
science.25 Indeed, they frequently complained that the Aufklärer were guilty
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of betraying their cause, of not taking their reason far enough and of compromising with the status quo. The need for radical criticism, for a
thoroughgoing critique of all forms of modern life, is indeed one of the
leitmotivs of the Athenäum. "One cannot be critical enough," as Friedrich
Schlegel wrote in Fragmente,u summing up the critical attitude of the group.
The romantics' attitude toward criticism is most apparent in their reaction toward the pantheism controversy, the acid test for someone's loyalty
to reason in late-eighteenth-century Germany. Friedrich Schlegel, Novalis,
and Schleiermacher admired Lessing's uncompromising rationalism and
rejected Jacobi's salto mortale, which they regarded as a betrayal of reason. 27
Jacobi's great sin is that he turned his back on reason when he saw that it
threatened his cherished beliefs. Although the romantics themselves would
frequently insist that there are mystical insights above the sphere of reason,
they could never approve of leaps of faith or prejudices that are contrary to
reason. In their view, rational criticism is of immeasurable value because it
has led to the increasing self-consciousness and freedom of the individual.
By questioning all forms of authority, individuals acquire a greater sense of
autonomy, and by investigating the powers of nature, they have freedom
from servitude to it. On no account did the romantics wish to jeopardize
this sense of individuality, whose cultivation they regarded as the prime
purpose of Bildung.2*
Yet, for all their belief in the value of criticism, the romantics were also
aware of its dangers. They realized that modern man had bought his
freedom and self-consciousness at an enormous price. For one thing, it
seemed as if criticism has a purely negative power, as if it can only undermine beliefs and lead toward the abyss of skepticism. All moral, religious,
and political beliefs had been thrown into question and had revealed themselves to be nothing but "prejudices." But, as Hume always insisted, it is
necessary to live by some beliefs. How is it possible to act, for example,
without some belief in the existence of other minds, external objects, an
abiding self, and the regularity of induction? In the late 1790s, the danger
of skepticism seemed more acute than ever before. Philosophers such as
Maimón, Pistorius, Schulze, and Platner criticized Kant's attempt to rescue
belief and revived a form of neo-Humean skepticism. 29
Skepticism was not, however, the only price to be paid for Aufklärung.
An equally damaging consequence was that modern man had lost his sense
of unity with nature. N o w that he had subjected nature to his rational control, it had lost its beauty, mystery, and magic. Nature is to be not admired
or contemplated but analyzed and controlled; it is not a sublime work of
divine art but a troublesome obstacle in the path of moral progress. Is it
worth living in an ugly, lifeless, and vanquished nature? Is it possible to feel
at home in such a "disenchanted" world?
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The most problematic result of the Aufklärung was that modern man
had lost his sense of community, his feeling of belonging to a group. By
bringing all forms of social and political life under criticism and making
them satisfy the tribunal of reason, individuals more often than not come to
regard all forms of social life as an irrational submission to authority, in
short, as heteronomy. Before following an order or undertaking a task, they
demand to know the reasons why. If the answer does not meet the exacting
demands of their reason, they are obliged to reject it. Thus radical criticism
seems to lead not only to skepticism but to anarchism, by destroying all
social obligation and communal feeling.
The general problem confronting the romantics in the late 1790s should
now be clear. How is it possible to fill the vacuum left by the Aufklärung
without betraying reason? How is it possible to restore our unity with nature
and society without abandoning the autonomy of criticism? The romantics
recognized that there can be no returning to the happy days of precriticai
reflection, to the civilization of the Greeks. Nor did they see any value
in simply affirming the value of prejudice in the manner of Burke and de
Maistre. 30 They were convinced that the powers of criticism are as inescapable as they are invaluable. Where, then, is the path out of this dilemma? It
cannot be through philosophy, whose criticism created the problem; nor
can it be through religion, whose beliefs proved themselves vulnerable to
criticism; and still less can it be through natural science, whose activity
destroyed the beauty and magic of nature. The only escape is therefore
through art. While the reason of philosophy and science is essentially a negative power, the imagination of art is intrinsically positive, having the power
to create an entire world. What was lost through reason can be re-created
through art. The task of the artist is to restore the magic, beauty, and mystery of the natural and social world, so that the individual can again feel at
one with it.
The definitions of romantic art among the young romantics reflect their
struggle with the social and political consequences of the Aufklärung. If we
consider Friedrich Schlegel's concept of romantic art, for example, we find
that one of the chief aims of art is to restore modern man's sense of community, his feeling of belonging to a group. In his Brief über den Roman,
Schlegel defined romantic art as "what presents a sentimental content in a
fantastic form." 3 1 He insisted that we understand the sentimental, not as the
touching or tearful, but as the strongest passion of the human soul, the
feeling of love. It is the spirit of love, Schlegel explains, that must be "invisibly visible" everywhere in romantic art. The concept of love had, however,
the most profound social and political connotations for Schlegel. For love is
nothing less than the bond of the true community. In his early aesthetic and
political writings, 32 Schlegel deeply regretted the loss of community in
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modern life, which he ascribed to the growing egoism and materialism of
civil society. As an ardent Grecophile his model of the true community was
the republic of Athens, where everyone participated in the state and had an
affection for their compatriots. The central characteristic of this community
is that it made love visible and universal among the people. Schlegel then
insisted that the highest form of aesthetic enjoyment is love, and that such
feeling is possible only in a community like ancient Athens. If, then, we
place Schlegel's later definition of romantic art in the context of his early
works, it becomes clear that romantic art, in expressing the feeling of love,
is also expressing the longing for a true community. The aim of romantic art
is to revive in modern man, whose consciousness had become so overladen
with the struggle to survive in the market economy, the sense of a true
community.
When we examine Novalis' definition of romantic art, we find another
social concern behind the romantic aesthetic: to reunite humans with nature.
The aim of romantic art is to recreate on a self-conscious level that unity
with nature that had been given to the Greeks on a naive level. It is one of
the leitmotivs of Novalis' Lehrling zu Sais that modem man had lost his
sense of unity with nature and that the key to its recovery lies in poetry.
Modern science dissects objects in its efforts to understand and control
them, but it then deprives them of their soul. The objects become dead, alien
things, ceasing to speak to the heart and senses. It is the task of the romantic
poet to reanimate them, so that people can find themselves in nature again.
As Novalis explained in an unpublished note, "The world must be romanticized. Only in that way will one rediscover its original senses. Romanticization is nothing less than a qualitative raising of the power of a thing [potenzieren] . . . I romanticize something when I give the commonplace a higher
meaning, the known the dignity of the unknown, and the finite the appearance of the infinite." 33 As we shall see,34 Novalis extended this aesthetic to
the state itself, so that it is the purpose of the romantic artist to create "the
poetic state."

9.3. The Critique of Civil

Society

One of the more important and interesting aspects of romantic political
thought is its criticism of civil society (bürgerliche
Gesellschaft),
the
emerging industrial economy in Germany. The romantics' critique is especially noteworthy because it foreshadows Hegel and Marx. It was eventually
developed into a full-blown critique of capitalism by some of the later
romantics, especially Adam Mueller.35
It would be misleading, however, to call the early romantics' critique of
civil society an attack on capitalism. Although the young romantics had no
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desire to defend the rights of private property, they did not explicitly criticize
private ownership of the means of production. The special object of their
wrath was the cultural and social consequences of modern forms of production and exchange, which they evaluated according to the humanist standard
of Bildung, inherited from Schiller, Goethe, and Herder.
It has become commonplace to accuse the romantics of escaping from
economic reality into an ideal world of culture. But this criticism is as unjust
as it is ignorant. Novalis, Friedrich Schlegel, and Schleiermacher fully recognized the role of economics in the formation of culture, and they frequently
insisted that culture can thrive only under specific economic conditions.
They argued in the most explicit and emphatic terms that, more than anything else, modern civil society is responsible for the decline of culture. In
his Reise nach Frankreich, for example, Schlegel saw "profit and usury" as
the dominating principles of modern life and the source of all moral and
spiritual decay.36 In his Reden über die Religion, Schleiermacher blamed
modern forms of production for the decline of religion. Because people are
enslaved to perform dull and mechanical tasks, they do not have the time or
energy to contemplate their inner selves or their relationship to the universe.
"There is no greater obstacle to religion than this," he wrote, "that we have
become slaves, and a slave is anyone who must perform something that
could be performed by some inanimate power." 37
Of all the romantics, Novalis was most sensitive to the role of the
economy in the development of culture. Like Schlegel and Schleiermacher,
he blamed civil society for the destruction of culture in Europe. Modern
forms of production demand so much time and energy from people that
they have none left for "the still collection of the mind," "the attentive
consideration of the inner world." 38 In general, Novalis stressed that the
economy is the very basis of society and that the degree of cultural development of a nation depends on the growth of its economy. This is how he put
the point in one of his unpublished fragments: "The spirit of trade is the
spirit of the world. It is the most splendid spirit of them all. It sets everything
in motion and binds everything together. It arouses countries and cities,
nations and works of art. It is the very spirit of culture, the perfection of the
human race." 39
Precisely because the romantics gave so much importance to civil society,
precisely because they made it responsible for the decline of culture, they
devoted much time and energy to the criticism of it. One of their chief
objections against civil society concerned modern techniques of production,
the division of labor and the use of machinery. The division of labor
demands that each person devote himself to a single task, which is usually
dull and enervating. Under such circumstances, though, what would become
of the ideal of Bildung, the harmonious development of all human powers?
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"Nothing is more absurd than to treat life as if it were a common trade,"
Friedrich Schlegel wrote, "because the true essence of life consists in the
wholeness, completeness, and free activity of all our powers . . . Whoever
sticks to only one point remains but an oyster." 40 Not only are modern
forms of production dehumanizing; they also enslave people. Rather than
leading to greater freedom to pursue more spiritual goals, they compel
people to work just for their subsistence. The grand dream of the Aufklärung was that humanity will acquire greater freedom when technology
gives it mastery over nature. But this dream had turned into a nightmare.
Technology had conquered nature, only to dominate humans as well. They
had become slaves to the very instrument that should liberate them. Schlegel
gave this point a concise formulation:
The bourgeois man is first and foremost fashioned and turned into a
machine. He is happy even if he has become only a number in a political
sum, and he can be called in every respect perfect if he has transformed
himself from a person into a cipher. As it is with the individual, so with
the masses. They eat, marry, produce children, become old, and so on to
infinity. Pure life simply for the sake of life is the source of baseness, and
everything is base that has nothing of the world-spirit of philosophy and
poetry.41
Another romantic complaint against civil society was its materialism, its
pursuit of money and the satisfaction of material needs. Novalis, Friedrich
Schlegel, and Schleiermacher all lamented the utilitarianism of modern culture, its tendency to value things only as a means to physical happiness.
What the bourgeois cannot consume does not exist for them. Naturally, this
leaves no place for the higher values of life, philosophy, art, and religion.
Even worse, it demeans social relationships, treating them as a means of
achieving mutual benefit or advantage. 42 The romantics employed a redolent
word for someone who is devoted to the materialist ethic of modern society:
the philistine (der Philister). The philistine will act only for the sake of comfort; he saw art as only a form of entertainment, and religion simply as an
opiate he could turn to in distress. He would transform all of his life into a
repetitive routine and conform to the moral, religious, and political status
quo as long as it satisfies the craving for comfort and security. The purpose of life for the philistine is simply to exist and propagate. The romantics
saw philistinism as the inevitable result of the modern economy. 43 The
increasing division of labor, the constant quest for profit, and the development of technology not only satisfied basic needs but created new ones.
Hence the treadmill of economic life had become self-perpetuating. The
result was that humanity can develop only one side of its nature, its sensibility, the need for material comfort and pleasure. All of our moral disposi-
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dons had become numbed and depressed in the pursuit of comfort and
luxury.
The romantics objected to the egoism of civil society no less than to its
materialism. In making people compete with one another in a market place,
in forcing them to work long hours simply to survive, and in multiplying
their material needs, civil society had made egoism, the pursuit of selfinterest, into its first principle. The romantics were skeptical that egoism can
ever be the proper basis of the political order. They questioned the fundamental premise of the liberal and social contract tradition: that society and
the state can be formed by a contract between self-interested agents. 44 Since
self-interest is limitless, it leads not to the creation but the destruction of all
civil bonds. The egoist enters society simply to take more advantage of
others. The romantics also questioned whether people are egoistic by nature.
They saw this model of human nature as a false abstraction and generalization from the characteristic behavior of people in modern civil society. In
their view, egoism is not innate or natural but learned or acquired. They
argued that it represses rather than fulfills the characteristic powers of
human beings. People are essentially social beings who can develop their
distinctive powers only through their relationship with others. 45 The essential characteristic of humanity is the need to love and to be loved; and that
need can find fulfillment only in a community where there is mutual recognition and affection among everyone. Those who become enslaved to the
egoistic ethic of modern society therefore become alienated from their real
selves. As Novalis dramatically put it, "Flight from the communal spirit is
death!" 4 6
Perhaps the most radical romantic critique of civil society appears in
Friedrich Schlegel's novel Lucinde. In a provocative section entitled "Idylle
über die Müsiggang," 47 Schlegel threw into question the work ethic of
modern civil society. "What is the point," he asks, "of all this striving and
progress without interruption and without a focal point?" Without asking
themselves why, people climb on a treadmill that soon controls them. They
eventually become bored or exhausted. Schlegel feared that this work ethic
makes people forget and repress themselves. They are so busy working that
they are ashamed to look into a mirror. Is there not, he implies, a deep
self-hatred behind an achievement ethic that would transform us into mere
instruments of the public good? The work ethic not only makes us forget
ourselves, Schlegel contended, but also deadens our responses to the world,
so that everything around us becomes dull, lifeless, and ugly. If we are to
realize our humanity to the full, we must learn to cultivate our sensibility.
We must become not only active beings who control the world, but passive
beings who allow the world to act upon us. Only in surrender and gentleness, only through childlike passivity, do we recall our self and perceive life
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and the world. Are we not like plants, which grow only in stillness? If we
are to cultivate our sensibility and to contemplate our inner self, we must
learn to value idleness. We should make an art, a science, indeed a religion,
out of idleness. Only then will we escape those "two angels of death" that
bar our return to paradise, "industry and utility."
If the romantics were so critical of modern civil society, what kind of
society did they want to put in its place? What did they regard as the proper
economic foundation for the social and political order? Although they recognized the importance of economics, they had only inchoate views about the
proper organization of economic life. Like Marx, they failed to provide a
detailed positive vision of the economy that should replace modern civil
society. They have been accused of wanting to return to the primitive handicrafts and guilds of the Middle Ages; but, though they admired these older
forms of production,48 they did not explicitly advocate returning to them. If
we scrutinize the romantics' few pronouncements on property and economic
life,49 then it becomes clear that they were primitive communists. Like many
French radicals, they believed that liberty, equality, and fraternity can be
realized only if ownership of property is communal. Sadly, though, this view
was never clearly explained or defended.

9.4. The Organic Concept of Society
It is customary in secondary literature to refer to the romantics' "organic
concept of the state," as if this marks a radical break with the "mechanical
concept of the state" of the Aufklärung.50 Yet such an interpretation is
highly misleading in the case of the young romantics. While later romantic
theorists, such as Adam Mueller, did self-consciously develop an organic
theory of the state, the young romantics regarded the very concept of an
ideal state as a contradiction in terms. Like Fichte, they believed that, in an
ideal society, the state would disappear.51 Moreover, it is misleading to
assume that the use of organic metaphors by itself marks any clear break
with the political tradition of the Aufklärung. That tradition is by no means
uniform or homogeneous; and it applied organic metaphors to designate
different, and even opposing, conceptions of the ideal state.
Nevertheless, if we cannot speak of the young romantics' "organic concept of the state," we can speak of their "organic concept of society." We
not only can but must use these terms to do full justice to the romantics'
early political ideals. This is for the simple reason that the young romantics
frequently used organic metaphors to express their vision of the ideal society
and deliberately contrasted it to the "mechanical" society and state of the
paternalist tradition.52 So, unless we unpack this metaphor, we ignore the
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distinguishing features of their ideal society and their differences with the
paternalist tradition.
Although the machine metaphor has no single meaning in eighteenthcentury political thought, some political theorists of the paternalist tradition
did refer to their ideal state as a machine. A perfect example of such usage
can be found in A. L. Schlözer's Allgemeines Staatsrecht und Staatsverfassungslehre: "The state is an invention that people make for their welfare,
just as they invent a fire insurance company. The most instructive manner to
treat the theory of the state is to consider the state an artificial, extremely
complex machine, which should work for definite ends." 5 3 A very similar
concept of the state was developed by Christian Wolff in his influential Vernünftige Gedanken von dem gesellschaftlichen
Leben des
Menschen.
According to Wolff, the state is only an artifice or machine to promote the
public good. 54 This artifice is constructed by a contract among its citizens,
who find it in their interest to form a society under a sovereign. They promise
to obey the sovereign in exchange for his enforcement of the law and promotion of the public good. 55 Wolff's mechanical concept of the state falls firmly
within the paternalist tradition. The proper relationship between the ruler
and his subjects, he wrote, is like that between a father and his children. 56
This mechanical model of the state and society embodies several presuppositions, all of them questioned by the romantics. First, just as a machine
consists of separable parts, so society and the state should arise from a
contract between self-sufficient individuals, who choose to join society only
because it is in their self-interest. Second, just as a machine must be run by
some external agent, so society and the state should be governed by an elite,
who know the best interests of the people and the nature of the common
good. Third, just as a machine is held together through physical forces alone,
so society and the state should be held together by laws and coercion rather
than by culture and tradition. And fourth, just as a machine is designed
according to some blueprint, so society and the state should be constructed
according to some rational plan and not allowed to evolve haphazardly in
response to changing circumstances.
The organic concept of society of the young romantics was a reaction
against each of these features of the mechanical model. We can analyze the
romantics' organic metaphor into four opposing normative principles,
ι . Society should be a community where people cooperate and do not
compete with one another. Rather than seeking only their self-interest,
people should develop their individuality through interaction with
others. The purpose of social life should be not the maximization of
utility, as Schlözer and Wolff supposed, but spiritual self-realization.
Just as the parts of an organism are interdependent, each having its
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identity only within the whole, so people should be interdependent in
a community.
z. Society should be democratic, with every individual having a share in
the government. It should not be paternal, directed from above and
without the active participation or consent of its citizens. Just as every
part of an organism plays an active role in the whole, so in the ideal
society every individual should play a pivotal role in the government.
3. Society should be held together not by laws but by a common culture,
the religion, traditions, and language of a people. In other words, the
bonds of society should be not external force but the spirit of the
people, their cultural affiliation or sense of belonging to the whole.
Although the romantics were advocates of the Kulturnation,
insisting that a government should be a symbol of the culture of a
people, they were not, at least in the 1790s, German nationalists.
Their Kulturnation was not a single German nation; it could be Saxon,
Prussian, Hessian, Swabian, or Bavarian. The romantics had a more
cosmopolitan conception of the German nation: the destiny of the
Germans is to revive the culture of all mankind.57
4. Society should be the product of a gradual historical evolution rather
than an imposed rational plan. Like any organism, it cannot be constructed by an external force and according to some blueprint; rather,
it must develop gradually from within by slowly adapting to changing
circumstances.
This organic concept formulated by Novalis, Friedrich Schlegel, and
Schleiermacher was later developed by Adam Mueller into an elaborate
theory in Elemente der Staatskunst (1808), where it serves conservative
ends.5* Since Mueller's book is often regarded as the epitome of romantic
political doctrine, the early romantic concept has also been seen as conservative in meaning and intention. But here, more than anywhere else, we must
keep in mind our strictures against an anachronistic reading of the early
romantics. What the organic concept meant to Mueller in 1808 was not
what it meant to Friedrich Schlegel, Schleiermacher, and Novalis in 1798.
The prevalent view about the origins of the organic concept falls prey to
this anachronism. According to this view, 5 ' the organic concept was
developed in the late 1790s in reaction against the ideology of the French
Revolution, especially the doctrine of the rights of man. Rather than basing
the state on abstract principles such as the rights of man, the romantics
wished to found it on the historical experience of generations. The father of
the organic theory, we are told,60 was Burke, whose Reflections on the
Revolution in France had a remarkable impact on the romantics. This theory
invites us to compare the organic theory of the romantics and that of the
Aufklärung. We are presented with the schema Aufklärung = mechanical
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view of the state = natural law doctrine and romanticism = organic view
of the state = historicism.
This view is entirely misleading. Indeed, the very opposite is the case. If
we carefully examine the political writings of Novalis, Friedrich Schlegel,
and Schleiermacher in the 1790s when they first developed their organic
model, it is clear that the model is not a reaction against but an expression
of revolutionary ideals. Novalis, Schlegel, and Schleiermacher formulated it
when they still adhered to the revolutionary ideals of liberty, equality, and
fraternity. In using an organic metaphor to express these ideals, they were
following in the footsteps of Kant, Fichte, and Herder, who had all used the
metaphor in just this sense.61
Although the romantics did insist that we should not change society
wholesale according to some general plan, this should not be read as an
affirmation of the more conservative politics of Burke. For they continued
to stress the importance of gradual reform and evolution toward the principles of reason. Unlike Burke, they never endorsed a complete empiricism in
politics. They were more the disciples of Kant and Fichte, insisting that the
fundamental principles of morality should be based on reason and that these
principles are binding in politics. Their opposition against radical and
wholesale change was directed as much against the authoritarian policies
of absolute princes as against the revolutionary program of the French
radicals.62
9.5. Romantic

Religion

and

Politics

In November 1799 Dorothea Veit, the daughter of Moses Mendelssohn and
the partner of Friedrich Schlegel, wrote to her friend Schleiermacher in
Berlin to inform him of the latest news from Jena. "Christianity is here
l'ordre du jourshe
wrote, referring to the latest meetings of the romantic
circle. She then added wryly, "These gentlemen are somewhat mad. Tieck
now goes on about religion like Schiller once did about fate; Hardenberg
thinks that Tieck completely shares his opinions; but I'll bet anything that
they do not understand themselves or one another." 63
Such skepticism aside, Dorothea had accurately described the latest, and
most important, preoccupation of her friends. In the autumn of 1799 the
romantics' foremost ambition was nothing less than the revival of religion.
They had devoted themselves wholeheartedly to this goal in their latest writings. In his Reden über die Religion Schleiermacher attempted to rescue
religion from the ashes of enlightened skepticism; in his "Christenheit oder
Europa" Novalis saw a new Catholic church as the key to the cultural
and political rebirth of Europe; and in Gespräche über Poesie Schlegel
announced his program for a new mythology. Nothing more aptly reveals
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the importance of religion for the romantics than a letter that Friedrich
Schlegel wrote to his brother in May 1799: "With religion, my dear friend,
we are not joking but are bitterly earnest when we say that it is now time to
found one. That is the end of all ends, the very center of all things. I see the
greatest birth of the new age already appearing to light, unobtrusively like
the old Christianity." 64
This interest in religion involved an important shift in position for the
romantics. Religion took the place of art as the key to cultural revival, as
the cornerstone of Bildung. This change was announced most clearly by
Friedrich Schlegel in his Ideen, a collection of aphorisms that he wrote for
the Athenäum in August 1799. "Religion is not only a part of Bildung, one
aspect of humanity," he wrote, "but the center of every part, in every aspect
the first and last, the absolutely original." 63 The role of art is then explicitly
demoted: "It is vain to seek in what you call aesthetics the fullness of
humanity, the beginning and end of Bildung."66 It was primarily Schleiermacher who spearheaded the romantics' new religion with his Reden über
die Religion, a work whose influence on Novalis and Schlegel was comparable to that of Schiller's Aesthetische Briefe.67 In his Reden Schleiermacher
insisted that religion should have pride of place as the instrument of Bildung.
It was only religion, he argued, that could realize the characteristic powers
of man, develop his individuality, and promote his universality.68
Nevertheless, religion did not completely usurp the role of art in the
affections of the romantics. Schlegel and Schleiermacher would stress that
religion and art are closely intertwined and mutually supportive.69 Both religion and art see the universe as an organic whole; both express the highest
spiritual powers of humanity; and both are strongly opposed to the utilitarian and materialist ethic of modern civil society. While the revelation of
the religious consciousness is poetic, poetry derives its inspiration from religious feeling and insight. Ultimately, the shift in position is more a change
in emphasis, a new perspective on the activity of the artist. According to
Novalis, who had thought much about the connection, art and religion are
essentially the same activity.70 In attempting to confer a mysterious and
supernatural appearance upon mundane objects, the romantic artist is
simply executing the function of the priest. Indeed, had not Schlegel always
insisted that the original poets were priests and that the first poetry was
mythology? The romantics' discovery of religion was thus a discovery of the
source of their art.
The romantics' turn toward religion has been seen as the source of their
later reactionary views.71 Supposedly, the romantic religion was a reaction
against the secular trends of the Aufklärung and a relapse into Catholic or
pietist mysticism and obscurantism. But is this view correct? Leaving aside
the question of whether it applies to the romantics after 1800, is it true of
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them before 1800? Was the romantic religion reactionary in its original
phase or conception? A close examination of its origins and context shows
that this is far from the truth.
We must place the romantics' revival of religion in the same reformist
political context as their earlier aestheticism. It was now religion that would
educate humanity and prepare it for the principles of liberty, equality, and
fraternity. The central task of religion in 1799, no less than that of art in
1795, was to bridge the gap between theory and practice, political ideals
and public life. If the high ideals of the revolution are to be acted on by the
public, they will have to assume a more popular form, a more vivid presentation appealing to the heart and imagination of the people. The best means
of achieving this is a new religion, and indeed a new mythology. It was
characteristic of mythology that it expresses the most profound spiritual
truths and the most abstract principles in a vivid, popular, and readily comprehensible form. Such, at any rate, was the strategy behind the program for
a new mythology that Friedrich Schlegel and Novalis had developed in
1799 72 and that Schelling, Hölderlin, and Hegel had conceived as early as
1796. 73
There appears to be some evidence that the romantics' religion was reactionary in purpose, given that Friedrich Schlegel, Novalis, and Schleiermacher explicitly opposed their religion to the Revolution. Thus Schleiermacher in Reden, Novalis in Glauben und Liebe, and Schlegel in Ideen
criticized the materialism, egoism, and anarchism in France and saw religion
as the proper counterweight to it.74 Upon closer reading, however, this
cannot provide any evidence for the reactionary interpretation. Schlegel,
Novalis, and Schleiermacher remained loyal to the principles of liberty,
equality, and fraternity throughout the 1790s and during their religious revival. What they opposed were not the ideals of the Revolution but the corrupt cultural and dangerous political forces that had been unleashed in
France as a result of premature political freedom and an absence of cultural
education. The problem facing the romantics in the late 1790s was how to
have the liberty, equality, and fraternity of the Revolution without the
materialism, egoism, and anarchism of France. The best means of achieving
both these ends seemed to be a revival of religion, a new civic religion or
mythology. While this would popularize and give a religious sanction to the
ideals of liberty, equality, and fraternity, it would also provide a counterweight to egoism, materialism, and anarchism.
We can understand the political motivation behind the romantics' new
religion only when we relate it to events in France. In attempting to find a
new religion to suit their political ideals, the romantics were inspired by a
precedent that took place in the summer of 1794 ' n France. This was Robespierre's Culte de l'Être supreme, a republican religion devoted to the worship
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of virtue and nature. The romantics saw Robespierre's cult as the augury of
a more spiritual age, of a religious rebirth or second Reformation, which
would eventually overcome the egoism and philistinism of modern civil society. In "Christenheit oder Europa," for example, Novalis praised "the
strange attempt" of "that great iron mask under the name of Robespierre"
to make "religion the middle point and power of the republic."75 In Fragmente Friedrich Schlegel named Robespierre, along with Mirabeau and
Buonaparte, as one of the great personalities of the Revolution, for he "unconditionally obeyed the Revolution, surrendered himself to it, prayed to it,
and considered himself to be its God." 76 Then, in his Ideen, probably with
Robespierre still in mind, Schlegel said that the few true revolutionaries in
France were mystics who had made a religion out of the Revolution. In
the future, he prophesied, "the highest end and dignity of the Revolution
would be seen as its incitement to a dormant religion."77 Hölderlin too
seemed to derive inspiration from Robespierre's cult. He constantly used
religious metaphors, such as "the heavenly kingdom" or "the invisible
church," to refer to the freedom and equality of the republic.78 And his
writings contain frequent references to a religious festival of the people. In
Hyperion, for example, the hero, before embarking on a war of liberation
for his homeland, attempts to console his beloved Diotima by telling her to
think of "the future festival of the fatherland," "the celebration of nature,"
"the day in honor of the gods." 79
Nothing reveals the progressive aspects of the romantics' religion more
than its pantheism, its conception of the divinity as the hen kai pan, or "one
and all." Pantheism was the religion of many German radicals in the
eighteenth century, the metaphysics by which they challenged the ancien
régime. In the context of the eighteenth century, this doctrine has the most
profound social and political implications, all of them radical. First, pantheism is egalitarian, leveling all the social differences of the ancien régime.
If God is equally present within everyone alike, all people are equal by
nature, having the same divine status. The social and political hierarchy do
not necessarily reflect, therefore, the order of creation or the plan of Providence. Second, pantheism is ecumenical and cosmopolitan, undermining the
belief that any special nation (the Jews) or special group (the clergy) are the
favored witnesses of the divine revelation. If God is everywhere, he reveals
himself to everyone, regardless of their occupation or nationality. All people
of whatever station or nation can know God simply by reflecting on the
divine presence within themselves. Hence there is no need for the clergy and
no justification for erecting barriers between people on account of religion.
The true church is the invisible universal church uniting the spirit of all
peoples. Third, pantheism is humanist, undermining the old concept of sin.
If God is present within all of me, all parts of my nature deserve
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cultivation, my body as much as my mind. Fourth and finally, pantheism
has critical implications for the divine right doctrine of the ancien régime. If
God manifests himself not in miracles but only in the whole necessary order
of nature, it is spurious to appeal to Scripture to justify the power of the
princes. All these political implications were common knowledge in the
eighteenth century, not least among the romantics themselves. It was indeed
precisely because of these implications that the romantics were so attracted
to pantheism. Its egalitarian, ecumenical, and humanitarian implications
made it the ideal metaphysics for their political creed.
In seeing pantheism as a progressive religion, the romantics were following more than an eighteenth-century tradition. Ever since the dawn
of the Reformation in Germany, pantheism had been the religion of the
radicals. The radical reformers of the Reformation—Sebastian Franck,
Valentin Weigel, and Jakob Boehme—were attracted to pantheism because
it supported their ecumenical, egalitarian, and liberal social ideals.80 These
reformers wished to take to their final conclusions Luther's ideals of liberty
of conscience and the priesthood of all believers, and that meant undermining the orthodox Lutheran dependence on the state and the Bible. To do
this, the radical reformers would appeal to God's omnipresence in nature
and every individual soul, thus undercutting the orthodox concept of revelation. The German Spinozists—Edelmann, Arnold, Lessing, and Herder—
simply continued in this tradition. They too wanted to push Luther's ideals
to their final social and political conclusions, and they found Spinoza's
metaphysics the best justification for doing so. Because of their radical political beliefs, these reformers and Spinozists suffered severe persecution in
Germany. Yet pantheism survived in the underground, where it became, as
Heine put it, "the secret religion of Germany." 81 It made a dramatic entry
on the public stage in 1786 during the pantheism controversy between
Mendelssohn and Jacobi. Jacobi's indiscreet revelation of Lessing's Spinozism created a sensation in late-eighteenth-century Germany, not least
because of the political implications. The romantics were young men when
the shockwaves of the pantheism controversy were still reverberating around
Germany. They too were forced to take sides in this dispute. It is interesting
to see how the young Schlegel, Hölderlin, and Schleiermacher defended
Lessing's pantheism and criticized Jacobi's salto mortale, which to them
seemed to be nothing but a desperate and dramatic ploy to save the
orthodox theism.82 In embracing Lessing's hen kai pan, the romantics were
also affirming the radical tradition of which he was an heir. They too swore
by the ecumenical, egalitarian, and libertarian ideals of this tradition. They
too forecast the great event that the radical reformers had always
prophesied: the second Reformation. The Revolution, it seemed, was one
sign of its imminence.
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Once we place the romantics' religion within its historical context—both
its relation to events in France and the radical pantheistic tradition—it
becomes clear that it was anything but a return to reactionary theism, as
Heine and Ruge portrayed it. The romantics' concept of the infinite is not
the supernatural realm of theism but the natura naturans of pantheism, and
their social ideal is not a heaven beyond the earth but a republic on it.
Rather than renouncing the natural world, like the orthodox Christian, the
romantics believed that self-realization can be achieved only by living in
unity with it. Ironically, then, the pantheist-republican religion that Heine
himself championed in Die romantische Schule was the very religion of the
romantics themselves in their early years. In this regard, Heine, the greatest
enemy of romanticism, should be seen as its greatest heir.

10

THE E A R L Y POLITICS A N D AESTHETICS
OF FRIEDRICH S C H L E G E L

10.1. The Politics of Schlegel's Early

Classicism

If any single figure could claim to be the leader of the romantic circle, it
would indisputably be Friedrich Schlegel. His energy, enthusiasm, and enterprise were the creative forces behind the Athenäum, the journal of the
group; and his thinking laid the foundation for the aesthetics of romanticism. It was indeed Schlegel who formulated the concept of romantic poetry,
from which the movement took its name and much of its inspiration. In the
field of political philosophy, Schlegel was also in the very forefront of the
romantic movement. He was the first to develop a general theory of the
state and to criticize many aspects of modern culture, such as sexual
inequality and philistinism. A close examination of Schlegel's aesthetic and
political doctrines promises to shed some light, then, on romanticism in
general.
The starting point for any examination of Schlegel's early thought is his
reaction to the revolution in France. Schlegel was not infected by the initial
wave of enthusiasm for the Revolution. His early interest in politics appears
to have been slight. His first mention of the Revolution was August 26,
1 7 9 1 , when he wrote his brother that he had been reading Girtanner, whom
he naively praised for giving an impartial account of events.1 But such reading, he then explained, was only to serve as an aid to conversation. By June
1793 it is possible to detect the first glimmerings of an interest in politics;
he told his brother that he had been studying the subject.2 It was only in
October 1793, however, that he devoted himself wholeheartedly to it. This
was largely due to his meeting with Caroline Böhmer,3 who had just been
released from prison for her activism during the short-lived Mainz republic.
Pregnant by a young French officer and suffering from ill health, she had
been entrusted to the young Schlegel's care. Caroline had become radicalized
through her friendship with Georg Forster, whom she had met during the
peak of his activities in Mainz. Through Caroline, Schlegel came under the
spell of the Forster circle. She served as a powerful catalyst for his budding
political consciousness. On October 23, 1793, Friedrich wrote his brother
245
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that, a few extreme sentiments aside, he essentially agreed with her political
views. Referring to her treatment in prison, he decried "the inhumanity of
the princes and their servants." From now on, he declared, politics and
history would be his central concerns. This is how he described his new
involvement in politics: "For several months now it has been my favorite
diversion to follow the puzzling, powerful direction of events; and from this
a new manner of thinking has grown in me, which it would be mad not to
conclude.—In this way I have been pondering the heart of the matter and I
cannot avoid giving it my approval and participating in it." 4
Schlegel did not give details of his political views, which were plainly
still inchoate. Some indication of the direction of his thinking, he said, could
be found in Kant's "Theorie-Praxis" essay, which "rescued truth from the
vanity of that sophist Rehberg." Despite his new sense for politics, Schlegel
was still cautious. He later told his brother that he would be careful about
his political reputation and that he was still not decidedly for or against the
Revolution.5 Nevertheless, his general sympathies were clear from a statement to his brother on November Z4, 1793: "I wish the preservation of
French freedom." 6
Prima facie Schlegel's new interest in politics had little to do with his
earlier pursuits. Ever since his student days in Leipzig ( 1 7 9 1 - 1 7 9 3 ) , and
largely under the influence of Winckelmann, Schlegel had become infatuated
with the Greeks. Like Humboldt, Schiller, Herder, and Forster, he regarded
the Greeks as the very model of civilization, contrasting their purity, simplicity, and harmony with all the corruption, complexity, and discord of modern
life. No other figure in the 1790s could surpass the young Schlegel in his
enthusiasm for the Greeks, not even Schiller, who ridiculed him for his "Grecomania." 7 In his later Dresden years (1794—1796), Schlegel decided to
devote himself entirely to classical studies. His grand ambition was to write
a history of Greek poetry. What Winckelmann had done for Greek
sculpture, Schlegel would do for Greek poetry. To this end, he began to
publish articles on the history of Greek literature. These efforts culminated
in the massive but incomplete study Die Griechen und Römer, which was
published in 1797.
Contrary to appearances, Schlegel's political conversion had a decisive
impact on his early classical writings. If we regard these writings as apolitical,8 as solely aesthetic or historical, we miss their central intention and
underlying motivation. Schlegel insisted that classical studies—if they are
not to degenerate into an aimless and arid speciality—have to be subordinated to higher moral ends. In his view, aesthetic criticism is never an end
in itself. As he explained to his brother on October 16, 1793, just around
the time of his new interest in politics, "The very soul of my doctrine is that
humanity is the highest end, and that art is there only for its sake.'"
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The main purpose of classical studies, Schlegel argued in an early essay,
is to provide us with an ideal of pure humanity. 10 By studying the art and
culture of the ancient Greeks, we can discover the height of human perfection. This knowledge alone will permit us to escape from the corruption,
ignorance, and barbarity of modern culture. Schlegel's ideal of humanity
was essentially that of Schiller, Humboldt, Herder, and Forster: the realization of individuality, the development of all intellectual, sensitive, and conative powers into a harmonious whole. The end of humanity, as he put it, is
"to know the true, to do the good, and to enjoy the beautiful, and then to
achieve harmony in knowing, doing, and enjoying.""
The motivation behind Schlegel's early classical writings was not only
moral but also, in a perfectly straightforward sense, political. Like Schiller,
Herder, and Forster, Schlegel was convinced that humanity could be fully
realized only under specific political conditions, namely, the freedom and
equality of a republic. He believed that the height of Greek culture was the
golden age in Athens, and stressed that its achievements were due to the
freedom and equality of a democracy. 12 On no account did Schlegel think
that humanity is an apolitical ideal, realizable under any political conditions.
Why is it, he asked, that there is so little genius in modern life? Because, he
answered abruptly, there is so much "politische Pfuscherei." 13 The main
condition of Bildung, he flatly asserted, is political freedom: "Give freedom
to Bildung, and then see if there is any lack of energy!" So if the main
purpose of classical studies is to make us aware of, and to inspire us to
achieve, pure humanity, then ipso facto it cannot be politically indifferent.
In serving humanity, classical studies also advocate, if only indirectly, the
political conditions of its realization.
Schlegel's early views about the purpose of art were deeply influenced by
Schiller. Schlegel's essay "Vom Wert des Studiums der Griechen und
Römer" shows the clear influence of the Aesthetische Briefe." Like Schiller,
Schlegel considered art the fundamental instrument for the education of
humanity. He too argued that reason by itself cannot be a sufficient motive
for action. If we must live according to the principles of reason, we cannot
live from them. These principles must be supplemented by "powerful and
good inclinations," "correct and complete intuitions," and these are best
aroused and maintained by art. The reason that we should imitate the
classics is that they provide the best form of art to cultivate these inclinations
and intuitions. Again like Schiller, Schlegel saw an aesthetic education as a
necessary preparation for the ideal state, a republic. We cannot be given our
freedom immediately, for that would only unleash our selfish and animal
passions. We first have to become ripe for our freedom, and we can do so
only through Bildung. "Experience teaches us," Schlegel said, "that a state
where education is not as extensive as freedom must degenerate." 15 The

248 • HERDER

AND

EARLY

GERMAN

ROMANTICISM

enormous importance that the young Schlegel gave to art, and consequently
to classical studies, was thus the result of his Schillerian analysis of the
political situation in the early 1790s.
Schlegel's belief in the political purpose of art is apparent in one of
his earliest classical essays, "Vom aesthetischen Werte der griechischen
Komödie." 1 6 Here Schlegel elevated ancient Greek comedy, especially that
of Aristophanes, into the model of all true comedy. He more than suggested
that there was a political purpose behind Aristophanian comedy: to show
that freedom is inviolable yet consistent with the law. 17 According to
Schlegel, comedy makes us aware of our freedom by expressing joy, a feeling
so powerful and natural that it breaks down all the artificial barriers of
class, property, and education. It makes us see and feel that all people are
alike and one at heart, regardless of their education, wealth, and breeding.
The political purpose of comedy, then, is to make us self-conscious of our
freedom, particularly of that freedom that exists in a community where there
is love among equals. In imitating ancient comedy, modern comedy should
aspire to this ideal of freedom and help us to approach, if not to attain, the
humanity and freedom of ancient Greece. 18
In his next classical essay, "Ueber die Grenzen des Schönen," Schlegel
continued to explore the political dimension of art. 1 ' Prima facie the task of
this essay is entirely apolitical: to define the limits and kinds of aesthetic
enjoyment. Indeed, Schlegel stated emphatically that art must have
autonomy. Yet the thrust of his whole argument is that the highest aesthetic
enjoyment is possible only under definite political conditions, namely, the
freedom and equality of a republic. The highest form of aesthetic enjoyment
is love, which can be realized only between free and equal beings. The
highest form of love is "the love of the fatherland," which exists only in
"the genuine state," a community of free beings.20 Such a community has a
public love, the reciprocal pleasure between free and equal citizens. The
message behind Schlegel's essay is that we can overcome the gap between
life and art—that we can make beauty an integral part of our lives—only
when we realize a republican constitution like that of ancient Athens.
Nowhere did Schlegel draw more radical political conclusions from his
classical studies than in his essay "Ueber die Diotima." 2 1 He now drew upon
the Greeks to question the role of women in modern society. He maintained
that many political thinkers in ancient Greece were far ahead of the moderns
in granting equal status to women. Not only Plato, but Diogenes, Zeno,
Chrysippus, and the stoics held that women should be included in the system
of state education, so that they have the same opportunities as men. These
thinkers widely recognized that femininity and masculinity should be subordinated to the ideal of humanity in general. In Schlegel's view, the rights

Schlegel's Early Politics and Aesthetics · 249
granted to women in ancient Greek thought were the consequence of its
democratic ideals, according to which freedom and equality should be the
right of everyone, regardless of sex. It is only in our corrupt modern monarchies that some dare to say, "Woman is only for the sake of the man!" 2 2
Schlegel then draws a comparison between the ancient and modern education of women, one entirely to the advantage of the ancients. Ancient education focused on the essentials: the need to develop a common humanity;
ours concentrates on accidentals: the sexual differences between men and
women. It so exaggerates these differences—"the dominating impetuousness
of the man," "the selfless abandonment of the woman"—that many of the
underlying potentialities of both sexes are suppressed. "Only an independent
femininity, only a tender masculinity is good and beautiful." 23 Schlegel continued to affirm his views on sexual equality in some of his later writings.24
These views are one of his most important contributions to social and political thought in the 1790s." Behind Schlegel's opinions we can detect the
benign influence of Caroline Böhmer, the Diotima of the 1790s.
Prima facie Schlegel's ideas about the political purpose of art conflict
with one of his most important aesthetic doctrines: the autonomy of art.
Throughout his classical writings26 Schlegel reaffirmed the Kantian doctrine
that aesthetic pleasure is disinterested and that aesthetic appraisal must
follow its sui generis norms, independent of morality and knowledge. The
proper sphere of art is not that of the will or intellect, but that of pure
enjoyment. It is indeed precisely the virtue of classical over modern art
that it represents beauty for its own sake, regardless of the concern for
goodness or truth. How, then, did Schlegel reconcile this doctrine with his
views about the political purpose of art? He turned to just this problem in
one of his later essays, resolving it in a manner that clearly reveals the primacy of politics in his thinking.27 Schlegel maintained that, by virtue of an
artificial act of abstraction, we can indeed uphold the autonomy of art. If
we abstract art from everything else, it will have a sui generis sphere where
only its own technical rules prevail; and here it will have a status equal to
and independent of morality and knowledge. But, Schlegel then adds, the
aesthetic, moral, and intellectual standpoints are ultimately subordinate to a
higher one that directs all of human Bildung. They must be directed by this
higher standpoint, for otherwise they will lose their purpose. What is this
higher standpoint? It is that of politics. "Political judgment is the highest of
all viewpoints," Schlegel declares flatly. The task of political judgment is to
order all human activities—art, morality, and philosophy—for the sake of
Bildung, and ultimately for the attainment of freedom itself. When the political art has helped us attain a condition of perfect freedom, then, like the
Fichtean state—it will wither away and disappear.
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Republicanism

By early 1796 Schlegel's classical studies came to a deliberate end. He had
not finished his history of Greek poetry nor even begun another cherished
plan, a study of the political revolutions of the Greeks and Romans. These
projects were laid aside because they could no longer contain his overriding
interest in politics, which demanded more direct and immediate satisfaction.
He now decided to write about politics. As he explained to his brother on
May 27, 1796: "I am heartily tired of criticism and will now work with
incredible enthusiasm on the Revolution. At the same time I'll write something popular about republicanism. I'll only be happy when I immerse
myself in politics . . . I will not deny that republicanism is now a little closer
to my heart than divine criticism, and even more divine poetry." 28 There
were already signs of this change of heart in 1795. In the spring of that
year Schlegel wrote an article, now lost, on ancient and modern republicanism.25 And in the autumn he finished reviews of two important political works, Condorcet's Esquisse d'un tableau historique des progrès de
l'esprit humain and Kant's Zum ewigen Frieden. The review of Kant was
revised and eventually published as "Versuch über den Begriff des Republikanismus." 30 This is the most important of Schlegel's early political essays.
"Versuch" is one of the most radical writings of the 1790s, one of
the few philosophical defenses of democracy or popular sovereignty. Of
all the philosophers in this decade only Herder and Forster would match
Schlegel in advocating an unlimited franchise. In this essay Schlegel's chief
contention is that "republicanism is necessarily democratic." He came
to this controversial conclusion by first raising the question "How is a
republic possible?" There is a problem about its possibility because a
republic must be based on the general will; but the general will never
appears in experience, existing only as an idea in pure thought. All that
experience reveals a multitude of individual wills, whose desires and
deliberations do not necessarily reflect the general will. How, then, do we
bridge the gap between theory and experience, the universal and particular
will? There is, Schlegel insists, but one solution: a fiction whereby some
individual wills represent, or act as the surrogate of, the general will. Since
this fiction is the only means by which we can realize the moral imperative
to create a republican constitution, it is perfectly justified according to
reason itself. The question then arises, Whose will should represent the
general will? The principle of equality demands, Schlegel contends, that it
be the will not of one, or of many, but of the majority. This is the best
approximation to the general will, given that the will of one or several merely
substitutes some private will for the general will. To ensure that the will of
everyone counts, Schlegel insisted on an unlimited franchise. We can exclude
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people from government only if we prove that their will is neither rational
nor fair, as in the case of minors or criminals. The poor and members of the
opposite sex have every right to vote. 31
In arguing that a republic must be democratic, Schlegel was taking issue
with Kant's argument in Zum ewigen Frieden that it cannot be so. 32 Kant
maintained that a democracy violates one of the essential principles of a
republican constitution, namely, the separation of powers. This principle
demands that there should be a distinction between the executive and legislative power in the state. But a democracy violates it by giving the people
both legislative and executive authority. By directly representing the will of
the people, democracy degenerates into a form of despotism, ochlocracy, or
the tyranny of the mob. In reply to this argument, Schlegel agreed about the
evil of ochlocracy; he too wished to avoid the danger of sansculottism." But
he did not think that a democracy must fall prey to this danger. Although
the separation of powers is indeed a principle of the republican constitution,
a democracy can be consistent with it through a system of indirect representation. If the principle of equality demands that all votes be counted, it does
not exclude that they are also weighed. 34 Hence there can be a distinction
between those who represent the people and the will of the people itself.
The "Versuch" shows obvious debts to Fichte, whom Schlegel considered "the greatest speculative thinker of our age." 3 5 His essay is indeed a
defense of Fichte's radicalism against the conservative remnants of Kant's
political doctrine. Schlegel believed that Fichte was correct in taking Kant's
principles to their final radical conclusions. Kant is inconsistent in not permitting democracy, Schlegel contended, for democracy is the consequence
of his principle of equality. We have no right to exclude people from government on grounds of sex or property, because these factors do not affect their
essential rationality. Kant is also inconsistent, Schlegel further argues, in his
hypothesis of radical evil. This amounts to a transcendent use of the concept
of freedom, given that experience provides no evidence that people are evil
by nature. All of Kant's appeals to the frequency of wars proves nothing, for
wars are started by a small minority of humanity, by what Schlegel dared to
call "the dross of the human race," namely, the princes. Kant's denial of the
right of revolution is also incompatible with his fundamental principles,
Schlegel argues, since sometimes insurrection is necessary to republicanism. 36
Since the general will demands a republic, it must require the right of
rebellion when that is the only means to prevent tyranny; the general will
would destroy itself if it permitted the usurpation of a despot.
Although "Versuch" represents the height of Schlegel's early radicalism,
it also contains problems whose solution would push him toward his later
conservatism. One of these problems is the evident weakness of Schlegel's
reply to Kant. He could show that a democracy avoids the dangers of
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ochlocracy only by granting independence to its representatives; in other
words, only by alienating the will of the people and by abandoning direct
popular sovereignty. The more Schlegel admitted the dangers of ochlocracy,
the more he stressed the need for greater political authority. This fear of
the mob later became an important factor in the development of Schlegel's
later conservatism. Another difficulty is that, despite his defense of modern
republicanism, Schlegel betrayed his evident dissatisfaction with it. In a
revealing passage, he claimed that the political culture of modern republics
is decidedly inferior to that of the ancients in one fundamental respect:
ancient republics could boast of "a true community of morals" (Gemeinschaft der Sitten).37 By this "community of morals" Schlegel meant a society
held together not only by abstract laws but also by a common public spirit.
Simply conforming to the law is not enough for the true state: there must
also be genuine affection and love between fellow citizens. Already in his
early essay, then, Schlegel began to show his discontent with the purely legal
framework of the classical liberal state. The more he stressed the lack of
community in modern life, the more he would move away from his early
republicanism. It is only the corporate medieval state, he later argued with
Novalis, that guarantees a genuine community.
The companion piece to Schlegel's "Versuch" is his essay on Georg
Forster, which appeared in 1797 in the Lyceum der schönen Künste.3" When
Schlegel wrote this piece, Forster was notorious in Germany, a scapegoat
for the rising tide of conservative opinion. The German public regarded him
as a traitor and a criminal for his loyalty to the French cause. Having fallen
under the influence of the Forster circle, Schlegel felt himself duty bound
to defend the great Jacobin's memory. The specific occasion of his essay
was some recent attacks on Forster in German journals. Hostile reviews of
Forster's Parisische Umrisse and Briefe an mehrere Adressaten appeared in
the Allgemeine Literatur Zeitung, which censured them as "immoral and
frivolous"; 3 ' and one of Schiller's and Goethe's Xenien in the Musenalmanach had been aimed at Forster, describing him as "a raving fool" for
following the advice of "a woman" (Caroline Böhmer) in planting a liberty
tree.40 Such blatant desecration offended Schlegel. In a review of the
Musenalmanach, he expressed his disapproval of those who would place "a
mark of derision" upon Forster's grave.41 In resolving to rehabilitate Forster,
Schlegel was pitting himself not only against public opinion but against Germany's two master poets.
The immediate aim of Schlegel's essay is to defend Forster against the
charge of immorality. That this accusation is unjust, Schlegel said, can be
seen from a thorough study of his writings. There is a profound moral
philosophy running through them. Unlike so many shallow moralists of the
Aufklärung, who knew nothing higher than happiness, Forster's moral ideals
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are the highest possible, human perfectability and political liberty. Yet, for
all his idealism, Forster was anything but a naive optimist. He fully recognized the darker side of human nature, though this never made him lose his
faith in human perfectability. Nor did Forster's devotion to natural science
undermine his moral idealism. His writings constantly revolve around "the
two poles of higher criticism": the necessity of the laws of nature, and the
indestructible perfectability of human beings. Although he stressed the
natural necessity determining human actions, he never excused crime or
belittled virtue. Taking the offensive against Forster's critics, Schlegel then
condemned those who knew no standard of conduct other than "the weather
vane" of public opinion. We must distinguish, he insists, between the
morality of the man and the legality of his actions. Forster had the courage
to stand for the highest moral principles despite legal and social persecution.
We cannot blame him for remaining true to the Revolution amid all its
horrors, for this faithfulness proves his enduring faith in humanity.
In his essay Schlegel played the role more of a literary critic than of a
political publicist. He did not engage in a detailed defense of Forster's
politics, which would have been too provocative and partisan to help his
memory. Rather, his strategy was to rehabilitate Forster as a writer, and in
particular as a German writer. His writing, more than anything else, would
make his compatriots respect him. Schlegel then put forward the thesis that,
in his genre, Forster was a classical prose writer. His genre is that of "the
social writer." This was someone who addresses the public at large, who
combines the roles of philosopher, natural scientist, artist, and publicist,
and whose aim is to promote the widest possible Bildung of the public. We
miss the mark and do Forster a grave injustice, Schlegel argues, if we
evaluate him as only a technical philosopher or a natural scientist. If we
consider him a social writer, however, we must regard his works as classical.
They are masterpieces of their kind, uniting French elegance, English
common sense, and German depth, combining the most detailed scientific
observations with the widest philosophical generalizations, and instructing
the public without patronizing it. Behind Schlegel's portrait of Forster is his
own ideal of the writer. The romantic poet is a social writer, a Forster in
verse.
10.3. The Politics of

Romanticism

Schlegel's political essays appeared in Deutschland and the Lyceum der
schönen Künste, journals edited by the Berlin Aufklärer C. F. Reichhardt.
Although he shared some of his political convictions, Schlegel had a tense
relationship with Reichhardt. 42 He felt used in Reichhardt's literary battles
and confined by his editorial policies. To maintain his independence,
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Schlegel had no choice but to break with his fussy, haughty editor. On
December 16, 1797, he duly announced in the "Intelligenzblatt" of the Allgemeine Literatur Zeitung that he no longer had any connection with the
editor of the Lyceum.43 This was Schlegel's public declaration of independence, a reminder to his detractors that he was no one's literary pawn.
The break with Reichhardt was not only personal but philosophical.
Schlegel's thought was moving in a more radical direction, which went
far beyond Reichhardt's narrow editorial policies. The problem with
Reichhardt, Schlegel wrote his brother on October 3 1 , 1797, is that he is
not sufficiently "liberal." 44 This was one of Schlegel's latest catchwords. It
meant complete freedom of inquiry, the abstention from cherished beliefs
and dogmas, the willingness to explore any issue, and the courage to take
any line of thought to its ultimate conclusions.45 Reichhardt was too much
of an old-fashioned Aufklärer, clinging to all the dogmas of Friedrich II's
reign. Like all the Aufklärer, he pretended to believe in rational inquiry and
criticism; but he stopped short whenever it came to questioning any of the
moral, social, and political dogmas of the day. In attacking Reichhardt, then,
Schlegel was not rejecting but radicalizing the rationalism of the Aufklärung.
That the Aufklärung had unduly restrained its rationalism was an old theme
of Lessing's, which Jacobi made famous during the pantheism controversy.
Lessing held that the true Aufklärer should push reason to its limits, whatever the consequences for social, political, and religious orthodoxy. The
young Schlegel had been inspired by Lessing and had just written an essay
on Lessing around the time of the break with Reichhardt.46 He saw himself
as the Lessing of the 1790s, a relentless critic of all the social, moral, and
political dogmas of the day. But it is important not to exaggerate Schlegel's
dependence on Lessing. In one respect he would go even further than him:
he would turn criticism against itself, so that it would have to examine its
own presuppositions. The age of criticism, which had dared to subject everything to scrutiny, would now have to criticize itself.47
Schlegel's break with Reichhardt led him to a fateful decision, which he
announced to his brother in his October 31 letter: "A great plan has
absorbed all my thoughts day and night. It seems to me high time that we
begin our journal." 48 Having their own journal would mean complete independence from narrow and partisan editors like Reichhardt. August Wilhelm
heartily agreed. Detailed plans were discussed and a publisher obtained.
Friedrich wanted to call the journal "Hercules," the Greek hero who
strangled snakes in his cradle and cleared out the Augean stables. August
Wilhelm proposed a less provocative name, "Athenäum." For better or
worse, Friedrich eventually agreed with his brother's suggestion. The
Athenäum, which appeared in three volumes from 1798 to 1800, became
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the mouthpiece of the romantic movement. Among its regular contributors
would be the Schlegel brothers, Novalis, and Schleiermacher.
The Athenäum had ambitious goals. It was to be first and foremost a
critical journal, setting a new standard of literary criticism to surpass the
powerful but pedestrian Allgemeine Literatur Zeitung.49 But it was not to be
critical in any narrow sense; it saw criticism as the instrument of aesthetic
education, the spearhead of a much broader program of Bildung. The aim
of the contributors would be, as Schlegel put it, "to grasp all the rays of
Bildung into a unity." 50 The contributors would not have to follow a party
line but would be free to differ with one another. Their only common principle would be to tell the truth fully, whatever the consequences. Articles
would be published if they showed "sublime impudence." In thus devoting
itself to radical criticism and Bildung, the Athenäum remained true to two
of the fundamental ideals of the Aufklärung. It would criticize half-hearted
criticism and the narrow conception of Bildung of the Aufklärung, to be
sure, but it would do so only by radicalizing, not breaking with, these ideals
of the Aufklärung.si
Friedrich Schlegel, Novalis, and Schleiermacher hoped that the Athenäum would create a revolution in the sphere of culture. At the very heart
of this cultural revolution was Schlegel's concept of "romantic poetry." This
would liberate the poet from the shackles of the old aesthetics, and it would
make him the high priest of a new culture. What led Schlegel to formulate
his new aesthetics? And what were the social and political ideals behind it?
Schlegel's romanticism was the culmination of a long intellectual struggle, a battle waged in his inner soul. The aesthetic doctrines that he was
determined to overthrow were essentially a monster of his own making,
namely, his earlier neoclassicism. The genesis of Schlegel's romanticism is
therefore comprehensible only in the light of his former neoclassicism, and
in particular his distinction between ancient and modern poetry in his early
essay "Ueber das Studium der Griechen und R ö m e r . " " According to this
distinction, the fundamental concern of ancient poetry was beauty, apart
from any interest in the good and true. This beauty consists in an ideal
having "objective," or universal and necessary, worth. True to this ideal,
the classical poet kept personal feelings and opinions out of the work and
did not pander to the tastes of the public. By contrast, the basic aim of
modern poetry is to be "interesting," to create strong and novel effects to
catch the reader's interest. Rather than pursuing some objective ideal, the
modern poet would cater to the tastes of his audience, so that his poetry
reflected national taste. He also would not hesitate to reveal his feelings and
opinions in his work. In making such a sharp distinction, Schlegel reinvoked
the old controversy between the ancients and the moderns. In this battle he
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was firmly on the side of the ancients. Only classical beauty, he argued,
gives enduring satisfaction.53 People grow tired of the merely interesting,
and the search for novel and striking effects will eventually exhaust itself. In
not subscribing to any objective laws or ideals, modern poetry is
degenerating into complete anarchy. It does not conform to any genre but
mixes them all; it subjects beauty to the interests of truth and morality; and
the only law it knows is the caprice of the author. But Schlegel was not a
total pessimist. Citing the poems of Goethe and Schiller as examples, he
could see the dawning of a neoclassical age. The path toward this new era
lay in the imitation of the Greeks. If imitation produced shallow works in
the past, that was only because of the manner of imitation. It was a matter
of reproducing the essential spirit, not merely the outer accidental forms, of
classical art. To understand this spirit, one must know the whole of Greek
culture, its basic ideals and values: hence the motivation behind Schlegel's
neoclassical studies.
As early as 1795 Schlegel began to have doubts about his neoclassicism.
In "Ueber das Wert des Studiums der Griechen und Römer," he qualified
his classicism in important respects.5'1 Any imitation of Greek art, he now
stressed, has to be spontaneous, consistent with the individuality of the artist
and the character of his age. Herder was correct in saying that every age has
a right to cultural self-determination. "It is not our destiny to live like beggars from the alms of our past, or as servants for posterity." 55 Most important of all, Schlegel recognized that modern Bildung has its own strengths
and virtues. While ancient Bildung was directed by natural impulses toward
limited objectives, modern Bildung is guided by reason toward an infinite
goal, the highest good or the kingdom of God on earth. Although modern
man cannot achieve this goal, he can approach it; and it was simply in
striving for such a noble goal that he revealed his greatness. Only this
striving is in accord with "the command of practical reason." 56 All these
concessions raise serious questions about Schlegel's neoclassicism. For if
every age has the right to its own culture, and if our age has its own virtues,
why slavishly imitate Greek art? Should we not develop an art more suitable
to our time? This was indeed precisely the task of romantic art.
Schlegel's doubts grew in early 1796 when he read an interesting tract
by Schiller, Ueber naive und sentimentalische Dichtung. Proceeding from a
similar distinction between ancient and modern poetry, Schiller put the case
for the distinctive merits of modern poetry. While the ancient or "naive"
poet imitates a nature that he possesses, the modern or "sentimental" poet
idealizes a nature to which he strives to return. The naive poet is objective,
leaving his feelings outside his work for the sake of imitation; the sentimental poet is subjective, allowing his feelings to show in his longing for the
ideal. Each of these forms of poetry has its merits, Schiller argued, so that it
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would be inept to judge one by the standards of the other. Like Schlegel,
Schiller saw the central characteristic of modern Bildung in its striving for
the infinite ideal, the highest good. Although modern man had lost his intimate connection with nature, he had gained greater freedom and rationality.
N o w modern poetry was the only form of art suitable for modern Bildung,
Schiller argued, since there can be no going back to the simplicity and
naïveté of the Greeks. There is no point in imitating the Greeks, for their art
was the product of their culture, which was gone forever. But this loss
should be no occasion for weeping or gnashing of teeth. The quest for the
infinite ideal gives definite advantages to modern poetry. Since classical
poetry had to imitate a given object, it was limited in its forms of expression;
but since modern poetry's object is infinite, it can express its ideal in many
ways, leaving room for the poet's imagination. 57
Schiller's essay struck Schlegel like a bombshell. As he explained to his
brother on January 1 5 , 1 7 9 6 , "Schiller's theory of the sentimental has so
preoccupied me that for some days now I could do nothing but read it and
make notes. When you read my treatise you will understand why it interests
me so much. Schiller has given me some real hints. When something cooks
so much inside me, I am incapable of peacefully pursuing anything else." 58
In the preface to his forthcoming Griechen und Römer, which he wrote in
March 1 7 9 6 , Schlegel acknowledged that Schiller's treatise had given him
new insight into the limits of classical, and the strengths of modern, poetry. 59
This was a very embarrassing concession indeed, given that in this very book
"Ueber das Studium der griechischen Poesie" appeared, Schlegel's essay
decrying modern poetry.
All this does not mean, however, that Schiller had single-handedly converted Schlegel to the cause of modern poetry. 60 In his preface Schlegel
admitted only "a provisional validity" to modern poetry, and he was still
unrepentant about his classicism. Only a year after writing his preface would
he completely break with his classical aesthetic. This break appears in some
aphorisms that Schlegel wrote in the summer of 1 7 9 7 , which have become
known as the Lyceums Fragmente. With a few terse strokes he dispatched
his classicism forever:
All classical genres of poetry, in their purity, are now ridiculous.61
From what the moderns will one must learn what poetry should become;
from what the ancients did what it must be.61
In the ancients it is possible to see the perfect letter of all poetry; in the
moderns one feels the spirit of its becoming!63
The ancients are neither the Jews, nor the Christians, nor the English of
poetry. They are not God's arbitrarily elected nation in matters of art;
they do not have the only saving faith in beauty, nor do they possess a
monopoly on poetry!' 4
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Behind these lines were other figures besides Schiller. There was first and
foremost Herder, who had taught Schlegel that every nation and epoch has
its characteristic cultural development/ 5 There was also Lessing, whom
Schlegel had studied so intensely in the intervening period. It was Lessing
who inspired Schlegel to radicalize the principle of intellectual autonomy.
But if, as Lessing taught, the creative spirit accepts nothing on authority,
why should it follow the ancients? Was not neoclassicism simply another
form of dogmatism? This was just the conclusion that Schlegel drew in one
of his Lyceums Fragmente: "One should never appeal to the spirit of antiquity as an authority. It is a unique matter with spirits; they cannot be
grasped by the hand and held out to others. Spirits reveal themselves only to
spirits. The most consistent and effective way to prove possession of the sole
saving faith is through good works." 6 6 It would be unduly narrow, then, to
regard Schiller alone as Schlegel's spiritual father. Schlegel's romanticism
was a mongrel by descent, having a mixed Lessingian, Herderian, Fichtean,
and Schillerian paternity.
What, then, was Schlegel's new aesthetic ideal now that he had broken
with his classicism? He certainly had found some redolent words for it:
"romantic poetry" (romantische Poesie).67 In many respects, Schlegel's ideal
of romantic poetry was simply a reversal of his earlier neoclassicism. Some
of the salient characteristics of modern poetry that he once condemned he
now celebrated. Romantic poetry should be the self-expression of its author,
a portrait of its age, a mélange des genres, a depiction of the individual, and
subject to no laws but the caprice of the author. 68 Yet it would be misleading
to speak of a complete reversal in Schlegel's position, as if he had changed
his attitude toward one and the same form of poetry. 69 This would be inaccurate for several reasons. First, Schlegel did not simply reject his neoclassicism for the sake of modernism. Rather, he wanted to synthesize the classical
and the modern into a higher standpoint. 70 Neoclassicism was rejected
insofar as it is considered the only valid aesthetic but accepted insofar as the
features of classical poetry are part of a higher aesthetic ideal. Second,
romantic poetry was not simply the modern poetry that Schlegel had once
so strongly censured. Romantic poetry has an ethical and religious ideal that
is not explicit in modern poetry, the ideal of the infinite, or the highest good.
Third, Schlegel had abandoned his distinction between the 'ancient' and
'modern', replacing it with 'classical' and 'romantic'. This new distinction
concerned elements of poetry rather than historical epochs. 71 The romantic
is not necessarily the modern since many modern works, for example Lessing's Emil Galotti, are classical in style, while many older, almost medieval
authors, for example Cervantes and Shakespeare, are romantic. What chiefly
distinguishes romantic from classical art, Schlegel now said, is that classical
art separates, while romantic art conflates, appearance and reality. 72
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Granted that there was not a complete reversal in Schlegel's position,
why was he now so willing to embrace those aspects of modern poetry that
he once condemned? The answer lies largely with Schiller's characterization
of modern or sentimental poetry. Schiller made Schlegel realize the profound
ethical purpose behind modern poetry—longing for the infinite, striving for
the highest good, the kingdom of God on earth. Schlegel had not emphasized this aspect of modern poetry in the earlier "Studium" essay. There he
insisted that the guiding aim behind modern poetry is to be interesting, to
create novel and striking effects on the reader. Although Schlegel sometimes
accused modern poetry of mingling the moral with the aesthetic, that was
only part of his criticism that modern poetry confuses all kinds of values
and genres.73 On no account is modern poetry dominated by an ethical ideal.
Indeed, in constantly striving after novel and striking effects, it is morally
bankrupt and corrupt. What is striking about Schlegel's later writings in
contrast to the "Studium" is precisely the ethical purpose ascribed to
modern art. This purpose is indeed the Schillerian ideal of the infinite. The
starting point of modern Bildung, Schlegel wrote in Athenäum Fragmente,
is the revolutionary wish to realize the kingdom of God on earth;74 but the
end of every romantic work, he said in Lyceums Fragmente, is the Vaterunser, the wish that God's kingdom would come.75 What is characteristic of
romantic art in contrast to classical art, Schlegel then explained in Gespräche
über Poesie,76 is that it expresses sentiment, particularly the sentiment of
love, whose source is the longing to return to the infinite.77
Now if it was the quest for the infinite ideal that convinced Schlegel of
the value of modern poetry, then it is necessary to admit that this new
aesthetic doctrine was inspired by political ends. For the infinite ideal of
romantic art had a very definite political meaning for Schlegel. This infinite
ideal is the Fichtean goal of the highest good, the harmony of justice and
happiness, the unity of reason and nature, the kingdom of God on earth.78
The highest good will be realized, Schlegel taught, only when humanity has
fully established a republican constitution, only when it has created that
ideal state where there is freedom and equality for all. That Schlegel read
the infinite ideal in this political manner is perfectly clear from his 1800
Vorlesungen über Transcendentalphilosophie.79 In these lectures Schlegel
reaffirmed his republican ideals, which he regarded as the model of the perfect society. He argued that the end of humanity is the achievement of the
highest good, and that this end is attainable only under specific social conditions, namely, the freedom and equality of a republic.
We can now see that Schlegel's romanticism was anything but a flight
from the political problematic of modern life. Rather, it was an attempt to
address it. In the Athenäum Schlegel remained true to the Schillerian doctrine that the purpose of art is Bildung. The task of his romantic art was to
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overcome the gap between theory and practice, reason and life. It would
surmount this gap by making people conscious of and inspiring them to
achieve, the infinite ideal, the kingdom of God on earth, the republican
constitution. When we thus place Schlegel's romantic aesthetics in the context of his time and philosophical development, it becomes difficult to resist
one conclusion: that romanticism was the aesthetics of republicanism.

10.4. Growing

Conservatism

The Athenäum was to launch a revolution not only in aesthetics but in
ethics as well. In the collection of aphorisms entitled Fragmente, which
appeared in 1798 in the first volume of the Athenäum, Schlegel brought all
of modern culture under criticism, its laws, traditions, conventions, and
taboos. He preached the need for a radical individualism, according to
which individuals should think and live as they see fit, regardless of the
opinions, conventions, and laws of their day. Just as the artist recognizes no
norms above his creative genius, so the genuine individual will acknowledge
no authority above his sovereign will.80
In insisting on such extreme individualism, Schlegel was applying in part
the Fichtean doctrine of the creative ego, and in part the Humboldtian concept of individuality. But, in contrast to his more abstract and conventional
contemporaries, he was willing to push these ideas to their final conclusion.
He wished to spell out the social and cultural conditions necessary for their
realization. Naturally, this made Schlegel a sharp critic of the oppressive
social norms of his day. One of his main targets was the sexual taboos of
eighteenth-century Germany.81 Schlegel's free individual would not hesitate
to cultivate his sensuality, to lie for hours on a bed of roses with his loved
one, wedded or not. Nothing could be more hypocritical, Schlegel argued,
than the prevailing prudery, "the affectation of innocence without innocence." Most modern marriages are in his view little better than concubinage; in enforcing them the state prevents true marriage, which is a unity of
souls. Then, in a few provocative lines that shocked his contemporaries,
Schlegel impudently opined, "It is difficult to see what one could reasonably
object to in a marriage à quatre,"82 Another target of Schlegel's criticism
was the bourgeois ethic of utility. All too often nowadays, he reflected,
people regard their lives as instruments of production, thus confusing means
and ends. They see religion, literature, and philosophy simply as a kind of
diversion. We should never regard human beings as commodities, however,
but only as ends in themselves.83 A last object of Schlegel's spleen was the
taboo against suicide prevalent in his day. It was entirely the right of the
sovereign individual, he proclaimed, whether he ended his life or not. If our
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will is sovereign, it can end our life as well as continue it. It is never wrong
to die freely, only to live too long.
Throughout the Athenäum Fragmente Schlegel's early radicalism is still
very much in evidence. The attack on modernity only grew more bitter and
uncompromising. These aphorisms are indeed very much the work of a
rebellious, almost adolescent, bohemian. Their motto could well be "Épater
le bourgeoisie." It has been said that the young Schlegel, for all his Sturm
und Drang, simply presupposed and thrived on the existing social and political order, whose stability was the condition of his romantic dreams.84 But
this rides roughshod over the very specific criticisms that Schlegel made of
that order, and indeed his fundamental hostility to it. Schlegel could not be
indifferent to the social and political circumstances of his day for the simple
reason that his ideals of autonomy and creativity could not prosper under
them. He was willing to tolerate immorality but never a disregard for
politics: "Only antipolitical or unjust people cannot be tolerated." 85 It is
necessary to admit, however, that Schlegel's criticism is more cultural than
political; its target is more social oppression than political. The cultural
radicalism of the Fragmente contrasts sharply with an increasing political
conservatism.
The political doctrine of the Fragmente marks a definite retreat from the
radicalism of 1796. There are clear signs of Schlegel's growing conservatism.
The most striking change from the earlier "Versuch" is that Schlegel began
to depart from his doctrine of popular sovereignty. A perfect republic, he
declared, must be not only democratic but also aristocratic and monarchical.86 Aristocracy and monarchy are necessary because "the educated must
govern the uneducated." Schlegel now taught the value of having a monarch
who symbolizes the spirit of the nation and who captures the feeling and
imagination, and hence ensures the loyalty, of the common people.87 He
even gave the right of absolute veto to the monarch,88 a favorite demand of
the conservatives during the early days of the Revolution. Schlegel's
emerging conservatism is also apparent in his increasingly critical attitude
toward the Revolution in France. He suggested that we might consider the
Revolution "the most frightening grotesque of the age, a tragicomedy containing all the vices and follies of the French nation." 89
How do we explain Schlegel's growing conservatism? We must trace it
back to the fundamental leitmotiv of his entire philosophical development:
the search for community.90 From his early classicism down to his later
Christian mysticism Schlegel remained true to a single social ideal, the community held together by the love between free and equal persons, where
everyone identifies with and feels a sense of belonging to the social whole.
Such a community naturally transcends the merely legal framework of the
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Rechtsstaat, which protected only individual interest. Rather than being only
the sum of its separate parts, it would be an organic whole greater than
them, determining their individual identities. It is significant that Schlegel
himself explained his philosophical development in these terms. When, in
1 8 1 7 , he attempted to account for his conversion to the Roman Catholic
church, he referred to the sense of belonging he felt within it. He then
suggested that his intellectual career could be described as an attempt to
attach himself to a whole greater than himself: "In my life and philosophical
apprenticeship there has been a constant searching after eternal unity . . .
and an attaching to something external, a historical reality or a given
i d e a l . . . There was an attaching to the orient, to the German, to freedom in
poetry, finally to the church, as everywhere else the search for freedom and
unity was in vain. Was this attaching not a search for protection, for a final
foundation?" 9 1
Schlegel originally found his ideal of community in the republic of
ancient Athens. But, in the 1790s, he gradually became more pessimistic
that his ideal could be realized in modern life. His skepticism about progress
is discernible as early as 1 7 9 6 , when in his review of Condorcet he asked
whether increasing enlightenment had brought greater moral and political
progress. 92 As the 1790s wore on Schlegel's pessimism only grew. He began
to criticize the increasing egoism, materialism, and anomie of modern life,
which he associated with capitalism and the French Revolution. It is now as
if modern life is taking us away from, rather than closer to, the ideal of
community. Given that modern society was not moving toward this ideal,
the problem was then to find some historical model for it. What society in
the historical past showed that the ideal of community is not illusory,
and that it need not be corrupted by modern life? Under the influence of
Wackenroder and Novalis, 93 Schlegel began to look at the Middle Ages. He
had seen the medieval romance as the beginning and paradigm of romantic
art; he now began to see it as the beginning and paradigm of the true state.
This shift in historical perspective is clear from his Philosophische
Lehrjahre,
notebooks that he kept from 1 7 9 6 to 1799. A note written in 1 7 9 9 states,
"Never was there more freedom, equality, and fraternity than in the Middle
Ages—and these were again at their best in Germany." 9 4 Another note from
the summer of 1 7 9 8 reads, "The state is something in the middle between
the family and the church. The end of politics should be negative—to make
as many families and churches as possible, not least corporations, societies,
states within states, as in the Middle Ages." 9 5
In his 1804 Cologne lectures, Die Entwicklung
der
Philosophie,
Schlegel's development toward conservatism is fully apparent. Here he
explicitly criticized the liberal conception of the state, which limits it to the
protection of natural rights alone.96 Such a conception of the state leaves, in
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his view, no room for community and the higher moral and religious values
of life. If we base the state on natural rights alone, we cannot avoid the
"complete isolation of human beings from one another and society, as Rousseau conceived i t . ' " 7 The only means of achieving community and securing
the higher values of life, Schlegel was now convinced, is by giving the state
increased powers. The state should play a more positive role in society: it
should be responsible for the maintenance of religion, the distribution of
property, and the development of the Humanität of all its citizens. While in
his earlier writings Schlegel tended to separate the state and the community,
believing that the realization of the true community would make the state
superfluous, he was now inclined to identify them. By making the fulfillment
of the moral law the foundation or purpose of the state, he had undermined the whole distinction between morality and the law. In his 1804 lectures Schlegel was still far from being a reactionary. Indeed, he stressed that
he was not abandoning his republicanism, and he continued to affirm the
values of liberty and equality.98 Nevertheless, the foundation for his later
reactionary views was well and truly laid. His attribution of greater powers
to the state, along with his love for the corporate order of the Middle Ages,
made his position scarcely distinguishable from the most staunch conservatives. It was not so unfair of Heine, then, to ridicule the elder Schlegel as a
stooge of the ancien régime. Like so many of Heine's caricatures, this too
had its element of profound truth.

11
T H E POLITICAL T H E O R Y
OF N O V A L I S

11.1. Historical

Significance

The most innovative political thinker of the romantic school was Friedrich
von Hardenberg, or, to use his more familiar pen name, Novalis. His influence on the development of romantic political theory was profound.1 All the
essential doctrines of romantic political thought are anticipated in his writings: the comparison of the state with an organism, the idea of a monarchy
based on faith and love, the belief in the Middle Ages as the height of
Western culture, the criticism of philistinism and economic society, the affirmation of the cultural mission of the German people, and the concept of the
monarch as the symbol for all the beliefs, values, and traditions of a nation.
For these reasons his writings have been described as "le bréviarie de la
pensée politique des romantiques."2
Novalis' significance in the 1790s is not easy to define and has sometimes
been misunderstood. It has been said that he was the first thinker in the
modern German tradition to break with the Aufklärung's mechanical conception of the state.3 In fact, his originality in this regard was rather limited.
His organic theory of the state actually built on some earlier eighteenthcentury precedents, particularly the writings of Moser, Rehberg, and Herder.
Novalis' historical significance lies more in his break with "legalism," the
view that all authority in the state should derive from the law. One of
Novalis' most striking and characteristic doctrines is that political authority
should be based not only on the law but also on the personality of the ruler.
In this regard, Novalis differed from the dominant trend in the political
philosophy of the Aufklärung, which usually stressed the authority of the
law; but he also departed from the historicism of Burke, Mueller, Herder,
and Moser, who emphasized the authority of tradition. To adopt the
typology of Max Weber,4 Novalis insisted on the value of not only 'legal'
and 'traditional' but also 'charismatic' authority. For the first time in the
1790s charismatic authority was given an importance equal to rational and
traditional.
Although Novalis' stature as a political thinker has been frequently rec264

The Political Theory of Novalis • 265
ognized, he has usually been considered the chief founder of a reactionary
ideology.5 The chief problem with this interpretation is that it is anachronistic, reading Novalis' works in the light of the later more conservative
romantic movement. If we closely examine Novalis' writings and reaction to
the Revolution, we find that he belongs to the reformist tradition.
11.2. Novalis

and the French

Revolution

Like all the young romantics, Novalis welcomed the Revolution in France.
Although there is little evidence about his early reaction, there is no doubt
that it was favorable. He confessed in a retrospective letter written in 1800
that "the fashion of democracy in those days made me turn against the old
aristocratic faith." 6 In a frank letter he wrote to Friedrich Schlegel on August
ι , 1794, he associated his own sexual release with political liberation: "I
long impatiently for a wedding night, marriage, and progeny. I only wish to
heaven that my wedding night were a Bartholomew night for despotism and
prisons; then I would really have a happy marriage to celebrate. My heart is
heavy that the chains are not yet falling like the walls of Jericho." 7 While
Novalis was a legal apprentice in the small provincial town of Tennstedt, he
complained that he missed the Moniteur, the official voice of the Revolution.8 According to C. A. Just, the local councillor under whom Novalis
served his apprenticeship, Novalis delivered "a panegyric on Robespierre's
Reign of Terror," because he was so impressed by Robespierre's consistency
in the service of the ideal.9 Indeed, Novalis was always fascinated by the
figure of Robespierre; as late as 1799, he saw Robespierre's religion of
reason as grounds for hope for the revival of spirituality in France.10
Although Novalis later grew critical of the methods of the Revolution, he
never renounced its republican ideals. In the spring of 1797 he wrote in his
Tagebuch, "Once again republicanism has awakened in me in the most lively
manner." 11
It was probably Burke who taught Novalis to be more critical of the
Revolution. In a famous aphorism Novalis paid handsome tribute to the
Reflections on the Revolution in France: "Many antirevolutionary books
have been written for the Revolution. But Burke has written a revolutionary
book against the Revolution." 12 What Novalis received from Burke was a
belief in the limits of reason and the value of historical tradition. He insisted
in true Burkean fashion that laws should emerge from history rather than
being imposed on it, and that the individual alone cannot determine the
laws of the realm.13 But Novalis was too much of a republican to share all
of Burke's attitude toward the Revolution. He refused to whitewash the
ancien régime, which he regarded as corrupt and oppressive.14 And he saw
the Revolution as inevitable, a "crisis of puberty" that humanity must go
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through for the sake of spiritual growth. 15 As late as the summer of 1799 he
continued to assert the value and necessity of the Revolution. In "Christenheit oder Europa" he declared that the Revolution affirmed "one of the
indestructible powers of the human heart," namely, "the delightful feeling
of freedom, the desire for the new and young, the pride in the brotherhood
of man, the joy in personal rights, and the powerful feeling of citizenship." 16
"Who would care to doubt its necessity and beneficial effects!" he
exclaimed.17 As if to distance himself from Burke's one-sided empiricism,
Novalis argued that theory is the measure of practice as much as practice is
the measure of theory.18
Novalis' reaction to the Revolution was typical of German reformism in
the 1790s. If he thought that the Revolution was the source of spiritual
growth, he also stressed that it could be dangerous. The crisis of puberty
could grow out of control and become permanent, so that there would be
nothing left to build on." Hence the Revolution had to be contained, both
resisted and accommodated. The old order would have to be reformed,
indeed transformed, to the extent that it incorporates the demands for
greater justice, liberty, and democracy. The monarchy should be preserved;
yet its aim should be not to make people happy but to educate them, to
prepare them for the liberty and equality of a republic. If aristocracy is to
survive, it must renounce its old privileges and become a model of virtue.20
True to the Weimar humanist tradition, Novalis saw the end of the state as
Bildung, the development of the humanity of all its citizens. He thought the
institutions of the ancien régime should be reformed to promote this end.
Like all the reformers, Novalis opposed violent and sudden change, the
attempt to impose a rational constitution on history. He too insisted that
enlightenment must precede fundamental change, and argued that any
attempt to bypass it is a recipe for conflict and chaos. The essential political
problem is to educate humanity so that it becomes worthy of republican
ideals. As he put it in an unpublished note, "First be human beings, and
then the rights of human beings will come of their own accord." 21
Novalis has been cast as a critic of revolutionary ideology because he
apparently denied the principles of liberty and equality and affirmed the
corporate society of the Holy Roman Empire.22 To be sure, he did fear the
leveling mentality of some of the radicals; yet this fear is perfectly consistent
with a belief in the equality of rights.23 Furthermore, a closer examination of
Novalis' unpublished writings reveals that he was opposed not to the principles of the radicals but only to their interpretation of them. According to his
notes, the radicals misconstrued their principles by assuming that people are
free and equal by nature, when they must become so by Bildung.24 Freedom
and equality are not realities given to us, but ideals that we must strive to
attain; in Kantian terms, they are regulative, not constitutive, principles. If we pretend that people are free and equal now, as if we only have
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to remove the constraints upon them, then we not only sanction their lack
of Bildung but also open the floodgates for their repressed destructive passions. Thus Novalis remained true to the principles of liberty and equality,
provided that they are understood as mere ideals, as goals for Bildung. His
faith in these ideals is apparent from his abiding commitment to republicanism, which he always regarded as one element of the true state. He
never ceased to believe that liberty and equality are essential to the ideal
community and that this community can be realized only in a republic.25
While his reformism sometimes compelled him to accept aspects of the
present corporate order, he gave this order a merely provisional validity. In
an ideal society, when humanity has achieved its ideals of Bildung, all laws
and distinctions, even the monarchy itself, will disappear.26 The only true
estates, Novalis insisted, are those in marriage, that of husband and wife.27
But are not Novalis' political views akin to the reactionary pietism prevalent in Germany in the late 1790s? 28 There are some apparent affinities: the
beliefs that society should be founded on love and faith, that there should
be an ecumenical church encompassing all believers, that reason is responsible for the destruction of the faith, and that the Aufklärung is the root
cause of the Revolution. It is also true that Novalis was raised in a pietistic
atmosphere and that he kept abreast of its literature. Nevertheless, the differences between Novalis' views and those of the pietist reactionaries decisively
show that Novalis was not in a common front with them. First, unlike
the reactionaries, Novalis was not willing to advocate greater censorship to
maintain religious faith; during the atheism controversy, he was on the side
of Fichte and sharply criticized the Saxon authorities for their repressive
measures.2' Second, Novalis declined to participate in the estates in Saxony
precisely because he believed that they only wished to maintain their feudal
privileges.30 Third, Novalis did not condemn Masonic lodges and secret
societies—the favorite bêtes noires of the reactionaries—but wished to
establish one of his own. Thus on December 10, 1798, he told Friedrich
Schlegel that he would like to establish "a literary republican order, one
that is thoroughly mercantile-political, a genuine cosmopolitan lodge." 31
Fourth, Novalis did not condemn reason and philosophy, as the reactionaries did, but saw them as essential to his new religion.32 Although he
said in "Christenheit oder Europa" that philosophy destroys faith and was
responsible for the Revolution, he also insisted that its destructive work is
necessary and that reason and faith would have to join hands to create a
more spiritual religion.

11.3. The Foundation of the Romantic State
One of Novalis' most important political works is his set of aphorisms entitled Glauben und Liebe, oder der König und die Königin, which appeared
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in the Jahrbücher der preussischen Monarchie in July 1798. This was indeed
one of the most innovative and influential political tracts of the 1790s.
Novalis clearly set forth the organic conception of the state, sharply
criticized contract theory, and then broke decisively with the legalism of the
Aufklärung. It is indeed here that Novalis put forward his case for the value
of charismatic authority. With some justice, it has been said that Glauben
und Liebe laid the foundation for the romantic conception of the state.33
Novalis' aphorisms celebrate the accession to the throne of Friedrich
Wilhelm III and his wife Luise on November 16, 1797. 34 They give expression to the high hopes and expectations surrounding the new monarchy.
Under the leadership of Friedrich Wilhelm II, Prussia had sunk into economic, political, and moral decline. The public purse had been exhausted,
an enormous debt had accumulated, and high taxes had been imposed. The
military campaign against France had proven to be a disaster, and Wöllner's
policies became deeply unpopular. The level of public morality in Berlin
also left much to be desired: there was a brothel for every hundred houses,
and debauchery was de rigueur among the young dandies. The private life
of the king set no example. He tottered from one mistress to the next, committed bigamy twice, and indulged in every extravagance. To crown the
disastrous with the ridiculous, he often held bizarre spiritualistic séances in
the palace garden of Charlottenburg. It was with great relief, then, that the
public greeted the end of his reign. With the highest expectations they
looked forward to the new monarchy. Friedrich Wilhelm III and Luise were
regarded as paragons of moral virtue and domestic bliss. They had a happy
married life with many children, and they insisted on a moral and frugal life
at court. The new king himself declared that a monarch should be a model
for his people, and he promised to carry on the enlightened policies of his
famous grandfather. His father's mistresses and Wöllner were duly banished
from the court. The high expectations for the new monarchy were fueled by
Friedrich Wilhelm's liberal principles, which promised overdue reforms and
the abolition of Wöllner's oppressive policies. The new king fully recognized
the weaknesses of the ancien régime and had no desire to maintain it. He
denounced despotism, admitted the right of the people to overthrow an
oppressive ruler, and even recognized the legitimacy of the Revolution.35
Indeed, he went so far as to declare "Ich denke wie ein Republikaner." True
to his principles, the king began to undertake wide-ranging reforms in
Prussia to save it from the turmoil in France. So ambitious were the king's
plans that a Prussian minister wrote to a French friend in 1799, "The Revolution that you have made from below in France will gradually be executed
from above in Prussia; in essence the king is a democrat; within a few years
there will no longer be any feudal privileges in Prussia." 36 So, in writing a
panegyric to the new royal couple, Novalis was encouraging not the forces
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of reaction but those of reform. It would be completely contrary to the spirit
of Glauben und Liebe, then, to regard it as a reactionary work. 37
On May 1 1 , 1798, Novalis sent Friedrich Schlegel the complete manuscript of Glauben und Liebe, which he had been working on since the beginning of the year. "It is not to be read without love and faith," 38 Novalis
warned his friend, as if to admit its literary rather than philosophical style.
But we must ask ourselves, Is such charity truly necessary? It has been customary to regard Novalis' political theory as little more than a fantasy, at
best as "an experiment in the realm of the spirit." 39 Yet this patronizing
approach ignores the often powerful arguments underlying Glauben und
Liebe. Novalis' political theory is based on a plausible philosophical anthropology and some weighty objections against the political doctrines of the
Aufklärung. I shall briefly attempt to reconstruct the foundation of Novalis'
theory, which deserves serious philosophical consideration.
In Glauben und Liebe Novalis rethinks the classic problem of political
obligation. Why does the individual obey the state? And why should he do
so? This problem had been raised anew for Novalis by the epochal events of
the 1790s. They showed decisively, in his view, that the current theories of
political obligation were unsatisfactory. The most common theory of political
obligation in late-eighteenth-century Germany was the contract theory of the
Aufklärung, and in particular the eudemonist version that had been advanced
by the Wolffian school.40 According to Wolff, what binds the individual to
the state is his consent; and he gives his consent insofar as it is in his interest.
Now, to Novalis, such a theory attempts to square the circle.41 Self-interest
is as fickle as it is limitless. Whenever the individual feels that the laws are
not in his interest, he will dissent from them, and hence ex hypothesi cease
to be bound by them. The decline of Prussia under Friedrich Wilhelm II, and
the anarchy and violence within France, were both tributes to the weaknesses of "the egoistic theory." They had demonstrated conclusively that
self-interest is not sufficient to bind the individual to the state.
Novalis was also dissatisfied with the rationalist version of contract
theory, which had been more recently propounded by Rousseau, Kant, and
Fichte.42 According to their version of this theory, what determines consent
is not self-interest but reason. As rational beings we will laws that are impartial and universal, not only policies that are in our interest. Although this
version avoids the essential difficulty with the egoistic theory, Novalis
thought that it suffers from problems of its own. His main motive for
rejecting it was his belief that it has anarchist consequences. If we make
every individual's reason the source of the law, we will have as many sovereigns as individuals. He also contended that a false assumption lay behind
this theory: that every individual has the power to determine which laws are
best for the state. Like Burke, he insisted that the business of making laws
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is a technical matter, demanding the experience and wisdom of generations.
We allow doctors, lawyers, and artists to judge for us, Novalis remarked,
why not do the same for statesmen? They too have a wisdom and expertise
that permit them to determine what is best for the state. What matters is not
who makes the laws—whether myself or a wise legislator—but what kind
of laws are made. In alienating my powers of judging to the legislator, I do
not necessarily forfeit my autonomy, Novalis suggests, because a good law
is ipso facto my law, whether I explicitly will it or not.
If self-interest and reason do not have the power to bind the individual
to the state, what does? Novalis now had to develop his own theory of
political obligation, his own view about why the individual obeys the state.
The foundation of his theory lies in his philosophical psychology, and in
particular his voluntarism, according to which not only what we regard as
good and evil but even what we see as true and false depends on the will.43
Novalis accepted one of the main principles of Kant's epistemology, that we
know a priori only what we create.44 But he added that the activity of knowing is directed by the will. This was the foundation of his "magical idealism,"
according to which we are able to construct the world as we desire.45
Of course, voluntarism has always played a fundamental role in modern
political philosophy. It is central to Hobbes' political theory, for example.
There is something distinctive about Novalis' voluntarism, however, something that separates it from Hobbes and the conservative thinkers of the
1790s. While Hobbes and the conservatives thought that the will consists in
self-interest, the propensity for self-preservation, Novalis held that it consists
in love, the need to give and receive affection from equals. Under the influence of the Dutch neo-Platonic philosopher Frans Hemsterhuis,46 Novalis
believed that the main striving of the soul is love. Although this doctrine
had a mystical significance for him, he also attempted to give it an
anthropological foundation. It is based on a philosophical anthropology that
lays the greatest stress on the social nature of human beings and their need
for recognition. In many of his unpublished notes Novalis argued that
people become self-conscious only through mutual esteem, regard, and affection.47 According to his view, the Hobbesian egoist would have no conception of himself, and hence of the very being whose interests he should serve.
Novalis drew some important political conclusions from his voluntarism.
First and foremost, obedience cannot be secured merely by devising a
rational constitution. No matter how just or rational, laws by themselves
are a dead letter since reason alone cannot move people to action. If people
are to obey the law, it is necessary to appeal to their desires, feelings, and
imagination. What is it, then, that inspires people to obey the law? Not the
law itself, but the person who commands it. Although who makes the law
is irrelevant for the quid juris?—the question of the justification of the law—
it is crucial for the quid facti?—the question of what makes people obey it.
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We can love a living person, Novalis explained, but not anything so abstract
as a law. Only the personality of the ruler excites our admiration, respect,
and devotion, and only his or her example inspires us to be virtuous. "What
is the law," Novalis asks, "unless it is the expression of a lovable and
respectable person?" In posing this question, Novalis broke with the
legalism of the Aufklärung. What gives authority in the state is not only the
nature of its laws but the character of its rulers.
Novalis had a slogan to summarize his theory of political obligation.
What should bind the individual to the state, he says, is "faith and love"
(Glauben und Liebe). Faith is trust in the wisdom and virtue of the ruler,
who must make decisions for me, and love is the devotion to the ruler and
the mutual affection between fellow citizens in a community. Novalis
opposed faith and love to "knowledge and possession" (Wissen und Haben)
as bonds of the state. "Knowledge" refers to the critical reason of the individual, who demands to know the reason of everything before he acts; and
"possession" stands for the self-interested individual who feels bound to the
state only insofar as it protects his property.
Given that the state has to be founded on faith and love, and given that
the sovereign must have charisma, what is the best form of government? It
is a central contention of Glauben und Liebe that this government should
be a hereditary monarchy.48 Only a hereditary ruler, Novalis argued, has the
charisma to excite the devotion of the people and to inspire them to virtue.
Only he or she satisfies what he calls "the higher longing of human nature,"
the devotion, affection, and sacrifice characteristic of love. The people
cannot feel devotion and affection for any sovereign such as an elected official or a tyrant. There is nothing extraordinary, or even mildly interesting,
about such figures, who are completely lacking in charisma. To have
charisma the sovereign must have unique or extraordinary qualities, qualities that most people cannot acquire through merit, talent, or effort. What
quality better fits this role, though, than "noble birth"? No elected official
has special qualities, for he or she is only one among equals. Hence Novalis
concluded that a king is not just the first servant of the state but a higher
being raised above it.
Although Novalis spends most of his time and energy in Glauben und
Liebe arguing for a revival of monarchy, his ultimate concern was with the
survival of a republic. He insisted that the ideal government is a synthesis of
monarchy and republic.49 Against the radicals who saw a republic as only a
democracy—as "electoral assemblies, directorates, and liberty trees"—he
countered that it must include a monarchy. Only the example of the king or
queen, he argued, will inspire the virtue that is the principle of a republic.
The king and queen alone have the charisma to prepare the people for the
principles of liberty, equality, and fraternity. It should be an ideal of every
genuine republic that "all people are capable of assuming the throne." 5 0
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What better means of educating people to this ideal than a monarchy?
According to Novalis the purpose of the monarchy is to serve as an instrument of Bildung in the republic.
Although his republicanism is discreetly implicit in Glauben und Liebe,
Novalis never abandoned it. Indeed, he reavowed it shortly before the composition of this work. 51 A republic is a necessity, according to his political
ideals and philosophical anthropology. Only in a republic is there true community, he argued, for only here do people actively participate in the life of
the state. 52 Only here does love become universal, thriving under conditions
of liberty, equality, and fraternity.
N o w a serious problem arises. Novalis argued that a republic will survive
only if it contains a monarchy, and only if the monarch has charisma. But
how does the monarch come to have charisma? Novalis realized all too well
that heredity alone is not sufficient for charisma, and that no living person
has the unique and extraordinary qualities that it requires. Furthermore, he
knew that the people are not credulous and compliant, not in an age of
enlightenment when many of them ask questions and think for themselves.
How, then, can any finite and fallible human being have charisma, especially
in an enlightened age? It is just here, Novalis would answer, that we must
recognize the role of the artist in society.53 Only the artist, and in particular
the romantic artist, performs the necessary and demanding task of creating
charisma by giving "the commonplace a higher meaning, the ordinary a
mysterious appearance, and the finite the air of the infinite." 54 Where the
scientist demystifies the world, the artist remystifies it. The poet, painter,
and musician will apply all their powers to the person of the monarch,
turning him or her into a person of extraordinary stature and dignity. They
will surround the throne with an air of mystery, power, and grandeur, so
that the people will stand before it with awe and wonder. The artist will
make the monarch into a symbol, an icon representing all the beliefs, values,
and traditions of the nation. In making the artist responsible for the creation
of charisma, Novalis was simply radicalizing Schiller's program of aesthetic
education. The artist does not simply write plays, poems, and symphonies
but transforms the entire political world into a work of art. The ideal state
for Novalis is thus "the poetic state" where the monarch is the poet of
poets, the director of a vast stage in which all citizens are actors.
Novalis' doctrine of the poetic state appears replete with conservative,
indeed reactionary, implications. It would seem that giving charisma to the
sovereign would lead to an unquestioning obedience, to the cult of the leader
or state. 55 But, however much Novalis' doctrine might be exploited by politicians, we must view it in the light of his reformist goals. He did not intend
that the people should have an uncritical devotion to their ruler. Novalis'
monarch stands under the greatest moral constraints, given that he
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had to be a model of virtue for his people, the incarnation of an idea of
reason. The purpose of the romantic artist is to render reason, not power,
charismatic. And the role of charisma is not to replace but to support
reason.
It also seems as if Novalis' doctrine of charisma revives the divine right
doctrine of the ancien regime. But here it is important to note that Novalis
regarded charisma as the result not of divine revelation but of the creative
imagination. He insisted that it is only a fiction," though a necessary one to
ensure obedience to the state.
Whatever Novalis' intentions, his tract had a remarkable effect on the
public. Glauben und Liebe created "a sensation" in Berlin.57 Everyone was
curious about the identity of the author named 'Novalis'. Since so many of
his aphorisms were incomprehensible, most people assumed that it must
have been the work of the Schlegel brothers again. But eventually the rumor
went around that it was written by the nephew of the minister Hardenberg.
Yet Glauben und Liebe never got the reaction that Novalis wished. Friedrich
Wilhelm III himself read it; but he was not amused. He is reported to have
said, "More is demanded of a king than he can possibly perform. It is forgotten that he is only a human being. One has only to bring a man who
lectures the king about his duties away from his desk and to the throne;
then he will see the difficulties that it is not possible to resolve."' 8 If only
Friedrich Wilhelm had understood that the artists would have done his work
for him! But he never cared much for art and philosophy. Tired of such
didactic idealists, he duly prohibited the publication of the final installment
of Glauben und Liebe. Novalis was deeply disappointed. To console him
Friedrich Schlegel wrote in Ideen, "Do not waste your love and faith in
politics."59 In his marginal notes to Ideen, Novalis scribbled, "I heed your
advice, dear friend." 60 This was indeed a retreat from politics. But it is clear
that it expresses disappointment more than indifference.

11.4. "Die Christenheit

oder

Europa"

Not for long did Novalis heed Schlegel's advice. Love and faith were powerful currents in him, and they did not permit a studied indifference about the
fate of humanity. In any case, it was impossible to ignore politics in 1798
and 1799, for in these troubled years the very fate of Europe hung in the
balance. In early 1798 the Directory began its fateful intervention in Italy.
On February 28 Rome had been sacked, Pius VI taken prisoner, and the
Vatican declared a republic. Pius died shortly thereafter in a French prison,
and a new pope could not be declared by order of the French army. Thus
one of Europe's oldest and grandest institutions, the Holy Roman Catholic
church, seemed to end in violence and ignominy. In France itself the Révolu-
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tion showed no signs of ending. One crisis and government succeeded the
next, and it seemed only a dictatorship could ensure order and stability. As
if to confirm this prophecy, Napoleon came back from Egypt in October
1799 to topple the Directory. Hence the dream of a republic came to an
end. Most ominous of all, the Grand Alliance re-formed in the summer of
1799 and, for the second time, declared war against France. The forces of
the new and old orders were again locked in a life-or-death struggle, and
there seemed no prospect of peace.
It was in this gloomy atmosphere that, in the autumn of 1799, Novalis
sat down to write his second important political work, "Die Christenheit
oder Europa." This essay was written with a sense of imminent political
catastrophe. Novalis felt an urgent need to address the situation. His essay
was conceived as "a speech," 61 an appeal to the governments of Europe to
come to their senses and to establish a new universal church to ensure perpetual peace. Novalis planned to publish this essay as part of a much larger
political work containing "speeches to Buonaparte, to the princes, to the
European people . . . and to the new century.""
"Die Christenheit oder Europa" is a hymn to the Middle Ages, a celebration of its moral, religious, and political ideals. What ancient Greece was to
Schiller, Herder, and the young Schlegel, the Middle Ages were to Novalis.
The capital of Bildung was for him not Athens but Rome. In "Christenheit"
Novalis continued to regard Bildung as the purpose of the state; the only
difference from Glauben und Liebe is that he now saw the church rather
than the monarchy as the main institution to inspire Bildung. It is striking
that, despite the religious dimension of "Die Christenheit," Novalis still
evaluated the Middle Ages by humanist standards.63 The social and political
structure of the age, he wrote, is "suitable to the inner nature of man." 64
There was "a powerful elevation of all human powers," "a harmonious
development of all potentialities"; all the branches of the arts and sciences
"flourished throughout Europe and into the most remote parts of India."
"What proves that Catholicism was the true religion?", Novalis asked.65 His
answer could not be more humanist: "Its omnipresence in life, its love of
art, its deep humanity, the sanctity of its marriages, its joy in poverty, obedience, and fidelity."
But if we adopt humanist criteria, why should we prefer the Middle
Ages to ancient Greece? The answer to this question lies partly with the
religious conception of Bildung fostered by the romantics around 1799.
According to this conception, what is characteristic of humanity is our
spirituality, our sense of innerness, and our feeling of harmony with the
universe as a whole. By cultivating this spirituality we develop our individuality and unify all of our living powers. So, given that religion rather than
art should be the focal point of Bildung, clearly the Middle Ages rather than
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classical times presents the ideal of civilization. For was it not in the Middle
Ages that humanity was most devoted to religion, and that the church had
its greatest power and glory?
It would be wrong to suggest, however, that Novalis' sympathy for the
Middle Ages came solely from his ideal of Bildung. There were also political
motivations at work. The Middle Ages seemed to conform exactly to his
own political ideals. Was not the medieval state founded on the principles
of faith and love? Were not its princes and priests, in all the dignity, pomp,
and sanctity surrounding their offices, perfect examples of charismatic
authority? Was not the importance given to the arts, in all the pageantry,
spectacles, and festivals, proof that the medieval state was indeed "the poetic
state"? And was not medieval society a model of genuine community where
people were bound together by an ethic of love and charity? Did the people
not find "consolation and help," "protection and advice" in the arms of the
church? There can also be no doubt that Novalis was attracted to the
medieval state because he saw it as the antithesis of, and indeed the antidote
for, the emerging bourgeois society that he loathed. None of the ills of
modern bourgeois society—its egoism, materialism, and anomie—were
present in medieval life. Rather than egoism, there was an ethic of love and
duty; rather than materialism, people lived and died for their spiritual goals,
whether in the crusades or monasteries; and rather than anomie, people felt
a sense of belonging to the community, a divine mission in performing their
role in society. The medieval state was like a family in which the authorities
played fraternal or maternal roles, and the individual felt an emotional bond
to his home. When all these factors are considered, the medievalism of "Die
Christenheit oder Europa" follows naturally from the political theory of
Glauben und Liebe.
Given Novalis' sympathy for the Middle Ages, it is not surprising that
"Die Christenheit oder Europa" has frequently been interpreted as a reactionary text, indeed as a manifesto for the Holy Alliance.66 The work seems
to affirm the very society that the Revolution intended to overthrow. Novalis
praised tradition, loyalty, and faith; he defended corporate society, the
Catholic hierarchy, and the Jesuits; and he attacked philosophy, science,
and philanthropy. Furthermore, in seeing the Reformation as the source
of contemporary social and political ills, in blaming philosophy for irreligion
and immorality, and in insisting on the importance of religion for political
stability, Novalis echoed ideas found in de Maistre and the German reactionaries.
There are serious difficulties with this interpretation, however. First, it
ignores Novalis' historical method. Much of his essay is a sympathetic
reconstruction of the ideals of the Middle Ages seen from its point of view.
In matters of historiography, Novalis was a student of Herder: to under-
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stand a culture one must enter into it sympathetically and view it in the light
of its own ideals, values, and beliefs. In following such a method, Novalis
does not necessarily think that medieval civilization actually achieved its
ideas. Still less did he approve of all the beliefs and attitudes that he reconstructed. For example, he explained why the pope suppressed the Galilean
system, but he did not think that we should return to Ptolemy or, even
worse, that there should be censorship of opinion. More often than not,
though, readers of Novalis' essay ignore his methodology, conflating his
sympathetic reconstruction of the age with his personal beliefs.
A close reading of Novalis' text also reveals that he was far from the
views of de Maistre or the German reactionaries. On no account did Novalis
praise or whitewash the ancien régime. Referring to its oppression, poverty,
and privilege, he stated explicitly that "the shortcomings and deficiencies in
the past arrangements of states have become evident in horrible phenomena," 6 7 and he blamed "the asthenic condition" in France on "its lack
of freedom." 6 9 Rather than turning his back on the Revolution, Novalis
continued to affirm its ideals. He says that both the new and the old order
have "great and necessary claims," and they are fighting for "indestructible
powers within the human breast." 69 While the old order stands for the
values of patriotism, tradition, and loyalty, the new order represents the
values of liberty, equality, and fraternity. Both aspirations are legitimate,
Novalis believes, so that the problem is how to reconcile them.
Novalis' attitude toward philosophy and enlightenment was also not that
of the reactionaries. Although he thought that philosophy was behind the
decline of religion and that it was responsible for the Revolution—beliefs
common to radicals and conservatives in eighteenth-century Germany—he
also insisted on the value of philosophy and enlightenment. He believed that
their critical onslaught on the old order was valuable and necessary and that
it was the basis for a new spiritual reformation. As he explained, "Thankfully we must shake hands with the intellectuals and philosophers, for their
conceits must be exploited for the best of posterity, and the scientific view
of things must prevail." 70 Such views were not shared by the German reactionaries, who saw the rise of philosophy as a threat to all civilization, and
therefore advocated censorship of the press.
The greatest stumbling block to the reactionary reading of "Die Christenheit oder Europa" is Novalis' philosophy of history. Like Kant and many
Aufklärer, Novalis saw history as a progressive evolution, and indeed as an
evolution toward some classical ideals of the Aufklärung, such as eternal
peace and the brotherhood of man. 71 Although Novalis' view of history is
much more religious than that of the Aufklärung—he
saw history as a
gospel story and the historian as an evangelist—it is just as cosmopolitan,
optimistic, and irenic in outlook. For Novalis, history is not the gradual
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development of reason but the increasing revelation of the spirit, which manifests itself in peace and universal love. History is a continual dialectical
process of the birth, decline, and redemption of the spirit. Although the
spirit inevitably becomes routinized and decays, in the very midst of its dissolution it prepares the ground for a new and higher awakening.72 Both the
Middle Ages and the Reformation had their moments of spiritual discovery, but they eventually lapsed into routine and corruption. Novalis
looked forward to a new more spiritual age, "a second reformation" or a
new religious awakening where the life of the spirit does not oppose but
emerges from philosophy and science. This new culture places religion in
the center of Bildung and establishes a new church devoted to eternal peace
and the brotherhood of man. Given such a view of history, it should be
evident that Novalis is not recommending a return to the Middle Ages.
Indeed, he maintains that its decline was inevitable, even desirable.73
Although Novalis declared his sympathy with the Roman Catholic
church in "Die Christenheit oder Europa," it would be incorrect to regard
him as a convert to Catholicism, even less as an orthodox Catholic believer.
The faith that Novalis professed is more that of a radical pietist than of a
Catholic. It is not incense, but the spirit of Boehme, Arnold, and Arndt that
sets the atmosphere of the piece. Some of the fundamental tenets of the
radical pietists emerge from between the lines. Novalis' conception of religion as innerness, his criticism of Luther for betraying the Reformation, his
rejection of the authority of the Bible, his belief in an invisible church comprising all people, and his condemnation of Erastianism—all these betray
the legacy of radical pietism. More than anything else, what separates
Novalis from orthodox Catholicism and shows his loyalty to radical pietism
is his belief that the spirit, and not the church or Scripture, provides the
supreme rule of faith.
Given his fidelity to pietism, we might well ask why Novalis was sympathetic to the Catholic church. The answer lies with Novalis' criticism of
orthodox Protestantism. In "Die Christenheit oder Europa" and other writings,7,1 Novalis made three basic criticisms of Protestantism. First, religious
faith must be institutionalized, with a mediator between the individual and
the deity. This is for the simple reason that the believer must see his faith
embodied in concrete things and cannot believe in anything so abstract as a
pure spirit. Second, like many radical pietists, he criticized Protestantism for
its surrender to worldly authority, for permitting the state to dominate the
church by giving the prince supreme power over the religion of the realm.
Third, and most important, Protestantism is too individualistic. Because it
makes salvation dependent on the conscience of the believer alone, it separates the believer from the community, failing to recognize the need to
belong to a group. If we put these criticisms together, then they cer-

27» · HERDER

AND

EARLY

GERMAN

ROMANTICISM

tainly bring Novalis close to the Catholic camp. For the belief in the necessity of a mediator for the faith, the resistance to secular domination, and the
emphasis on community are much more characteristic of the Catholic position. Ultimately, however, Novalis' flirtation with Catholicism is based on
his political ideals rather than his religious belief. What pushed him toward
Catholicism was his ideal of community, his demand for an aesthetic state,
and his hatred of modern philistinism.
Whatever Novalis' personal faith, it was not shared by most of the
romantic circle in Jena. In the late 1790s most of the romantics were still
far from having his sympathy for Catholicism. Novalis read his essay
before the circle in the middle of November 1 7 9 9 . It immediately aroused a
storm of controversy. N o one agreed with him. Upon listening to his essay,
Schelling reported " a new attack of the old irreligion" and immediately
wrote a mock poem satirizing it.75 Friedrich Schlegel, for his part, placed
himself behind Schelling, whom he supported with "all powers." 7 6 Schleiermacher disapproved of Novalis' sympathy for Catholicism, because he
believed that the papacy was responsible for the decline of Christianity.
Although Tieck was more sympathetic with Novalis' religious views, he
believed that "Christenheit" was too crude and weak in its historical argument.77 A bitter dispute arose whether to publish Novalis' essay in the
Athenäum. Schlegel was for its publication, provided it could be printed
side by side with Schelling's poem. In the end, Goethe was asked to intervene, and he advised against publication. His veto nearly amounted to the
kiss of death. Novalis' essay was not published in his lifetime. The manuscript was lost, and only a copy in Schlegel's hand remained. 78 It was not
published until 1 8 2 6 .
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T H E RISE OF
GERMAN CONSERVATISM

12.1. German Conservatism in the

1790s

One of the most important developments in German philosophy in the
1790s was the growth of conservatism as an intellectual movement. Of
course, conservatism always existed in Germany as a social attitude; but
now it began to develop as an intellectual force. Conservatism had been
emerging ever since the 1770s in opposition to the more radical doctrines of
the AufklärungBut
with the reaction against the Revolution it became a
much more self-conscious and coherent movement. The fear that Germany
might suffer the same chaos, terror, and bloodshed as France brought forth
a flurry of treatises, articles, essays, newspapers, and journals devoted to the
defense of the status quo. It was commonplace among radicals to dismiss
the conservatives as anti-intellectuals, mystics, and obscurantists. But such
an assessment was as shortsighted as it was partisan. The principles, arguments, and themes of the conservatives are of the first importance for an
understanding of German intellectual life in the 1790s and beyond. They
provided the opposition for the doctrines of the liberals and romantics and
dominated the intellectual atmosphere of the Restoration. Most important
of all, some conservative writers broke with some of the fundamental principles of the Aufklärung—natural law, individualism, and the value of truth—
and thus their thought is of considerable historical importance.
Who were the conservatives? Just how should we define them for the
1790s? We might broadly define them as those thinkers who defended the
German status quo against the ideology of the Revolution. The "status quo"
here should be understood in a wide sense to refer to any of the constitutional arrangements in existence in Germany prior to the collapse of the
Holy Roman Empire in 1806. Hence it might refer to the enlightened
absolutism of states such as Prussia and Austria, or to the older Ständestaaten of Württemberg and Hannover.
Conservatism was a very heterogeneous body of opinion in Germany in
the 1790s. It comprised a wide variety of different, even conflicting, doctrines; and conservatives were divided over the most fundamental issues.
2S1

2.8z •

CONSERVATISM

While all conservatives were anxious to preserve the hierarchical social order,
they did not agree about the value of, or need for, reforming it. Some conservatives were ardent reformers, insisting on the need to modify the old order
to accommodate new social forces; others were stubborn reactionaries,
arguing that the radical threat could best be met by standing firm and applying
repressive measures. There were also great disparities in political principles.
Some conservatives recognized liberal values, such as equality of opportunity,
religious tolerance, and freedom of the press; others clung to more authoritarian policies, emphasizing the need for religious uniformity, press censorship,
and a stiff punitive code. There was no single type of constitution or ideal
form of government that was advocated by all conservatives. Some believed
in enlightened absolutism, while others defended the old Ständesstaat as a
bulwark against such despotism. It is indeed necessary to distinguish between
'absolutist' and 'estatist' conservatives, in the 1790s. As we shall soon see,
these parties frequently attacked one another throughout the decade.
What unites the conservatives amid all these differences, and what distinguishes them from the liberals and romantics, is their allegiance to the old
paternalism. Whether they advocated enlightened absolutism or the old
estates, the conservatives continued to believe that the purpose of the state
is to promote the welfare, religion, and morality of its subjects, and not only
to protect their rights. As defenders of paternalism, the conservatives were
per necessitatum opponents of the new democratic forces. They insisted that
the government should be responsible for the welfare of the people, but they
wanted it to be controlled as little as possible by them. Although some estatist
conservatives contended that the old estates should become more representative bodies, they were never willing to broaden the franchise beyond the
higher bourgeoisie. Their aim was to contain democracy, not to abet it.
It is a mistake to assume, as is so often done, 2 that conservatism in
late-eighteenth-century Germany arose as a reaction against the Aufklärung. Although some conservatives were indeed bitterly opposed to the
Aufklärung, others were deeply loyal to it. Indeed, in some cases, allegiance
to paternalism sprang from loyalty to the doctrine of enlightened absolutism. Some of the most notable Aufklärer in late-eighteenth-century Germany—C. F. Nicolai, J . A. Eberhard, Christian Garve, and C. G. Svarez—
were perfect examples of conservatives in the above sense. They were
opposed to the ideology of the Revolution; and they defended paternalism
and the old social hierarchy.
Although there was no specific conservative party or ideology in the
1 7 9 0 S , there were certain common themes and arguments among conservative writers. They were frequently espoused by many of them, if not always
advocated by all of them. A general survey of these themes and arguments
should give us a better picture of conservatism in the 1 7 9 0 s .
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One of the leitmotivs of German conservatism in the 1790s is its opposition to political rationalism, the attempt to reconstruct society according to
abstract principles or a general plan. The conservatives preached that any
such attempt would end in tears. If someone razes an imperfect cottage to
build a crystal palace, their favorite argument ran, then he will only end
with a ruin. Legislators and philosophers have no superhuman powers: they
cannot create from nothing or build on scorched earth. Society is not a
machine that can be built from a blueprint, but an organism that develops
slowly and adapts gradually to its environment. Recognizing that the driving
force behind the radicals was their faith in reason, the conservatives devoted
much of their time and energy to a critique of reason. The aim of their
polemic was to show that pure reason cannot be practical; in other words,
without the aid of experience, reason cannot prescribe political ideals that
can be realized in practice. They put forward several arguments for why
pure reason cannot be practical: (1) reason cannot prescribe a priori any
specific principle of morality; (2) reason, although it might be able to prescribe specific moral principles, cannot determine how to apply them in
political practice; and (3) reason by itself cannot provide a sufficient motive
or incentive for our conduct. From all these arguments the conservatives
concluded that there is an insurmountable gap between theory and practice
in politics.
While the conservatives were critical of rationalism, they were not hostile
to reason itself. They claimed to oppose only the pretensions of reason, its
attempt to trespass beyond its legitimate boundaries by prescribing a priori
moral principles for political practice. It is seriously misleading to say, as is
sometimes done, that the conservatives were against all abstract laws and
general principles, as if they were anti-intellectuals or antirationalists. 3 This
statement not only begs fundamental questions but also misconstrues the
conservatives' debate with the radicals. What was at stake was not the value
of reason but its proper methods. The conservatives opposed not abstract
laws and general principles per se but the methods by which the radicals
arrived at them. They objected to the "metaphysical method" of the radicals,
the attempt to determine the principles of politics a priori and to apply them
to the state without having any previous knowledge of its social, economic,
and geographic conditions. They insisted that we should instead derive our
principles and laws from experience, from knowledge of the history, geography, economy, and customs of a nation. Rather than making our practice
conform to our principles, we should make our principles conform to our
practice. If we want to know the proper principles of politics, the conservative argued, then we have to derive them from experience. But this experience, he immediately added, is not that of a single person, but that of many
generations. It is nothing less than the cumulative wisdom of the nation.
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Although few conservatives wanted to reject the value of reason per se,
many had doubts about promulgating the results of rational criticism to the
public at large. They believed it is necessary to set some limits to enlightenment, to the attempt to educate the public to the principles of reason.
Certain truths must be kept from some segments of society. A radical
philosophical criticism would undermine all those beliefs, customs, and
traditions that are essential to the foundation of the state or the obedience
of the people. The people love their traditions, customs, and beliefs and
derive hope, comfort, and security from them. What right does the
philosopher have, then, to deprive the people of their happiness? What difference does it make that these beliefs are false and these customs antiquated, if the people find their contentment in them and the state its stability? Many conservatives therefore believed that there should be some form
of self-restraint among philosophers, or an element of censorship by the
government, to prevent the spread of criticism. It is important to recognize,
though, that in rejecting the value of unlimited enlightenment the conservatives were not disputing the power of reason to know the truth. Unlike the
orthodox of the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, they were
willing to defend not the truth but the utility of positive religion. This position involved no dramatic break with the Aufklärung. The most radical
freethinkers in England in the early eighteenth century (Toland, Collins, and
Tindal), and the more progressive philosophes in France in the mideighteenth century (Voltaire, Diderot, d'Alembert), doubted the value of
spreading the results of criticism among the public. While they wanted to
share ideas with the learned, they were not ready to speak with the vulgar.
Many of the German conservatives of the late eighteenth century, for example, Moser, Rehberg, and Brandes, were for keeping the old self-restraints
and guidelines of the Aufklärung. In this respect they were not antiAufklärer, just conservative Aufklärer.
The conservatives usually justified their mistrust of the practical powers
of pure reason with a voluntarist theory of the will, according to which the
will is an independent source of action apart from reason. Thinkers such as
Moser, Brandes, Ewald, Gentz, and Starck refused to regard the will as "the
last appetite after deliberating," as in Hobbes, and still less as "the command of pure reason," as in Kant. Rather, in their view, the will essentially
consists of intractable, incorrigible, and insistent desires and emotions. We
act according to these even if they are contrary to our long-term self-interest,
and even if they violate the commands of pure reason. A strong element of
original sin lingers in their concept of human nature. Supposedly, human
beings are creatures that cannot act according to principles for their own sake
but always require self-interest or pleasure as a motive. This was especially
true, they argued, of the great mass of the population, the poor peasants,
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laborers, and artisans who have little education and are by nature incapable
of acting according to high ideals. Since these people are motivated only by
their immediate passions, it is useless to reform society according to general
principles. In the view of the conservatives, thinkers such as Rousseau had
a much too optimistic conception of human nature, believing that it is
inherently good and perfectible if only social restrictions are removed. The
intractable nature of human desire and emotion shows, however, that
humanity is anything but perfectible. Whatever the form of government,
whatever the method of education, people will seek their immediate interest
at the expense of their fellows if they can get away with it. The central
failing of the Rousseauian model of human nature is that it blames the
government for all human failings, when in fact people should look into
themselves. All that the government can ever do is lay down harsh laws to
punish offenders; but it cannot pave the road toward human perfection.
A crucial element of the conservative critique of revolutionary ideology
is its attack on popular sovereignty. To support their faith in authoritarian
government, the conservatives had to combat the challenge posed by this
dangerously popular Rousseauian doctrine. Their favorite argument against
it came from their pessimistic conception of human nature. Since the will of
the people is governed by impulse and passion and cannot conform to the
principles of reason, it cannot be the source of law. The concept of popular
sovereignty therefore completely distorts the proper relationship between
the law and the will of the people: the purpose of the law is not to represent
but to control the popular will. Another common argument was that the
will of the people is not necessarily in accord with natural law; in other
words, it can violate the fundamental principles of justice. With this argument the conservatives were quick to point out a danger that would later
disturb many: the tyranny of the majority. The will of the people, they
warned, can easily ride roughshod over the rights of individuals. Yet another
frequent argument was that the people have no time, interest, or ability to
determine the best laws or policies for the state. One of the conservatives'
favorite themes was that state policy is a strictly technical matter, requiring
the careful deliberation of experts who are professionally trained in law,
economics, and statistics. Before coming to any decision, the prince and his
civil servants must consider all the options and their consequences, the
interests of all groups of people, finances and diplomatic relations with other
states. These matters exceed the competence and purview of the common
people, who know only their own trade and profession.
Of no less significance for the conservative cause was their criticism of
egalitarianism. Most conservatives were ready to concede the demand for
political equality insofar as that means the equal protection of certain basic
rights; it is just that the life and property of a peasant should be protected
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as much as that of an aristocrat. But again, they would not extend to
everyone the right to participate in the government. The conservatives were
equally ambivalent toward the demands for social equality. Most accepted
the need for greater equality of opportunity, for more access to public office
for people of talent, merit, and industry; they conceded that it is wrong for
offices to be inherited when the modern state requires talent and expertise
for efficient administration. But they were always repelled by the specter of
equality in social status. They attacked the demand to abolish distinctions in
rank such as aristocratic titles. Like many critics of socialism in the late
nineteenth century, they feared that such demands would eventually end in
moral and personal equality, a general leveling of all differences in merit
and character. Rather than encouraging excellence, social equality would
bring everyone down to the level of the common people.
The conservatives feared the demands for economic equality even more
than those for political and social equality. They disapproved of any doctrine that recommends a redistribution of property in the national interest
or that ignores ancient rights and contracts. The Civil Constitution of the
Clergy of 1790, which seized church property in the name of the national
interest, and the Constitution of 1 7 9 3 , which abolished the property qualification for suffrage, horrified the conservatives. Some conservatives reacted
against the Revolution primarily because they believed that the demand for
political equality would bring economic equality, communal ownership of
goods. This belief was held by leading figures such as Gentz, Moser, Garve,
and Rehberg. To combat this threat to the sacred rights of property, the
conservatives put forward all kinds of arguments: it is unjust to deprive
people of what they have acquired through fortune, talent, and industry;
inherited property is based on historical contracts that it would be wrong to
violate; people have no incentive to be industrious if they cannot bequeath
their acquisitions to their children; and so on. There was a general willingness
among conservatives to concede that property is an essential precondition
of human growth and fulfillment. But this never led to any further concession about the need to redistribute wealth to ensure equality of opportunity.
Since they denied that nature gives equal capacities to everyone, there would
be no point in everyone's having the opportunities that wealth provides.
One of the more important and interesting themes of German conservatism in the 1790s is its critique of liberal individualism. Rather than
viewing society as a collection of distinct individuals held together by
rational norms and abstract laws, the conservatives regarded it as an organic
whole joined by the ties of tradition, custom, and sentiment. The identity of
the individual is not fixed by nature independent of society, they argued, but
is determined by society itself, by factors such as custom, education, and
law. The individual develops a sense of identity and self-respect by living in
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the group, not by seeking self-interest apart from it. Like the young romantics, then, the conservatives laid great stress on the value of community;
they differed from them only in their identification of the community with
the old social order.
It was this critique of individualism that made the empiricism of
eighteenth-century conservatism distinctively conservative. There is of
course nothing essentially conservative about empiricism. In the hands of a
thinker such as Bentham, it becomes a powerful radical weapon, sweeping
away all laws, customs, and institutions that are not useful or conducive to
the general happiness. But the empiricism of eighteenth-century radicalism
is intimately connected with an individualistic conception of human nature.
Hobbes, Locke, Hutcheson, Hume, and Bentham saw human nature as
fixed and universal, consisting of certain essential needs that remain the
same in all cultures and epochs. This asocial and ahistorical conception of
human nature gives the individual an Archimedean standpoint from which
he can stand outside society and judge it: something is good or bad
according to whether it satisfied his natural needs. In late-eighteenth-century
conservatism, however, this individualism disappears, and with it the possibility of radical criticism. The conservatives attempted to undermine such
criticism through the following kind of argument: the standard of good and
evil has to be determined by experience, by a knowledge of human needs;
but these needs are determined by, and vary with, culture; hence the very
standards of good and evil are determined by a culture, so that there is no
extracultural standpoint of criticism. Relativism thus becomes a powerful
ally of conservatism, a useful means to debunk the pretensions of an ahistorical criticism.
It has sometimes been said that the influence of Burke on German conservatism cannot be overestimated, and that he is the spiritual father of the
German historical and romantic school.4 But against this it should be said
that the influence of Burke can be, and often has been, overestimated. It is
indeed undeniable that Burke's Reflections on the Revolution in France was
influential in Germany. Some of the most important conservative thinkers in
Germany, such as Friedrich Gentz, A. W. Rehberg, and Ernst Brandes, found
Burke a powerful stimulus to their thought and approved of some of his
main principles. Burke's work was translated three times before 1 7 9 3 ;
Gentz's translation, the most accurate, went through several printings and
pirate editions to meet public demand. Burke's reputation was largely
founded on two favorable reviews of his book in influential literary journals,
one by Rehberg in the Allgemeine Literatur Zeitung and another by Brandes
in the Göttingische gelehrte Anzeige.s But once these facts have been taken
into account, the case for Burke's influence has been largely exhausted. A
larger perspective reveals that Burke's influence was not so great and that he
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scarcely deserves to be called the father of German conservatism. Although
Gentz, Rehberg, and Brandes were influenced by Burke, they were anything
but his disciples. They came to their main conclusions independent of him;
and on many points they were in disagreement with him. Other conservatives found little to their taste in Burke. The Berlin Aufklärer disliked his
traditionalism; and the reactionaries, who never had a fondness for things
foreign, took scant notice of him. If Burke received favorable reviews, he
also received unfavorable ones, and from equally influential journals. The
Neue allgemeine deutsche Bibliothek deemed Reflections unworthy of its
author; the Neue teutsche Merkur dismissed it as a reactionary tirade; and
the Eudämonia and the Wiener Zeitung, leading reactionary mouthpieces,
paid no attention to it.6 On the whole, Burke's influence was confined to
the Hannoverian school, which always had a special reverence for the
English constitution. But that reverence antedates Burke, deriving more from
Montesquieu and Hannover's dynastic relationship with England. That
Burke has no solid claim to be the father of German conservatism becomes
all the more plain once we consider that there is a German thinker who has
a stronger claim to that title: Justus Moser. It is to his thought that we must
now turn.

12.2. Justus

Moser

and the A u f k l ä r u n g

Of all the conservative thinkers in late-eighteenth-century Germany, the
most influential and innovative was Justus Moser (1720—1794), an official
of the small Westphalian state of Osnabrück. If any single figure is the father
of modern German conservatism, it is undoubtedly Moser. He was the first
major eighteenth-century writer in Germany to champion a self-conscious
conservative Weltanschauung. 7 Although Moser could not claim paternity
of all the strands of eighteenth-century German conservatism—many of his
ideas were unacceptable to the Berlin Aufklärer—his
thought was widely
influential. His analysis of the traditional German Kleinstaat was crucial for
Goethe, Rehberg, Brandes, and the Hannoverian school,8 and his historical
work was seminal for Schlözer and Mueller. 9 Apart from his conservatism,
Möser's thought is of general historical significance because, along with
Hamann, he was one of the leading figures behind the break with the
Aufklärung in Germany. What Hamann did for the Sturm und Drang in the
sphere of art and religion, Moser did for it in the realms of ethics and
politics. He was among the first to question some of the fundamental political doctrines of the Aufklärung: natural law, the mechanical conception of
the state, the value of truth, and the role of reason in guiding action. 10
Long before the Revolution, Moser began to articulate and defend the
principles and values behind the traditional German Kleinstaat. His political
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philosophy is the antithesis of that of the radical Aufklärung. Moser opposed
the egalitarianism, rationalism, individualism, and cosmopolitanism of
radical ideology. Against its egalitarianism, he defended the value of a hierarchic society where rights and duties are determined according to social
rank. Against its rationalism, he argued that a constitution should be based
on historical institutions and cultural traditions, not on general laws and
abstract principles. Against its individualism, he insisted that the state
should not simply protect the rights of individuals but should also promote
their welfare, religion, and morality. And, finally, against its cosmopolitanism, Moser affirmed the value of patriotism. He believed that every territory in Germany should have its own constitution and that a person's
immediate loyalties are to it rather than to humanity as a whole. In all these
respects, Moser anticipated and laid the ground for the later conservative
reaction to the Revolution.
Möser's most notable contribution to the modern conservative tradition
in Germany is his organic conception of the state. In his hands, this conception has a decidedly conservative meaning and purpose. It is the exact opposite of the prevalent mechanical conception of the state of the Aufklärung,
according to which the state arises from a contract between individuals and
is a mere legal artifice to protect their rights and interests. Several characteristic claims lay behind Möser's organic conception of the state, all
opposed to the mechanical conception.
ι . Human needs and wants are not innate, natural, or universal, existing
apart from and prior to society. Rather, they are formed by society and
therefore differ from one culture to another. What needs and wants a
person has is determined by education, social position, and culture."
z. Rights and duties are not "natural," inherent in human beings with
their birth and valid independent of society. They are acquired, determined by social rank and position. One has rights not by virtue of
being human but only by virtue of belonging to a specific group. 12
3. The state is not the artificial construct of human will or reason, but the
natural product of the history of a people, an expression of its culture,
language, religion, and traditions. 13
4. The state should not consist of a collection of independent individuals,
each of them having equal rights, but of a hierarchy of interdependent
functions, where rights and duties are strictly in accord with status and
responsibility. 14
5. The state cannot be changed by force from above—whether imposed
by an enlightened monarch or by a revolutionary committee—but only
by the gradual evolution of its historical institutions and traditions. 15
In each case Moser gave the state priority over the individual. Since the state
determines human needs, rights, and laws, individuals have to conform to it
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rather than it to them. Such a conception of the state appears to have
totalitarian implications, but they are completely opposed to Möser's intentions. Throughout his life he remained an implacable opponent of all forms
of centralized, bureaucratic authority. His organic state is based on his ideal
of the local community, which was intended to be a bulwark against the
growth of absolutism. Like Herder, Moser was inspired by the vision of
local self-government; he differed from his more radical contemporary only
in thinking that local government should be directed more from above than
from below.
Less conspicuous but of no less importance for the conservative tradition
is Möser's historical method. In his Osnabrückische
Geschichte Moser
attempted to develop what he called "the natural history" of the state. 16
This natural history would explain the origin of the state from natural
causes, from such factors as the economy, climate, and culture of a people.
It would consider the early constitution of the Saxons, for example, as
the product of their economic needs under specific circumstances. In doing
so, it would suspend any religious dogmas, moral principles, general conceptions of human nature, or metaphysical views about the purpose of
history. We should accept the concrete historical facts as they present themselves, Moser insisted, and not attempt to put a metaphysical or moral
interpretation on them. A more detailed empirical investigation would lead
us to view the state as the product of political and economic interests rather
than of moral and metaphysical principles. Moser completely eschewed
the notions of 'humanity', 'progress', and 'natural law' that were so prevalent in the historiography of the Enlightenment. Since these concepts are
so abstract and general, they cannot explain the origin of a specific state;
rather, they can account for the origin of any state and therefore of none
at all.
It is important to recognize, however, that, in rejecting the application of
moral principles to history, Moser was advocating a morality of his own.
His aim was to vindicate the past, the wisdom of his ancestors, against the
criticism of the Aufklärung. What appeared to be "superstitious," "primitive," or "barbarous" from the standpoint of some presumed universal
reason, Moser believed, would in fact prove to be perfectly understandable
if placed within the context of its own time. An institution such as serfdom,
for example, though seemingly the product of barbarism, was originally a
reciprocal arrangement whereby the landowner provided security for the
serf in exchange for a share of the produce of the land. Since the serf freely
entered into this arrangement and had rights as well, it was wrong for the
Aufklärer to condemn it as the product of servitude and as an affront to the
rights of man. In general, Möser's writings are full of attempts to justify the
beliefs and practices of his ancestors by placing them in their original his-
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torical context.17 This was part of a deliberate attempt to defend historical
institutions and traditions against the reformist zeal of the Aufklärung.
Möser's views on the state and history naturally had the most destructive
consequences for the claims of reason of the Aufklärung. They completely
undermined the Aufklärung's tribunal of critique, its claim to make universally valid criticisms of all cultures and epochs according to an eternal
reason. Since human nature and political constitutions are the product of
society and history, and since they are bound to differ and change from one
culture and epoch to the next, there simply are no universal standards of
human happiness or perfection, no eternal principles of natural law, by
which to judge all societies and states. The standards and principles that
seemed universal and natural to the Aufklärer and philosophes are in fact
the values of only one culture, illegitimately universalized and hypostatized
as if they were eternal laws of reason. If we criticize a culture at all, Moser
concluded, we must do so according to its own "local reason," its own
values and circumstances.
Although Möser's historical relativism made him skeptical of all
utopianism, he still had a social and political ideal of his own, yet one that
he believed had evolved from German conditions and was still applicable to
them. This ideal was the constitution of the classic German Kleinstaat, of
which his native Osnabrück was the most outstanding example.18 The classic
Kleinstaat based its political authority on the estates, or Stände, governing
committees consisting of prominent citizens who represented the essential
interests of a territory. These estates were not a rotting relic of the Middle
Ages, Moser believed, but a timely remedy for two current political dangers,
namely, democratic anarchy and absolutist despotism. The estates represented all the essential interests of the community while providing a check
against the whims of the mob or the fiats of the prince. Möser's paradigm
of the Kleinstaat was the prefeudal Saxon state, which he described in his
Osnabrückische GeschichteThis
state consisted in a pact among landowning peasantry to provide for their mutual defense. In exchange for the
promise to defend the state, each peasant had a right to participate in the
public assembly and to share in the formation of public policy. To Moser,
the original Saxon constitution seemed to provide the ideal combination of
individual freedom and public responsibility: individual landowners were
independent, the rulers of their own manor, yet they directly shared in the
government and were willing to lay down their lives for it. There is indeed
a strong democratic element behind Möser's ideal. His faith in the landowning peasantry is remarkably reminiscent of Harrington's Oceana, or
even Rousseau's Roman republic. Indeed, one reason Osnabrückische
Geschichte made the landowning peasantry the basis of the state was to
limit the prerogatives of the princes, and to restore to the nobles and com-
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mons in Germany some of their ancestral rights.20 In this regard, Möser's
work also had liberal intentions; however, Moser, unlike Rousseau or
Herder, never equated all the inhabitants of a land with its citizens. The
only people who should have political rights to participate in the assembly,
he argued, are the landowners, since they alone are in a position to provide
for the common defense. Although Moser was eager to limit the power of
the princes, he was by no means ready to hand sovereignty over to the
masses. The true basis of the state is property, not the rights of man.
In order to justify the inegalitarian constitution of the Kleinstaat, Moser
developed his own version of the social contract theory.21 According to his
theory, the state is formed when owners of land in a territory make a contract to provide for the mutual protection of their estates and the common
defense of the realm. In return for the security of their estates, they agree to
contribute a certain amount of their wealth to the public defense. Since
originally only the landowners have property or possess wealth, they alone
are in a position to provide for the public good or to contribute to the
common defense. Hence they alone deserve the full rights of citizenship.
Those who do not have property, such as servants and laborers, cannot
contribute to the public good and therefore do not deserve to be its citizens.
To make clear that ownership of property is to be the basis of citizenship,
Moser likened the state to a joint-stock company. Just as in a joint-stock
company only shareholders have the right to vote and receive dividends, so
in the state only those who contribute to the common good have the right
of citizenship. The dividing line between citizens and noncitizens is therefore
like that between shareholders and nonshareholders. The basis for citizenship is therefore like possessing a certain stock, which is provided by ownership of the land. Möser's original conception of the social contract does not
envisage any shareholders in the state other than landowners. They were the
original source of wealth and still the main source in late-eighteenth-century
Germany. But Moser was enough of a realist to see that wealth was gradually moving away from the land into industry and trade. Hence, because
they can contribute to the public good as much as landowners, he also
granted citizenship to the higher bourgeoisie. This was not, however, a
serious compromise of his principles. The main point for Moser was that
the rights of citizenship should be based on property; whether that was in
the form of land or of capital was indifferent. What mattered to him was
undercutting claims to popular sovereignty, the belief that anyone deserved
to be a citizen simply by virtue of living within the territory of the state.
Möser's theory of the state as a joint-stock company has been criticized
as a relapse into the mechanical conception of the state.22 There is indeed
some truth to this criticism insofar as he does conceive of the state as an
artifice constructed by contracting parties. Nevertheless, it is important to
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recognize a fundamental difference between Möser's contract theory and
that of the liberal tradition. Moser did not conceive of the state along
Lockean lines as the mere guardian of private property, as if the landowner
has property rights independent of the state. Rather, he insisted that the
ultimate owner of the land is not the individual but the state. 23 In entering
the social contract the individual landowners surrender the right to have
complete control over the land. They accept the obligation to cultivate their
land for the good of the state, and the state therefore has the right to lay
down laws to ensure that the estates do not fall into ruin. Every estate is
therefore a benefice (Pfriind) of the state, of which the landowner is the
resident and caretaker. O f course, the landowner still has the right to cultivate his estate in the manner that he sees fit, and he has the right to bequeath
it to his family. But the state also has the right to take measures to ensure
that the land remains cultivated, and that it is bequeathed to responsible
parties. 24 Thus, although Moser was like many liberal thinkers in making
property the basis of citizenship, his own view of property owes more to the
medieval than to the modern bourgeois tradition. He conceived of property
more as a leasable asset of the state rather than as the possession of the
individual. In this respect, then, Möser's theory of the joint-stock company
remains perfectly in accord with his organic theory of the state. 25
Given his political principles, Möser's reaction to the Revolution should
be predictable. It was entirely negative, and indeed from the very beginning.
There was no initial glow of enthusiasm in his case. It was not, however,
that he disapproved of revolution in principle. Unlike Kant, he had no a
priori objection to the violent overthrow of an established government. If a
tyrant jeopardized the liberty and property of the people, they had a right to
overthrow him, even if he had governed them for a thousand years. 26 What
Moser condemned was the National Assembly's attempt to form a constitution based on the rights of man alone, regardless of the historical institutions
and traditions of France. Such a constitution is perhaps appropriate for a
new country where all inhabitants are equal and all property is held in common. But it is not applicable to an old country such as France, where there
were the greatest differences in rank among the people, and where old contracts, rights, and traditions had settled the distribution of property. What
Moser especially feared in the Revolution was that it could lead to the complete abrogation of private property. T h e egalitarianism of the revolutionaries was dangerous because it inevitably led to just this result. 27 Like
some of the Jacobins, Moser believed that the equal development of human
capacities requires greater equality o f wealth and property. There is no
point in proclaiming equality of opportunity unless someone has the means
and power to realize it, and that means and power come from property.
Hence, if the leaders of the National Assembly were consistent, they would
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have to admit that their demands for equality led straight to communal
ownership. But this was a conclusion that Moser was by no means willing
to accept. Thus he was determined to fight the egalitarian principles on
which it was based.
From 1 7 9 0 to 1 7 9 4 the aging Moser decided to undertake the struggle
against the Revolution by writing some critical articles for the Berlinische
Monatsschrift. These articles deserve our closest attention since they contain
some of the clearest statements and arguments for the conservative position
in all antirevolutionary literature.
Moser joined battle with his June 1 7 9 0 article "Ueber das Recht der
Menschheit, als den Grund der neuen französischen Konstitution." 28 Here
Moser asked whether the rights of man are a sufficient basis for the new
French constitution. He answered flatly in the negative. N o society determines rights and duties simply on the basis of the fact that its members are
rational or human beings. Rather, it determines them according to the
degree that they can contribute to the society, or according to the extent
that they have a stake or investment in its proper functioning. Whoever can
contribute the most, or has the most at stake, ought to have the greatest
rights, and by the same token, the greatest duties in governing the society.
To illustrate and drive home his point, Moser hit upon the following example.29 Assume that a kingdom is threatened by the sea and needs to build a
dike to protect its lands. Since the landowners have most at stake if there is
a flood, they have the greatest rights and duties in the construction of the
dike. The extent of their rights and duties can be determined strictly
according to their property, so that someone who owns a thousand acres
should contribute ten times as much as someone who owns only a hundred.
Since laborers, servants, and merchants can always take their goods and
services elsewhere, they do not stand to lose as much from the flood; hence
they are not eligible for any rights and duties in the construction of the dike.
N o w consider all society, Moser concluded, along the lines of a company
for the construction of a dike. Obviously, the landowners deserve the
greatest share in the government; they have most at stake in the country and
can contribute most to its preservation. We should give people rights and
duties according to the degree that they have a stake in the country, then,
and not simply according to whether they live within its territory.
Moser made a more concerted effort to defend social inequality and the
rights of the aristocracy in his next article, "Wenn und wie mag eine Nazion
ihre Konstitution verändern?" 3 0 Here he raised the question of whether a
nation has the right to abolish all old contracts, rights, and privileges when
required by the general good. He admitted that it has such a right when
everyone is an equal shareholder in the state; those who have made a contract with one another also have the right to dissolve it. But the problem
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is, Moser contended, that there is no such equality anywhere in the established states of Europe. The inequalities of wealth in these states is based on
a hard and unavoidable fact of life. We know from experience that some
generations come later into the world than others, and that the earth's
resources are scarce. The first generation took possession of the land and
distributed it among themselves; all the later generations have had to accommodate themselves to this fact. If they are lucky, they inherit the land of the
earlier generations; but if they are unlucky, which is usually the case, they
have to work for the fortunate few under their conditions. Hence, in Möser's
view, the wealth of society is distributed not according to merit or need but
on a first come, first served basis. The earlier generations who took possession of the land and cultivated it have the right to determine the conditions
under which the later generations use it. To legitimate such inequality,
Moser invented the doctrine of a double social contract. There was originally a social contract between the first generation who agreed on equal
terms about how to distribute the land among themselves; and then there
was a social contract between the first and later generations where the later
generations agree to work on the land of the first generation. N o w it would
be wrong, Moser thought, for the later generations to demand equal property rights with the earlier generations' simply because the later generations
are now the majority in the state. It would be outrageous to overturn all
contracts and established rights on the grounds that they are not in accord
with the general happiness.
The objection might well be raised here why the accident of birth should
determine the extent of one's political rights. If we admit that political rights
should be distributed according to property ownership, why should
everyone not have at least the opportunity to acquire property? Möser's
response to this question reveals his deeper differences with liberalism and
the ideology of the Revolution. He is not willing to admit the principle of
equality of opportunity, which was one of the guiding ideals behind the
Revolution. What determines our rights to hold property, Moser said in a
revealing passage, is not any principle of fairness, rationality, or humanity,
but our power to take possession of something and to hold it against all
competitors. 31 The first generation have a right to their property, then,
because they took possession of it and made later generations submit to the
conditions imposed by them. Yet this virtual equation of right with might
was a fatal concession to Möser's revolutionary foes. It deprived the claims
of the ancien régime of any moral foundation and admitted that they were
based on nothing but the power to enforce them.
In another article planned for the Berlinische Monatsschrift but not published because of his death, Moser took part in the debate concerning the
relationship between theory and practice, sparked by Kant's famous essay. 32
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In this debate Moser took the side of the empiricists against Kant. He argued
that the principles of the state should be derived from knowledge of the
traditions, customs, and local needs of a community, not imposed a priori
according to reason. This does not mean, Moser was at pains to stress, that
there is no value to general rules, or that there is no place for theory. He
declared that every nation should have its general ideals, which should serve
as the end for all its aspirations and strivings. The problem is knowing how
to apply these ideals, how to realize them in concrete circumstances. Solving
this problem is the task of the legislator or administrator, not the
philosopher. Kant did an injustice to empiricists in portraying them as
people who think that what is true in theory is false in practice. Empiricists
do not completely reject the realm of theory but take the position that a
theory by itself is never sufficient for practice. Nevertheless, Moser remarked
that, if the philosopher goes too far in attempting to derive specific prescriptions from his principles, it might indeed be the case that what is true in
theory is false in practice. A perfect case in point is Kant's argument that it
is a truth of pure reason that a nation would never give its consent to a
specific class of people who inherit government offices. Moser imagined circumstances in which people might consent to just thai; for example, the
local aristocrat might have a much better knowledge of people's needs than
a civil servant does; having an independent source of wealth, the aristocrat
will be much less tempted to use an office for personal gain; inheriting office
ensures stability and continuity, avoiding costly disputes; and so on.
Möser's general attitude toward the relation between theory and practice
had been established long before his encounter with the Revolution. He was
always a severe critic of those planners and reformers who would impose
general laws on a community, regardless of any knowledge of its historical
traditions, institutions, and culture.33 Rather than being determined a priori
and imposed from above, laws should be determined a posteriori from a
knowledge of local circumstances, traditions, and needs. In Möser's view,
the attempt to govern a state according to general laws poses a very grave
danger: despotism. The more simple and general the laws of the state the
less freedom it has. The philosophical theories of legislators and bureaucrats
undermine all traditional contracts, privileges, and freedoms, since they
derive all rights and duties from a single principle and consider all differences between people and places as so many illegitimate and troublesome
exceptions. For the sake of uniformity all are treated alike, however different
their circumstances and needs. Voltaire typified this attitude when he found
it absurd that in the Holy Roman Empire a person could lose a case in one
village and win it in a neighboring one. Yet what Voltaire found so absurd
Moser found fitting and proper. If we knew the history, circumstances, and
needs of each community, we would see that what is right and good for one
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province might be wrong and harmful for another. The true law of nature
is not that of uniformity but that of variety. We follow nature in allowing
variety to operate according to its own special laws. In his later critique of
the Revolution Moser saw the same dangers in the attempt to govern society
according to general principles. The revolutionaries were attempting to
abolish all historical traditions and institutions for the sake of abstract laws.
Moser was convinced that this would lead to the same despotism as in
enlightened absolutism.
Möser's critique of the Revolution was based not only on his polemical
essays but, more important, on his long-standing quarrel with the Aufklärung. Like many of his contemporaries, Moser saw the Revolution as the
triumph of the Enlightenment, as the most radical attempt yet to rebuild all
of society strictly according to the principles of reason. Hence his critique of
the Revolution would have to be a battle against the claims of reason of the
Enlightenment. But Moser had long ago engaged in just this struggle. Ever
since the 1750s he had begun to take issue with the stifling rationalism of
the Aufklärung in all its forms, whether it was the intellectual psychology of
Wolff, the aesthetics of Gottsched, the history of Montesquieu, or the natural religion of Voltaire and Rousseau. Like many young men in the 1760s,
Moser fell under the spell of the emerging Sturm und Drang. He championed, and indeed helped to create, some of the cardinal tenets of this
movement: the central role of sentiment in morality, art, and action; the
danger of artificial conventions and abstract norms; the ineffability of the
particular; and the value of patriotism as opposed to cosmopolitanism. All
this does not mean, of course, that Moser was a full-blooded Stürmer und
Dränger. The spirit of Goethe's Werther or Schiller's Räuber was entirely
alien to him. Unlike the young Schiller or Goethe, Möser's mission was
more to reconcile the individual to the social world rather than to liberate
him from it. And, indeed, it must be recognized that, in his early years,
Moser himself was something of an Aufklärer.14 He shared many of the
guiding ideals of the Aufklärung: secular humanism, the separation of
church and state, the value of education. As a young man he edited literary
journals that were conceived along the lines of the popular moral weeklies
of the Aufklärung. Yet, despite this affinity with the Aufklärung and despite
his distance from the Sturm und Drang, it cannot be denied that Möser's
early enthusiasm for the Sturm und Drang made him critical of the prevalent
rationalism of the Aufklärung, an aspect of that movement that he did not
hesitate to attack explicitly.35 This criticism of the Aufklärung laid the
foundations for Möser's reaction to the Revolution.
An essential element of Möser's early critique of reason is his view of the
relationship between reason and action. Like many conservatives, Moser
saw a gulf between the spheres of theory and practice, not least because
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reason does not have the power to direct human conduct. He developed this
view as early as 1 7 5 7 in his treatise Der Wert wohlgewogener Neigungen
und LeidenschaftenThis
work shows the influence of the sentimentalism
of Shaftesbury, Hutcheson, and Hume, whose writings were influential in
the formation of the Sturm und Drang. Here Moser attempted to defend
Shaftesbury against his rationalist critics by arguing that impulse and
passion are necessary constituents of all forms of virtue. Moser contended
that we must not see virtue as the product of reason and choice alone, since
it is our impulses that give direction, motivation, and energy to our actions.
Reason and deliberation add a necessary element of moderation and control,
and they determine the appropriate means to ends. But it is ultimately our
impulses and passions that determine these ends themselves. Without
impulse and passion all courses of action would be indifferent to us. If we
never had the sentiment of benevolence, for example, we would never regard
the welfare of others as a moral value. We have the impulses toward virtue
planted in our nature long before we develop our powers of reason and
choice. We should not therefore prize our reason over our impulses as the
main source of virtue. That would be to prefer the frail, derived, and artificial to the robust, original, and natural. As Moser put it, "But what is the
best understanding against the best heart? And how easy it is to reckon the
degree of temptation necessary to seduce the most clever man when the
passions lean to the side of temptation! I tremble and grow silent before
such a horrible thought!" 37 In his early work, and throughout his later writings, Moser, like Hume, made a fateful distinction between the spheres of
reason and of nature. He never abandoned the fundamental principle of
natural law, that acting well is acting according to nature, to our characteristic powers and capacities. But his faith in natural law is utterly unlike
that of the Aufklärung in that we know natural law through sentiment
rather than through reason. Hence Moser would time and again appeal to
nature as a source of authority against the artificial and abstract rules of the
Aufklärung.
Moser developed his criticism of the practical powers of reason in
another early work, Schreiben an den Herrn Vikar in Savoyen.}% This work
is a reply to the "Profession de foi" of the Savoyard vicar in the fourth book
of Rousseau's Emile. Rousseau's country vicar had taught his famous pupil
a religion of reason, proscribing all elements of dogma, ritual, and revelation. Emile was not to believe anything that he could not grasp with his own
reason, so that his religion consisted of nothing more than the basic principles of morality and belief in the existence of God, Providence, and immortality. Moser was willing to concede that such a religion might be fine for
such a sensitive and privileged student as Emile. But it would not suffice for the great majority of people; it would not provide "chains for mis-
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créants, motives for cowards, consolation for martyrs, and counterweights
against tyrants." Moser was convinced that the peace and order of all
societies is based on religion, which provides the best motives and stimulants
for people to perform their moral and civil duties. But he insisted against
Rousseau that a natural religion is never sufficient to perform this role. The
problem is that people are governed not by their reason but by their passions
and imagination. The proofs of the existence of God, Providence, and
immortality either are incomprehensible to the great majority of people or
fail to inspire them. As Moser explained, "What is a man? An animal that
should be bound by the chains of its imagination. Some of them need a
block of five stones not to run away with the chains; others need only so
much as a peg. But religion must provide both, the block and the peg, for
the imagination of millions." 39 What does appeal to our imagination, Moser
argued, is positive religion, the belief in miracles and divine inspiration. The
people are too happy to obey authority once they believe that it is sent from
heaven. We miss the point by thinking such a belief must be true, because
its real justification lies in its utility, its value in ensuring public peace.
Möser's early sentimentalism, his belief in the primacy of impulse and
passion in directing conduct, had important implications for his political
views, which he did not hesitate to draw in his early writings. 40 For one
thing, this means that the bonds of the state should be based on the feelings
of the heart rather than the calculations of the head. People obey the laws
not because they are ready to give their intellectual assent to them, but
because they have a reverence for their rulers, an affection for their country,
and a fear of punishment. For another thing, this implied that there is no
point in attempting vast programs of reform based on abstract principles.
Since reason has little power to control our impulses and passions, the
mainsprings of our conduct, general plans and ideals have little efficacy
among the people.
Moser was critical of the claims of reason not only to direct conduct but
also to know the truth. At heart he was a skeptic. 41 He doubted that reason
has the power to demonstrate the fundamental principles of morality, religion, and the state. If, like the Aufklärer, we accept only those beliefs for
which we have sufficient evidence, we will not be able to hold any beliefs at
all. Yet we must have moral, religious, and political beliefs if we are to act
in the world and get along with others. We must hold beliefs for which
there is insufficient evidence or no evidence at all; indeed, as in the case of
revealed religion, we must accept beliefs that are even contrary to the evidence. The more Moser pondered the matter the more he became obsessed
with the thought that illusion is the very substance of life. This is how he
put the point in a revealing unpublished note: "Everything in the world is
illusion, from the threefold crown to the English prime minister's great wig
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. . . I remain firm, that everything in the world is more or less illusion, and
even the Enlightenment, which now peels away so many veils, is an illusion
. . . Reason consists in the capacity to choose our illusions so that they
impress u s . . . Hence the rule: one must be, and wants to be, deluded." 4 2
Yet Moser insisted it is not absurd or unnatural that we must live according
to false beliefs. What the Aufklärer failed to see is that we accept beliefs on
the basis of their utility, not the evidence for or against them. The danger of
the Aufklärung was that it threatened to reject beliefs for lack of evidence
when they are not only beneficial but necessary for our conduct. We should
admit that many of our beliefs are useful fictions and not reject them for
their lack of truth. The trick is to know that we are being deceived but to
allow the deception. As Moser put it,
In our day the philosophers attempt to show us everything bare and
naked, as it stands behind the curtain. Our ancestors knew that just as
well, but they understood the art of governing men and did not betray
the master . . . Religion is music to console the unhappy and to bless the
happy. Everything depends on the fact that it works and how it should
work . . . The English, to distinguish their king from common mortals,
dress him with the most magnificent splendor, but they know well that
he is a human being just like everyone else.43
Möser's skepticism posed the fundamental problem of his political
thought: How is social life possible if we cannot know the first principles of
religion, morality, and politics? All social peace and harmony depends on
some agreement about these principles; yet as soon as we investigate them
with reason we find irreconcilable differences among people. One of Möser's
most interesting attempts to resolve this problem is in his essay "Von
den wichtigen Unterschiede des wirklichen und förmlichen Rechts." 44
Here Moser distinguished two kinds of truth, formal and real. A real truth
holds for reality itself, independent of human cognition or value. A formal
truth is prescriptive, what people accept as a convention binding upon themselves. What a church declares to be dogma, or what a judge decrees to be
the law, are examples of formal truth. A formal truth might be a real truth,
but there is no necessity that this is the case. We accept these declarations
or decrees as truths not because we know them to be real truths, but because
we accept the values or ends behind their practice. All kinds of confusion
arise, however, when we conflate these kinds of truth. If we assume that all
formal truths must be real truths, we subject social practices and institutions
to the dissolving forces of rational criticism. Worse yet, since there is little
or no agreement about what constitutes real truth, there will be nothing but
social strife and anarchy. The implication of Möser's argument is that the
Aufklärung was guilty of just this kind of confusion. In attempting to base
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social institutions on metaphysical truths such as the principles of natural
law, the Aufklärer failed to see the sui generis status of formal truth and ran
the risk of social anarchy. Möser's distinction between real and formal truth
permitted him to avoid this pitfall and to walk a path between conventionalism and dogmatism. While the conventionalist holds that all truth is
formal, so that it becomes entirely arbitrary, the dogmatist holds that all
formal truth must also be real truth, so that social life depends on metaphysical claims. Moser admitted that real truth exists, avoiding the relativism of
conventionalism; but he also distinguished it from formal truth, escaping
any dependency on metaphysics.
However strategic, Möser's distinction between real and formal truth
does not solve all the problems posed by his skepticism. For the question
inevitably arises, If we cannot know real truth, if all formal truth depends
on convention, who determines formal truth? Who has the right to establish
social conventions? Möser's skepticism means that we cannot determine
who should have this right on the basis of natural law, revelation, or
metaphysical reasoning. How, then, should we determine it? Yet Moser did
have an answer to this question. In cases of social conflict, or where a community is in the act of establishing itself, Moser accepted the will of the
majority as the best means of minimizing conflict and maximizing public
happiness. 45 But in cases where there is no conflict and the community is
already formed, the solution is clear. Who determines the conventions has
been settled by history itself. Our forefathers have provided the path that
we must follow. We cannot claim that these conventions have any real truth,
of course, but we should accept them as formal truths because our happiness
depends on it.
Why is it, though, that following historical precedents and cultural traditions is the best or only road to happiness? It is here that Möser's
philosophy of history comes to the aid of his political theory. For history
shows us, Moser thought, that there is no such thing as perfect happiness or
a natural law of happiness true for human nature as such. 4i What makes us
happy depends on our education, cultural traditions, and social institutions.
Happiness is a relative concept: it consists in the satisfaction of needs and
desires, to be sure, but these are formed by society itself. Moser drew the
conclusion that the best conventions for us to follow are those that have
formed us, namely, the traditions and laws of our community. We find our
happiness by accepting and living according to our role in society. This does
not mean, however, that we must sacrifice our individuality and autonomy.
Since these roles determine our needs, goals, and sense of self-identity, we
realize ourselves only by acting according to them. Throughout Möser's
thought is the underlying theme that adherence to the mores of traditional
communal life is the source not of heteronomy but of autonomy. All his life
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he was a tireless opponent of individualistic conceptions that saw freedom
and happiness as the satisfaction of private interest in opposition to the
community.
We cannot investigate any further here the philosophical sources of
Möser's quarrel with the Aufklärung. It should be clear from this brief
examination of his historicism, sentimentalism, and skepticism, however,
that his conservatism has a perfectly respectable philosophical rationale. We
can now see why it is unfair to dismiss Moser as an unreflective traditionalist
or reactionary obscurantist: that would be to beg important questions about
the limits of reason.

12.3. Rehberg and the Hannoverian School
One of the most important bodies of conservative thought in late-eighteenthcentury Germany was the Hannoverian school, which consisted of the
so-called Hannoverian Whigs, A. L. Schlözer, A. W. Rehberg, Ernst Brandes,
and L. T. Spittler.47 True to its name, this school had its roots in Hannover,
not in the city but the Electorate of Hannover, a large state of the Holy
Roman Empire covering most of the plains of northwest Germany. All its
members had some connection with the electorate: Schlözer and Spittler
were professors at Göttingen, the main university; Brandes was the chancellor of Göttingen; and Rehberg was secretary to the bishop of Osnabrück,
one of the most important bishoprics of the land. These thinkers took great
pride in their Hannoverian roots, which hold the key to their political views.
There are two facts about the eighteenth-century electorate that are of
the first importance for an understanding of the Hannoverian school. First,
its dynastic relationship with England. Since the accession of George I to the
throne of England in 1 7 1 4 , Hannover and England had a common ruler.
Regarding the English as their cousins, the Hannoverians were naturally open
to an English cultural influence. The University of Göttingen became the
main center for the dissemination of English ideas in Germany. This link with
England was decisive in shaping the political outlook of the Hannoverians,
who elevated the English constitution into their political ideal. They admired
the English constitution for many reasons: its delicate balance of powers; its
mixture of monarchy, aristocracy, and commons; its capacity to contain the
divisiveness of party politics; and its power to reform and to preserve tradition.48 Most important of all, the English constitution seemed to be the perfect mean between two of the most pressing dangers of modern political
life: the popular democracy of France and the absolute despotism of Prussia.
The second fact about Hannover is that, given the absence of its monarch,
who lived in London, the main form of government resided in the old
estates. These estates were not democratic bodies in the modern sense, for
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they had no mandate from the public and their members were not elected;
to enter them one had to belong to a noble family or own property. Since
the estates in Hannover consisted mainly of the old noble families, the government took the form of an aristocratic oligarchy. The persistence of the
estates in Hannover was exceptional, indeed an anachronism, by eighteenthcentury standards. The power of the estates gradually eroded in the
eighteenth century with the increasing advance of absolutism. The prince
usually regarded them as obstacles in the path of modernization and centralization, since they were all too often reactionary bodies that insisted on
their feudal privileges. But the estates were seen by others as bulwarks
against despotism, both democratic and monarchical, and some reformers
believed that the estates could develop into more representative bodies.
Such, at any rate, was the hope of the Hannoverians. They cherished the
idea that one day the estates would evolve in the direction of the English
Parliament. If only Hannover became like London—if only George III
brought the English constitution to his native land—utopia would have been
realized on earth.
On the whole, the Hannoverians were moderate-to-conservative Aufklärer. They defended liberal causes such as freedom of the press, religious
tolerance, and equality of opportunity; and they criticized royal despotism,
aristocratic privilege, and clerical intolerance. Some were in the vanguard of
the Aufklärung: Schlözer's Staatsanzeigen was the foremost political journal
in Germany, becoming famous for its bold criticism of despotic princes and
antiquated laws; and Spittler's Grundriss der Geschichte der christlichen
Kirche was one of the first secular histories of the church. But the Hannoverians set severe limits to Aufklärung. They were not for such complete tolerance as would permit atheism or revolutionary views; 49 and they strongly
disapproved of progressive causes such as the emancipation of women and
Jews. They were all for liberty of thought, provided that its results are kept
within the confines of universities and not promulgated to the public at
large. The program of enlightenment had to be restricted because it could
undermine the beliefs and habits, and ultimately the obedience, of the
common people.50
Like so many German intellectuals, the Hannoverians at first applauded
the Revolution. They saw in it the end of all the abuses of the feudal order
and the dawn of a more liberal age. In the glorious summer of 1789 Schlözer
exclaimed in the Staatsanzeige, "How wonderful that one of the greatest
nations of the world, and unquestionably the most cultured, has thrown off
the yoke of tyranny. God's angels in heaven must have surely sounded off a
Te Deutn laudamus in jubilation." 51 But they were quickly disillusioned
when they realized that the National Assembly was moving France in the
direction of democracy. They strongly disapproved of the abolition of the
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monarch's powers of absolute veto, of the liberal conditions of active citizenship, and of the National Assembly's reliance on the Paris mob. When it
became clear that France would not become a constitutional monarchy, the
Hannoverians became determined opponents of the Revolution. Although
they affirmed the principle of representative government, they disputed the
value of an unlimited franchise, insisting that only the most prominent property owners should have the right to vote. Popular sovereignty was
anathema to them, tantamount to the dictatorship of the mob. The interests
of the nation are best represented by men of merit, wealth, and wisdom, and
not by counting the heads of an impetuous, ignorant, and injudicious
rabble."
In response to the threat of Revolution in their homeland, the Hannoverians became champions of reform. 53 If the old Ständesstaat were to survive,
it would have to meet the challenge of the postrevolutionary era, the new
aspirations and growing political consciousness of the ordinary citizen. The
only alternatives were plainly unacceptable: revolution or reaction, democracy or despotism. To avoid these dangers, the estates would simply have to
be reformed, becoming more representative institutions along the lines of
the English Parliament. They had to be less secretive and more public in
their proceedings and debates, less exclusive and more open to men of merit
and talent, and less concerned with their own interests and more committed
to the welfare of the people as a whole. There would indeed have to be
elections to the estates, so that all landowners, whatever their birth, could
vote. The aristocracy too had to reform themselves. Rather than insisting on
their old titles and privileges, they had to become responsible administrators
of the state. All the old customs, laws, and restrictions regarding the nobility
had to be abolished. The prohibition of marriage between commoners and
aristocrats had to be repealed; the exclusion of commoners from benefices
and offices had to be stopped; and the custom of banning burghers from
court functions had to be abolished. In general, what was needed was a
much more flexible, open, and graduated social hierarchy, so that people of
merit could have the opportunity to rise up the social ladder. Although the
Hannoverians were horrified by the leveling tendencies of democracy, and
although they wished to preserve the old stratified social order, they strongly
disapproved of some of the rigid class distinctions of eighteenth-century
German society, holding them responsible for much of the revolutionary
ferment in Germany. 54
The Hannoverians' disapproval of French democracy was matched only
by their contempt for Prussian absolutism. They saw enlightened despotism
as the other grèat danger of contemporary political life, along with
revolutionary republicanism. Brandes and Rehberg wrote with disdain about
the Prussian "machine state" that would govern its citizens like an army
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regiment." Although French democracy and Prussian absolutism seem poles
apart, the Hannoverians loved to stress their underlying affinities. Both
aimed at centralized power and administration; both governed according to
abstract laws and general plans, ignoring tradition and history; and both
relied on the use of force to ensure that the individual would comply with
the social order. Worst of all was their tendency toward despotism, whether
it came from a single ruler or from the people as a whole. Rather than
evolving laws from the needs of the locality, French democracy and
absolutism imposed them from above, regardless of the circumstances and
the views of local citizens. And rather than considering the rights and
interests of special groups, they treated everyone alike for the sake of uniformity and efficient administration. The Hannoverians stressed these
similarities because they regarded both forms of government as a threat to
the pluralistic, traditional, and organic structure of the Holy Roman Empire.
They valued a decentralized government that responds to local interests and
needs; they preferred sentiment and a sense of belonging to abstract laws
and compulsion as the bonds of the state; and they believed in a social
hierarchy where all individuals know their place and contribute to the social
whole. The Hannoverians stressed the value of the old Ständesstaat precisely
because they saw it as the best remedy for the evils of both French democracy and Prussian absolutism. Since they were based in their own locality,
the estates would be responsive to local needs and interests and would have
respect for traditional rights and freedoms; and since they were governed
only by the most eminent citizens, there would be no danger of them succumbing to the pressures of the mob like the French National Assembly.
The most acute thinker of the Hannoverian school was undoubtedly A. W.
Rehberg ( 1 7 5 7 - 1 8 3 6 ) . 5 6 While Schlözer and Brandes were essentially publicists, Rehberg was a philosopher. He was indeed the philosophical spokesman for the Hannoverian school. He provided the philosophical foundation
for its politics, and he saw much more clearly the philosophical issues raised
by the Revolution. In his early years, Rehberg was an avid student of metaphysics, especially the writings of Leibniz and Spinoza. But his increasing
skepticism toward metaphysics eventually led him to the study of Kant's
philosophy. Rehberg was both an admirer and a critic of Kant. While he
defended Kant against the polemics of the Wolffians, he also wrote a critical review of the second Kritik.57 In the late 1780s Rehberg entered the
pantheism controversy, writing an original and well-received contribution
to it.58 While Jacobi took the side of fideism and Mendelssohn that of
rationalism in this debate, Rehberg bravely stood for complete skepticism.
After failing to obtain an academic post in Prussia due to the indifference of
Friedrich I I — " I take my philosophers from Switzerland, my cooks from
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Hannover"—Rehberg became a secretary to the duke of York, then to the
bishop of Osnabrück. His duties soon brought him into contact with Moser,
who became one of the most decisive influences on Rehberg's thought.59 In
1789 Rehberg received an invitation from the editor of the Allgemeine
Literatur Zeitung to review all the latest books appearing on French affairs. 60
Rehberg's articles soon put him in the very front line of the debate on the
Revolution. While his articles were warmly praised by conservatives such as
Gentz, Stein, and Brandes, they were sharply criticized by radicals such as
Forster, Fichte, and Schlegel.61 Along with Gentz, Rehberg soon became the
most eminent spokesman for the conservative cause in Germany. Because of
his friendship with the Prussian reformer Karl von Stein,62 Rehberg's political views had some practical influence. The principles that Stein put into
practice in Prussia were partly developed during his earlier friendship with
Rehberg.
The philosophical basis of Rehberg's conservatism is his skepticism.63
Like Moser, Rehberg was an admirer of David Hume,6"1 and true to the
spirit of "le bon David," he attacked the claims of reason so that he could
defend historical institutions. Rehberg began to develop his skepticism more
than a decade before the Revolution. In 1779 he wrote a contribution to a
prize competition of the Berlin Academy of Sciences concerning the limits of
human knowledge.65 Here he argued that all metaphysics ends in Spinozism,
and that the only plausible, though by no means adequate, defense against
it is the philosophy of Leibniz. But Rehberg defended Spinozism only to
show the inadequacy of all metaphysics. Spinoza's system represents the
most consistent and rigorous form of metaphysical rationalism; and yet
it is fallacious because it confuses our abstract conceptions with things
themselves. In these early years, Rehberg later said,66 he had already formulated the guidelines of his future skepticism: that we cannot know reality in
itself, and that there is an unbridgeable gulf between the universal and the
particular.
In his contribution to the pantheism controversy, Rehberg further
developed his skeptical standpoint, applying it not only to metaphysics but
to religion itself. He agreed with Jacobi that all rationalism ends in skepticism, but unlike Jacobi he was not willing to take a salto mortale. All the
attributes of the deity were to him nothing more than anthropomorphic
projections that are true for us and for appearances, but not for reality
itself.67 When his friend J. J. Engel summarized his tract by asking "So you
want to reduce all religion to poetry?" Rehberg did not demur; the only
qualification he made is that such poetry has a moral worth.68
With his early review of Kant's second Kritik, which appeared a year
before the Revolution, Rehberg took his skepticism still further, now turning
it against Kant's moral philosophy. He was convinced that Kant could not
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bridge the unfathomable gulf between the universal and the particular, or,
in more Kantian terms, the transcendental and the empirical. Kant could
not prove that pure reason is practical, that it can be the basis for our
actions in the empirical world. 6 ' Nor could he assume, Rehberg further
argued, that practical reason is not subject to the same restrictions as
theoretical reason, given that neither form of reason can demonstrate the
existence of its objects. Thus, before the Revolution, Rehberg had arrived at
the philosophical standpoint that he would later pit against the Revolution
itself. The gap between the universal and the particular, or the transcendental and the empirical, in his early work became the gulf between theory
and practice in his later work.
Rehberg's struggle against revolutionary ideology was, first and foremost, a battle against Kant.70 It was Kant's ethical rationalism, he believed,
that had apparently provided the philosophical foundation for the doctrines
of Rousseau, which had inspired so many revolutionaries.71 Sooner or later,
then, Rehberg would have to enter the fray against Kant's "Theorie-Praxis"
essay. In February 1794 his reply to Kant, "Ueber das Verhältnis der Theorie
zur Praxis," duly appeared in the Berlinische MonatsschriftJ2
Although Rehberg had to take issue with Kant, he began his reply by
expressing his agreement with the basic principles of Kant's moral
philosophy.73 Unlike many other conservatives, Rehberg was not an empiricist in ethics. Rather, he agreed with Kant that the first principles of morality
have to be established independent of experience, apart from any knowledge
of consequences. Utility cannot determine matters of right.74 It was Kant's
great merit, Rehberg says, to have shown that the first principles of
morality—"Act so that the maxim of your will can become a universal law,"
"Treat humanity always as an end in itself"—are determinable by pure
reason. Yet, Rehberg insisted, the acceptance of ethical rationalism does not
imply a concession to revolutionary ideology. The problem of revolutionary ideology arises not in justifying moral principles but in applying
them. Rehberg found an unbridgeable gulf between moral theory and political practice corresponding to that between the a priori and the a posteriori,
the transcendental and the empirical, in Kant's system. This gap means that
Kant's first principles are compatible with all kinds of social and political
organization, and therefore are without any direct political relevance.
Why did Rehberg think that Kant's pure reason is not practical? Why
did he maintain that it is politically neutral? In his essay Rehberg made the
following arguments against Kant.
ι . The Kantian categorical imperative is not a sufficient criterion of morality. It states only that our actions must conform to principle or universal law but does not tell us what these principles or laws must be,
for all kinds of maxims are universalizable. At best Kant's criterion

308 •

CONSERVATISM

provides us with a negative test by forbidding maxims that cannot be
universalized, but that still leaves us with no positive test to choose
between universalizable maxims. 75
z. Kant's principle that we are ends in ourselves is true only insofar as we
are rational or moral beings capable of acting according to moral principles. But it is false insofar as we are also empirical beings subject to
physical needs and desires. We can satisfy these needs only if we treat
others as means to ends and allow ourselves to become means to their
ends. A person who would never treat another as a means to his ends
would simply starve. What, then, should these relations of mutual use
between human beings be? Kant's moral philosophy provides us with
no answer. 76
3. Kant's principle of equality does not imply that everyone should have
the same rights. It says only that all rights should be equally respected,
which is compatible with the greatest divergence in the extent and kind
of rights. 77
4. Kant's principle of freedom applies to us only if we are perfectly free
beings who can live in complete independence of others. But we are not
such beings. We depend on others for our very survival. The question
again arises, What should these relations of dependence be? Again,
Kant did not provide us with an answer. 78
All these difficulties with Kant's moral philosophy show, Rehberg
thought, that pure reason is not practical, for it cannot provide a sufficient
criterion to determine the specific maxims of our moral and political conduct. If we are to determine our specific duties in the concrete world, we
have to resort to considerations of utility. We have to consider the needs of
people in specific circumstances and to ascertain which laws or policies
would be most beneficial. In many cases, however, even utility will not be
able to decide between policies that are incommensurable or equally beneficial. We then have no choice but to act according to established convention,
tradition, or contract. 7 '
It is in this context that we must place Rehberg's so-called historicism.
Since reason cannot determine the specific form of our moral and political
conduct, leaving it, more often than not, to be settled by custom, tradition,
and convention, our morality and politics are shaped by history itself. The
specific forms of our moral and political action have no sanction other than
the customs, traditions, and contracts handed down to us by previous generations.80 We are not completely free moral agents who should act only
according to those principles to which we give our consent; we are not, as
Fichte would have it, purely self-positing agents. Rather, we are limited in
our thoughts and actions to the historical world in which we find ourselves, by our culture with its specific traditions, laws, institutions, and way
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of life. Rehberg's insistence on the indispensable role of tradition and custom
is one of the characteristic features of his conservatism. But he was never a
reactionary who claimed that custom and tradition are inviolable. He readily
admitted, indeed insisted, that we should change custom and tradition if
they become oppressive or inconvenient in changing circumstances.81
It is important to be precise about the exact role played by history in
Rehberg's political philosophy. The historical strands of his thought have
often been exaggerated, so much so that they have made him the subject of
unnecessary objections. Rehberg is often credited with attacking the natural
law tradition and rationalism in politics.82 But he never denied the existence
of natural law or questioned that reason determines the first principles, if
not the specific maxims, of morality. To be precise, his position is that the
principles of reason and natural law are insufficient, but indispensable, in
practice. In other words, history complements but does not replace reason.
It would be mistaken to dismiss this as a mere remnant of rationalism in
Rehberg's theory, for he sometimes explicitly insisted on the importance of
reason and natural law for political thought. In some of his later articles he
criticized the emerging historical school of law. 83 Reaffirming the Kantian
view that there is an a priori dimension of right, he argued against the
doctrine that all laws consist in nothing more than arbitrary commands. In
this regard, Fichte's critique of Rehberg is unfair and misses the point.84
Rehberg taught not that historical traditions determine the standard of right,
as Fichte charged, but that they determine only how it should be applied.

12.4. The Berlin

Aufklärer

Along the spectrum of conservative opinion in the 1790s lay the views of
some of the Berlin Aufklärer, Christian Garve, J. A. Eberhard, C. G. Svarez,
C. F. Nicolai, and J. J. Engel.85 The Berlin Aufklärer were one of the
dominant philosophical schools in Germany from the 1760s to 1790s, and
they deserve much of the credit for the spread of enlightenment. They were
stalwart warriors in the battle against superstition, ignorance, and
enthusiasm, and passionate advocates of many liberal ideals, such as religious tolerance and freedom of the press. But while the Berliners defended
some liberal ideals, it would be wrong to regard them as liberals simpliciter. Most of them were deeply attached to the enlightened monarchy of
Friedrich II, and some of them firmly adhered to its paternalist view of the
state. Like "der alte Fritz," they believed in government for the people but
not by them. Although the monarch should reign in the interests of the
people, he should not be controlled by or accountable to them. He is their
first servant, to be sure, but not their deputy or representative. Some of the
Berliners also denied that the government should limit itself to a purely
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negative role in society. While they insisted that the monarch should
guarantee civil liberty, the rule of law, and religious tolerance, they also
stressed that he has a responsibility to promote the welfare of the people by
enacting measures regarding culture, education, and the economy. 86 In sum,
the Berliners still defended the tradition of enlightened monarchy of Friedrich II. By the time of the Revolution, then, their ideology had come of age.
Although the Berliners were champions of enlightenment, their politics
set definite limits to it. Enlightenment would have to be contained within
the confines of a constitutional monarchy and a hierarchical society. They
were happy that the public should learn the first principles of natural
morality and religion, and that it should see through some of the old prejudices and superstitions. There was always the danger, however, that the
enlightenment would go too far. Rational criticism could lead to doubts
about religion and morality, the basis of the obedience of the common
people. 87 Even worse, a people that learned to think for itself might want to
govern itself. In that case, enlightenment could lead to the radical demand
for popular sovereignty. T o meet these threats, the Berliners developed an
elitist conception of enlightenment. They insisted that enlightenment should
come from above, from those philosophers and theologians who were near
to the throne. Enlightenment should then consist in an elite imparting their
knowledge to the people, not the people learning how to think for themselves. To preserve beliefs necessary to the political order, the Aufklärer
would have to decide among themselves just how much of their rational
inquiries they should divulge to the public. If necessary, they would even lie
to it.
The Berliners held a distinctive place in late-eighteenth-century conservative thinking. Their faith in monarchy and centralized rule set them apart
from Moser, Rehberg, and the Hannoverian school; and their affirmation of
enlightenment and some liberal ideals distinguished them from the reactionaries. The most distinctive feature of their conservatism is its
rationalism. Their theory of the state and political obligation is based on
natural law and the social contract.88 They explicitly rejected the historicism
of Moser, Rehberg, and Herder. 89
Even before the Revolution the halcyon days of the Berliners were over.
The death of Friedrich II in 1 7 8 6 marked the beginning of the end, the
collapse of the enlightened monarchy they cherished and defended. The
political climate of the late 1 7 8 0 s was unfavorable to them. The Wöllner
edicts of 1 7 8 8 struck at the heart of their faith in enlightened government
and political progress. Some of the Aufklärer were forced to leave Berlin as
their writings and journals fell foul of the new censor. The philosophical
atmosphere of the late 1 7 8 0 s was also unfriendly to the Berliners. The
pantheism controversy, which began in 1 7 8 6 , questioned the very foundation of their faith in reason. By arguing that a consistent rationalism ends in
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the atheism and fatalism of Spinozism, Jacobi cast doubt on the desirability
of enlightenment. And the rise of Kantianism in the late 1780s put the Berliners even more on the defensive. Their philosophy is in many respects a
popularized version of the metaphysics and ethics of the Leibniz-Wolffian
school, and these principles had been subjected to some devastating criticism
by Kant. So, by the late 1780s, the Berliners were already fighting a desperate rearguard action. Under the shadow of Wöllner's frowning ministry,
they were defending themselves on two fronts, against the Kantians and
against the fideists led by Jacobi. When Mendelssohn died in 1786, they lost
their best philosophical spokesman. Nicolai, Garve, and Eberhard were then
left to continue the struggle as best they could.
The Revolution turned the Berliners' predicament into a crisis. Almost
everyone in Germany saw the Revolution as the triumph of the Aufklärung.
But the more the Revolution went down the bloody path of terror, anarchy,
and strife, the more the cause of the Aufklärung was discredited. It seemed
as if the principles of reason were leading not only to the atheism and
fatalism of Spinozism but also to the anarchism and terrorism of Jacobinism. Just as Jacobi had argued that the rationalism of the Aufklärung was
heading toward the materialism of Holbach, Helvétius, and Diderot, so
the Revolution appeared to show that it would result in the radical republicanism of Rousseau, Robespierre, and Saint-Just. If this were the case,
then the Berliners would have to abandon their program of enlightenment.
That program presupposed that reason supports the main principles of
morality, religion, and the state; but the course of events in France seemed
to show the exact opposite. Hence in the early 1790s the Berliners faced
a legitimation crisis of the most alarming proportions. Somehow, they
would have to disassociate reason from the cause of the Revolution and the
radical ideals of the Jacobins. They would have to show—pace Kant,
Jacobi, and the French radicals—that reason was on the side of the ancien
régime after all. This meant not only defending the Leibniz-Wolffian metaphysics but launching a counterattack on Kantian philosophy and Jacobin
ideology.90
The leading spokesman for the conservative wing of the Berlin Aufklärung
was Christian Garve (174z—1798). Before the rise of Kantianism in the
1780s, Garve and Mendelssohn were regarded as the foremost philosophers
of their age." Garve had become famous for his moral, political, and aesthetic writings and for some of his translations of English works, among
them Burke's Observations on the Sublime and Beautiful (1773) and Ferguson's Institutes of Moral Philosophy (1771). Although Garve had close links
with intellectual life in Saxony—he was educated in Leipzig and eventually
became professor of moral philosophy there—he later resided in Berlin and
moved within its literary circles. In his politics, Garve was first and foremost
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a Prussian. Like most of the Berliners, he identified strongly with the
enlightened monarchy of Friedrich II.
Along with many other German conservatives, Garve was an admirer
of English politics and letters. For him Aufklärung essentially meant the
importation of English models into Germany. He praised the wisdom and
moderation of the English constitution, and he endorsed the pragmatism
and empiricism of Bacon and Locke. It was Garve's ambition to be the
German Hume.92 However, he admired Hume mainly for his style and
method; he could not approve of his skepticism, which undermined faith in
common sense. Like Moser and Rehberg, Garve followed Hume in stressing
the influence of custom and tradition as a source of human action.
Even before the Revolution, Garve began to sketch the outlines of a
conservative political philosophy. In Abhandlung über die Verbindung der
Moral mit der Politik (1788), he defended, if only in a modest and tentative
manner, the Realpolitik of Friedrich, arguing that it would be unrealistic to
expect a ruler to act in all circumstances according to the same moral rules
that we observe in everyday life.93 He went on to claim that the prince
should prefer the safe policy of preserving the status quo to the riskier
one of undertaking great reforms.94 The influence of custom and tradition
on human action puts the onus of proof on those who attempt to change
society.95 Garve's tract ends, appropriately, with an encomium to the
enlightened reign of Friedrich II.
Although it has been almost entirely ignored,96 Garve's reaction to the
Revolution is one of the most interesting and intelligent of all his countrymen. Few observers in Germany considered the Revolution with such
detachment and impartiality and examined the issues raised by it in such
depth. Garve was an avid analyst of political affairs and always put political
questions in the forefront of his concerns. All his considerable powers of
observation, analysis, and argument were brought to bear on the Revolution. He wrote several articles on the Revolution and played an important
part in the famous "theory-practice" debate.97 Because of its intrinsic
interest, and because of Garve's importance in the Berlin Aufklärung, his
reaction to the Revolution deserves some scrutiny.
Garve's early reaction to the Revolution was cautious and vacillating.
He observed the event with the most intense interest, but he withheld judgment. He approved of the ideals of liberty and equality, if only in a conservative sense. But would it be possible to realize them all at once, through a
revolution? Were the French people enlightened enough to achieve them
without lapsing into anarchy and civil war? The events in France were a
great experiment to decide these issues. On September 24, 1789, Garve
wrote to his friend Felix Weisse, "What do you think of the unrest in
France? Will the outcome be happiness or misery for the nation? The whole
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fabric of the state has been torn to pieces, and it will require great wisdom
or great luck if it is to have permanence and solidity in a completely new
form. The epoch is one of the most important and at least will give occasion
and material for enlightenment and an investigation into some of the most
important subjects for humanity." 98 Only a few weeks later Garve was more
pessimistic. He had probably heard news of the frequent mob violence in
Paris, and of the invasion of the royal chateau on October 6 when the queen
narrowly escaped with her life and the king's bodyguards were murdered.
On November 14 he wrote in a glum mood to Weisse, "One must be
inhuman if one does not pay attention to what is now happening in France.
But, sadly, my hopes have sunk much . . . So far, I see . . . nothing constructive, only destruction." 99
Such pessimism was not to last, however. Nine months later Garve's
stand changed again. He had been in Berlin, where he could receive all the
latest news and literature on the events in France. Here he had been in
frequent conversation with his friends, Gentz and Humboldt. Now that he
could make an informed judgment, he came down on the side of the Revolution. In his August 1 1 , 1790, letter to Weisse, Garve said that he had come
to two conclusions: " 1 ) that the previous state of France was really so bad
that it required a total reform, which could not have been possible without
a Revolution, however much that is accompanied by many inconveniences;
2) that even if the present constitution cannot remain in all its parts and
some hasty revisions follow, in the end France cannot return to its old state
and probably will come to a better one." 1 0 0
Six months later Garve began to waver again. He grew cynical about the
Civil Constitution of the Clergy, which expropriated and sold church lands.
The leaders of the National Assembly seemed bent on seizing these lands
regardless of tradition, the rights of property, and the feelings of the people.
He questioned their motives in doing this. As he wrote to Weisse on February 26, 1 7 9 1 : "The French have learned contempt for their king, but
money they have gladly kept. They have accepted republican equality, but
republican poverty, even with the heads of their state, appears not to have
its old dignity.—And I confess it, if I think that their new building has little
solidity, it is because their morals and character have not reformed themselves according to the new form of government." 101
For better or worse, this attitude was to prevail. In his December u ,
1 7 9 1 , letter to Weisse, Garve admitted that his stand toward the Revolution
had not been consistent.102 But he now had a new perspective and saw much
in a bad light that at first filled him with admiration and pleasure. He now
believed in the necessity of gradual reform, in the progressive improvement
of manners and morals before any fundamental change in political constitution. In his April 23, 1 7 9 3 , letter to his friend M. A. von Thiimmel, Garve's
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disappointment and disapproval is complete. He could no longer bear
to think of the Revolution, which was degenerating into despotism and
factionalism.
From the internal affairs of France I gladly avert my eyes. For the world
has never seen anything so mad as the present constitution in Paris. Every
minister has an informer standing behind him who watches him and
arrests him on the first suspicion of his desertion or disloyalty. Is it possible that a sane person can hope to preserve loyalty and service by
appointing watchmen over everyone suspected of disloyalty? Who will
watch over the watchman?. . . Never have I found more true what Cardinal von Retz said of the parliaments: Que toutes les compaignies sont
peuple. Perhaps this is of no nation so true as the French; and on just
this account they are not fit for democracy." 103
What was decisive in pushing Garve away from the Revolution, then,
was the Civil Constitution of the Clergy. More than anything else, this had
convinced him that the great experiment was a failure and that the French
were not ready for their ideals. It is interesting to find, therefore, that Garve
wrote a long article addressing some of the issues raised by this act, "Einige
Betrachtungen, veranlasst durch das Dekret der Nationalversammlung in
Frankreich über die Güter der Geistigkeit." 104 This article reveals some of
Garve's motives in turning against the Revolution. He began by raising the
question whether it is better for the state to support its clergy from a regular
stipend or for it to allow them to live off their lands. After carefully weighing
the pros and cons, he saw many advantages to the policy of the National
Assembly. In a modern state where agriculture is no longer the primary
source of wealth and where all land is already in cultivation, there are more
advantages to paying the clergy a regular stipend. Such a policy ensures that
the clergy receive a regular income not subject to the fortunes of the harvest,
that their sacred duties are not encumbered with secular interests such as
land cultivation, and so on. What Garve objected to in the act of the
National Assembly was not their policy but their manner of executing it.
They simply seized and sold the church lands without providing any means
of compensation to those whose livelihood depended on them. Furthermore,
they offended many common people, who believed that the church lands are
a sacred trust from God. Garve warned the "friends of reform" in Germany
against embarking on a similar policy. He thought that two considerations
must be kept in mind before going down such a path. First, all use of force
is evil, and it is especially dangerous when it is wielded against a large body
of people, whose resentments are likely to lead to countermeasures and civil
war. Second, in all matters of state policy, especially those pertaining to
religion, magistrates should not run ahead of public opinion. They should
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not introduce reforms before informing and enlightening the people about
them. What Garve found most offensive in the act of the National Assembly,
however, was their blatant infringement on the rights of property. The confiscation of the church's assets was not justifiable, however much it was in
the national interest. The preservation of private property is the very purpose of society, and the leaders of the National Assembly thwarted it
without scruple. Thus, for Garve, as for so many temporary friends of the
Revolution, everything went wrong when the French appeared to violate
that most sacred of rights, property.
In response to the Revolution, Garve began to develop a more selfconsciously conservative political philosophy. 105 He now had doubts about
the possibility of creating a rational society through revolutionary means. In
sweeping away the old constitution and proclaiming one based on reason
alone, the French had assumed that all that is necessary to obey the laws is
the intellectual consent of the people. It was believed that the people are
perfectly autonomous, that they have the intellectual capacity to recognize
good laws, and that they have the moral character to act according to them.
But these assumptions had been proved wrong, tragically wrong, by the
course of events. The people are easily manipulated by demagogues; they
commit the worst atrocities in a fit of fury; and they act according to their
own interests rather than according to the principles of justice. The members
of the National Assembly had a roseate view not only of the French people
but of human nature itself. They were guilty of ignoring the very foundations of political obedience. What makes a people obey the law, Garve
insisted in true Humean fashion, is not intellectual consent but tradition,
passion, and respect for authority. The name and reputation of the ruler,
the antiquity of the laws, the respect for ancestors, the fortunes of the people
in business and war, the system of education, and the love of country—these
are the factors that make the people obey the laws, and not anything so
lifeless and abstract as intellectual consent. If the old constitution is swept
away, these factors disappear too, and the consequences can only be calamitous: civil strife and anarchy.
In rejecting revolution as a means of political change, Garve was not
disowning it in principle or under all circumstances. He did not think that
the people have an unconditional duty to obey the state. On this score, he
attacked Kant's argument against the right of revolution in the "TheoriePraxis" essay.106 He accused Kant of reviving, unwittingly, the doctrine of
passive obedience, according to which the subject must never actively resist
the sovereign and should passively subject himself to punishment if his conscience demands that he disobey the law. The reason Kant denied the right of
revolution, Garve said, is that his a priori theory did not permit him to admit
that some rights, like the right of revolution, are conditional and can be
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determined only empirically and under certain circumstances. Rather than
making such an admission, Kant refused to recognize any such rights at all.
The main problem with Kant's argument, in Garve's view, is that it assumes
that every actual ruler is an ideal ruler and acts according to the moral law.
We know from experience, however, that this is often not the case. So we
must distinguish between the de jure and the de facto ruler. If we do not
distinguish between them, then we owe obedience to everyone, even the
most intolerable despot; but if we do distinguish them, we have a right to
resistance after all, since we do not have a duty to a de facto ruler who does
not fulfill the de jure conditions of office.
But if there is no unconditional duty of obedience, under what conditions
is obedience obligatory? Under what conditions is rebellion permissible?
Garve believed that these conditions can be determined only by recourse to
experience and by investigating the consequences of actions. 107 He argued
that rebellion is justifiable only under conditions of extreme oppression,
when the disadvantages of living under despotism greatly outweigh those of
rebellion. But in fact these conditions are rarely fulfilled. History shows very
few cases of a successful rebellion. Almost all revolutions have had disastrous consequences that are worse than suffering with the status quo. There
are two main reasons why this is the case: (i) rarely can a whole nation
begin a revolution, so that the lack of unanimity among the people leads to
factionalism and ultimately civil war; and (2) once begun, a revolution
cannot be kept within limits and directed according to a plan; everything is
left to armed struggle and has to be decided by force and chance. All these
factors had taught Garve that it is better to learn to live with the old constitution than to attempt to create a new one. He now came to believe that
an old constitution is better than a new one just because it is old. Old laws,
however archaic and oppressive, have an overwhelming advantage just
because they are established. They create peace, order, and stability and are
sure to gain the respect of the people, who live by habit and tradition. Prima
facie, then, the case is always against any major reform of the state.
Such was Garve's conservative credo, his final appraisal of the great
experiment of the Revolution. Filled with wisdom and sadness after closely
observing the tragic course of the Revolution for many years, the frail and
aging Garve blurted out this remarkably frank political confession in one of
his last essays:
So I, old and ill as I am, friend of peace before all other goods of this
earth, the enemy of strife and any great commotion, and perhaps still not
completely inexperienced in the ways of the world . . . I confess, as
regards statesmanship and the constitution, that I belong to the party
of the old believers. I find the inhabitants of the European countries as
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happy and as moral as any people in any time or place have been. What
should then move me to seek great changes?... I remain more inclined
to suffer an old evil that I know than to expose myself to new and
unknown dangers in striving for an uncertain and distant happiness . . .
The French Revolution, far from exciting a desire for innovation in me,
has instead moderated my desire for useful reforms. In the beginning, I
confess it, I was passionately committed to the success of the Revolution
when I knew only the principles and opinions of its founders and when
I thought it to be the work of philosophy and patriotism. But it has
taught me in the course of its development its true properties and
worth.'08
It was a sad confession, all the more so because Garve clearly recognized
that he had lived beyond his time.

12.5. The Conservatism

of Friedrich

Gentz

One of the most brilliant and influential critics of the French Revolution
was Friedrich Gentz ( 1 7 6 4 - 1 8 3 2 ) . Gentz acquired a reputation as the
foremost publicist of the conservative cause in Germany, and he has been
called "the German Burke." 1 0 ' The reputation is deserved. Gentz's writings
are among the very best on the Revolution. Filled with shrewd observations,
rigorous arguments, and trenchant criticisms, they display a rare combination of political wisdom and philosophical depth. Their style is the German
equivalent of Burke, though without the righteousness, pomp, or spleen.
Gentz was tireless in his campaign against the Revolution, devoting all his
time and energy to it. He translated Burke from the English and Mallet du
Pan from the French. He published philosophical articles and edited entire
journals devoted to the study of the Revolution, and became one of the
foremost authorities in Europe on the Revolution's history and economic
affairs.
Gentz grew up in the atmosphere of the Prussian Aufklärung. He became
a champion of liberal causes such as freedom of the press, religious tolerance, and equality of opportunity. Montesquieu, Smith, and Rousseau were
among his favorite authors, and Garve and Mendelssohn were among his
acquaintances. In his university years he studied law at Königsberg, where
he attended Kant's lectures. The influence of Kant is apparent in all his early
writings. Although he had doubts about Kant's ethics and never mastered
the depths of transcendental idealism, he always acknowledged his debt to
the Kantian philosophy, which he called his "Pflegemutter." 110
Gentz later became famous as the advisor of Metternich and the secretary to the Congress of Vienna. In these roles he exerted considerable influence, both in forming policy and in implementing it. Gentz passionately
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hated the Napoleonic cause, and he advocated an alliance of England, Prussia, and Austria to defeat it. In his later Austrian years he became a
notorious spokesman for the party of reaction. He embraced all the trappings of the ancien régime in Austria: absolute monarchy, the Catholic
church, and the privileges of the aristocracy. He turned against the liberal
policies he had advocated in his youth and expressed his doubts about the
rationalism of the Aufklärung.
Gentz's early stand against the Revolution was in many respects typical
of the Berlin Aufklärer. Although he criticized radical doctrine, he remained
loyal to the party of reason and continued to adhere to liberal doctrines
such as freedom of the press, religious tolerance, and natural rights." 1 He
had little sympathy for the traditionalism of Moser and Burke, still less for
the reactionary views of the eudemonists. 112 Like Garve, Eberhard, Svarez,
and Nicolai, he believed in government by an elite and disapproved of
popular sovereignty and democracy. Although there should be social progress and increasing enlightenment among the public this should be carefully
controlled by an elite to ensure the loyalty of the people to the traditional
sources of authority. Like Moser, Rehberg, Brandes, and many other
German conservatives, Gentz was an admirer of the English constitution.
His hero was Mirabeau because he believed that the old count would establish a constitutional monarchy along English lines in France. He disapproved
of the Revolution when he realized that it was pushing its ideals too far in
a radical direction away from the English model. 113
Contrary to these critical views, Gentz's early reaction to the Revolution
was enthusiastic. On March 5, 1790, the young Gentz made this ingenuous
confession to his older friend and mentor, Christian Garve: "The spirit of
the age blows strong and lively in me. It is truly time that humanity woke
from its sleep. I am young and feel with sympathy and warmth this universal
striving for freedom, which breaks out on all sides." 114 He welcomed the
Revolution not only because it was liberating humanity from centuries of
misery and oppression, but, more important, because it was building a
society on the principles of reason. All the moral principles that Kant had
taught him were now being realized in Paris. Although the latest news from
Paris was "almost wholly folly and chaos," this could not shake his faith.
As he wrote Garve on December 5, 1 7 9 0 , "I am anything but inclined to
despair of the good cause. I should regard the shipwreck of the Revolution
as one of the hardest blows that ever befell humanity. It is the first practical
triumph of philosophy, the first example of government based on principles
and a coherent and consistent system. It is our hope and comfort in the
face of so many evils under which humanity has sighed. Should it fail, all
the old evils will become ten times more incurable." 1 1 5 Throughout 1 7 9 0
and well into the spring of 1 7 9 1 , Gentz was in frequent conversation or
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correspondence with Garve and Humboldt, who had already become very
critical of the Revolution. With Humboldt he would have many a bitter
argument. But Gentz remained true to his faith. As late as April 1791 he
remained committed to the Revolution. 1 "
Gentz's first writing on the Revolution was a defense of one of its central
doctrines, the rights of man. After reading Möser's articles in the Berlinische
Monatsschrift,
he was filled with indignation that this doctrine could be
dismissed in such an indifferent and flippant manner. He therefore resolved
to write a reply to Moser. This was his "Ueber den Ursprung und die
obersten Prinzipien des Rechts," which appeared in the 1791 issue of the
Monatsschrift,117
Gentz was determined to base the rights of man on a solid
foundation, one immune to all the superficial objections made against it.
He wanted to show that these rights are nothing less than universal and
necessary principles of reason. Revealing his Kantian education, Gentz carefully distinguished between a priori and empirical questions in moral
philosophy, insisting that the doctrine of natural rights would have to be
given an a priori foundation. His deduction of natural right anticipated
Kant's later discussion in the Metaphysik der Sitten,118 Rather than basing
natural rights on the concept of happiness, Gentz derived them from the
concept of freedom, which he regarded as the characteristic feature of a
rational being. Assuming that people are free beings, having rights is the
necessary condition for the exercise of their freedom; for, unless a person
has the right to compel others not to interfere with his actions, freedom is
impossible. Right is then defined as the permission to limit the freedom of
others only to such an extent as is necessary to preserve one's freedom.
Natural rights therefore ensure a society a maximum of freedom where
everybody can enjoy their freedom as much as possible as long as they do
not interfere with the freedom of others. Given such a liberal conception of
society, it is not surprising to find Gentz expressing his dislike of Möser's
"joint-stock company" model. He flatly rejected this model because it
smacks of the feudal system, which the Revolution had just abolished.
Although Gentz admitted Möser's point that inequalities of wealth are
inherent in any society, he insisted that it is the purpose of the state to
diminish them. The state should protect the rights and property of the poor
weaver as well as the wealthy estate owner; and every person who contributes to the state, however little, deserves to be a citizen of it. He confessed
that his head and heart could not comply with Möser's harsh doctrine that
some people are not full citizens; but he found nothing to reproach in the
policy of the National Assembly that excluded from voting rights people
who pay less than three livres a year in taxes. T o Gentz it seemed self-evident
that the poor in Germany were not to be franchised any more than their
hapless counterparts in France.
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Sometime between April 1 7 9 1 and the autumn of 1792 Gentz's views on
the Revolution underwent a radical change. The passionate advocate of the
Revolution now became its determined opponent. Probably in the late
summer or autumn of 179 z Gentz set to work on a translation of Burke's
Reflections on the Revolution in France. He also began to write some philosophical essays critical of the Revolution. The translation of Burke, with the
essays appended to it, appeared in early 1793. 1 1 9 What happened between
the spring of 1 7 9 1 and the autumn of 1792 that could have created such a
marked change in attitude? Unfortunately, there is no straightforward answer
to this question, which has given rise to much speculation. Gentz's published
works and his correspondence give us only the slightest of clues. It seems
clear, however, that we cannot ascribe the change to the immediate influence
of Gentz's associates, Garve and Humboldt.120 Humboldt disapproved of
Gentz's new conservatism, and he too was puzzled by his conversion.121 Garve
reacted against the Revolution more than eighteen months before Gentz, and
what disturbed him about the Revolution—the Civil Constitution of the
Clergy—did not bother Gentz. We also cannot attribute the change to
Gentz's reading of Burke, as is sometimes done.122 His first reaction to Burke
was critical; and some of the central features of Burke's thought, most notably his traditionalism, remained alien to Gentz's loyalty to the Aufklärung.
Something must have happened, then, to change his attitude toward Burke.
But what could this have been? Where lay the source of the change?
A large part of the explanation lies with the course of events in France
itself.123 Like many German liberals, Gentz seems to have been horrified by
the events of the tenth to twelfth August 1792. The Tuileries had been
stormed and the king and royal family taken prisoner. All power now
seemed to be in the hands of the radical Jacobins and the communes. The
monarchy had fallen, and even the Legislative Assembly had lost its authority. The old distinction between active and passive citizenship had become
meaningless. France now seemed bent on becoming a radical republic based
on universal manhood suffrage. The September Massacres then only confirmed the worst fears about "the rule of the mob." That these events had
some effect upon Gentz is clear. He later wrote that "the last and most
terrible period of the French Revolution began with the horrors of the tenth
of August." 124 The collapse of the monarchy, the weakness of the Legislative
Assembly, and the triumph of the radicals meant nothing less than "the
systematic overthrow of all social conditions." It must have now seemed
painfully clear to him that the Revolution would not establish a constitutional monarchy along English lines.
Another part of the explanation lies with Gentz's personal life, which
underwent a transformation sometime in 1792. 1 2 5 Before his conversion to
the conservative cause, Gentz was something of a dandy, a young man about
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town, who enjoyed his freedom and flouting the bourgeois conventions.
Apparently, he spent many an evening whoring with Humboldt. 126 This
adolescent life-style soon came to a fitting close when he had an unhappy
love affair with a popular Berlin actress. Ashamed and miserable, Gentz
now regretted his wicked past and decided to mend his ways. He renounced
all forms of self-indulgence, swore fidelity to his fiancée, and began to consort with more respectable people. According to Humboldt, 127 this change in
life-style accounted for his new political opinions: it was as if his political
writings seemed a vindication of his personal transformation, as if his new
conservatism were a defense of the more conventional society he had now
decided to join.
Whatever the explanation, Gentz found a new vocation for himself now
that he had turned against the Revolution. It was his calling to be the
spokesman for the old order. Although the Revolution was still popular
among the public, he would dare to cry out against the storm. In the introduction to his translation of Burke, he described his new standpoint as an
author. 128 The conflict between radicalism and conservatism is portrayed as
a struggle between passion and reason, idealism and realism, the crowd and
the philosopher. The radicals have passion and the people on their side,
because there is a secret longing for revolution in the heart of the common
man. The people are never content with their lot on earth and believe that
everything will be better if only they change the government, which they
consider to be responsible for all their troubles. The conservatives, however,
have reason on their side. This is the standpoint to which he forever swears
his loyalty. "However unfavorable the times might be, it is impossible to
give up the standard of reason," the young Gentz declared. 12 ' Reason teaches
us resignation and acceptance of things as they are, not indignation and
discontent because things are not as they ought to be. The standpoint of
reason is that of moderation, tolerance, and reform, and it is opposed to the
dogmatism, fanaticism, and intolerance of the new revolutionary ideology,
which threatens to press the entire human race into the mold of liberté,
égalité, et fraternité.
Gentz began his assault on revolutionary ideology at one of its most
salient points, the concept of freedom. This concept was the target of the
first of his early essays, "Ueber politische Freiheit und das Verhältnis
derselben zur Regierung." 1 3 0 Here Gentz criticized the concept of freedom
that had become such a slogan among the radicals. His central thesis is that
too much freedom is just as much a danger to the state as too much government. The Revolution focused on the excesses of governnent, the tyranny of
the king and the aristocracy. But it is of the first importance to realize,
Gentz insisted, that there are also excesses of freedom. There can be so
much freedom that it becomes difficult or impossible to achieve the main
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ends of society, namely, peace, security of property, and justice. The task of
government is to find a proper balance between these extremes: to ensure a
maximum of freedom and a maximum of efficiency in achieving the ends of
society. Of these two forms of excess, that of freedom is the worst, Gentz
argued. Although it is easy to correct an excess of government by a few
piecemeal reforms, it is almost impossible to rectify an excess of freedom,
which has the tendency to degenerate into anarchy.
Gentz strongly condemned the radicals for making a "qualitas occulta"
out of the concept of freedom. They hypostatized it as if it were a mystical
ideal, and they made little effort to investigate its real meaning. Gentz laid
down two fundamental principles about the nature of freedom, both of them
filled with conservative implications. The first declares: "Political freedom is
not an absolute but a relative good." This means that freedom is of value
only insofar as it is consistent with the other ends of society. There would
be no value to a state of absolute freedom, Gentz argues, for it would be a
state of nature where there would be no security, and ultimately no freedom.
Since the state of nature is a state of absolute slavery, we must view civil
society not as the destruction but as the realization of freedom. This basic
point has been missed by the radicals, however, because they thought they
could bring into society the freedom of the state of nature. The second principle states: "Political freedom cannot be the same in every constitution."
The radicals went astray, Gentz maintained, when they assumed that there
is such a thing as the perfect constitution, a constitution that realizes the ends
of government and the nature of freedom. There are many kinds of constitution, differing according to the economy, geography, history, and culture of
a nation, and each is suitable to its circumstances. The degree of freedom
proper to a nation has to be measured according to these circumstances,
according to the ends of this specific society and the aspirations of these
particular people. The existence of freedom is therefore a matter not of kind
but of degree; it would be extremely misleading, then, to classify the forms
of government into the free and unfree, as the radicals do.
Gentz continued his offensive against revolutionary ideology by criticizing another doctrine dear to the radicals, the right of revolution. This
was the task of another early essay, "Ueber die Moralität in den Staatsrevolutionen." 131 Gentz put forward the controversial thesis that, except
under the most limited and exceptional conditions, a revolution is morally
wrong. He used several arguments to justify this.
ι . A revolution is morally justified only if per impossible it obtains the
consent of everyone within the state. It is not sufficient to appeal to
the will of the majority, for it has moral force only if all people have
given their prior consent to abide by it. This argument is of course ad
hominem, turning the radicals' criterion of consent against them, but it
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works only by construing consent in the most crude and literal fashion
as actual and explicit consent. It backfires because it can apply equally
to an established government.
2. The state is founded on a social contract, according to which whoever
enters into it agrees to conform to its general will. N o contract can
contain a clause whereby one party can quit it without the agreement
of the other, though this is exactly what happens in the case of a
revolution. By all the standards of ordinary morality, then, a revolution cannot be justified. This argument obviously ignores the fact that
contracts may indeed be broken if the other party does not fulfill its
side of the bargain; and it begs the important question of who is to
judge whether the conditions of a contract are fulfilled.
3. All revolution leads inevitably to chaos, conflict, and violence, and
hence the breakdown of morality. What seems a crime in normal circumstances becomes good in a revolution because it promotes the
cause of the party. Prizes are given to intrigue, violence, and cruelty,
and the people are used for political ends. Against this objection a
Marat or Robespierre would no doubt reply that the ancien régime
was founded on the worst forms of immorality, privilege, injustice,
and oppression and that the only means of fighting its use of force is
counterforce. There was little of worth, then, in Gentz's a priori arguments against the right of revolution. They suffer from the usual weakness of not considering the problem of a tyrannical government that
suppresses all attempts at peaceful reform.
Yet the most important aspect of Gentz's essay lay elsewhere. He put
forward the interesting view that any revolution is bound to consist of class
conflict. What happens in a revolution, he maintained, is that the will of the
poorer majority asserts itself against the privileges and property of the richer
minority to demand a greater share in the national wealth. A revolution is
therefore bound to create strife as the minority attempts to preserve its property and privileges through a counterrevolution. The chances of a revolution's
succeeding depend on the degree of class difference and the proportion of the
rich to the poor. The sharper the differences, and the more rich in proportion
to the poor, the less the chance of success, because of the greater likelihood
of protracted class struggle. For just this reason, Gentz claimed, revolution
succeeded in America while it failed in France. 132 While there were comparatively few wealthy people in America, there were many more in France in
proportion to the general population. Behind this disturbing vision of class
conflict lay a very bleak view of history indeed. Gentz thought that the poor
will always constantly attempt to escape their fate by asserting themselves
against the minority. 133 Since reform can never completely dispel the discontent of the masses, one necessary means of enforcing obedience is oppression.
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The next target of Gentz's attack was nothing less than the most sacred
document of the whole Revolution, the Declaration of the Rights of Man of
1789. 1 3 4 Gentz was under no illusion about the importance of the Declaration. It begins "a new order of things," "an almost universal Revolution in
the minds of the most distant countries of Europe." All the more reason,
then, to subject this holy writ to the most exacting criticism, paragraph by
paragraph. After a painstaking analysis, Gentz concluded that the whole
work is without order, system, or unity. But it is not so much the incoherences, non sequiturs, and ambiguities that bothered him. He objects more to
the very attempt to create a constitution on the basis of such a document.
The Declaration is much too abstract, metaphysical, and general to provide
the foundation for the state. Those who are called on to change the constitution of a country have no need to investigate the conditions of society in
general but only those of their own society; and those who would relieve the
oppression and restore the rights of a particular class have no need to
inquire into the rights of man in general. The leaders of the National
Assembly intended the Declaration to serve as a guideline for the subjects
and rulers to determine their rights and duties. But the very abstraction,
vagueness, and generality of the document make it dangerous. It provides a
weapon for the people to rationalize rebellion and to call the government to
account on the slightest pretext.
After criticizing the concepts of liberty and the rights of man, Gentz had
one obvious target left to attack: equality. This was the subject of one of his
later essays, "Ueber politische Gleichheit," 13S Gentz dismissed the whole doctrine of equality as a confusion between the material and the formal concept
of right. In the material sense right is the sphere in which everyone may act;
it comprises everything that we may do under the protection of the law. In
the formal sense right is the degree of dignity or inviolability attached to
someone's rights, the extent to which the law protects and enforces them.
Corresponding to these two senses of right, there can be a formal and a
material sense of equality. It should be clear that these two senses are independent of one another: all rights can be equally protected even though some
people have more rights than others. Gentz accused the revolutionaries of
deliberately conflating these two senses of equality. They used the legitimate
demand for formal equality to conceal their illegitimate demands for greater
material equality. After the events of August iz, Gentz said, it became clear
that equality of rights, and not equality before the law, was the final aim of
the leaders of the Revolution. The whole tendency of the Revolution was to
level all differences in status and wealth. Yet the social contract does not
attempt to create new rights, Gentz now claimed, but only to protect old
ones. However large or small the sphere of rights, the social contract simply
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attempts to secure equality before the law or equal protection for rights.
Gentz concluded that the whole point of the social contract is to protect
inequality rather than to create equality. He goes on to argue that equality
in the formal sense is perfectly compatible with the distinctions between
people in the state. All differences in honor, title, and privilege are consistent
with the social contract, and it is perfectly within the right of the state to
introduce them as a means to ensure the efficient conduct of business.
Gentz's turn against the Revolution made it necessary for him to settle
his accounts with his erstwhile teacher, "Professor" Kant. With his criticism
of the Revolution came a loss of faith in the practical powers of reason,
putting Gentz at odds with Kant's rationalism. The occasion for a reply to
Kant was the publication of Kant's "Theorie-Praxis" essay in the September
1793 issue of the Berlinische Monatsschrift. Gentz immediately set to work
and had his reply ready for the December issue.136 He agreed with the old
adage "What is correct in theory is useless in practice" as long as it means
that what is correct in theory is not sufficient for practice. It is false only if
it means "What is correct in theory is false in practice." But Gentz never
questioned the fundamentals of Kant's ethical rationalism. He agreed that
pure reason can provide us with some moral principles, and that these are
sufficient for moral practice. The problem of the relationship between theory
and practice then becomes, Are moral principles sufficient for political practice? Are they of the first importance in the creation of a state? Gentz was
again willing to make substantial concessions to Kant on these points. He
agreed that pure reason is able to provide the fundamental principles of the
system of rights. Although he quarreled with the details of Kant's interpretation, he affirmed that the principles of equality, freedom, and independence
provide the basis of the social contract. Assuming, then, that pure reason
does provide the foundation for the system of rights and social contract, the
problem of the relationship between theory and practice must be reformulated: Is the theory of the system of rights or social contract a sufficient
basis for politics? Here Gentz felt obliged to contradict his old teacher. If we
are to know the means by which we are to apply or realize the system of
rights, we have no choice but to consult experience. If the system of rights
is not to be a mere ideal, we must know how to enforce it. But such knowledge can be acquired only from experience. What is the best means of
enforcing the social contract? What should be the seat of executive power?
How can it be secure from rebellion? These are clearly crucial questions for
the creation of any constitution; but no a priori theory, a system of rights
alone, is in a position to answer them. It would be unfair to make this
objection to Kant, Gentz realized, if his purpose were only to outline a
system of rights. But Kant went beyond this modest aim to describe the
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relationship between theory and practice in general. His theory is therefore
liable to generate the illusion that the practice of the state, and all constitutional matters, can be determined strictly a priori.
What should be our final assessment of Gentz's work? No doubt it is
filled with interesting criticisms of revolutionary ideology, of its ambiguities,
non sequiturs, and sophisms. Yet it is often so abstract that it misses the
point. By focusing on the mere wording of a doctrine, his work fails to see
the purpose behind it, the legitimate grievances that it was meant to redress
and the concrete aspirations that it could fulfill. There is indeed something
absurd in dismissing the revolutionaries' demand for equality because it confuses the material and formal senses of 'right*. Gentz's criticisms thus suffer
from the same abstractness and generality that he abjured in revolutionary
ideology. Whatever the merit of Gentz's criticisms, he had little, if anything,
to put in the place of the revolutionary ideology that he was so intent on
demolishing. He had no positive vision of the state, unlike Burke, Moser, or
Rehberg. He admired the English constitution, to be sure, but he never had
a clear conception of how its institutions could be transferred to Germany
(unlike Rehberg and Brandes), and he doubted it could be transplanted at
all. All Gentz was doing, then, was defending the status quo, and in particular the property of the higher bourgeoisie and aristocracy. He was deeply
mistrustful of the masses and utterly repudiated the whole idea of popular
sovereignty, simply because he feared that it would lead to the destruction
of differences in wealth and status. Although he appealed to reason, which
has so often been seen as his main strength,'37 it must be said that he had no
confidence in the power of the public to use it for themselves. In true Prussian fashion the public have no right to ask why but only to obey. There is
indeed something sinister and cynical about Gentz's philosophy. He knew
all too well that, though he would appeal to reason, he was only protecting
the interests of a class. Since he feared the aspirations of the masses, and
since he doubted that any government could ever legitimately satisfy them,
he had no recourse to deal with the problem of dissent except through
oppression, the use of censorship and the police. Gentz's thought was
all in the service of a regime whose day had come and gone. In his last years
he confessed that all his efforts had been to no avail in the face of the
increasing political awareness of the public. The final verdict on Gentz can
only be damning: it was the greatest intelligence in the service of the greatest
stupidity.
12.6. Eudämonia: The Mouthpiece

of

Reaction

The most important source of reactionary opinion in late-eighteenthcentury Germany was the journal Eudämonia, which appeared from 1795
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to 1798. 138 The Eudämonia enjoyed a wide circulation and exercised considerable influence on public opinion. It became the chief target of liberal and
radical criticism, and almost all the progressive journals were compelled to
take issue with it sooner or later. The founding editor of the journal was
Ludwig Adolf Grolmann (1741—1809), a prominent Hessian official and
later Regierungsdirektor of the university city of Giessen. His coeditors and
contributors had an established reputation for their conservative views.
There was Ernst August Göchhaussen, a Kammerrat in Eisenach, who had
published a famous exposé of the Illuminati.139 Then there was Johann
August Starck, a court preacher in Darmstadt, who was notorious for his
conservative views in theology, for his crypto-Catholicism, and for his legal
wrangles with the Berlin Aufklärer.™0 There was also Johann Karl Riesse, a
Legationsrat from Sachsen Gotha, who had published several popular antirevolutionary pamphlets. And, finally, there was Heinrich Koester, a
theology professor in Giessen, who had edited a journal against the
rationalist theology of the Aufklärung, Die neuesten Religionsbegebenheiten.
Among the sympathizers and occasional contributors were other notorious
reactionaries: Johann Zimmermann, who made his name defending revealed
religion and patriotism against the Aufklärung; Leopold Hoffmann, the
founder of the Wiener Zeitung, the first conservative journal in Austria; and
H. O. Reichard, the editor of the Revolutions-Almanack,
another antirevolutionary journal.
The strength of the Eudämonia largely lay in its uniting these disparate
figures into a single voice. It is significant that the journal enjoyed government patronage. In founding it, Grolmann and Riesse approached the
Markgraf Karl Friedrich von Baden and Ludwig X of Hessen-Kassel during
their ill-fated attempt to form a Fürstenbund against France in the autumn
of 1794. Karl Friedrich and Ludwig finally approved of the journal and
provided it with financial support.141
The avowed aim of the Eudämonia was "to preserve Germany's happy
political and religious constitution" against the growing threat of the Revolution. In their introduction to the journal the editors bewailed the corruption of German opinion by radical ideology.142 Rather than traditional piety,
loyalty, and patriotism, the spirit of atheism, discontent, and rebellion was
sweeping across the land. The dangerous doctrines of the Jacobins and the
Illuminati had become so popular and fashionable that it was almost taboo
to contradict them. It was as if one were in Paris during the Terror and
dared not say a word against the government for fear of losing one's head!
The situation was made even worse by the ignorance and indifference of the
German princes, who did not know their true interests and were doing
nothing to stem the tide of opinion against them. If something were not
done soon, the Jacobins would triumph in Germany too, which would lapse
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into the same anarchy and barbarism as in France. To combat this imminent
and grave danger, the Eudämonia was founded in the autumn of 1794. The
editors had undertaken two specific tasks to counter the revolutionary
threat: they would expose all the radical conspirators in Germany, laying
bare their plots and doctrines for public criticism and censure; and they
would explain and justify the present constitution of Germany. They were
convinced that the Germans had become unjustifiably discontented with
their lot under the influence of revolutionary propaganda, and that they
failed to appreciate the true source of their "civil happiness." No sane nation
in Europe would now change places with the French, least of all the Germans, who have the wisest of constitutions. For centuries this constitution
had ensured the happiness of the German people (Volk), and it would be
dangerous to change its fundamental character. This happiness consisted of
"personal safety, the legal protection of property, peace and order, and in
general, contentment with the present situation." Since the aim of the
journal was to preserve this contentment, it was named Eudämonia, the
Greek word for civil happiness.
To achieve their ends the editors proposed that the Eudämonia should
contain all kinds of articles. There would be essays describing the advantages
of the present German constitution; exposés of secret societies; reviews of
books on the Revolution, especially those antirevolutionary books ignored
by the radical press; reports of legal measures taken against revolutionaries;
historical accounts of the wise policies of German princes; and philosophical
articles on the dangers of revolution, tolerance, and freedom of the press.
The articles would all appear anonymously to protect the authors from the
persecution of liberals and radicals. In the event, the editors did not remain
entirely true to this program. Although the articles remained anonymous,
the critical and negative side of the journal vastly outweighs its constructive
and positive side. There vìere few articles describing the advantages or workings of the present constitution; the most common article would be an
exposé of conspiratorial activities. The tone of the articles is dogmatic and
defamatory. The Eudämonia is indeed more propaganda than philosophy.
It could scarcely appeal to moderate or unprejudiced readers, and its aim
was more to incite those who already had reactionary sentiments.
In spite of their avowed conservatism, the eudemonists went out of their
way to counter the impression that they were reactionaries, complacent
champions of the status quo.143 They made no claims that the present constitution was ideal, and they disapproved of any attempt to romanticize or
whitewash it. Every state has its faults, and it is not only the right but the
duty of the citizens to do everything they can to improve it. The eudemonists therefore pretended to be in favor of gradual reform, of a progressive improvement that should take place according to "a constantly
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increasing true enlightenment." They insisted, however, on two conditions
for reform: it has to be legal and appropriate to the circumstances. Naturally, they were suspicious of the ideals of the radicals. It is not possible to
attain the perfect constitution here on earth among the sons of Adam. All
that we can ever hope for is to live under the least imperfect constitution.
Hence it is folly to destroy the present constitution in the quest for some
utopia. It is better to rebuild the modest house in which one lives than to
raze it to the ground for the sake of some imaginary palace.
Despite these disclaimers, it would be unwise to accept the eudemonists'
sympathy with reform at face value. They did not approve of the ideals of
the Revolution or hope to realize them through gradual reform. Unlike most
reformers, they completely dismissed the ideals of liberty, equality, and
fraternity, and they insisted that the hierarchical structure of German society, exactly as it stood, was perfectly natural. It was indeed significant that
they did not propose any concrete reforms toward improving social and
economic conditions, and their only policy for social change amounted to
stricter censorship. Their views on the Holy Roman Empire were very
roseate, to say the least. They denied that there was any such thing as
despotism in Germany; and they insisted that even the most humble citizen
could have his rights defended against his prince in the parliament of the
empire. 144 Although the eudemonists were not willing to admit it, they were
indeed reactionaries. In no respect did they wish to alter the status quo, and
they were willing to use force to protect it. The palace of the empire did not
need repairs, let alone rebuilding; all that it required was a more ornate
facade and stronger fences around the grounds.
Just as the eudemonists pretended to be friends of reform, so they
claimed to be allies of the Aufklärung. Sensitive to the frequent charges of
obscurantism leveled against them, they countered by claiming to be the
defenders of "true enlightenment." 145 The main question in their view was
not whether one should be loyal to the Aufklärung—they took it for granted
that one should be—but what is the nature of true enlightenment. They
gave three distinguishing characteristics of true enlightenment: (1) it supports and does not undermine religion, morality, and the state; (2.) it never
applies force to spread its doctrines; and (3) it consists of true rather than
false doctrines. On all these counts, they believed that they were the champions of true, and the radicals the agents of false, enlightenment. Here again,
though, it is necessary to be skeptical about the eudemonists' profession of
progressive principles. Their true attitude toward the Aufklärung betrays
itself time and again in the pages of the Eudämonia. They never equated
enlightenment with the power to think for oneself, since that would give too
much autonomy to the common man and come too close to popular sovereignty; and they laid down the most severe limits to the spread of enlightened
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doctrines, out of fear that they would be harmful to the people. The
eudemonists would make it a crime to criticize revealed religion, for example, because such criticism undermines the people's belief that the powersthat-be are ordained by God. 14é It is indeed ironic that the eudemonists
regarded the application of force as a mark of false enlightenment, since
they themselves were fanatical advocates of censorship. It is also noteworthy
that some of them defended religious doctrines that can only be regarded as
obscurantist or superstitious; for example, Koester defended belief in the
devil and Starck belief in ecclesiastical infallibility.147 When all these factors
are considered, it is difficult to accept the eudemonists' allegiance to the
Aufklärung at face value.
The eudemonists had a simple but fantastic theory about the causes of
the Revolution. It was entirely the product of a conspiracy among the radical
sects, especially the Illuminati, Jacobins, and philosophes.1** These sects were
all part of a secret international organization called Der grosse Bund, whose
main purpose was to overthrow all established government and to spread
atheism. There were three chief means by which these conspirators
attempted to achieve their nefarious ends: first, by influencing public opinion
with their impious and subversive writings; second, by infiltrating the government; and third, by taking control of schools and universities and
educating the young to be freethinkers and libertines. The eudemonists did
not hesitate to name the leaders of these conspiracies. The leader of the
philosophes was Voltaire, the father of modern atheism. The philosophes
were not just a school of thought or an intellectual movement, but an
organized secret society called the Conjuration des philosophes armes pour
la vérité, or the Cacouac. Its members consisted of Diderot, d'Alembert,
Damilaville, to some extent Friedrich II, and perhaps Helvétius. The Revolution simply brought the ideals of Voltaire and the philosophes to their fruition. The ringleaders of the Illuminati, an order of radical Masons founded
in Bavaria in 1776, were Adam Weishaupt and Adolf Freiherr von Knigge.
The eudemonists ascribed enormous significance to the activities of the
Illuminati, regarding the Jacobins as just one of their subordinate sects. As
farfetched as this might seem, the eudemonists believed they had some hard
facts to demonstrate it. Was it not a fact that some of the leading Illuminati
went to Paris to liaise with the Club Breton before the Revolution? Was it
not a fact that the Club Breton was the nucleus of the later Jacobins? Was
it not a fact that some of the leading members of the National Assembly,
such as Mirabeau, Lafayette, and the duke of Orleans, were fanatical
Masons in league with the Illuminati? And was it not a fact that the policies
of the National Assembly, especially those regarding the Civil Constitution
of the Clergy, were almost an exact copy of the Illuminati's? All these facts,
when soberly considered, could add up to only one conclusion: the Revolution was the work of the Illuminati!
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There was in truth not very much to support the eudemonists' pathological suspicions about a revolutionary conspiracy. Their emphasis on the role
of the Illuminati was exaggerated, to say the least. The Illuminati were committed to waging war against oppression, superstition, and fanaticism, and
they were devoted to the Aufklärung. It was also true that they had a program of infiltrating governments by influencing princes and securing high
posts for their members. Indeed, they were very successful in doing this
under the leadership of von Knigge, who recruited many aristocrats, minor
princes, and high-ranking officials for his order. But it was absurd to conclude from these facts that the Illuminati were a conspiracy to promote
revolution and atheism. They were not intent on revolution precisely
because their aim was to gain influence from within the established government. Their order had forsworn the use of violence to achieve political ends
lest it discredit their movement as a whole. Although the Illuminati were
passionate partisans of natural religion and dismissed all revealed religion as
so much superstition, they were far from atheists, and they had no intent
to abolish the church. The evidence concerning the internal workings
of the order suggests that it did not have a specific political program and
did not function as a cohesive group under central political control. 1 ·"
What made the eudemonists' suspicions most implausible is that the order
had been successfully suppressed by the Bavarian government in 1 7 8 6 ,
its leaders driven into exile or forced retirement. Although Weishaupt and
von Knigge occasionally still engaged in clandestine activities, their order
had lost much of its membership and was largely a spent force before the
Revolution.
Although the eudemonists' theory was clearly alarmist and simplistic, it
is important to see why it was so attractive to them. If the Revolution were
simply the product of a conspiracy among a few discontented intellectuals,
the eudemonists could conveniently ignore its underlying social, political,
and economic causes. The theory would then absolve any government of
blame and clear it of all charges of incompetency. There was no real need
for social and political reform, and the only measures necessary would be
greater censorship and police work. The government could then undertake
the most oppressive measures in the name of the public, who were at the
mercy of the plots of a few intellectuals. To see the Revolution as the result
of a conspiracy alone was of course to ascribe exaggerated significance to its
intellectual causes. It was indeed a serious weakness of the theory that it
does not recognize that intellectual doctrines become popular because they
express social, political, and economic grievances. When pressed on this
point, the eudemonists usually replied that, though the Revolution was not
the result of intellectual factors alone, these played a necessary role in preparing it. 150 Although this point was perfectly plausible, they were suspiciously silent about the other causes of Revolution, the facts that made for
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the popularity of revolutionary doctrine. Further investigation of these factors would probably have led to some embarrassing conclusions.
If the cause of the Revolution was simple, so was its remedy. Since its
source lay in conspiracy and propaganda, the measures to be taken against
it were greater censorship and police surveillance. Like most reactionaries,
the eudemonists saw greater use of force as the solution to all social problems. They ascribed great significance to censorship in particular and
devoted some of the most serious articles in their journal to its defense.151
They attacked the radicals' demands for complete freedom of speech and
the press, for these were simply a cover to promote their conspiracies. No
rights are inalienable or absolute, including the rights of freedom of speech
and the press. These rights must be limited so that they never harm the
rights of particular people, as in the case of slander, and so that they never
interfere with the welfare of society as a whole. It is feckless to defend
freedom of speech and the press with the argument that, since writings could
be published both for and against any doctrine, harmful and false doctrines
could be refuted. Permitting freedom of speech and the press on these
grounds is like allowing someone to sell poison because its antidote is also
on sale. In introducing censorship, the prince does not have to claim infallibility, or that he alone knows the truth. For he makes a judgment, not
about the truth of doctrines, but about their social utility. In defining the
limits of free speech and press, the eudemonists insisted on very narrow
limits indeed. They would prohibit all doctrines that are dangerous to the
religion or morality of the state. In the sphere of morality they would forbid
all poems ridiculing marital fidelity and chastity and all doctrines
encouraging children to be disobedient. In the sphere of religion they would
suppress any book criticizing the existence of God, Providence, and immortality, or casting doubt on the characteristic truths of Christianity. In the
sphere of state policy they would proscribe all books teaching that the end
justifies the means or that allegiance to a club or sect comes before that to
the state.152 All in all, the eudemonists' list of banned books agreed well
with the policy of the most intolerant and authoritarian governments of
eighteenth-century Germany. A state such as Friedrich's Prussia or Joseph's
Austria would have been unpardonably liberal to them.
There was never much political philosophy in the pages of the
Eudämonia. The editors' purpose was more to agitate for specific political
objectives, such as increased censorship, rather than to provide a philosophical foundation to legitimate the existing social order. They never
developed a theory of political obligation, and they did not have any fixed
views about the ideal form of government. They were content to accept the
Popian adage "That form of government is best that is administered best." 153
They had no special preference for a monarchy, and were even willing to
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admit a republic if it were the most suitable form of government for a territory. 154 On the whole, however, the eudemonists believed in the value of
elite rule and the paternalist state. Although they would admit that the government should be for the sake of the people, they would damn the very
idea that it should be run by them. Naturally, they despised the doctrine of
popular sovereignty. 155 A democracy is false in theory, since the will of the
people is not an infallible source of moral good, and unworkable in practice,
since it is impossible for the interests of everyone to be represented in any
form of government; even in a republic it is always the will of a few representatives that holds sway.
As we might expect, the eudemonists saw the social hierarchy of
eighteenth-century German society as inevitable, just, and natural. The different ranks and orders of people were not the result of social oppression
but of the natural differences in their intellectual and moral powers. Hence
they utterly rejected the ideals of liberty and equality of the Revolution.
Rather than attempting a detailed criticism of these ideals, they were content
to caricature them. "Liberty" means the absence of all moral and social
restraint, the freedom to do whatever one wishes and the freedom from all
social duties and commitments; "equality" means bringing all people down
to a level, the eradication of all moral and intellectual merit. Given such
interpretations, the eudemonists had no difficulty in dismissing these ideals
as unjust and unworkable.
After three years of contumely, bluster, and hysteria, the Eudämonia
came to an appropriately undignified end. The eudemonists made many
enemies over the years, who now began to close in around them. They found
themselves under increasing attack in other journals. The Allgemeine
Literatur Zeitung, the Gothaische gelehrte Zeitung, and the Rothes Blatt all
censured the Eudämonia for its bigotry, rancor, and obscurantism. Some
enemies were powerful political figures who did not hesitate to take measures against them. One of these enemies was, of all people, Retzer, the chief
Austrian censor, the kind of official the eudemonists should have championed and flattered. In a characteristically imprudent and intemperate
article they had denounced Retzer as an Illuminati. Retzer duly retaliated by
issuing an imperial decree on December 2 1 , 1 7 9 7 , against the sale in Austria
of some issues of Eudämonia. Thus the journal was outlawed in the very
homeland of reaction! Another powerful enemy of the Eudämonia was
G. F. Rebmann, a prominent official in the French government of Mainz.
Tired of being the target of its abuse, Rebmann criticized the Frankfurt
Magistrat for permitting a journal like the Eudämonia to be published
within the city limits. These were no empty threats since Rebmann had
friends in the French army, which was only thirty miles from Frankfurt. The
Magistrat took fright and duly prohibited the sale of the journal in Frankfurt.
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As a result the editors were compelled to move their base to Nürnberg in the
spring of 1798. Throughout all these difficulties they were not supported by
their previous patrons, who were now busy courting the French in the
attempt to gain new territory after the Franco-Austrian Peace of Campo
Formio. Deserted by their friends, hounded by their enemies, and compelled
to retreat before the advancing French troops, the editors finally gave up the
unequal struggle in early 1798. 156
What, in the end, did the Eudämottia accomplish? Prima facie not much.
Its death was unmourned by conservatives and celebrated by liberals and
radicals. All that it seemed to leave behind was the putrid traces of rancor,
intrigue, and malice. There was no coherent political philosophy to replace
or compete with that of the Revolution. There were no constructive proposals for reform or even any concrete suggestions for maintaining the status
quo, other than the tiresome appeals for censorship. The eudemonists
offended even the most conservative princes by insisting that their ignorance,
indifference, and incompetence was the source of all the dangers confronting
them. Nevertheless, on a more intangible level, the Eudämottia did have
some effect, if only a deleterious one, on the public consciousness. It succeeded in putting some of the radicals and liberals on the defensive. They
were now more wary of exposing themselves, and they were less sure of
their public. But, even worse, the eudemonists, like many of their conservative and reactionary allies, had persistently played one card with consummate skill: that of patriotism. In article after article they insinuated that the
patriotic German could not accept the ideals of the Revolution.157 What was
echt deutsch was not French, and what was French were the ideals of liberty,
equality, and fraternity. Thus patriotism was associated with a conservative
rather than a liberal cause. Such an association has had tragic consequences
in German history; its effects are still felt to this day.

13
THE POLITICAL PHILOSOPHY
OF C. M. W I E L A N D

13.1. Wieland

as a Political

Thinker

Indisputably, one of the central social and political thinkers of the 1790s
was Christoph Martin Wieland ( 1 7 3 3 - 1 8 1 3 ) . A major figure of Weimar
classicism, along with Goethe and Schiller, Wieland is best known for his
contributions to German literature. He has been seen as the founder of the
Bildungsroman and as one of the great masters of modern German prose
and verse. But we do Wieland a grave injustice if we pigeonhole him as a
belletrist, for he was first and foremost a social and political writer.1 Almost
all his major writings after 1759—Geschichte des Agathon, Der goldene
Spiegel, Die Geschichte der Abderiten, and Geschichte des weisen Danischmend—are devoted to social and political themes. These novels have an
underlying social and political point, a moral that people can improve their
lives only by creating a more just society. This concern with the social and
political comes from nothing less than Wieland's conception of his role as
an author. "The core or the aim of, or the key to, all my works, rhapsodies,
stories, and tales in prose and verse," he wrote in 1770, is "to promote a
more thorough improvement of the life of man." 2 The chief condition of
this improvement, he then added, is the creation of a state providing for the
freedom and welfare of all its citizens.
Wieland's interest in social and political issues is apparent not only from
his novels but also from his many essays on social and political philosophy.
As early as the 1750s he wrote several articles on social and political themes,
and he planned books and even a journal devoted to them. In 1770 he
published his first work on political philosophy, a set of essays examining
Rousseau's critique of the Enlightenment, entitled Beyträge zur geheime
Geschichte der Menschheit. Throughout the 1770s and 1780s he continued
to concern himself with politics, publishing articles on subjects such as
enlightenment, freedom of speech and the press, natural law, German
patriotism, and the ideal form of government. The most striking proof of
his social and political concern came in the 1790s with his intense involvement in the French Revolution. Wieland's literary output in the 1790s is
335
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indeed dominated by the events across the Rhine. He wrote no less than
thirty-five essays and two books, Die Göttergespräcbe and Gespräche unter
vier Augett, devoted to current issues and events. His correspondence,
though still not published in its entirety,3 gives further testimony to his powerful interest in the Revolution.
Wieland's importance as a social and political writer derives not least
from his role as the editor of the influential Teutsche Merkur. Modeled after
the Mercure de France, this journal was one of the leading mouthpieces of
the Aufklärung in Germany. Its aim was to improve the taste and manners
of the public in Germany and to raise its level of social and political awareness. A more enlightened public, in Wieland's view, is the precondition for
more responsible government. If popularity is any indication of success, the
Merkur could boast of having achieved some of its aims. Along with the
Berlinische Monatsschrift and Allgemeine deutsche Bibliothek, it was one of
the most subscribed journals in Germany.4
In the broad spectrum of political thought in the 1790s, Wieland was
one of the main representatives of the moderate reformist position. An advocate of gradual reform, he attempted to steer between the radicalism of the
Jacobins and the reactionary stance of the eudemonists. Like so many of the
moderates, he was a champion of constitutional monarchy, of a mixed
form of government along English lines. Such a form of government seemed
to him the best means to ensure historical continuity and respond to the
growing demand for popular representation. While Wieland defended some
of the basic liberal values—freedom of thought, religious tolerance, equality
before the law—he rejected complete democracy or popular sovereignty.
Although he recognized the growing political consciousness of the people in
Europe, he never ceased to believe in the need for an element of elite rule. A
conservative on social matters, Wieland never questioned the basic social
structure of German society. Though he despised serfdom and disapproved
of an idle aristocracy, he accepted the distinctions among the estates as
natural; and he believed that the aristocracy, provided that they performed
some useful social role, should retain their titles and dignities.
Although Wieland was a champion of liberal causes, it would be misleading to classify him as one of the liberal thinkers of the 1790s. This is for
the simple reason that he did not share the liberal credo about the limits of
state activity. He was loyal to the older paternalist tradition that believed
the state should not only protect the rights, but also promote the welfare of
its citizens. For this reason, we should place Wieland in the conservative
tradition.
Wieland's political thought continues to deserve our attention chiefly
because of its historical significance. The success of Wieland's novels, and
his powerful position as the editor of the Teutsche Merkur, made him one
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of the most influential political writers in late-eighteenth-century Germany.
Although Wieland was in some respects an outdated figure in the 1790s, he
played an important role as the chief spokesman for the tradition of enlightened paternalism. He was the most articulate defender of the political philosophy of that generation of Aufklärer who came of age before the Revolution.
13.2. The Birth of the Social

Writer

Toward the close of his Geschichte des Agathon, Wieland's first and most
important novel, the character Archytus, a wise old philosopher, gives some
advice to the hero Agathon about the cure for his youthful "enthusiasm,"
his passionate idealism and mysticism. "Against this sickness of the soul,"
Archytus says, "the most certain preventative is the fulfillment of our duties
in civil and domestic life; for within these limits our life's course is enclosed,
and it is mere self-deception if someone believes that they are destined to be
an exception from these universal laws." 5 Archytus' advice encapsulates not
only a central theme of Wieland's novel, but also the main lesson behind his
early philosophical development. For Wieland saw his early intellectual
career largely as a struggle against enthusiasm. The antidote to this
enthusiasm proved to be nothing less than his concern with politics.6 It was
politics, more than anything else, that gave his early worldview the much
needed element of realism. In attempting to make his ideals a reality, the
enthusiast had to enter the political sphere. But this soon taught him the
difficulties of their realization. He had to confront the force of circumstances, to recognize the base motives of people, and to go through all
the machinations of acquiring power, which often compromises the very
ideals he set out to achieve. The difficulty of realizing our ideals means, not
that we should abandon them, Wieland thought, but that we should adapt
them to our circumstances. In other words, we should heed Archytus' advice
and fulfill the duties of civil and domestic life.
Wieland's early philosophical development from 1750 until the completion of the first version of Agathon in 1767 is thus characterized by his
increasing recognition of the importance of politics. What drove Wieland to
this view was first and foremost his social conception of moral duty.
Throughout his early writings, he put forward an ethics that stresses a person's duty to society.7 The individual should not retreat from the world in
monastic contemplation, but he should enter it and do his best to promote
the well-being of his fellow creatures. It was nothing less than the "vocation
of man" (Bestimmung des Menschen), the end assigned him by his creator,
that he should become "a healthy and useful member of society." Prima
facie it would seem possible to fulfill this duty apart from politics, independent of any interest in the state. But, by 1759 at the latest, Wieland began
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to see that politics is essential. We can do our best for society, he increasingly realized, only if we do our best to improve the political conditions
under which people live. For it is an inescapable fact that the major source
of evil and misery in the world is not a sinful human nature, and still less
calamities of fate or nature. Rather, it was nothing less than political oppression itself.8 So, unless we struggle to remove this oppression, unless
we do everything in our power to develop a constitution that ensures basic
human rights, we are remiss in our duty to improve the lives of our fellow
creatures. For these reasons Wieland felt obliged to become a political
author, which he regarded as the best vocation to improve the life of people
in a world where their happiness and virtue are determined by the state.
It was only in 1759, however, that Wieland became fully interested in
politics. In his earlier years he had developed a mystical Platonic philosophy
that took him far beyond the earthly concerns of the political sphere. In
1750, at the tender age of seventeen, he wrote a didactic poem, Die Natur
der Dinge, refuting Lucretius and putting forward a Platonic metaphysics
and cosmology. According to his metaphysics, all of nature is organized in
a hierarchy according to the degree that it is spiritual and reflects the divine
forms. All things are created and sustained by the divine energy of love; and
everything strives to return to this divinity. In his Moralische Briefe (1752),
Sympathien (1755), and Betrachtungen über den Menschen (1755), Wieland
sketched a Platonic ethics and anthropology to correspond with his
metaphysics. The end of humanity is to return to the eternal, to realize our
purely spiritual nature. We have a longing for the infinite in ourselves, and
nothing on earth can ever fully satisfy this overwhelming desire. All life on
earth is thus only a preparation for the life to come. The highest power of
humanity is reason, which gives us insight into the eternal forms, and which
can direct our desires to either the earthly or the eternal. In the sphere of
politics, too, Wieland's early views were strongly influenced by Platonism.
However inchoate, his political beliefs were simple and clear. He defended
Plato's republic, arguing that it is not a mere fantasy but a rational ideal
firmly based on the nature of man.' Accordingly, Wieland's views about the
relationship between theory and practice were purely moralistic: if people
say that what is possible in theory is impossible in practice, they are more
often than not simply disguising their lack of will; even the most Utopian
ideals can be realized if people are truly virtuous.10 It is in terms of this
Platonic philosophy that we must understand Wieland's "enthusiasm." His
early philosophical development was essentially a rejection of his youthful
Platonic idealism.
Although Platonic themes predominate, Wieland's early system was
extremely eclectic, containing Christian and pagan, rationalist and empiricist, skeptical and mystical elements. Such disparate components meant that
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the system already contained the seeds of its own destruction. One element
could be emphasized only at the expense of the others. As early as 1 7 5 1
Wieland began to stress one theme that would eventually lead to the breakdown of his system and the development of his mature views. In his
Moralische Briefe he put forward a skeptical, pragmatic humanism at odds
with the grandiose metaphysical speculations of Die Natur der Dinge. Wieland's hero in Moralische Briefe is Socrates, not, however, the metaphysician
described by Plato but the moralist portrayed by Xenophon. Wieland
admired Socrates for his modest confession of ignorance, for his statement
that he knew only that he knew nothing. In Wieland's view, Socrates was
right to direct philosophy away from the heavens and toward the earth, to
make the life of virtue rather than the nature of the universe its central
concern. The end of philosophy should be not contemplation but the promotion of virtue and the common good." This more pragmatic and skeptical
attitude is expressed most explicitly in Wieland's May 1 7 5 2 letter to his
friend J. H. Schinz: "In general, I am of the opinion that investigations
about such matters as the eternity of the world, the monads, the source of
motion are useless... I cannot get myself involved in philosophical disputes
over metaphysical subtleties, which have been reasoned about for more than
a thousand years, which have not brought us further than Plato or Protagoras." 12
The humanist component of Wieland's thought took on increasing
importance around 1756. Wieland expressed its growing significance in a
letter that he wrote to his friend J. G. Zimmermann on December 1 3 , 1756:
"I have let him [their mutual friend Obereit] know that I prize Xenophon's
men more than all the saints of the Roman Catholic church." 13 The
increasing influence of humanism is especially apparent from Wieland's
views on education at this time. In an essay outlining a program of education for the Gymnasium illustre in Karlsruhe, he relied heavily on classical
authors and closely followed the ancient Greeks.14 The Athenians and Spartans were correct, Wieland said, in educating their children for that most
noble of ends: to become good citizens. They rightly saw that the best basis
for such an education is the all-around development of the personality, the
cultivation of moral, physical, and intellectual excellence. The growing influence of humanism is also apparent in Wieland's literary plans. It was around
1 7 5 7 that he began to plan his epic poem Cyrus, which was inspired by
Xenophon's Cyropaedia." Wieland's Cyrus was to represent his ideal of a
great ruler and virtuous man. Cyrus was a model of the pagan virtues: he
possessed nobility of soul and wholeness of character, and devoted himself
to improving the life of humanity. It is significant that in Wieland's educational views and literary plans from 1756 to 1 7 5 7 he found his ideal of
virtue in a life devoted to action and the good of the community, and not in
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the life of contemplation of the mystic or sage. The end of life was no longer
to prepare for the eternal, but to improve the life of one's fellow human
beings here and now. Without fully realizing it, Wieland was turning his
back on his earlier "enthusiasm."
Wieland's disillusionment with Platonism was not purely the result of
his humanism, however. There were other more human and less intellectual
factors at play. What, more than anything else, seemed to cure Wieland of
his enthusiasm was that most ancient and potent of remedies for all forms
of spiritual Sturm und Drang: the love of a good woman. In 1756 Wieland
met a cultivated, charming, and worldly-wise widow some twenty years
older than himself, Frau Grebel Lochmann. Mutual feelings soon blossomed,
though Wieland later insisted, implausibly, that their relationship was purely
Platonic. Since Wieland suffered a broken engagement in 1 7 5 5 , a bitter
experience that only intensified his Schwärmerei, this new relationship was
a tonic for his soul. It restored his self-confidence, his faith in people, and
his love of the world. This love affair had not only a personal, but also a
philosophical significance for Wieland. In two works written around 1 7 5 7 ,
Theages and Araspes und Panthea, he articulated the meaning of his new
experience. In both these works Wieland analyzed the experience of love, a
central concept in the Platonic system. Some of his characters give this concept a purely Platonic interpretation. They regard love as the perception of
perfection, as the purely spiritual communion of souls, as the awareness of
a transcendent beauty appearing in the flesh. The only true love is this purely
spiritual love, which is controlled by our reason, and which is not subject to
the insatiable, incontrollable impulses of the senses. But these characters
soon discover that their interpretation is self-deceptive, an idealization and
rationalization of feelings and desires that have their roots in our physical
nature. In Araspes und Panthea Araspes finds that his love for Panthea is
beyond the control of his reason; and in Theages Apasia, who represents
Frau Grebel Lochmann, tells Theages that "the Platonic amor appears in
Cupid's dress" and that "it is Cupid who has the last word where Plato
seems to speak.'" 6 In other words, through his affair with Frau Grebel
Lochmann, Wieland discovered that the experience of love, which should be
the highest and most spiritual experience of the Platonist, has its roots in the
desires and feelings of the body. The lesson is clear: we cannot escape the
natural world even when we think that we have transcended it most. For
Wieland this lesson meant that we have to accept, indeed celebrate, the
world of the senses.
The most important expression of Wieland's new realism was his
growing political awareness, which becomes apparent in his epic poem
Cyrus, written from 1 7 5 7 to 1759 though never completed. The hero of
Wieland's poem is a political figure, a great ruler who uses his power to
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fight for the freedom of mankind. The inspiration for this hero came not
only from classical sources, but also from contemporary events. In 1 7 5 7
Friedrich II began his campaign in Silesia, and many regarded his early victories as a triumph of the Aufklärung. The Prussian monarch, it seemed,
was spreading enlightenment and bringing progress into backward lands.
Wieland too shared these views. He especially admired Friedrich for his
enlightened political philosophy. Encouraged by his friends, Wieland
decided to write an epic poem to celebrate Friedrich's courageous deeds.
Accordingly, his hero Cyrus is partly modeled after the great Prussian
king.17 Some of the king's political views are spoken through the mouth of
Cyrus. Thus Cyrus says that the prince should be the first servant of his
people, that he should use his power to promote the welfare of the nation,
and that the people owe their allegiance to him because of his virtue rather
than his power. The political dimension of Cyrus resides not only in its hero
but also in its conception of virtue. Wieland's ideal of virtue was now much
more political than his earlier views. In Moralische Briefe he defended a
stoic conception of virtue, according to which virtue consists in a state of
mind, self-possession or tranquility.18 He explicitly endorsed the Stoic
dictum that a person can be free either on the throne or in chains." In
Cyrus, however, virtue consists not in a state of mind but in heroism, the
courage to fight for a noble cause. We are made to admire Cyrus because he
is willing to lay down his life in the struggle for freedom. War is no evil, he
says, if peace must be bought at the price of human dignity.20 This heroic
idea of virtue is a clear sign of Wieland's entrance into the political world
and his willingness to enter the struggles of earthly life.
It was during his work on Cyrus that Wieland began a systematic and
concentrated study of political philosophy.21 Attempting to understand
Friedrich II and his policies, he read some of the classic political thinkers,
particularly Montesquieu, Machiavelli, Sydney, and Plato.22 In 1759 his
mind was bursting with political projects. He wrote the draft of a satiric
novel, Luziens des Jüngeren wahrhafte Geschichten, poking fun at the governments and customs of the day. He planned to write an essay on the
principles of natural law and sound government;23 and he hoped to edit a
journal devoted to contemporary political issues.24 Some of Wieland's plans
did come to fruition. He published an essay on Iselin's project for creating
a patriotic school in Switzerland;25 and he wrote a long study on political
history, discussing the origins and constitutions of the present governments
in Europe.26 However, Wieland was prevented from executing most of these
projects because, in 1760, he took up a post as Kanzleidirektor in the government of his hometown, Biberach, a Freistadt in Swabia. Active engagement in politics thus became the final stage of his political education.
The culmination of Wieland's early philosophical development is his
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novel Geschichte des Agathon, which he wrote from 1764 to 1767. The
story behind the novel is autobiographical, reflecting his inner struggle with
enthusiasm.27 Like the young Wieland, Agathon, the hero of the novel, is an
enthusiast. A pupil of Plato's Academy, he believes that the end of humanity
is the renunciation of physical pleasure and the contemplation of the eternal
ideas. Agathon's spiritual development consists in his becoming progressively disillusioned with this philosophy. Through many bitter experiences
he discovers that pure ideas are not exemplified anywhere in life. People do
not act from purely rational motives; love is sullied with physical desire;
and the just state is thwarted by those who wield power in their own
interests. But Wieland did not want his hero to lose his virtue or to abandon
his ideals. The novel thus poses the venerable question: how do we maintain
the ideals of youth amid all the bitter trials of life? How do we avoid naive
idealism and cynical realism? Wieland's theme also anticipates the fundamental question that would face the Aufklärung in the 1790s: what is the
proper relationship between theory and practice, morality and politics? The
main lesson of Agathon, Wieland would later boast, is that of the failure of
the Revolution itself: we must not despise the little good that we can do for
the ideal of perfection that we cannot ever achieve.
Agathon has been described as the first great Bildungsroman,28 as the
prototype for novels such as Goethe's Wilhelm Meister and Hölderlin's
Hyperion. But it would be equally accurate to classify it as a political novel.
Both the plot and the central characters of the novel justify viewing it in
such a light. The story essentially revolves around Agathon's attempt to
realize his moral ideals in the political sphere. The drama begins when
Agathon asks himself why the moral world does not have the same infallible
order as the natural world. While the natural world is governed by rigorous
and impartial laws, the moral world permits the virtuous to suffer and the
wicked to prosper. Determined to remedy this state of affairs, Agathon
resolves to create a state founded on the principles of justice. As a pupil of
Plato he is fired with the ambition of realizing the noble ideals of the Republic. His central antagonist is Hippias, a sophist who is a pupil of Gorgias.
Hippias has a political philosophy that is the very antithesis of Agathon's.
The main end of Hippias' political philosophy is to teach people how to be
happy, or how to acquire a maximum of pleasure; and the means of
achieving such happiness consists in acquiring power over people, in
learning how to make them work for you. The struggle between Agathon
and Hippias is thus a conflict between two political ideals, the search for
justice and the quest for power.
Through the figure of Agathon, Wieland made many points about the
dangers and delusions of enthusiasm in politics—points he reiterated more
than twenty years later in commenting on the Revolution in France. After
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undergoing several bitter experiences, Agathon learns to mistrust his naive
faith in the power of morality. He finds that it is not enough simply to love
virtue and hate vice in the political world, because the boundaries between
the good and bad are never clear, and because virtue is often disguised under
the appearance of vice as vice under the appearance of virtue. 2 ' In addition
to a good will, the political actor must have the power of judgment and the
willingness to make difficult decisions. After his banishment from Athens,
Agathon comes to the conclusion that the principles of the Platonic
philosophy can be just as harmful as those of the hedonists. 30 The Platonic
principles assume that we can make people better than they are, and they
conflict with the physical side of our nature in demanding that we repress
our desires and emotions. Even if we could succeed in transforming people
into demigods and pure intelligences, they would become useless for social
life. The chief defect of the Platonic philosophy, Agathon discovers, is that
it attempts to make people and institutions conform to its ideals when it
should attempt to adapt to them. 31
Although Agathon becomes disillusioned with the Platonic philosophy,
and although he becomes at one point so dispirited that he is tempted to
adopt the principles of Hippias, he in the end remains true to the cause of
virtue and decides to stay in political life. He continues to feel obliged to
work for the good of society, even though it is often a thankless task, and
even if so much of his effort comes to nothing. What allows him to go on,
despite his many setbacks, is his new political attitude. He now realizes that
we must not attempt to recreate society according to our ideals, but that we
should do the best that the circumstances permit. 32 In the penultimate version, the novel ends with Agathon taking Archytus' advice and becoming
the governor of the small republic of Tarentin.

13.3. Wieland's Political Theory, 17

S8-1788

We would expect the author of Cyrus, the bard of the great Friedrich, to be
an apologist of enlightened monarchy. This was indeed the case in Wieland's
later years, beginning in 1 7 6 7 . But it was not so in his youth. Then Wieland
was an ardent republican. In his first writing on politics, "Einleitung in die
Kenntnis der jetzigen Staaten in Europa," he saw the English constitution as
the ideal form of government. 33 Under the influence of Montesquieu, Wieland praised the moderation, stability, and wisdom of this form of government. In his view, the English constitution is a form of republic, one superior
to even the ancient republics of Greece and Rome.
Wieland frankly revealed his early republicanism in his next political
essay, "Gedanken über den patriotischen Traum." 3 4 Though only twentysix, he confessed that "in his youth" he had "a special fondness for repub-
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lies," which had been instilled in him by the writings of the Greeks and
Romans. This "exaggerated partiality" had diminished, he said, when an
"illustrious author" (probably Montesquieu) had convinced him that it is
possible to be a slave in a republic and a free man in a monarchy. Apart
from this qualification, though, Wieland's sympathies for republicanism
were clearly still intact. If a republic is not the only good form of government, it is still the best. It is only in a republic, he proclaimed, that human
nature blossoms to its fullest, that freedom unites with order, that private
happiness combines with the public good, and that humanity realizes the
end of its creator. In sum, "to refer to a republic is to refer to everything
good and beautiful."
Wieland's early preference for republics was the product of not only his
reading of the classics, but also his personal experience. He was proud of
the constitution of his hometown, Biberach, which was a Freistadt run on
republican principles. And, from 1 7 5 2 to 1760, he worked as a private tutor
in Switzerland, where he gained a firsthand acquaintance with the republics
of Bern and Zurich. He later said that he once regarded the republican
constitution of Bern as the non plus ultra of wise government.35
Although Wieland himself refers to his early "republicanism," it is
difficult to determine its exact meaning, and indeed in what respects he later
rejected it. His early fondness for republics seems to have encompassed a
wide variety of forms of government, from the direct democracy of Athens
to the virtual aristocracy of Bern and the constitutional monarchy of
England. Apparently, Wieland used the word republicanism in its broad
eighteenth-century sense to refer to any form of government permitting some
element of popular participation, whether by all citizens or only a few.
Understood in this broad sense, however, Wieland did not completely reject
republicanism in his later years. Even in his Der goldene Spiegel, where he
supported monarchy, he continued to believe in the value of popular participation in government as a check against tyranny." Nevertheless, there can
be no doubt that by the mid 1760s Wieland began to lose some of his faith
in republicanism insofar as he became skeptical of the power of the people
to govern themselves. Although he still regarded republicanism as a legitimate form of government, it ceased to be his ideal.
What cured Wieland of his early fondness for republics? It could not
have been his study of Montesquieu alone, given that he continued to
express such strong sentiments after reading him. The beginning of Wieland's disillusionment came with his experience as Kanzleidirektor in
Biberach. From 1760 to 1764 his post was under constant threat from a
dispute between Catholic and Protestant officials. Standing in the cross fire
and fearing for his job, Wieland grew weary of the bitter strife and
poisonous intrigues. The election of a Roman consul in the days of Claudius,
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he once said, could not raise more rancor than the election of a Bürgermeister in Biberach.37 Wieland later took his revenge on his fellow citizens
in Geschichte der Abderiten (1773), a satire on the manners and government
of the fictional ancient Greek republic of Abdera. The Abderites were a
foolish, ignorant, and quarrelsome people. Although they had many ideas,
they did not know how to apply them; and although they were lovers of
beauty, they had no taste. They loved to talk, but they could not think; and
they deliberated carefully but always made the wrong decisions. The
example of the Abderites makes the reader feel that, to say the least, a
republic is not the most rational form of government.
The fatal blow to Wieland's early republicanism came in 1765 when he
heard some disturbing news from Bern: the republic had expelled the aging
and infirm Jean-Jacques Rousseau from its territory. However much Wieland would later criticize Rousseau, he respected him and deplored his illtreatment at the hands of various authorities.38 In the winter of 1765 the
Bernese government added another chapter to this sad tale of persecution,
by peremptorily expelling Rousseau from their republic. This decision was
especially cruel because the Bernese had recently granted Rousseau asylum,
and now they gave him only twenty-four hours to leave in the middle of a
cold winter. It is indeed questionable that this decision was the act of the
whole government, and it is more probable that it was the plot of a clique
of clergymen. In any case, the decision shocked Wieland, who said thirty-five
years later that he could not think of the incident without indignation.39 He
said that this incident disillusioned him with republicanism. It showed him
that a republic is indeed corruptible, and can be swayed by the views of a
few intrigants. Here was living proof of Montesquieu's contention that a
republic can be as despotic as a monarchy.
In 1 7 7 0 Wieland published his first book on political philosophy, one
that laid the foundation for much of his later views, his Beiträge zur
geheimen Geschichte des menschlichen Verstandes und Herzens. This book
consists of five essays criticizing Rousseau, and in particular his thesis that
the arts and sciences do not promote but undermine morals. Like Voltaire
and Diderot, Wieland felt Rousseau's thesis to be a challenge to his faith in
enlightenment, and he believed that he had no choice but to reply to it. The
heart of Wieland's critique is his appraisal of Rousseau's state of nature.
Rousseau went seriously astray, Wieland believed, when he assumed that
people are solitary and independent in the state of nature.40 The very opposite is the case. We are by nature social animals because we feel an innate
sympathy with others and need to communicate with them. Rousseau was
also wrong, Wieland further contended, when he assumed that we would
be happier in our state of nature than in society. The Rousseauian natural
man is a savage who desires nothing more than the satisfaction of physical
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needs; hence he would live in a constant stupor with deadened senses and a
dull mind. Civilized people can be much happier than this savage because
they know how to use the arts and sciences to their benefit. Furthermore, it
is through civilization that people learn how to cultivate their reason,
develop their talents, and refine their senses, and these assets provide all
kinds of pleasures not known to primitive people.
Although Wieland defended civilization against Rousseau, he was not
complacent about its prospects or consequences. He admitted that primitive
people are more agile, strong, healthy, content, and innocent than civilized
people, and that civilization, if pursued to excess, leads to decadence.41 It is
indeed striking that Wieland did not share the Aufklärung's faith in progress. According to his view of history, every nation constantly vacillates
between the poles of greatness and decline, strength and weakness.42 Progress in history is not a matter of inevitable trends but of fortunate circumstances, particularly whether those who have power are willing to be
directed by reason and justice. It is also significant that Wieland did not
have an unbounded faith in the powers of enlightenment. Without admitting
it, he accepted one of the fundamental points of Rousseau's cultural criticism: enlightenment of the understanding, and progress in the arts and sciences, will not cure the moral corruption that is so rife in society.43
But if civilization is so fraught with problems and disadvantages, why
not return to the state of nature, just as Rousseau seemed to recommend in
the first and second Discours? Wieland's answer to this question, which he
put forward in his charming parable about Koxkox and Kikequetzel, a
couple in prehistoric Mexico, is that civilization is unavoidable.44 Even if it
were paradisical, the state of nature would be doomed to a very short existence, for people come into conflict as soon as they come into contact with
one another. The only means of resolving these conflicts is a system of rules
with impartial judges and some means of enforcement; in other words, there
must be some form of government.
Given that government and civilization are inevitable, the only means of
dealing with the problem of moral corruption, Wieland thought, is through
political change. Like Rousseau in Contrat social, Wieland contended that
the fundamental source of moral corruption in modern society is political
oppression.45 He too thinks that the fundamental problem of modern society
is political, and that its basic challenge is to create "a wise political organization and constitution." Wieland is perfectly explicit about the kind of state
that will resolve this problem: a state where power is executed only for the
sake of the public good, where religion is only a means to establish the
general happiness, where the pleasures of nature and art are available to all,
and where all stations and classes in society are educated to perform their
proper functions.46
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In a memorable passage in the Geheimen Geschichte, Wieland revealed
the basic differences between his political attitude and that of Rousseau.''7
He cannot understand, he said rhetorically, why Rousseau is so mistrustful
of all the rulers of the earth. For his part he has always made it a rule to
think of the authorities as Plutarch said we should think of the gods. Plutarch
wrote of the gods, "We cannot have too good an opinion of them, and one
offends them less by pretending that they do not exist than by doubting their
wisdom and goodness." If we take Wieland's lines at their face value, it seems
that he differed from Rousseau in having a more trustful attitude toward
authority. But we should not ignore Wieland's irony. Rather than thinking
most rulers are wise and good, he recognized that they are all too human
and usually act foolishly or in their self-interest. At the bottom of Wieland's
lines is not political conservatism, or respect for authority, but political
realism, or willingness to do the best in the circumstances. Unlike the uncompromising Rousseau, Wieland was willing to play the games of the court and
to live by the laws of a country, because he believed that only by working
within them would he have a platform for political change. The moral judgments of an outsider like Rousseau might be profound and even correct, but
they cannot change anything because they are so far removed from circumstances and social reality. Seen from this perspective, the difference between
Rousseau and Wieland is more that between a moral rebel and a pragmatic
reformer than that between a critic and a defender of the status quo.
Wieland's most important early political work is his Goldene Spiegel,
which appeared in 1771.*" The purpose of this political novel was to teach
the princes of Germany, by means of an entertaining and elaborate parable,
the principles of good government. The novel was modeled on the tale of A
Thousand and One Nights: a philosopher and a harem girl tell the story of
the kingdom of Scheschian to their whimsical and implacable sultan before
his bedtime. The history of Scheschian is filled with examples of good and
bad government, which serve as "the golden mirror" for the prince to
examine his own conduct. Der goldene Spiegel marks Wieland's conversion
to constitutional monarchy as the ideal form of government. Throughout
the work his moralizing remains entirely within the confines of the prevalent
enlightened paternalism. The prince is seen as the father of his people, and
he is enjoined to do everything in his power to make them happy.·" Wieland's only aim was to warn the princes against the dangers of despotism
and decadence. Only in a limited sense, through the indirect representation
of the estates, did he envisage any popular participation in government.
Wieland's chief hope was that more German princes would follow in
the footsteps of their great Prussian contemporary, Friedrich II. It is indeed
significant that he wrote the book to encourage the imminent reforms of
Joseph II.50
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Der goldene Spiegel proved highly successful. It sold thousands of copies
and was favorably received by some of the leading journals of the day.51
And it was not without its intended effect on the princes. Joseph II read the
book with pleasure; the duke of Augustenberg said that he became a
reformer because of it; and the prince of Sachsen-Weimar made it his
"Toilettenspiegel," while his mother admired the book so much that she
made Wieland the tutor of her son. With some justice, the book earned
Wieland the reputation of "der Lehrer der Könige."
A closer look into Der goldene Spiegel gives us a clearer and more
detailed view of Wieland's ideal society and government. After a long tale
about the collapse of Scheschian at the hands of corrupt, incompetent, and
despotic rulers, Wieland finally introduced the figure of Tifan, who is his
model of a wise and virtuous ruler. Thanks to his sound education and
enlightened philosophy, Tifan succeeds in resurrecting Scheschian, so that it
turns into a thriving and happy kingdom. Under Tifan's rule the kingdom of
Scheschian becomes a constitutional monarchy. Of all forms of government,
monarchy is the most perfect, Tifan's constitution declares, because it agrees
best with the law of nature, the form of government by which God governs
the universe.52 Nevertheless, Tifan realizes that, without constitutional
safeguards, all monarchies eventually lapse into despotism. Human nature
is such that people will constantly take more for themselves unless they are
prevented by some opposing force. The proper constitution of a monarchy
should not, however, consist in a separation of powers. When Tifan began
his reign he nearly committed "the greatest mistake of any monarch:
dividing the executive and legislative power." 53 The strength and stability of
a monarchy, he quickly recognized, depends on the ruler having both the
executive and legislative powers. The fundamental maxim of Tifan's theory
of government then became: "The king governs not through the law, but
the law through the king." How, then, are there to be any constitutional
safeguards against tyranny? Tifan's constitution wisely provides for an
assembly of the estates, which will meet every five years to discuss complaints and to present grievances to the king. Should he not remedy the
grievances, they have a right to do so themselves. Furthermore, every decree
of the king should be examined according to the constitution by the leaders
of the estates, who have not only a right but also a duty to inform the crown
if it violates the basic laws of the kingdom. If three-quarters of the estates
find the king's decrees unconstitutional, they have a right to prevent their
proclamation, by force if necessary. The duties that Tifan's constitution prescribe for the monarch read like a perfect list of the responsibilities of any
enlightened ruler in the eighteenth century. The monarch should provide for
the welfare of the people by ensuring the basic essentials of life; he should
protect their basic rights and property; and he should establish a system of
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public education. He should also regulate the economy of the nation by
preventing gross inequalities in wealth, by encouraging industry and agriculture, and by prohibiting the export of grain. Tifan's view of society is also
an idealization of the social hierarchy of the eighteenth century. There are
five orders or ranks in his kingdom: the aristocracy, the intellectuals, the
clerics, the tradesmen, and the peasants. The best society, Tifan believes, is
that in which everyone knows the duties of his station and is content to
remain within it.54 Class differences are especially rigid in Scheschian, because
the system of education does not provide for upward mobility. Each class
receives an education appropriate to its function, and each child assumes the
same place as its parents. Tifan also stresses the value of the aristocracy. He
felt that this class has an important social function to perform in leading the
army and providing a model of taste and manners. Hence when he assumed
power he restored all the old privileges and the old duties of the nobility.55
All in all, then, the kingdom of Scheschian under Tifan's wise and benevolent
rule is a perfect picture of eighteenth-century state and society as it should
have been according to the ideal of enlightened paternalism.
Although Der goldene Spiegel idealizes the enlightened paternalism of
the eighteenth century, it would be wrong to infer that Wieland was a
defender of the status quo.56 He was much more a reformer, a pragmatist
willing to work within an established government. A close look at his next
political novel, Die Geschichte des weisen Danischmend (1775), reveals anything but a complacent attitude toward the government of his day. Danischmend, the philosopher who advised the sultan of Scheschian, retires from
politics, weary of the corruption and intrigue at court. Some of Danischmend's utterances reveal a critical, even rebellious, state of mind. He finds
the government of his day to be the source of all evil. The true cause of
moral corruption lies not in human nature itself, Danischmend declares, but
in political oppression.57 According to Danischmend's philosophy, people
will become virtuous when they are happy, and happy when they cease to
be exploited and oppressed by their rulers. The first sultan was he who had
the idea of making slaves of his brothers, so that he could live off the sweat
of their brows.58 If the people are not enlightened, Danischmend says, then
that is not their fault but the fault of the government, which prohibits
freedom of thought. Such is Danischmend's bitterness toward the corrupt
governments of his day that at one point he bursts forth, "Against the great
and small sultans of the earth the mouth pours forth in declamation. They
are the first and last causes of evil in the world." 59
Another expression of Wieland's critical and rebellious attitude at this
time was his support for the American Revolution. He admired the American rebels for their brave attempt to shake off the tyranny of George III and
to establish the rights of man.60
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Such a critical attitude did not make Wieland retreat from his faith in
constitutional monarchy, however.61 He was most strongly entrenched in
this view, and furthest removed from his early republicanism, in an article
he wrote for the Teutsche Merkur in 1 7 7 7 , "Ueber das göttliche Recht der
Obrigkeit." 42 This essay was nothing less than a defense of the traditional
doctrine of divine right and an attack on the theory of popular sovereignty.
Wieland was provoked into writing it by a statement of Christian Dohm's
in an earlier issue of the Teutsche Merkur: "no power in the state should be
imposed on the people from above, but should always be created by the
people from below." 63 He saw Dohm's statement in the republican tradition
of Algernon Sydney, according to which the people are the source of all
power in the state. Against this tradition Wieland advanced two propositions:
first, that the people are not capable of governing themselves; and, second,
that monarchs rule by virtue of divine right. These were, of course, ancient,
even antiquated, doctrines; but Wieland attempted to give them a modern
and novel justification. His defense of the first proposition is purely historical.
The history of the human race from its beginning until October 3 1 , 1 7 7 7 ,
shows, he argues, that a people is not capable of governing itself. It differs
from children only in one respect: while children grow up and learn to use
their reason, a people never does. When human beings act collectively, they
lose the merits and powers that they have as individuals; they cease to think
for themselves and are content to follow the judgment of authority. Since
they are incapable of using their reason, they do not have the power or right
to pass judgment on authority, still less to determine what is in their interest.
Wieland's argument for the second proposition depends on his conception
of natural law. Like Spinoza, he defined the law of nature as that which
happens of necessity, or that which cannot be otherwise. Now it is a matter
of necessity, he argued, that the people be led by some ruler if they are not
to dissolve into anarchy; and it is also inevitable that they be led by the
strongest among them, where strength rests not only in physical power but
also in greater understanding, courage, and wit. Hence it follows that the
right of the strongest is the law of nature; and since the law of nature reflects
the will or judgment of God, it also follows that the strongest rule jure
divino. Although Wieland intended this argument to serve as a defense of
the traditional doctrine of divine right, it is plainly a new naturalistic
interpretation, obviating all the traditional references to divine revelation.
Wieland's article soon became controversial, arousing caustic criticism
and dogged defense.64 Jacobi was so incensed by the article that he broke off
his hitherto friendly correspondence with Wieland. To Jacobi and other
critics, Wieland's conception of natural law confuses the de jure and de
facto senses of right, virtually sanctioning the worst forms of tyranny. If the
strongest rule by necessity, and if necessity is the source of right, it follows
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that might must be right, or that whatever decrees the sovereign backs with
overwhelming force are just. Some lines in Wieland's essay certainly do seem
to endorse such an interpretation. He said most explicitly, for example, that
Cromwell, though the destroyer of his country's constitution and murderer
of its king, deserved to rule because he alone had overwhelming power." He
also summarized his views with a maxim that sounded like pure Machiavelli,
"Command who can, obey who must." On the basis of statements like
these, Wieland's critics viewed him as a covert Hobbesian and shameless
defender of princes.
It is only fair to note, however, that Wieland protested against this
interpretation. In a later article, "Eine Lustreise in die Unterwelt," he
attempted to reply to his critics and to clear up the confusion surrounding
his doctrine of natural law. 66 Although he affirmed that the stronger rule by
virtue of natural law and that the people cannot govern themselves, Wieland
stressed that this did not equate right with might or remove all constitutional
constraints on the monarch. Having overwhelming power is necessary to
determine who should rule, he explained, but it is not sufficient to determine
how they should rule. 67 How the strongest should rule is determined by the
principles of right, which are valid independent of the will or power of the
monarch. Monarchs must use their power not to subjugate and exploit the
people, but to lead and protect them. What determines the direction and
limits of the sovereign power is the good of society as a whole. If a monarch
uses his power contrary to this end, his rule is ipso facto illegitimate.
One of the more important aspects of Wieland's revival of divine right
doctrine is his criticism of social contract theory. This theory had in fact
been popular among defenders of absolutism in eighteenth-century Germany. The Wolffian school had adopted it, arguing that it would be in the
interests of the people to surrender their right of self-government to the
monarch, who would in turn do everything in his power to promote the
public good. But Wieland differed from his absolutist contemporaries in
seeing contractualism as a strictly republican doctrine. In his view, contractualism supports popular sovereignty in attributing a power of selfgovernment to the people. Accordingly, Wieland felt obliged to make several
objections against social contract theory. 68 He rejected it first of all because
it gives the people the power to judge the competence of their rulers. He
also thought that it has anarchist implications, given that a contract can be
created or dissolved according to the interests of the parties entering it. His
most interesting and important objection is that a social contract is inapplicable in the real social world; in other words, there cannot be a valid social
contract in practice. For if the contract were to be binding, there would
have to be some overwhelming power to enforce it. But it is a simple fact
that there cannot be such a power. If either the king or the people were to
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possess it, they would use it not to enforce but to violate the contract
whenever it is not in their interests. It is a basic fact about human beings,
Wieland thought, that whenever they have power they will use it not to
uphold right but to pursue advantage. Such an argument clearly went too
far, however, applying as much to Wieland's monarch as to contract theory.
Wieland's critique of contract theory, and his advocacy of divine right,
raise the question of his attitude toward political obligation. Do we have an
absolute obligation to obey the sovereign? Or do we have a right to resistance or even rebellion? These were important questions for Wieland, who
later became so preoccupied with the issues raised by the Revolution. In his
writings before 1 7 8 9 , however, he did not develop an entirely clear and
unambiguous position on revolution. His general stance seems to have been
that revolution, though permissible and even necessary in extreme cases, is
a dangerous and desperate expedient. 69 Prima facie his views on divine right
and contract theory seem opposed to revolution in principle. But in his
"Lustreise in die Unterwelt" he explicitly rejected this apparent implication.
He insisted that a people does have a right to rebel if a tyrant acts contrary
to the basic rights of the people and the purpose of society itself.70 Although
they do not have the power to judge the competence of the government, the
people do know when their survival is at stake. The need for self-preservation gives them the right of self-defense. Hence Wieland decidedly rejected
the traditional doctrine of passive obedience that is so often associated with
divine right.
What was Wieland's attitude toward the German constitution of his day?
Here too Wieland had not developed a clear and consistent position. During
the 1780s he expressed both a German patriotism and cosmopolitanism;
and yet he thought that these attitudes are contradictory. In his 1 7 8 8 essay
"Das Geheimnis des kosmopoliten Ordens," Wieland described an ideal
society of cosmopolitan citizens devoted to the ideals of humanity, peace,
and progress. The principles of the cosmopolitan, he wrote, exclude that
sentiment known as "love of the fatherland." 7 1 But Wieland's attitude
toward the German nation was much more complex, and much more favorable, than his cosmopolitanism would allow. This is clear from another
essay that he wrote in the 1 7 8 0 s , "Patriotischer Beytrag zu Deutschlands
höchstem Flor veranlasst," where he revealed an ambivalent attitude toward
the constitution of the Holy Roman Empire. 72 In his view, this constitution
had advantages and disadvantages. The disadvantages were that, because of
its division into three hundred principalities with their own laws, customs,
and institutions, Germany could not be a single nation or act as a whole.
This meant that it would not play a dominant role in the affairs of Europe,
that it would not have a single capital city, and that it would not achieve
everything it could in the arts and sciences. But all these disadvantages were
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outweighed, in Wieland's opinion, by a single great advantage. Namely, no
other civilized nation had such a high degree of human and civil freedom.
The division of Germany into so many tiny kingdoms prevented any single
prince from becoming a tyrant over his nation. The right of every territory
to have its own laws, religion, and customs also created a healthy pluralism
not subject to the dangers of central interference. This pluralism meant that
the talents of Germany's artists, philosophers, and writers could develop in
greater freedom, originality, and diversity. When these factors were considered, Wieland believed, the German had good reason to feel proud of his
country. We are justified in feeling, he concluded, a German patriotism,
which obliges everyone to do as much as his nation permits toward the
preservation and perfection of the present constitution. After the Revolution
Wieland would become even more patriotic, especially when he felt that the
French threatened the very existence of the empire. But he never squared
this patriotism with his cosmopolitanism.

13.4. Wieland

and the French

Revolution

Given his role as a social writer, it was only natural that Wieland would
become fascinated by the Revolution, and that he would want to write about
it. Sure enough, as early as the storming of the Bastille, he became involved
head over heels in all the issues and events. In 1789 the Merkur began to publish the first of his many articles on the Revolution; and throughout the next
decade his chief preoccupation, if not obsession, would be the developments
across the Rhine. The Revolution was a profound challenge to the political
views that Wieland had formed in the 1770s and 1780s. It seemed as if the
days of enlightened monarchy were over, and that Europe was about to be
engulfed by a tide of republicanism. But Wieland stood firm. Though his
views did change, he remained an unrepentant champion of constitutional
monarchy and a determined opponent of popular sovereignty. With pride,
he insisted that the events of the 1790s only confirmed his long-held position.
When the Revolution came Wieland found himself in a difficult and delicate situation. As the editor of the Teutsche Merkur he held a position of
some power and responsibility. With one of the largest circulations in Germany, the Merkur would be bound to have an influence on public opinion.
What Wieland wrote would be read and discussed everywhere, in the
reading societies, in the coffeehouses, in the universities, and in government
circles. Hence he had to exercise his editorial responsibilities with the
greatest care. If he were to take sides in the growing political conflict, promoting the cause of the royalists or republicans, he would only fuel the
partisan spirit, which he saw as a danger to public peace. Even worse,
Wieland knew that the authorities were watching him. Inflammatory or
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partisan writing would be sure to provoke the government in Saxony, which
would not hesitate to impose censorship.73 Wieland's response to the situation was to adopt an editorial policy of the strictest neutrality and impartiality. He would report on events in France in a purely factual manner, and
he would consider the pros and cons of any important issue. Wieland knew
that pure neutrality was an ideal that was difficult, if not impossible, to
attain. However, he believed that he could at least approach it because, as a
distant German spectator, he had nothing at stake in the struggle in France.74
It must be said in Wieland's behalf that he did his best to execute this
policy. Many of his writings on the Revolution do discuss the pros and cons
of the issues, and they do refrain from openly taking sides. In some of his
writings he strategically employed the dialogue form, recognizing that this
would permit him to present every perspective and to defend every opinion.
Such was his skill with this form that the most careful reader will find it
difficult to determine which speaker represents Wieland's point of view.
Nevertheless, it is highly questionable that Wieland ever came close to
attaining his ideal of impartiality. If he did not have any material interests
at stake, he did have preconceived views. It was indeed inevitable that he
would judge the Revolution in the light of his earlier political ideals. What
Wieland hoped to see in France was a constitutional monarchy, a government along the lines of Tifan's in Der goldene Spiegel. Like Herder, Schiller,
Rehberg, Brandes, and Humboldt, he wanted France to conform to the
English model, to become a parliament on the Seine. When the French
seemed to be moving toward this ideal, Wieland defended them; but when
they abandoned it, he attacked them. He was also far from standing above
the factionalism in France. His political ideals were closer to those of the
Girondins than of the Jacobins, and his sympathies emerge unmistakably
in his later writings when he praises Brissot and Roland and censures
Robespierre and Danton.
Despite all his pretenses to impartiality, Wieland soon revealed himself
as an outspoken defender of the Revolution in two of his earliest articles,
"Unparteyische Betrachtungen über die dermalige Staatsrevolution in Frankreich" and "Zusatz des Herausgebers zum Auszug aus einem Schreiben an
der Herausgeber dieses Journals." 75 Although in both these essays Wieland
demanded greater objectivity in writing about the Revolution, this protest
proved to be against those German conservatives who had condemned it
without prior examination. Wieland set some guidelines for a more impartial consideration of events in France, though these are intended to prevent
hasty conservative criticisms of the National Assembly. We must never
forget, he maintained, that people are only human beings, and especially in
the sphere of politics. We should not expect, therefore, the deputies of the
National Assembly to be demigods, capable of creating a perfect constitution
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for France overnight. The deputies were engaged in a task of the greatest
difficulty—creating a new constitution for a country of twenty-five million
people—and they were facing the most formidable obstacles, particularly the
resistance of the crown, the higher clergy, and the aristocracy. Should the
enterprise not succeed, then the deputies will be able to console themselves
that they are not responsible, and they will deserve credit for their heroic
efforts at reviving a moribund monarchy. We also must not judge the Revolution, Wieland further insists, by the outbursts and excesses of the people.
Facing the concerted resistance of the old order, the deputies were justified
in taking their case to the people; and it was inevitable, after so much oppression, that some of the ruder elements of the mob would take their revenge.
But one cannot expect a great revolution to be bloodless; and so far there
have been fewer casualties than from the siege of a small city. Writing ten
months after the storming of the Bastille, Wieland said that he could foresee
two possible courses of events. Either the forces of reaction would prevail
and everything would return to the old order, or the National Assembly
would retain the support of the people and have the time to create a new
constitution. Wieland said frankly that he preferred the second scenario. He
insisted that France needed nothing less than a new constitution, and that a
piecemeal reform of the old order would not alter its underlying bloodshed,
oppression, and injustice. Despite all the bloodshed and the dangers of
anarchy and civil war, the Revolution had been "a necessary and beneficial
deed, and the only means of rescuing and restoring the nation and making
it happier." If the magistrates of the Holy Roman Empire wished to boil him
in oil or roast him on a spit for stating such views, then, Wieland defiantly
declared, let them do so. But whether in his pot or on his spit he vowed he
would continue to speak his mind and "bless the Revolution in his heart."
But Wieland's early defense of the Revolution was heavily qualified. If
he vindicated the National Assembly against conservative prejudices, he was
still far from approving all that they did. As early as August 1 7 8 9 he began
to have doubts. The night of August fourth showed him that many deputies
had no intention of creating a constitutional monarchy along English lines.
On that remarkable and memorable night the deputies, in "a flood of
patriotic fervor," abolished feudal privileges, suppressed tithes and ecclesiastical duties, threw open military and civil posts to all citizens, and did away
with tax exemptions. Such wide-ranging and egalitarian reforms made Wieland question whether the French were truly moving toward "the palingenesis of monarchy." What point could there be in a second chamber like
the English House of Lords, for example, if all aristocracy and ecclesiastical
privileges had been abolished? The debates in the National Assembly later
that August further convinced him that many deputies were eager to create
a democracy, with the king serving merely as a titular head.
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To voice his concern over these issues, Wieland wrote an essay for the
Teutsche Merkur addressed to the National Assembly, "Kosmopolitische
Adresse an die französische NazionalVersammlung."76 Wieland posed the
assembly with a battery of questions. What right did the deputies have to
change the constitution? They could not have a natural right to do this,
for then they could change the constitution whenever they liked, creating
anarchy. How could the National Assembly claim to represent the whole
people? If the doctrine of representation were taken literally, the deputies
would have no right to decide anything without the explicit consent of the
people. Had the assembly thought about the practicality of its republican
ideals? Never in history had there been a republic in a country so large,
heterogeneous, and complex as France. Although the deputies attacked
aristocratic and monarchic despotism, had they also considered the prospect
of democratic despotism? This was a likely prospect indeed if France were
not to have a strong executive to balance its legislative power.
In spite of all these doubts, Wieland did not abandon hope. While the
signs were not promising in August 1789, they were not foreboding. Ten
months later he continued to voice his hopes for a parliament on the Seine.
In the summer of 1 7 9 1 attentive readers of the Merkur would have found
an interesting note by the editor to a letter from the Revolutionary Society
in London to the Friends of the Constitution in Strasbourg.77 In this brief
and puzzling note Wieland appeared to denounce the cause of the Revolution. Since the death of Mirabeau and the events on April 18, he said, it
must be repellent to any impartial observer to waste another word on the
Revolution in France. With Mirabeau's death went all the hopes for a
renewed monarchy; and on April 18 the king was prevented from leaving
Versailles by an angry mob, thus portending that the monarchy had, even as
a symbolic institution, a very dubious future. The French had now shown,
Wieland wrote, that they were not yet ready for freedom. In the two years
since the storming of the Bastille they had yet to learn that freedom without
obedience is illusory.
One of the readers of Wieland's note was Christian Schubart, a prominent liberal publicist, who now let it be known to all of Germany that "the
editor of the Merkur has turned his back on the Revolution." 78 Schubart's
revelation, stated in his influential journal Chronik, had put Wieland on the
spot. He now felt obliged to explain himself before he became tarred with
the reactionary brush and lost his reputation for impartiality. So, in the
autumn of 1 7 9 1 , Wieland wrote another article for the Merkur, "Erklärung
des Herausgebers über die in 6sten Monatsstück befindlichen Note," giving
a full explanation of his note and stating his position.7' This apparently
insignificant article is in fact Wieland's most revealing statement about his
change in attitude toward the Revolution. One reason he had now turned
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his back on the Revolution, he explained, was that it had become clear that
the French were not going to create a constitution along English lines. Their
new constitution was much too democratic. It dissolved the aristocracy,
placed sovereignty in the hands of the people, and reduced the king to a figurehead. Another even more important reason, Wieland further explained, was
the behavior of the French people. More than two years after having sworn
to their new constitution, the French continued to commit all kinds of
atrocities and excesses. Almost every new postday, Wieland said, struck
another blow to his confidence in the French people, who he had once
regarded as the most enlightened and civilized in Europe. The only possible
means of now saving France, Wieland wrote in a last gesture of despair, was
for the French to free the king and to start work on a new constitution
providing a balance between the executive and the legislative.
Although Wieland was disappointed by the course of the Revolution, he
refused to regard himself as its opponent. He would continue, he insisted, to
judge it from an impartial and moderate point of view. Above all, he protested against being associated with the other German conservatives, who,
he believed, had simply sided with the princes without caring to examine
the issues. Indeed, unlike the eudemonists, Wieland persisted in sympathizing with some of the fundamental goals and ideals of the Revolution.
He still recognized that France needed a new constitution, and, although he
could not approve of all the articles of the one drafted, he accepted many of
them. In fact, some articles could be regarded as "the most beautiful monument to the enlightenment of our age." In his next article on the Revolution,
"Sendschreiben an Herrn P. E. in K," Wieland went out of his way to stress
some of his abiding sympathies with its cause.80 He stated that he regarded
freedom and equality as the holy rights of humanity, even if he did not give
them the same radical interpretation as the Jacobins. He further stressed
that the French had every right to defend themselves against foreign
invaders, and that he even wished them success in their battle against the
forces of the ancien regime.
Nowhere are Wieland's abiding liberal sentiments more frankly revealed
than in a letter he wrote to his son-in-law, the philosopher K. L. Reinhold,
in July 1792. Wieland told Reinhold that the king was playing a double
game with the republic, and that he probably had secret intentions to restore
his old authority. Seen in this light, he could understand the actions of the
Jacobins. He then gave a remarkable confession about his ultimate loyalties:
"However much is to be objected against the Jacobins, I cannot resist
favoring their cause on the whole; for, in fine finali, their repression would
be the death of equality and freedom; and if in the end France must be one
or the other, monarchy or republic, then it is truly better that the one is
destroyed than that the whole nation is ruined." 81 Hence when Wieland
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heard of Louis's trial and execution in early January he was neither outraged
nor disillusioned. Louis's execution was inevitable, given his conspiracies,
and given the ideals of the republic. Thus Wieland told Reinhold that, whatever the outcome of the trial, he would stick by his "Panglossian Tout est
bien.'"1
As much as Wieland continued to sympathize with some of the ideals of
the Revolution, he did not hesitate to criticize others. After 1792 his many
articles on the Revolution contain much more criticism than praise, much
more hostility than sympathy. One of the major leitmotivs of his critique of
the Revolution is its utopianism, its attempt to impose a completely new
constitution on France regardless of its historical institutions and traditions.
If Wieland was a liberal at heart, he was a conservative by instinct. Like
Burke, Moser, and Rehberg, he had a deep faith in the wisdom of history
and tradition, and a profound mistrust of radical and sudden change. He
said that an old constitution was better than a new one just because it was
old, and that it was better to leave a law intact until it was absolutely necessary to change it." The recent history of France had shown, he maintained,
that it is better to suffer the present imperfect state of affairs than to aspire
to an unattainable happiness.84 Although Wieland insisted that France
needed a new constitution, he believed that the deputies of the National
Assembly had gone too far in attempting to change France from a monarchy
into a republic almost overnight. They had failed to heed the wise advice of
Solon: the best constitution for a people is the one of which they are capable
at the time. The deputies had naively assumed that the French people, who
had grown accustomed to oppression, decadence, and tyranny, would be
capable of the virtue required by a republic. But this assumption had been
proven utterly false by recent experience with all the excesses committed in
the name of the republic. If the freedom of the French people was not to be
a Pandora's box, they must be provided with a moral education; but all the
recent turmoil in France undermined the prospects of providing one. But the
greatest mistake of the National Assembly, in Wieland's view, was its belief
that a new constitution is a sufficient basis for political reform.85 This cannot
be the case because even the best of constitutions leaves a gap between
theory and practice, moral principle and the actual behavior of people. It
was "the eternal refrain" of all his writings on the Revolution, Wieland
said, that all true reform must begin with the individual.86 Until individuals
have been educated so that they have the desire and capacity to act upon a
constitution, it is no better than the paper it is written on.
Another dominant leitmotiv of Wieland's critique of the Revolution is
his attack on the doctrine of popular sovereignty. The main source of his
misgivings about the Revolution was his fear of popular rule. He never
renounced the criticisms of popular sovereignty that he made in 1 7 7 7 ; and,
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to his horror, he now saw this doctrine enshrined in the new French constitution. According to his interpretation, the constitution of 1 7 9 1 made the
people the sole source of sovereignty in the French state. The powers of the
king, and the deputies of the assembly, were ultimately answerable to the
will of the people. Although the king had the right of veto, it was so hedged
and qualified that it could not be exercised effectively without the cooperation of the deputies, and thus ultimately the consent of the people themselves. N o w that the doctrine of popular sovereignty had become the inspiration for the new constitution, Wieland felt motivated to criticize it anew.
After 1 7 8 9 he continued his offensive against it, adding several arguments
to those he had advanced in 1 7 7 7 . His chief weapon against the doctrine
was an appeal to the tradition of natural law. The idea that the will of the
people is the sovereign power of the state is completely mistaken, he argued,
because the source of authority is in the nature of the law itself.87 The legitimacy of the laws is determined not by who commands—whether a
monarch, an aristocracy, or the people—but by what they command, their
intrinsic character or rationality. Since the will of the people can be irrational, commanding actions that are unjust or harmful, it ipso facto cannot
be the source of the law. According to Wieland, the doctrine of popular
sovereignty is not only philosophically fallacious but also politically dangerous. If the will of the people is made into the sovereign power of the
state, it will be impossible to create a stable and lasting constitution, since
the people will have the right to change the laws whenever they change their
mind.88 Even worse, the state will dissolve into anarchy, for the doctrine
declares that the individual is bound only by the laws to which he would
give his consent, which gives him the right to opt out of the constitution
whenever it suits him. 8 ' In Wieland's view, the whole motivation behind the
doctrine of popular sovereignty is mistaken. The main reason the French
radicals advocated it was that they saw it as a check against the tyranny of
the aristocracy and the king. Yet they failed to see that there can be a
despotism of the people as well as one of the monarch. Indeed, the fury and
fickleness of the mob made it an even more terrible tyrant than the most
arbitrary monarch. 90
If Wieland remained a staunch critic of popular sovereignty, his views of
the people themselves began to undergo marked change. While he argued in
1 7 7 7 that the people are perpetual children incapable of governing themselves, he recognized after 1 7 8 9 that they had gained a much greater maturity. Although the French people were not yet capable of civic virtue, they
had attained an astonishing degree of political enlightenment in very few
years. Not only in France but throughout Europe the Revolution had been
a profound political education. The people were now aware of their rights;
they asked themselves why they should obey their rulers; and they insisted
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on responsible government, calling into account all the policies and actions
of their superiors. Having seen the writing on the wall, Wieland began to
question the paternalism that he had advocated in Der goldene
SpiegelHe
realized that it is no longer appropriate to regard the prince as the father of
his subjects when they are no longer children depending on his guidance
and wisdom. Wieland's recognition of the growing maturity of the people
eventually became one of the major sticking points in his battle against the
reactionaries in Germany, who defended the value of the old "prejudices,"
and who were eager to make restrictions on freedom of the press to protect
them. In his Göttergespräcbe and Gespräche unter vier Augen, he argued
that any attempt to curtail freedom of the press would be otiose, since it
was impossible to prevent a process of enlightenment that had already
begun. 92 Any such measures were bound to be mere palliatives, incapable of
addressing the fundamental problem. The only solution to the growing political awareness of the people was to establish a constitution clearly stating
the rights and duties of both rulers and subjects.
A recognition of the growing maturity of the people would seem to justify their right to self-government and ultimately to democracy. But this
inference Wieland stoutly resisted. The political enlightenment of the people
implies, in his view, the need for constitutional but not popular government.
Wieland always regarded some measure of popular representation to be
valuable, but he wanted to limit it to the very modest proportions of the
English constitution. That mistrust of the people that he expressed so bitterly
in his earlier writings continued to appear in his later work on the Revolution. Even if the people are more enlightened about politics, he thought,
they remain a violent and volatile master. They are not only manipulable by
demagogues, but they are happy to tyrannize over the minority. 93 And they
are not only incompetent judges of who should fill an office, but they also
use offices for their own personal gain. In short, they are incapable of governing themselves.
In Gespräche unter vier Augen Wieland put forward his most concerted
effort to defend monarchy against democracy. 94 He flatly rejected Pope's
popular dictum—"For forms of Government let Fools contest, Whate'er is
best administered, is best"—on the grounds that even the best administration can only paper over the fundamental flaws of a constitution. We can
make a rational choice between different forms of government, he argued,
even if it is not a black-and-white matter. After thinking for many years
about the relative advantages of democracy and monarchy, he came to the
conclusion that these forms of government have different ends. 95 While the
end of monarchy is security and order, the end of democracy is freedom and
equality. Although these ends are incommensurable, a monarchy can achieve
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its end for a long time before lapsing into tyranny, whereas a democracy can
attain its end only for a short time before collapsing into anarchy. Democracy is thus an inherently unstable form of government, constantly subject
to the spirit of factions and the whims of the multitude. But the chief
problem with a democracy, Wieland insisted, is that it presupposes that the
people are better than they are." It assumes that they are capable of civic
virtue, ready to sacrifice their private interests for the sake of the public
good. Such virtue is very rare, however, existing only among the most natural and uncorrupted or the most civilized and educated people. Here indeed
is the great advantage of monarchy over democracy, Wieland thought.
While a monarchy can function even if its people are uneducated, a democracy can work only if they are educated. All these objections show that
Wieland remained a loyal disciple of Montesquieu even after the Revolution.
His critique of democracy was essentially a vindication and application of
his master's teaching in the light of recent events.
Gespräche unter vier Augen was Wieland's final statement on the Revolution. Written in the gloomy year of 1798, it was a deeply pessimistic work.
Wieland could see little hope for the future of Europe in the forthcoming
century. French arms seemed to be triumphant everywhere. Napoleon had
won his first great victories in Italy; the Directory had imposed a republic
on the Swiss confederation; and the Austrians and Prussians had shown
themselves to be either unwilling or unable to fight the French. The Treaty
of Campo Formio had forced humiliating conditions upon the empire, which
seemed incapable of concerted negotiations, and which was forced to cede
all its interests and land on the left bank of the Rhine. All prospect of a
moderate government in France had long since faded, and the anarchy continued amid the threat of civil war. The only means of achieving peace and
order, Wieland rightly predicted, would be to make Napoleon dictator. 97
Confronted with all these depressing developments, Wieland's faith in
enlightenment and progress began to crumble. Posterity would only laugh at
the pretended enlightenment of the eighteenth century, he said. It had made
great progress in the sciences, it was true, but people were even less capable
of rational thought and action than in the seventeenth century. Wieland had
little faith in the powers of the German princes to frame a new constitution
for their crumbling empire, and he regretted their total lack of patriotism
and public spirit. He had also become cynical about the grand ideals of
liberty and equality, which ceased to inspire even the French, and which
they cited only to justify the conquest and enslavement of Europe. The only
slightly optimistic chapter of Wieland's book is his attempt to outline a new
constitution for the German empire. His plans for the new constitution are
reminiscent of the constitutional monarchy that he had envisioned in Der
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goldene Spiegel. True to his pessimism, though, Wieland put forward his
plans with little hope for their realization, dismissing them as little more
than a dream. He knew all too well that the prospects for a resurrection of
enlightened monarchy were negligible. In the end, he knew that he had lived
beyond his own age.

CONCLUSION

If we look back over all the frantic debates of the 1790s, it becomes difficult
to avoid the conclusion that this was indeed an age of crisis. The 1790s
were a period of painful transition for Germany: people had lost their moorings but did not know where to go. The Revolution had shaken all the old
certainties; but it did not provide a model to imitate. By the close of the
1790s almost everyone agreed that the "great experiment" in France had
ended in catastrophe. The failure of successive constitutions, the collapse of
successive governments, the Reign of Terror, the September Massacres, the
execution of the king and queen, the constant civil strife, the endless fighting
between factions, and finally the triumph of a military dictator—all this
seemed to be more than ample proof that revolution results in chaos, terror,
bloodshed, and eventual dictatorship. But if there was no going forward
along the path of revolution, there was also no going backward to the old
days of the Holy Roman Empire. For centuries the empire had been on the
verge of collapse; but now it was clear that nothing could save it. The Revolution had politicized wide segments of the German public. The people now
had a feeling for their rights, and some of them began to demand more
participation in the government. It was clear to everyone, even the
staunchest of conservatives, that there could be no return to the old days
when the people had a blind faith in their princes and obeyed them without
question.
The solution to this crisis offered by the great majority of German
thinkers in the 1790s was to stress the need for more enlightenment, a more
thorough education of the people. There was indeed a middle path between
revolution and reaction, they insisted, and that was fundamental but gradual
reform from above. But such reforms can succeed, only if they are preceded
by the education of the people. The Revolution in France had failed, these
thinkers insisted, because it had not been preceded by sufficient enlightenment. The French people were not prepared for the high ideals of liberté,
égalité, et fraternité; hence their political liberation produced only the
unchaining of their wild, destructive passions. As students of Montesquieu
and the classical republics, most German thinkers insisted that "the principle
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of a republic" is "virtue," a willingness to sacrifice one's private interests
and to participate in the government for the sake of the common good. Such
virtue could not be regarded as a natural given, however, but would have to
be created through education, through enlightening the people about their
true interests and the first principles of religion, morality, and the state.
Yet, even from the perspective of the 1790s, it should have been apparent
that this solution was clutching at straws. By the late 1790s it should have
been clear that it would not work politically, and that it begged every question philosophically. On a political level, its success depended on the goodwill of the princes. But in their struggle for survival with revolutionary
France, very few princes were ready to reform their lands in accord with
French ideals. On a philosophical level, it presupposed the faith in the
Aufklärung that had been so battered by the debates of the 1790s. The
program of enlightenment assumed that reason can determine the first principles of morality, religion, and the state, and that the people can act on
them. It was just these assumptions, though, that had been thrown into
question by the theory-practice debate and the rise of historicism.
The major philosophical development of the 1790s was indeed the
demise of the Aufklärung. All throughout the eighteenth century the
Aufklärung had been the dominant intellectual movement in Germany. But
now its hegemony began to crumble. The fundamental article of faith of the
Aufklärung was its belief in the authority of reason. In the 1790s, however,
this belief came under constant attack, and from every quarter. The neoHumean critics of Kant argued that reason ends not in practical faith or in
a transcendental deduction of the categories, but in skepticism. The historicists contended that the apparently universal, eternal, and natural standards
of reason are merely the values of one's own age illegitimately universalized
for all ages. The romantics insisted that reason by itself has no power to
stimulate or motivate people to act, and that this motivation comes from art
alone. And the conservatives stressed that pure reason cannot determine the
basic principles of morality and the state and that the people have no power
to act on them. In general, by the close of the 1790s, many people associated
the Aufklärung with the Revolution, which was supposedly the triumph of
the Enlightenment in France. Hence the failure of the Revolution seemed to
discredit the Aufklärung itself. Just as the pietists charged that rationalism
ends in the atheism and fatalism of Spinozism, so the conservatives warned
that it ends in the anarchism and terrorism of Jacobinism. It was in the
name of reason, they claimed, that all the blood of the guillotine had been
spilled.
The collapse of the Aufklärung had thus left German thinkers with no
tenable solution to the grave political problems confronting them. Now that
the authority of reason had been so drastically questioned, if not under-
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mined, they faced a disturbing dilemma: skepticism or dogmatism,
anarchism or authoritarianism. Seeking some terra firma in the sea of uncertainty, some thinkers could do nothing but fall back on the authority of
tradition. The attack on the Aufklärung in the 1790s thus cast a shadow
over Germany's future, paving the way for the Restoration. To not a negligible degree, the shadow remains.
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1 3 . Concerning the influence of Montesquieu, see Wiese, Schiller, pp. 334—
338; and the critical remarks on Wiese in Regin, Freedom and Dignity,
pp. 2 3 - 2 5 .
1 4 . Nowhere is Rousseau's influence more apparent than in Kabale und Liebe.
See Schiller, N A V, 1 3 , 20, 2 5 - 2 6 . See also Schiller, "Erinnerung an das
Publikum," in Die Verschwörung des Fiesco, NA XXII, 89.
1 5 . Concerning Rousseau's influence, see the critical and thorough article by
Wolfgang Liepe, "Der junge Schiller und Rousseau," Zeitschrift für deutsche
Philologie 5 1 (1926), 2 9 9 - 3 2 8 .
1 6 . On the influence of Ferguson, see Wiese, Schiller, pp. 7 7 - 8 2 ; and Regin,
Freedom and Dignity, pp. 1 1 - 1 3 .
1 7 . Schiller, NA III, 2 1 .
1 8 . Ibid., III, 1 3 4 - 1 3 5 .
19. Ibid., III, 325.
20. Ibid., III, 45.
2 1 . Ibid., XXII, 9 1 .
22. Ibid., XVII, 10.
23. Ibid., XVII, I i .
24. Ibid., XVII, 1 2 .
25. Ibid., XVII, 44, 1 9 8 - 2 0 5 .
26. Schiller, Briefe, II, 1 6 2 - 1 6 3 .
27. Schiller formulated this doctrine prior to his friendship with Humboldt in
1 7 9 0 . When Humboldt finished the Ideen in 1 7 9 2 , Schiller praised it highly,
saying that it was based on "a sound philosophical foundation." See Schiller
to G. J. Göschen, March 1 3 , 1 7 9 3 , in Briefe, III, 302.
28. Schiller, NA XVII, 3 5 9 - 3 7 6 .
29. Ibid., XVII, 367.
30. See Schiller to Friedrich Wilhelm Augustenberg, July 1 3 , 1 7 9 3 , in Briefe, III,
333·
3 1 . Dating the composition of "Die Gesetzgebung des Lykurgus und Solon" is
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difficult. Although Schiller did not publish it until 1790, he delivered it as
a lecture in early August 1789. See Schiller to C. G. Körner, October 18,
1790, in Briefe, III, 109. It is therefore possible, though unlikely, that
Schiller wrote it after the storming of the Bastille. In any event, it is not
feasible to read the essay as a reaction to the Revolution, which would
have been only weeks old and not ripe enough for much commentary. On
the composition and authorship of the essay, see the remarks by Richard
Fester in Friedrich Schiller, Sekulär-Ausgabe, ed. V. D. Hellen (Stuttgart,
1905), XIII, 3 0 2 - 3 0 5 .
32. Schiller, NA XVII, 423.
33. Ibid., XVII, 440.
34. Ibid., XVII, 437.
35. See Schiller to Körner, October 1 3 , 1789, in Briefe, II, 343.
36. Schiller, ΝA XVII, 127.
37. Ibid., XVII, 124.
38. Ibid., XVII, 128.
39. Ibid., XVII, 127.
40. Schiller, Briefe, II, 352.
41. Wilhelm von Hoven, Biographie des Doctor Friedrich Wilhelm von Hoven:
Von ihm selbst geschrieben (Nürnberg, 1840), p. 1 3 3 .
42. Schiller, Briefe, III, 7 1 .
43. See Schiller to Körner, November 26, 1792, in Briefe, III, 2 3 1 .
44. Schiller, Briefe, III, 2 2 1 - 2 2 2 .
45. See Friedrich Schiller, Gesamtausgabe, ed. G. Fricke and H. Göpfert
(Munich, 1 9 6 5 - 1 9 6 6 ) , XV, 1 4 1 - 2 2 3 . This edition will be abbreviated GA.
46. See the essay on world history, in Schiller, NA XVII, 3 7 1 - 3 7 2 .
47. Schiller, Briefe, III, 225.
48. Schiller, GA XV, 166, 198.
49. On this episode, see Walther Löhde, Friedrich Schiller im politischen Geschehen seiner Zeit (Munich, 1959), pp. 1 3 7 - 1 4 8 , 263—264; and Gerhard
Schmid, Friedrich Schiller: Bürger von Frankreich (Weimar, 1984), pp. 9 - 1 0 .
50. Schiller, Briefe, III, 2 3 1 .
51. Ibid. Why Schiller would have new hopes under the French is unclear, but
his patron in Mainz, Karl Theodor von Dalberg, had close connections with
the French.
52. Friedrich Schiller, Briefwechsel mit Körner, ed. Karl Goedeke (Berlin, 1847),
II, 352.
53. Schiller, Briefe, III, 233.
54. Ibid., III, 2 3 3 - 2 3 4 .
55. Ibid., III, 246.
56. Regin, Freedom and Dignity, p. 100; Boucher, Revolution, p. 1 0 3 ; and
Abusch, Schiller, pp. 1 7 6 , 1 8 3 . Gooch, Revolution, p. 218, regards this event
as the beginning of Schiller's "return to the orthodox fold."
57. Schiller, Briefe, III, 3 3 0 - 3 3 1 .
58. Ibid., III, 335.
59. This claim was made in Regin, Freedom and Dignity, p. 1 0 1 .
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60. Schiller's abiding loyalty to these principles is clear from his March 2, 1798,
letter to J. H. Campe, in Briefe, V, 354.
6 1 . See Schiller, Aesthetische Briefe, third letter, ΝA X X , 3 1 5 .
62. Ibid., X X , 3 1 2 .
63. In Geschichte der deutschen Literatur im achtzehnten Jahrhundert, ed. 4
(Berlin, 1979), II, 444-445, Hermann Hettner maintains that there is a contradiction between the first and second halves of Aesthetische Briefe. While
the first half treats aesthetic education as a means for the state, the latter
considers it as an end in itself. Hettner explains this discrepancy as due to
the influence of Humboldt, whose liberal ideals became known to Schiller
only after the first half was written. Hettner's views continue to find support.
See, for example, Regin, Freedom and Dignity, p. 100.
Hettner's distinction between the two halves of the text is somewhat
artificial, however. He fails to see that, for Schiller, Bildung is always the
means and the end of the ideal state. His hypothesis about Humboldt is
beside the point, because Schiller had developed his liberal principles before
his friendship with Humboldt in 1792. See note 27 above.
64. Schiller, ΝA X X , 3 1 1 .
65. Schiller finished Ueber Anmut und Würde around June 20, 1793. See Schiller
to Körner, June 20, 1793, in Briefe, III, 3 1 7 . In July 1793 he began his
letters to Augustenberg.
66. Schiller, NA X X , 282-289.
67. Ibid., X X , 283.
68. Ibid., XVII, 4 0 6 - 4 1 0 .
69. Ibid., XVII, 4 3 0 - 4 3 2 .
70. See Schiller to Augustenberg, November 1 1 , 1793, in Briefe, III, 3 7 1 - 3 7 2 .
7 1 . Ibid., III, 372.
72. Ibid.
73. Schiller, NA X X , 3 2 3 - 3 2 5 .
74. See, for example, Abusch, Schiller, p. 198; and Lukács, Goethe und seine
Zeit, pp. 108—109.
75. Schiller, NA X X , 3 2 3 - 3 2 5 .
76. See Schiller to Körner, October 1 3 , 1789, in Briefe, II, 343.
77. See Schiller, Xenien, nos. 3 2 1 , 324, 3 2 5 - 3 2 6 , NA I, 348-349. This caution
against imitating the Greeks is not a later attitude, a development after the
Aesthetische Briefe. As early as 1790 Schiller wished to take Forster to task
for his one-sided enthusiasm for the Greeks. See Schiller to L. W. Huber,
January 1 3 , 1790, in Briefe, III, 18.
78. Schiller, NA X X , 3 2 8 - 3 2 9 .
79. Ibid., X X , 325.
80. See Κ. L. Reinhold, Versuch einer neuen Theorie des menschlichen Vorstellungsvermögens (Prague, 1789), pp. 5 6 1 - 5 6 2 .
81. See, for example, Abusch, Schiller, pp. 1 8 4 - 1 9 2 .
82. Schiller, NA X X , 3 8 1 - 3 8 2 .
83. Ibid., X X , 384.
84. Schiller to C. G. Körner, February 18, 1793, in Briefe, III, 257.
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5 . T H E E A R L Y P O L I T I C A L T H E O R Y OF W I L H E L M V O N H U M B O L D T

ι . Humboldt never published the book and never revised his early draft. There
are also serious gaps in the surviving manuscript. Concerning the fate and
condition of Humboldt's manuscript, see the introduction to Eduard Cauer's
edition of the work (Breslau, 1 8 5 1 ) , pp. i—xvi. Humboldt did publish some
parts of the work in various journals. The work was published as a whole
for the first time by Cauer in 1 8 5 1 . It was first translated into English in
1854 by John Cailthard as The Sphere and Duties of Government (London,
1854).
2. See Edouard Laboulaye, L'État et ses limites, ed. 2 (Paris, 1863), pp. 4 8 - 5 3 .
3. See J. S. Mill, Collected Works, ed. J. M. Robson and J. Stillinger (Toronto,
1 9 8 1 N ) , XVIII, 2 1 5 , 2 6 1 , 300, 304.
4. Ibid., I, 261.
5. On Humboldt's critique of Kant's ethics, see his early essay "Ueber Religion" and review of Jacobi's Woldemar in Wilhelm von Humboldt, Gesammelte Schriften, ed. Prussian Academy of Sciences under Albert Leitzmann
(Berlin, 1 9 0 6 - 1 9 3 6 ) , I, 55—63, 3 0 3 - 3 0 4 . Whenever possible, references to
Humboldt's writings will be to this standard edition.
6. See Humboldt to Jacobi, March 1 2 , 1789, in Briefe von Wilhelm von Humboldt an Friedrich Heinrich]acobi, ed. Albert Leitzmann (Halle, 1892), p. 14.
7. On Humboldt's early education, see Rudolf Haym, Wilhelm von Humboldt:
Lebensbild und Charakteristik (Berlin, 1856), pp. 1 - 3 1 ; and Robert Leroux,
Guillaume de Humboldt: La formation de sa pensée jusqu'en 1794, Publications de la Faculté des Lettres de l'Université de Strasbourg, no. 59 (Paris,
193*), PP- 1 0 7 - 1 5 0 .
8. See Humboldt, "Ueber Religion," in Schriften, I, 60.
9. See Humboldt to Jacobi, June 3, 1789, and June 20, 1790, in Briefe an
Jacobi, pp. 1 7 - 1 8 , 3 0 - 3 3 .
10. In these terms the young Humboldt expressed his disagreement with the
utilitarianism of the Aufklärer Campe. See Humboldt, Tagebuch, in Schriften, XIV, 86.
1 1 . See Humboldt to Jacobi, November 1 7 , 1788, in Briefe an Jacobi, p. 14.
12. See Humboldt, Schriften, I, 77—85, esp. p. 80.
13. See, for example, Haym, Humboldt, pp. 35, 39; Aris, History, pp. 145, 154,
163; and Peter Berglar, Wilhelm von Humboldt (Hamburg, 1970), pp. 8 8 89, 96-97·
14. On Humboldt's political activity, see Friedrich Meinecke, "Wilhelm Humboldt und der deutsche Staat," in Staat und Persönlichkeit (Berlin, 1933),
pp. 8 1 - 9 7 .
15. The major works on Humboldt's intellectual development are Leroux, Humboldt; Haym, Humboldt; Siegfried Kaehler, Wilhelm von Humboldt und
der Staat, ed. 2 (Göttingen, 1963); and Eduard Spranger, Wilhelm von Humboldt und die Humanitätsidee (Berlin, 1909). All these works were written
before the discovery of important primary sources, most notably Leitzmann's
publication of Humboldt's early letters to Gentz (1935) and Brinkmann
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(1939). These sources shed considerable light on Humboldt's philosophical
development before 1793.
16. See Humboldt to F. A. Wolf, February 6, 1793, in Gesammelte Werke, ed.
Alexander von Humboldt (Berlin, 1843), V, 34.
1 7 . Joachim Heinrich Campe, Briefe aus Paris zur Zeit der Revolution geschrieben (Braunschweig, 1790).
18. Haym, Humboldt, p. 28; Berglar, Humboldt, p. 42; and Gooch, Revolution,
p. 104.
19. See Humboldt to Jacobi, August 1 7 , 1789, in Briefe an Jacobi, p. 24.
20. Humboldt, Schriften, XIV, 1 2 0 - 1 2 1 .
2 1 . Ibid., XIV, 129.
22. Ibid., XIV, 2 2 1 .
23. See Berlinische Monatsschrift 19 (1792), 84-98. Reprinted in Humboldt,
Schriften, I, 7 7 - 8 5 .
24. Humboldt, Schriften, I, 80.
25. The extant letters of this correspondence were published by Albert Leitzmann as "Politische Jugendbriefe Wilhelm von Humboldts an Gentz,"
Historisches Zeitschrift 1 5 2 (1935), 48-89.
26. On this essay see Section 12.5.
27. Wilhelm von Humboldts Briefe an Karl Gustav von Brinkmann, ed. Albert
Leitzmann, Bibliothek des historischen Vereins in Stuttgart, no. 288 (Leipzig,
1939), P· 4 1 ·
28. Humboldt, "Jugendbriefe an Gentz," p. 58.
29. Georg und Therese Forster und die Brüder Humboldt: Urkunden und
Umrisse, ed. Albert Leitzmann (Bonn, 1936), p. 99.
30. Briefwechsel zwischen Schiller und Wilhelm von Humboldt, ed. 3, ed. Albert
Leitzmann (Stuttgart, 1900), p. 49.
3 1 . On Schiller's lines, see Section 4.2.
32. Humboldt, Briefe an Brinkmann, p. 72.
33. Humboldt, Schriften, II, 9 - 1 0 , 2 1 - 2 3 .
34. On the details of Humboldt's later attitude toward the Revolution, see Ulrich
Muhlack, Das zeitgenössische Frankreich in der Politik Humboldts, Historische Studien, no. 400 (Lübeck, 1967), pp. 6 8 - 1 0 0 .
3 5. On E. F. Klein, see his autobiographical statement in Bildnisse jetzt lebender
Berliner Gelehrten, ed. M. S. Lowe (Berlin, 1806), pp. 3—92.
36. Humboldt followed the first edition (Glessen, 1780).
37. See Humboldt, "Aus Kleins Vorträge über Naturrecht," in Schriften, VII/2,
4 7 8 - 4 8 1 . The importance of these early views was first pointed out by
Kaehler, Humboldt, pp. 1 3 5 - 1 3 6 .
38. Forster und die Brüder Humboldt, p. 88. On the basis of this letter Kaehler,
Humboldt, p. 1 3 5 , assumes that the decisive change in Humboldt's views
took place in 1788. This assumption ignores the remnants of paternalism in
"Ueber Religion" and in Humboldt's talk with Dohm.
39. Humboldt, Schriften, I, 54, 69-70.
40. Ibid., XIV, 9 0 - 9 1 . This crucial episode is ignored by Kaehler and Leroux.
4 1 . Ibid., XIV, 9 1 .

Notes to Pages 123—118

•

4z. Ibid., I, 83.
43. The whole Dalberg episode was told by H u m b o l d t in his June 1 , 1 7 9 z , letter
to Forster. See Forster und die Brüder Humboldt, pp. 87—93.
44. This rare tract appeared in Leipzig in 1 7 9 3 . It has been reproduced as an
appendix to Robert Leroux, La Théorie du despotisme éclairé chez Karl
Theodor Dalberg, Publications de la Faculté des Lettres de l'Université de
Strasbourg, no. 60 (Paris, 193z), pp. 4 5 - 5 4 .
45. Humboldt to Schiller, October i z , 1 7 9 3 , in Briefwechsel zwischen Schiller
und Humboldt, pp. 4 4 - 4 5 .
46. Concerning Schiller's role in the publication of Humboldt's manuscript, see
Humboldt to Schiller, December 7, 1 7 9 z , and January 14 and 1 8 , 1 7 9 3 , in
Briefwechsel zwischen Schiller und Humboldt, pp. 48, 50, 5 1 - 5 Z .
47. H u m b o l d t to Schiller, January 1 8 , 1 7 9 3 , in Briefwechsel zwischen Schiller
und Humboldt, pp. 5 1 - 5 Z .
48. H u m b o l d t to Brinkmann, February 8, 1 7 9 3 , in Briefe

an

Brinkmann,

ΡΡ· 5 3 - 5 4 ·
49. Concerning the reception of physiocratic doctrine in Germany, see Keith
Tribe, Governing Economy: The Reformation of German Economic Discourse, 1750-1840
(Cambridge, 1988), pp. 1 1 9 - 1 3 1 .
50. On Mirabeau's experiences in Berlin, see Henry Welschinger, Mirabeau als
geheimes Agent der französischen Regierung (Leipzig, 1900), pp. 1 - 7 8 .
5 1 . Mirabeau, Philosophie rurale (Amsterdam, 1763), I, 1 3 8 .
5z. Mirabeau, Sur l'éducation publique (Paris, 1 7 9 1 ) , p. 69.
53. O n this debate, see Tribe, Governing Economy, pp. 1 Z 4 - 1 3 0 .
54. See Christian Dohm, "Ueber das physiokratische System," Deutsches
Museum ζ (1778), Z89-3Z4.
55· See Humboldt, "Aus Dohms national-ökonomischen Vortragen," in
Schriften, VII/z, 5 0 7 - 5 3 9 .
56. Ibid., p. 538.
57. Cf. Schriften, I, 98, Z44.
58. On this controversy, see Epstein, Genesis, pp. 3 7 Z - 3 8 7 .
59. Concerning these different versions, see Hermann Conrad, Die geistigen
Grundlagen des Allgemeinen Landrechts für die preussischen Staaten von
1794 (Cologne, 1958), pp. 4 4 - 4 9 .
60. Concerning the liberal intentions of the Allgemeine Landsrecht authors, see
Hermann Conrad, Rechtsstaatliche Bestrebungen im Absolutismus Preussens
und Österreichs am Ende des 18. Jahrhunderts (Cologne, 1 9 6 1 ) , pp.
11-16.
6 1 . Schriften, I, z i o . Humboldt criticized the code for permitting the state to
punish the children of traitors.
62. Conrad, Grundlagen, p. 49.
63. See Allgemeines Landrecht für die preussischen Staaten (Berlin, 183z), part
ζ, vol. ζ, "Von den Rechten und Pflichten des Staats überhaupt," no. 3,
p. Z08.
64. See C. G. Svarez, Vorträge über Recht und Staat, ed. H . Conrad and
G. Kleinheyer (Cologne, i960), pp. 4 3 3 - 4 7 7 .
65. On the details of this controversy, see Epstein, Genesis, pp. 1 4 Z - 1 5 3 .
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66. On the nature of Wöllner's edicts, see Epstein, Genesis, pp. 1 4 2 - 1 5 3 , 3 6 0 369.
67. On the details of this case, see Haym, Humboldt, pp. 3 3 - 3 4 .
68. Humboldt to Forster in his undated letter of 1792, in Humboldt, Werke, I,
291.
69. Humboldt first took part in this controversy in his 1788 "Ueber Religion." Much of this essay was repeated in chapter 7 of the Ideen. The
passages in Schriften, I, 1 4 9 - 1 5 2 , 1 5 6 - 1 6 2 , are nearly identical to the
earlier essay.
70. Humboldt, Schriften, I, 9 9 - 1 0 0 .
7 1 . Humboldt, Briefwechsel mit Schiller, pp. 48-49.
72. Humboldt to Brinkmann, February 8, 1793, in Briefe an Brinkmann,
73·
74.
75.
76.
77.
78.
79.
80.

81.

82.
83.
84.

85.
86.

ΡΡ· 5 3 - 5 4 ·
See, for example, Humboldt, Schriften, I, 106, 1 1 8 , 255.
Ibid., I, 1 3 3 - 1 3 5 .
Ibid., I, 1 7 7 - 1 8 3 .
Ibid., I, 1 1 4 , 1 1 6 .
Ibid., I, 130, 1 3 2 .
Ibid., I, 1 3 6 - 1 3 7 , 109—110, 1 1 6 .
Ibid., I, 1 0 3 - 1 0 5 , 1 3 1 , 176.
See, for example, Humboldt's critique of Campe's utilitarianism in
Tagebuch, in Schriften, XIV, 86. Cf. Humboldt to Forster, June 1, 1792,
Forster und die Brüder Humboldt, p. 90, where Humboldt gives economics
a significance completely subordinate to Bildung.
See, for example, Gooch, Revolution, p. 112. Perhaps the first to make this
objection was Dalberg. In Von den wahren Grenzen der Wirksamkeit des
Staats, he argued that the state must act to perfect humanity's higher powers,
because they are too lazy and vicious to develop them by themselves. See,
for example, pp. 46, 48.
Humboldt, Schriften, I, 1 3 1 , 156, 1 5 9 - 1 6 0 , 176.
See, for example, Aris, History, p. 150.
Thus Haym, Humboldt, p. 39, calls Humboldt's moral law "Bilde dich
selbst" "ein sehr aristokratisches oder, eigentlicher zu reden, ein sehr
timokratisches Gesetz."
Humboldt to Brinkmann, in Humboldt, Schriften, I, 1 1 8 - 1 x 9 .
Briefe an Brinkmann, p. 54.
6 . T H E P O L I T I C A L T H O U G H T OF F. H.

JACOBI

ι . Jacobi is frequently described as one of the earliest defenders of Adam Smith
in Germany. See, for example, the article by Prantl in the Allgemeine
deutsche Biographie, XIII, 580; and Eberhard Zirngiebel, Friedrich Heinrich
Jacobis Leben, Dichten, und Denken (Vienna, 1867), pp. 3 1 - 3 2 . There is
little evidence for this view, however. Jacobi was an advocate of laissez-faire
principles, to be sure, but his advocacy derived more from his allegiance to
physiocratic doctrines.
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2. See Section 9.2.
3. In The Political Thought of the German Romantics, 1793-1815
(Oxford,
1955), H. S. Reiss regards Herder as the founder of the antirationalism of
the romantic school (pp. 2 - 3 ) . This label is a misinterpretation of Herder. It
is significant that during the pantheism controversy Herder took the side of
Mendelssohn against Jacobi.
4. A typical example of this interpretation can be found in Hettner, Geschichte,
II, 244-250. The first to put forward this interpretation was no less than
Hegel. See the "Vorbegriff" of his Enzyklopädie, in Werke, VIII, 1 4 6 - 1 6 8 ,
secs. 6 1 - 7 8 .
5. See above all Lukács, Die Zerstörung der Vernunft, IX, 1 0 1 - 1 0 8 . See also
I. Berlin, "The Counterenlightenment" and "Hume and the Sources of
German Anti-rationalism," pp. 1 7 , 1 8 1 - 1 8 5 .
6. See Section 6.2. Jacobi held this view even before his later conception of
reason as an intuitive capacity.
7. Jacobi to C. M. Wieland, August 10, 1 7 7 2 , in Friedrich Heinrich Jacobis
Briefwechsel:
Gesamtausgabe, ed. M. Brüggen, et al. (Stuttgart-Bad
Cannstadt, 1 9 8 1 N ) , I/i, 159. Whenever possible, references to Jacobi's correspondence are to this excellent but still incomplete edition.
8. Jacobi described his task in his November 29, 1 7 7 2 , letter to Sophie von La
Roche, in Gesamtausgabe, I/i, 178.
9. Jacobi to Franz Friedrich Fürstenberg, July 1 7 , 1 7 7 1 , and October 16, 1 7 7 1 ,
in Gesamtausgabe, I/i, 1 1 9 - 1 2 1 , 1 4 3 - 1 4 4 .
10. Jacobi, Werke, VI, 3 4 5 - 3 6 2 , 3 6 3 - 4 1 8 .
i t . Ibid., VI, 353.
12. There are various earlier versions of both these works. Allwill first appeared,
in part, in the journal Iris in 1 7 7 5 ; it was continued in the Teutsche Merkur
in 1776. The first complete edition came out in 1 7 8 1 , and the final version
appeared in 1792. Woldemar first appeared, in part, under the title
"Freundschaft und Liebe" in the Teutsche Merkur in 1 7 7 7 ; a revised version
appeared in 1779 under the title Woldemar: Eine Seltenheit aus der
Naturgeschichte, Teil I. In the same year Jacobi also published in the
Deutsches Museum a piece entitled "Ein Stück Philosophie des Lebens und
der Menschheit: Aus dem zweiten Bande von Woldemar." This second piece
was republished in revised form in 1 7 8 1 under the title Der Kunstgarten as
part of Jacobi's Vermischte Schriften, Band I. The Woldemar of 1779 and
the Kunstgarten of 1 7 8 1 were then combined and published as Woldemar in
1794; a revised version appeared in 1796. For these details on the publication of Jacobi's novels I am indebted to Professor George di Giovanni,
McGill University.
1 3 . Zirngiebel, Jacobis Leben, pp. 25, 2 7 - 2 8 .
14. In Jacobi to Forster, November 5, 1 7 8 1 , Jacobi stressed the negative side of
his novel by saying, "I do not know what could be said more strongly
against the cult of genius" (Gesamtausgabe, I/2, 370).
15. Jacobi's sympathy is clear from his October 23, 1 7 8 1 , letter to Reimarus
(Gesamtausgabe, I/2, 359).
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16. Jacobi, Werke, V, 4 2 6 .
1 7 . Ibid., V, 4 4 7 .
1 8 . Ibid., V, 4 1 9 - 4 3 0 .
1 9 . In Phänomenologie des Geistes, Hegel sharply criticized the beautiful soul
for its exaggerated emotionalism and individualism (in Werke, VIII, 4 6 4 4 9 4 , 5 8 0 ) . Although his criticisms are directed against Jacobi, the irony is
that they are in substantial agreement with him.
2 0 . F. H. Jacobi, "Ueber Recht und Gewalt, oder philosophische Erwägung eines
Aufsatzes von dem Herrn Hofrath Wieland über das göttliche Recht der
Obrigkeit," Deutsches Museum 1 ( 1 7 8 1 ) , 5 2 2 - 5 5 4 . Cf. Jacobi, Werke, VI,
4x9-464.
2 1 . On "Ueber das göttliche Recht der Obrigkeit," see Section 1 3 . 3 .
2 2 . Jacobi protested against the charge that he was advocating democracy in the
"Anhang" to "Etwas, das Lessing gesagt hat," in Werke, II, 4 0 4 — 4 0 7 . Cf.
Jacobi to Dohm, December 3 , 1 7 8 2 , in Gesamtausgabe, I/3, 1 0 0 .
2 3 . Jacobi, Werke, II, 3 2 5 - 3 8 8 .
2 4 . Ibid., II, 3 5 1 , 3 7 3 .
2 5 . Ibid., II, 3 4 7 , 3 6 4 .
z6. Ibid.
2 7 . See Jacobi to Forster, January 2 6 , 1 7 8 3 , in Gesamtausgabe, I/3, 1 1 8 .
2 8 . Moses Mendelssohn made some critical comments on Jacobi's essay, to
which Jacobi made a brief reply. See "Gedanken Verschiedener bey
Gelegenheit einer merkwürdigen Schrift," in Jacobi, Werke, II, 3 9 6 - 4 0 0 ,
and "Erinnerungen gegen die Gedanken Verschiedener über eine merkwürdige Schrift," in Werke, II, 4 0 0 - 4 1 1 . This brief skirmish between Mendelssohn and Jacobi foreshadowed their dispute in 1 7 8 6 .
2 9 . Jacobi stressed this point at the close of "Ueber den frommen Betrug," in
Werke, II, 4 9 3 . He replied at length to the charges of irrationalism in "Vorrede zugleich Einleitung," in Werke, II, 3 - 2 9 .
3 0 . Jacobi made the first criticism in Wider Mendelssohns Beschuldigungen, in
Werke, IV/2, 2 6 9 - 2 7 0 , and in "Ueber den frommen Betrug," in Werke, II,
488-489.
31. See Jacobi, "Beylage an den Herrn Moses Mendelssohn," Werke, IV/i, 2 2 3 ,
2 1 0 - 2 1 1 , and "Beylage VII," in Briefe über die Lehre von Spinoza, in
Werke, IV/2, 1 5 9 . In his later years Jacobi modified his position by distinguishing between the purely discursive powers of the understanding (Verstand) and the intuitive powers of reason (Vernunft). See "Vorrede zugleich
Einleitung," in Werke, II, 3 - 2 9 . Jacobi still agreed with Kant, however, that
our discursive powers of understanding, which he earlier identified with
reason, cannot transcend the limits of experience. See Werke, II, 2 9 - 4 5 .
3 2 . Jacobi, Werke, II, 3 4 0 - 3 4 1 , 3 4 6 .
3 3 . Ibid., II, 3 4 5 . Here Jacobi seemed to forget his earlier belief in the inefficacy
of reason.
3 4 . Ibid., II, 343-344·
3 5 . See Jacobi to Forster, November 1 2 , 1 7 8 9 , in Jacobis auserlesener Briefwechsel, ed. F. Roth (Leipzig, 1 8 2 5 ) , II, 7 , 11.
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36. Jacobi, "Bruckstück eines Briefes an Johann Franz Laharpe," in Werke, II,
513-544·
37. See Jacobi to J. L. Ewald, Thomastage 1790, in Briefwechsel, II, 46.
38. See, for example, the appendix to Jacobi's Allwill, the Zugabe an Erhard
O
, in Werke, I, 2 2 7 - 2 5 3 . Also see Jacobi, Zufällige Ergiessungett eines
einsamen Denkers, in Werke, I, 2 5 4 - 3 0 5 , and Fliegende Blätter, in Werke,
VI, 2 1 0 - 2 3 1 .
39. See Jacobi to Necker, May 2, 1793, and Necker to Jacobi, May 26, 1793,
in Briefwechsel, II, 1 2 9 - 1 3 4 , 1 3 4 - 1 3 5 . On Jacobi's encounter with
Dumouriez, see Jacobi to Heinrich Schenz, June 25, 1796, in Briefwechsel,
II, 2 2 8 - 2 3 1 .
40. See K. L. Reinhold, Karl Leonhard Reinholds Leben und litterärisches Wirken, nebst einer Auswahl von Briefen Kants, Fichtes, jacobis, und andrer
Zeitgenossen an ihn, ed. Ernst Reinhold (Jena, 1825), p. 226. Cf. Jacobi to
Forster, October 14, 1789, and Jacobi to C. G. Heyne, April 19, 1790, in
Briefwechsel, II, 7 - 1 0 , 2 3 - 2 5 .
4 1 . On the first point, see Jacobi to J. F. Laharpe, May 5, 1790, in Werke, II,
516—519, 5 2 9 - 5 3 0 . These arguments should be read in the context of
Jacobi's dispute with the Berlin Aufklärer. See his "Ueber den frommen
Betrug," in Werke, II, 485, 486, 488-490, 491—493. On the second point,
see Jacobi, Zugabe an Erhard O
, in Werke, I, 236; and Jacobi to Dohm,
May 4, 1790, in Briefwechsel, II, 29-30. On the third point, see Jacobi to
Laharpe, May 5, 1790, in Werke, II, 516—518, and Fliegende Blätter, in
Werke, VI, 150, 167, 1 7 7 , 205, 207, 214.
42. Cf. "Ueber Recht und Gewalt," in Werke, VI, 456, where Jacobi claimed
that the first constitution was an aristocracy.
43. Reinhold, Reinholds Leben, p. 226.
44. Ibid., p. 232.
45. Jacobi, Werke, VI, 214. Dating this note is difficult, but it occurs in the
Werke amid others written around the time of the Revolution.
46. On Jacobi's preference for constitutional monarchy, see his May 5, 1790,
letter to Laharpe, in Werke, II, 5 2 4 - 5 2 5 ; his October 1 , 1789, letter to
A. W. Rehberg, in Briefwechsel, II, 5 - 6 ; and his Zufällige Ergiessungen
eines einsamen Denkers, in Werke, I, 254—266, which laments the execution
of Louis XVI.
47. See Jacobi to Dohm, May 4, 1790, in Briefwechsel, II, 2 8 - 3 0 ; Jacobi to
Reinhold, February 1 1 , 1790, in Reinhold, Reinholds Leben, pp. 2 3 1 - 2 3 2 ;
and Jacobi to Laharpe, May 5, 1790, in Werke, II, 5 2 7 - 5 2 8 .
48. See Jacobi to J. W. Gleim, May 3 1 , 1782, in Gesamtausgabe, I/3, 36.
49. See Jacobi to J. G. Schlosser, January 20, 1793, in Aus Jacobis Nachlass,
Ungedruckte Briefe von und an Jacobi, ed. Rudolf Zoeppritz (Leipzig,
1869), I, 1 6 8 - 1 6 9 .
50. This fear is especially clear from Jacobi to C. Dohm, May 4, 1790, in Briefwechsel, II, 2 9 - 3 0 .
5 1 . Jacobi, Briefwechsel, II, 7 2 - 7 3 .
52. Jacobi, Werke, II, 348-349.
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53. Jacobi, Briefwechsel, II, 33.
54. Jacobi, Zufällige Ergiessungen eines einsamen Denkers, in Werke, I, 2 6 8 269; and Jacobi to J. H. Pestalozzi, March 24, 1794, in Aus Jacobis
Nachlass, I, 178.
55. Jacobi, Aus Jacobis Nachlass, I, 178. Cf. Jacobi to Elise Reimarus, August 6,
179z, in Briefwechsel, II, 95.
56. Jacobi, Briefwechsel, I, 320.
7. GEORG FORSTER, THE GERMAN

JACOBIN

ι . On the early reaction to Forster's radicalism and the general reception of his
works, see Thomas Saine, Georg Forster (New York, 1972), pp. 9 - 1 7 .
2. On Schlegel's essay, see Section 10.2.
3. C. G. Gervinus, "Johann Georg Forster," in Georg Forsters Sämtliche Schriften, ed. Gervinus (Leipzig, 1843), VII, 3 - 7 8 .
4. Hettner, Geschichte, II, 579-594.
5. Karl Klein, Georg Forster in Mainz, 1788 bis 1793 (Gotha, 1863), pp. 2 1 5 334·

6. See Albert Leitzmann, Georg Forster: Ein Bild aus dem Geistesleben des
achtzehnten Jahrhunderts (Halle, 1893), and Forster und die Brüder Humboldt; Paul Zincke, Georg Forster nach seinen Originalbriefen (Dortmund,
1 9 1 5 ) ; and Zincke and Leitzmann, Georg Forsters Tagebücher (Berlin,
1914).
7. See, for example, Gerhard Steiner, introduction to Forsters Werke in zwei
Bänden (Berlin, 1968), pp. v-lvi, esp. pp. Iv—Ivi; and his afterword,
"Naturerkenntnis und praktische Humanität: Georg Forsters kleine
Schriften zur Naturgeschichte, Länder- und Völkerkunde, und die Ansichten
vom Niederrhein," in Georg Forster, Werke in Vier Bänden (Frankfurt,
1 9 6 7 - 1 9 7 0 ) , II, 9 0 7 - 9 5 2 , esp. pp. 9 1 1 - 9 1 2 , 925, 944. Steiner's introductions and afterwords to the more popular editions of Forster have given
wide currency to the Marxist interpretation.
8. György Lukács, Der junge Hegel und die Probleme der kapitalistischen
Gesellschaft (Berlin, 1954), p. 2 1 .
9. Among Marxist monographs, see Heinrich Reintjes, Weltreise nach Deutschland: Georg Forsters Leben und Bedeutung (Düsseldorf, 1953); and Friedrich Thoma, Georg Forster: Weltreisender, Forscher, Revolutionär (Berlin,
1954). See also the collection of articles in Georg Forster in seiner Epoche,
ed. Gerhardt Pickerodt, Argument Sonderband 87, Literatur im historischer
Prozess, neue Folge, 4.
10. Georg Forsters Werke: Sämtliche Schriften, Tagebücher, Briefe, ed.
Akademie der Wissenschaften der DDR (Berlin, 1 9 5 8 - 1 9 8 2 ) . This edition
will be abbreviated AA.
1 1 . The notable exceptions are Ralph Wuthenow, Vernunft und Republik:
Studien zu Georg Forsters Schriften (Bad Hamburg, 1970); and Ludwig
Uhlig's excellent study Georg Forster: Einheit und Mannigfaltigkeit in seiner
geistigen Welt (Tübingen, 1965).
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12. On Forster's defense of laissez-faire, see his "Vorläufige Schilderung des
Nordens von Amerika," AA V, 5 1 2 - 5 8 4 , esp. pp. 5 1 2 , - 5 1 5 , and Ansichten
vom Niederrhein, in Werke in vier Bänden (hereafter Werke), II, 470, 485—
487, 489-490. Whenever possible, references to Forster will be to this more
accessible edition, which is based on the larger Akademie edition.
13. See Section 7.5.
14. On Forster's early reformism, see his Ansichten vom Niederrhein, in Werke,
II, 4 7 4 - 4 7 7 , 54z, 5 7 3 - 5 7 4 ; and Section 7.4.
15. See, for example, Hans Geerdts, "Ironie und revolutionärer Enthusiasmus:
Zu Georg Forsters Erinnerungen aus dem Jahr 1 7 9 0 , " Weimarer Beiträge 1,
(1955), Heft 3, 2 9 6 - 3 1 2 . Geerdts argues that Forster was a "revolutionary"
even before Mainz.
16. See Section 7.4.
17. See Section 7.3.
18. On Forster's significance for modern anthropology, see Wilhelm Mühlmann,
Methodik der Völkerkunde (Stuttgart, 1938), pp. 4 2 - 5 2 ; and Wolf
Lepenies, "Eine vergessene Tradition der deutschen Anthropologie: Wissenschaft vom Menschen und Politik bei Georg Forster," Saeculutn 24
(1973), 50-78.
19. See, for example, Forster, "Rezension zu C. Meiners anthropologischen
Abhandlungen im Göttingischen Historischen Magazin," in Werke, III, 2 5 5 2 7 1 ; and his critique of Kant, "Noch etwas über die Menschenrassen," in
Werke, II, 71—102.
20. See Section 7.3.
2 1 . Hettner, Geschichte, II, 580.
22. Robert L. Kahn, "The History of the Work," in the appendix, Forster, AA
I, 67723. Alexander von Humboldt, Kosmos: Entwurf einer physischen Weltbeschreibung (Stuttgart, 1847), II, 72.
24. On the early reception of Reise um die Welt, see Khan, "History," in Forster,
AA I, 700-708; and Gerhard Steiner, "Georg Forsters Reise um die Welt,"
in Forster, Werke, I, 1032-33.
25. Forster, AA I, 105.
26. See, for example, Forster's remarks on the plight of the people of the Cape
Verde Islands, AA I, 3 8 - 3 9 .
27. Forster, AA I, 105.
28. Ibid., I, 2 1 7 .
29. Ibid., I, 14.
30. Ibid., I, 4 5 1 .
3 1 . Ibid., I, 192. Cf. AA I, 199, 410.
32. Ibid., I, 5 1 5 .
33. Ibid., I, 1 1 2 , 230.
34. Ibid., I, 201.
35. Ibid., I, 397. Cf. AA I, 402.
36. Ibid., I, 417η.
37. Ibid., I, 297.
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38. Ibid., I, 415.
39. Ibid., I, 468-469.

40. Ibid., I, 405.
41. Ibid., I, 133.
42. Concerning Forster's influence in this regard, see Steiner, "Forsters Reise,"
in Forster, Werke, I, 1032-33.
43. Forster, A A I, 2 1 5 - 2 1 6 .

44. Ibid., I, 40J.
45. Ibid., I, 618.
46. Ibid., I, 133.
47. Ibid., I, 217.
48. Concerning Forster's early views on the English constitution, see his January
30, 1780, letter to J. K. P. Spener, A A XIII, 280.
49. On this sad and complicated episode in Forster's life, see Robert L. Khan's
concluding remarks to A Voyage, AA I, 677-687.
50. Forster to J . K. P. Spener, October 22, 1776, in Werke, IV, 38; and Forster
to F. A. Vollpracht, December 3 1 , 1776, in Werke, IV, 45.
51. Forster to F. Α. Vollpracht, February 28, 1777, in Werke, IV, 48.
52. See Forster's paean to Franklin in Erinnerungen aus dem Jahr 1790, in
Werke, III, 450-452.

53. Concerning Forster's entry into Neufs Soeurs, see Gerhard Steiner,
Freimaurer und Rosenkreuzer: Georg Forsters Weg durch Geheimbünde
(Berlin, 1985), pp. 1 1 - 2 0 .

54. This speech, "Ueber das Verhältnis des Mauerordens zum Staate," has been
published by Steiner in Freimauerer und Rosenkreuzer, pp. 129-144.
55. Forster, A A VIII, 100.
56. Ibid., Vili, 104.
57. Ibid., Vili, 106.
58. Forster, Werke, II, 107.
59. Ibid., II, 85.
60. Ibid., II, 107-108.

61. Steiner, "Forsters Reise," in Forster, Werke, I, 1035-36.
62. Forster, Werke, II, 15.
63. Ibid., II, 19.
64. Ibid., IV, 435·
65. See Forster to Jacobi, February 7, 1781, in Werke, IV, 150—151.
66. See Forster to C. G. Heyne, December 1 0 , 1791, in Werke, IV, 680—684.
67. Concerning the details of Forster's dispute with Kant, see M. Riedel, "Historizismus und Kritizismus: Kants Streit mit G. Forster und J. G. Herder,"
Kant-Studien 72 (1981), 41-57; and E. Lange, "Georg Forsters Kontroverse
mit Immanuel Kant," Deutsche Zeitschrift für Philosophie 12 (1964), 965980.

68. On Forster's relationship with Herder around this time, see Haym, Herder,
II, 4 5 5 - 4 5 6 .

69. Kant, "Bestimmung des Begriffs einer Menschenrasse," in Schriften, VIII, 91.
70. Forster, Werke, III, 75-76.
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Forster to S. T. Sömmering, June 8, 1786, in Werke, IV, 4 1 3 .
Kant, Schriften, Vili, 97.
Forster, Werke, III, 96.
Forster, AA I, 577. Cf. AA I, 467: "I am far from being convinced of this
general and powerful influence of climates."
75. Forster, Werke, III, 275.
76. Ibid., II, 82.
77. Ibid., II, 82.
78. Ibid., II, 8 5 - 8 6 .
79. Ibid., II, 57.
80. Forster, Ansichten vom Niederrhein, in Werke, II, 487—488.
81. In his 1 7 9 2 essay "Ueber das Verhältnis der Mainzer gegen die Franken,"
Forster drew a close analogy between the beliefs of the slave trader and the
aristocrat. Both believed that some were born to obey and others to comm a n d (Werke, III, 590).
82. Forster, AA V, 6 4 - 6 5 .
83. Forster, Werke, III, 2 7 5 - 2 7 6 .
84. Ibid., III, 278.
85. See Forster, "Ein Blick in das Ganze der N a t u r , " in Werke, II, 2 2 - 2 3 , and
"Ueber die Beziehung der Staatskunst auf das Glück der Menschheit," in
Werke, III, 7 1 3 .
86. See Forster, "Ueber lokale und allgemeine Bildung," in Werke, III, 2 7 8 - 2 7 9 .
87. Forster, Werke, IV, 569—570.
88. Ibid., IV, 5 7 1 .
89. Forster to Heyne, July 13, 1790, in Werke, IV, 6 0 9 - 6 1 0 ; and Forster to
D o h m , summer 1790, in Werke, IV, 616.
90. Forster to Heyne, July 12, 1 7 9 1 , in Werke, IV, 573.
91. Forster to Heyne, August 28, 1789, in Werke, IV, 573.
92. Forster to Heyne, December 8, 1789, in Werke, IV, 589.
93. Forster to Jacobi, October 17, 1789, in Werke, IV, 578. Cf. Forster to
Heyne, December 8, 1789, in Werke, IV, 589.
94. Forster to D o h m , April 5, 1 7 9 1 , in Werke, IV, 589.
95. Forster to Heyne, January 1, 1791, in Werke, IV, 642.
96. Forster, Werke, II, 475.
97. Ibid., II, 481.
98. Ibid., II, 475.
99. Ibid., II, 476.
100. Ibid., II, 542, 573-574» 578.
101. Ibid., II, 542, 574.
102. Ibid., II, 606.
103. See, for example, Forster's judgment on Ernst Brandes, Betrachtungen über
die Revolution, in Forster to Heyne, M a y 28, 1790, in Werke, IV, 605, and
his criticism of Christoph Girtanner, Bemerkungen über die Revolution, in
Forster to Heyne, July 12, 1 7 9 1 , in Werke, IV, 665—666.
104. See especially Forster to Heyne, July 12, 1 7 9 1 , in Werke, IV, 6 6 3 - 6 6 7 . Cf.
Forster to Heyne, July 25, 1 7 9 1 , in Werke, IV, 667—668.
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105. See Forster to C. F. Voss, June 4, 1 7 9 1 , in Werke, IV, 661. Cf. Forster to
Heyne, February 2 1 , 1792, in Werke, IV, 695.
106. See Forster to Heyne, July 9 and 25, August 9 , 1 7 9 1 , and January 2 1 , 1792,
in Werke, IV, 663, 667, 6 7 0 - 6 7 1 , 688-689. See also Forster to Voss,
November 21 and December 2 1 , 1 7 9 2 , in Werke, IV, 7 9 2 - 7 9 5 , 8 0 8 - 8 1 0 .
107. Forster, Werke, IV, 694.
108. Ibid., IV, 7 1 7 .
109. Ibid., IV, 7 1 8 - 7 2 1 .
110. Ibid., IV, 7 2 1 .
i n . Forster explained his decision in his October 27, 1792, letter to Voss, and
in his November 10, 1792, letter to Heyne, in Werke, IV, 7 7 2 - 7 7 6 , 7 7 9 782.
1 1 2 . See Forster's assessment of the situation in "Ueber das Verhältnis der
Mainzer gegen die Franken," in Werke, IV, 587-608.
1 1 3 . See Forster to C. F. Voss, November 1 0 , 1 7 9 2 , in Werke, IV, 786. In "Ueber
das Verhältnis der Mainzer gegen die Franken," however, Forster was much
more uncompromising in rejecting the moderate plan.
1 1 4 . Ibid., IV, 786.
1 1 5 . See "Dekret des zu Mainz versammelten Rheinisch-deutschen Nationalkonvents vom 18 März, 1 7 9 3 , " in Mainz zwischen Rot und Schwarz: Die
Mainzer Revolution 1791—1793 in Schriften, Reden, und Briefen, ed. Claus
Träger (Berlin, 1963), pp. 4 4 8 - 4 4 9 .
1 1 6 . Forster, Werke, III, 6 0 1 - 6 0 3 .
1 1 7 . Ibid., III, 601.
1 1 8 . Ibid., III, 602.
1 1 9 . Ibid., IV, 809. Cf. Forster to Voss, November 2 1 , 1792, and Forster to
Therese Forster, June 26, 1 7 9 3 , in Werke, IV, 794, 876.
120. Forster, Werke, IV, 839-840.
1 2 1 . Forster to Therese Forster, April 5, 1 7 9 3 , in Werke, IV, 842.
122. Forster to Therese Forster, April 8, 1 7 9 3 , in Werke, IV, 843.
123. Forster to Therese Forster, April 13, 1 7 9 3 , in Werke, IV, 846.
124. Forster to Therese Forster, April 16, 1 7 9 3 , in Werke, IV, 847.
125. Forster to Therese Forster, April 27, 1793, in Werke, IV, 851.
126. Forster to Therese Forster, August 21, 1 7 9 3 , in Werke, IV, 886.
1 2 7 . Ibid., IV, 886-887.
128. Forster, Werke, IV, 934.
129. Ibid., IV, 9 3 4 - 9 3 5 ·
130. Ibid., III, 734, 739—740. Forster wrote Parisische Umrisse in late 1793.
1 3 1 . Ibid., IV, 959.
1 3 2 . See ibid., III, 31—48, 9 1 - 1 2 0 .
1 3 3 . Friedrich Leopold Graf, "Gedanken über Herrn Schillers Gedicht: Die Götter
Griechenlands," Deutsches Museum 2 (August 1788), 9 7 - 1 0 5 .
134. Forster, Werke, III, 33.
1 3 5 . Ibid., III, 34.
136. Ibid., III, 3 4 - 3 5 .
1 3 7 . Ibid., III, 9 7 - 9 8 .
138. Ibid., III, 102.
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Ibid., III, 1 1 3 - 1 1 4 .
Ibid., III, 103.
Ibid., II, 507-508.
Ibid., II, 5 1 3 - 5 1 4 .
Ibid., II, 505-506, 512.
Ibid., II, 505-506.
Forster developed his conception of humanity in "Ueber lokale und
allgemeine Bildung," in Werke, III, 2 7 3 - 2 8 6 ; "Ueber den gelehrten
Zunftzwang" (1791), in Werke, III, 3 6 9 - 3 7 4 ; and "Fragment eines Briefes
an einen deutschen Schriftsteller über Schillers 'Götter Griechenlands,' " in
Werke, III, 3 3 - 4 7 . The influence of Herder is clear from Forster to Jacobi,
December 7, 1784, in Werke, IV, 322; and Forster to Therese Heyne, July
2 5 , 1 7 8 4 , in Werke, IV, 275. It is important to stress, however, that Forster
was not a disciple of Herder, who helped him only to systematize and
generalize ideas that he had already formulated himself. Indeed, Forster
was somewhat critical of Herder. In his July 2 1 , 1 7 8 1 , letter to Jacobi, for
example, he wrote, "Herder is not entirely my man" (Werke, IV, 157).

146. Forster, Werke, IV, 883-884. Cf. Forster to Therese Forster, Aprii 5, June
26, and September 30, 1793, in Werke, IV, 841, 875, 9 1 3 .
147. Forster, "Ueber lokale und allgemeine Bildung," in Werke, III, 280.
148. Ibid., III, 2 8 2 - 2 8 5 .
149. Forster, AA I, 243.
150. Forster, Werke, III, 285.
1 5 1 . Cf. Forster, "Ueber lokale und allgemeine Bildung," in Werke, III, 2 8 1 283, and Ansichten vom Niederrhein, in Werke, II, 5 2 1 - 5 2 2 .
152. Forster, Werke, III, 281—283. Cf. "Ueber den gelehrten Zunftzwang," in
Werke, III, 3 7 1 - 3 7 2 .
1 5 3 . See Forster, Ansichten vom Niederrhein, in Werke, II, 521—523. Cf. the
unpublished fragment "Kann die Welt je ganz vernünftig und durch Vernunft glücklich werden?" in Forster, AA VIII, 3 5 8 - 3 6 1 .
154. Forster, AA VIII, 360. Cf. Forster, Werke, II, 5 2 2 - 5 2 3 .
155. Ibid., VIII, 359.
156. Forster, Werke, III, 708-709, 7 1 1 - 7 1 2 .
157. Ibid., III, 755.
158. See, for example, Forster, Ansichten vom Niederrhein, in Werke, II, 4 1 5 ,
488-489, 493.
159. Forster, Werke, IV, 935.
160. Ibid., IV, 881.
8 . T H E P O L I T I C A L T H E O R Y OF J . G.

HERDER

ι . Concerning Herder's nationalism, see R. R. Ergang, Herder and the
Foundations of German Nationalism (New York, 1 9 3 1 ) ; and concerning
his historicism, see Meinecke, Entstehung des Historismus, II, 3 8 3 479·
2. For an assessment of Herder's originality in this regard, see I. Berlin, Vico
and Herder (London, 1976), pp. 1 4 5 - 1 5 2 .
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3. See Section 8.6.
4. See Sections 8.5 and 8.7.
5. Concerning Herder's influence on the romantics, see F. M. Barnard, Herder's
Social and Political Thought (Oxford, 1965), pp. 153—167; and G. Brandt,
Herderund Görres, 1798-1807
(Würzburg, 1939), pp. 11—26.
6. See Section 8.6.
7. See Aris, History, pp. 2 3 4 - 2 3 9 , and Droz, Allemagne, pp. 3 3 7 - 3 4 0 , who
treat Herder and Moser as the founders of the "conservative" romantic
school.
8. In History, for example, Aris writes that Herder "contributed nothing to the
solution of the great problems with which the political thinker is occupied"
(p. 235). Wilhelm Dobbek, "Johann Gottfried Herders Haltung im politischen Leben seiner Zeit," Zeitschrift für Ostforschung, Jahrgang 8 (1959),
3 2 1 - 3 8 7 , says that politics played only "eine recht nebensächliche Rolle bei
Herder" (p. 321). In J. G. Herder on Social and Political Culture (Cambridge, 1969), Barnard states that Herder was not "first and foremost a
political thinker" (p. 3). And Ergang, Herder and Nationalism, maintains
that "Herder was neither a political theorist nor primarily interested in practical politics" (p. 239).
9. See Section 8.6.
10. On the relativist reading of Herder, see, for example, Berlin, Vico and Herder, pp. 1 5 3 , 173—174; Meinecke, Entstehung des Historismus, II, 428; and
Barnard, Herder on Social and Political Culture, pp. 27, 35.
1 1 . Recent research has tended to stress Herder's allegiance to the Aufklärung.
See, for example, Berlin, Vico and Herder, pp. 1 5 6 - 1 6 5 ; Robert T. Clark,
Herder: His Life and Thought (Berkeley, 1955), pp. 3, 47, 49; and Emil
Adler, Herder und die deutsche Aufklärung (Vienna, 1968), which is the
most thorough interpretation of Herder as an Aufklärer. Earlier research
inclined to emphasize Herder's role in the development of the Sturm und
Drang. See, for example, Hettner, Geschichte, II, 1 1 , 26—29. For more
recent interpretations along these lines, see A. Gillies, Herder (Oxford,
1945), pp. 3, 2 1 ; and Roy Pascal, The German Sturm und Drang (Manchester, 1953), pp. 12—19.
1 2 . These differences between Aufklärung and Sturm und Drang are obvious
simplifications, which I cannot expand here. For a more detailed statement
of the conflict between these movements, see Hettner, Geschichte, II, 7 - 2 2 ;
and Norman Hampson, The Enlightenment (Harmondsworth, 1968),
pp. 1 8 6 - 2 1 7 .
1 3 . Concerning Hamann's role in the formation of the Sturm und Drang, see
Pascal, Sturm und Drang, pp. 7 - 1 1 , 88-95, 231—240.
14. Herder to Hamann, June 2, 1769, in J. G. Herder, Briefe, ed. W. Dobbek
and G. Arnold (Weimar, 1977), I, 148.
15. Herder to Hamann, August 10, 1764, and June 8, 1764, in Briefe, I, 28, 25.
16. Herder's notes, which have been preserved, offer valuable insight into Kant's
views at this time. See Immanuel Kant, Aus den Vorlesungen der Jahre 1762
bis 1764, Kant-Studien, Ergänzungsheft 88 (1964).
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17. On these debates, see my Fate of Reason, pp. 2 2 - 3 7 ; and H. Weber, Hamann
und Kant (Munich, 1908).
18. On these quarrels, see Clark, Herder, pp. 3 8 4 - 4 1 2 .
19. See "Wie die Philosophie zum Besten des Volkes allgemeiner und nützlicher
werden kann," in J. G. Herder, Sämtliche Werke, ed. B. Suphan (Berlin,
1 8 8 1 - 1 9 1 3 ) , XXXII, 49, 53·
20. See Rudolf Haym, Herder, Nach seinem Leben und seinen Werken (Berlin,
1954), I, 5 6 ~ 6 6 .
2 1 . Caroline Herder, Erinnerungen aus dem Leben Johann Gottfried Herders
(Tübingen, 1820), I, 62.
22. Kant, Schriften, I, 960.
23. See Herder's review in Werke, I, 1 2 5 - 1 3 0 .
24. During the pantheism controversy in 1787, Herder defended Mendelssohn's
position that reason should have the right to criticize religious beliefs. See
Herder, Gott, einige Gespräche, in Werke, XVI, 508, 5 1 1 .
25. On this episode, see Haym, Herder, I, 48-49.
26. On Herder's reaction to this early work, see his June 2, 1769, letter to J. K.
Lavater, in Briefe, I, 148; the passage from Werke, XIV, 655; and his early
poem in tribute to Kant, "Vorwelt, Gegenwart, Nachwelt," in Werke, XXIX,
240-241.
27. Kant, Schriften, I, 2 7 3 - 2 7 4 , 3 6 3 - 3 6 4 .
28. Ibid., I, 3 3 4 - 3 3 5 ·
29. Ibid., I, 276.
30. See Herder's early fragment "Versuch einer Geschichte der lyrischen
Dichtkunst," in Werke, XXXII, 8 5 - 1 4 0 , esp. pp. 86-87.
31. Kant told us explicitly that the forces working in nature also act inside humans,
who are no exception to his laws (Schriften, I, 339-340). See also Kant's
concluding chapter, which contains his speculations about the influence of
the natural environment on reason (Schriften, I, 351—368). In the preface to
his work, however, Kant voiced doubts concerning the possibility of a
naturalistic explanation of life (Schriften, I, 237).
32. Herder, Werke, XIV, 145.
33. Ibid., XIII, 1 3 - 1 4 .
34. See J. Nadler, Johann Georg Hamann (Salzburg, 1949), pp. 1 5 2 - 1 5 3 . Concerning the details of Hamann's and Herder's early friendship, see Wilhelm
Dobbek, Johann Gottfried Herders Jugendzeit in Mohrungen und Königsberg,
Marburger Ostforschungen no. 16 (Marburg, 1961), pp. 116—138.
35. Here I take issue with Adler, Herder und die deutsche Aufklärung, p. 64.
36. See Haym, Herder, I, 7 1 .
37. That Hamann knew of his influence, but disapproved of the direction Herder
gave to it, is plain from his October 24, 1774, letter to J. F. Hartknoch:
"Through Herder's diligence some of my seed has been transformed into
flowers and blossoms; but I would have preferred ripe fruit" (Briefwechsel,
III, 16).
38. See Hamann, "Des Ritters von Rosenkreuz letzten Willensmeynung über den
göttlichen und menschlichen Ursprung der Sprache," and "Philologische
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Einfalle und Zweifel," in Sämtliche Werke, Historisch-kritische Ausgabe, ed.
J. Nadler (Vienna, 1 9 4 9 - 1 9 5 7 ) , III, 2 5 - 3 3 , 3 5 - 5 3 .
39. Herder, Werke, XIII, 9.
40. On Hamann's reaction to Herder's book, see Dobbek, Herders Jugendzeit,
p. 1 3 3 .
4 1 . Here I agree with Clark, Herder, pp. 47, 49, 50, and Adler, Herder und die
deutsche Aufklärung, pp. 5 3 - 6 7 , that Kant was the profounder influence on
Herder.
4 1 . See Gillies, Herder, p. 1 3 , who ignores the analytical or empirical method
that Herder learned from Kant.
43. Herder, Werke, XXXII, 3 1 - 3 3 .
44. Ibid., XXXII, 4 1 .
45. Ibid., XXXII, 53.
46. Hamann, Briefwechsel, II, 3 3 1 .
47. On Herder's activities as a Freemason in Riga, see L. Keller, Johann
Gottfried Herder und die Kultgesellschaften des Humanismus, Vorträge und
Aufsätze aus der Comenius Gesellschaft, no. 1 2 (Berlin, 1904), pp. 2 1 - 3 0 .
48. Herder, "Als ich von Livland aus zu Schiffe ging," in Werke, X X I X , 3 1 9 321.
49. The importance of the Riga period was first pointed out by Caroline Herder,
who wrote in her memoirs that Riga gave Herder "höhere Ideen von bürgerlichen Freiheit, bürgerlichen Wohl und edler weiser Wirksamkeit" (Erinnerungen, I, 9 1 - 9 2 ) . Haym too emphasizes the importance of the Riga years
for Herder's political awakening (Herder, I, 123). The significance of the
Riga years has been ignored by some recent scholarship, particularly by
Dobbek and Barnard, who see the young Herder only as an advocate of
enlightened absolutism (Barnard, Herder's Social and Political Thought,
p. 72).
50. On Herder's early experience with Prussian absolutism, see Adler, Herder
und die deutsche Aufklärung, pp. 4 7 - 4 8 .
5 1 . On Riga's political life in the eighteenth century, see Julius Eckhardt, Livland
im Achtzehnten Jahrhundert (Leipzig, 1870), pp. 4 5 2 - 4 5 3 .
5 z. Haym, Herder, I, 124.
53. See Herder, "Von der Grazie in der Schule," in Werke, X X X , 14—28.
54. Herder, Briefe, I, 229.
55. Herder, Journal meiner Reise im Jahre 1769, in Werke, IV, 362-364.
56. On the conditions of the peasantry, see Haym, Herder, I, 122.
57. See Herder, Werke, V, 349. Cf. Werke, X X , 288.
58. Ibid., IV, 362.
59. The analogies are Herder's. See Werke, IV, 3 6 2 - 3 6 3 , 408. Cf. Herder to
Zollkontrolleur Bergow, November 4, 1769, in Briefe, I, 172.
60. Herder, Journal, in Werke, IV, 3 7 0 - 3 7 1 , 406-409.
61. See the marginal note from Herder's handschriftlicher Nachlass, cited in
Dobbek, "Herders Haltung," p. 325. This is not in Suphan's edition.
62. Herder, Werke, IV, 364.
63. Herder to Kant, November 1768, in Briefe, I, 120.
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64. Herder, Werke, IV, 363.
65. Here I take issue with Adler, Herder und die deutsche Aufklärung, p. 8 1 ,
who claims that there is "a plebeian-democratic" attitude in all Herder's
works, and Dobbek, "Herders Haltung," p. 3 2 3 , w h o finds even a revolutionary attitude in the young Herder.
66. Herder, Werke, I, 1 3 - 2 8 . According to H a y m , Herder, I, 1 2 6 , this essay is
not a Festrede, as is often said, but "eine aus freiem Antrieb verfasste
Festschrift." If this is the case, we have all the more reason to regard it as a
serious and sincere expression of Herder's views.
6η. Herder, Werke, IV, 367.
68. Ibid., IV, 468.
69. Ibid., IV, 356.
70. See Herder, "Lobgesang am Neujahrsfeste" in Werke, XXIX, 1 6 - 1 7 , and
"Auf Katherinas Thronbesteigung," in Werke, XXIX, 2 4 - 2 7 .
7 1 . See Section 8.1.
72. Cf. Herder, "Gedanken bei Lesung Montesquieus," in Werke, IV, 4 1 8 - 4 1 9 ,
"Von der Verschiedenheit des Geschmacks und der Denkart unter den
Menschen," in Werke, XXXII, 1 8 - 2 9 , e s P · PP· 20—21, 2 8 - 2 9 , ar>d "Ueber
die verschiedenen Religionen," in Werke, XXXII, 1 4 5 - 1 4 8 .
73. On the life and politics of the Graf, see Haym, Herder, I, 489-494.
74. Herder to Flachsland, June 22, 1 7 7 1 , in Briefe, II, 36.
75. Herder to Flachsland, August 22, 1 7 7 2 , in Briefe, II, 206.
76. Herder, Werke, V, 495, 5 1 6 , 5 3 8 - 5 3 9 .
77· Ibid., V, 549.
78. Ibid., V, 5 4 6 - 5 4 7 , 55°, 5 5 7 - 5 5 8 .
79. Ibid., V, 524.
80. Ibid., V, 577.
8 1 . Ibid., V, 5 3 5 - 5 4 5 82. Ibid., V, 5 5 1 .
83. See Haym, Herder, I, 5 7 2 - 5 7 3 ; and Clark, Herder, pp. 1 7 9 - 2 1 3 .
84. See Section 8.2.
85. Cf. Adler, Herder und die deutsche Aufklärung, pp. 1 4 9 - 1 5 0 .
86. Haym, Herder, I, 5 7 2 - 5 7 3 ; and Clark, Herder, pp. 1 7 9 - 2 1 3 .
87. For a summary and appraisal of Herder's argument in Aelteste Urkunde des
Menschengeschlechts, see Clark, Herder, pp. 1 6 2 - 1 7 1 .
88. Herder, Werke, VI, 2 9 9 - 3 0 0 .
89. Herder to H a m a n n , January 2, 1 7 7 3 , in Briefe, II, 285.
90. Herder to J. H . Merck, October 1 7 7 2 , in Briefe, II, 244.
9 1 . Thus Haym maintains, "Frommer Glaube, Offenbarungsglaube ist der Kern
dieser Herderschen Geschichtsauffassung. Er verkündet, dass der Gang der
Geschichte unter der Leitung der Vorsehung stehe" (Herder, I, 573).
92. Herder to Lavater, June 1 8 , 1 7 7 4 , in Briefe, III, 1 0 1 .
93. Herder, Werke, V, 5 1 9 .
94. Ibid., V, 5 2 1 .
95. O n Vom Empfinden und Erkennen der menschlichen Seele, see my Fate of
Reason, pp. 145—149.
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96. Herder to J. F. Hartknoch, October 25, 1775, in Briefe, III, 224; cf. to
C. G. Heyne, December 28, 1775, in Briefe, III, 224.
97. Herder's place in this tradition has been documented by Adler, Herder und
die deutsche Aufklärung, pp. 2 3 3 - 2 7 1 .
98. See, for example, Meinecke, Entstehung des Historismus, II, 440; and
R. Stadelmann, Der historische Sinn bei Herder (Halle, 1928), p. 28.
99. See above, Introduction, "The Politicization of German Thought in the
1790S."

100. Here I take issue with Meinecke, Entstehung des Historismus, II, 428.
101. Herder, Werke, V, 436-440. Herder reviewed the German translation of
Millar's work, Bemerkungen über den Unterschied der Stände in der bürgerlichen Gesellschaft (Leipzig, 1772). The review originally appeared in the
Frankfurter gelehrten Anzeige, no. 77 (September 25, 1772). Also important
for Herder's growing hostility to the historiography of the Aufklärung in
the early 1770s is his review of A. L. Schlözer, Vorstellung seiner Universalhistorie (Göttingen, 1772), in Werke, V, 436-440. This review provoked a
full-scale rebuttal by Schlözer in the second and later half of his book.
102. Herder, Werke, V, 578.
103. Ibid., VI, 33-38.
104. Ibid., VI, 33-38, 74—90, esp. pp. 86-87.
105. See Strauss, Natural Right and History, pp. 26-34.
106. Herder, Werke, XXXII, 1 8 - 2 9 .
107. Ibid., V, 587.
108. Ibid., V, 511—513.
109. Ibid., V, 511.
110. Ibid., V, 489.
i n . Ibid., V, 490.
112. Ibid., V, 484-486.
113. Hence Meinecke, Entstehung, II, 428, argues that Herder managed to avoid
relativism only by appealing to Providence.
114. Herder, Werke, XIII, 1 5 4 - 1 6 5 .
H J . Ibid., XIII, 161, 387-388, 392-395.
116. Here I take issue with Clark, Herder, pp. 187—188.
1 1 7 . Herder, Briefe, IV, 180.
118. See J. G. Müller, Aus dem Herderschen Hause: Aufzeichnungen von J. G.
Müller, 1 7 S 0 - 1 7 8 2 , ed. J. Baechthold (Berlin, 1881), p. 73.
119. Herder, Werke, IX, 3 5 7 - 3 5 8 .
120. Ibid., IX, 358-359. On these grounds it is somewhat misleading to compare Herder's defense of freedom of thought with Mill's. See Barnard,
Herder's Social and Political Thought, p. 77.
121. Herder, Werke, IX, 373.
122. Hamann to Herder, December 18, 1780, in Briefwechsel, IV, 253.
123. The most important passage is the close of bk. 9, sec. 4, in Werke, XIII,
385-387.
124. Revelation 13:2.
125. See Barnard, Herder's Social and Political Thought, pp. 7 3 - 7 6 , who
examines in detail the people Herder included under the notion of a Volk.
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n 6 . Concerning Herder's influence on later nationalism, see Ergang, Herder
and Nationalism, pp. ¿ 3 9 - 2 6 6 ; Barnard, Herder's Social and Political
Thought, pp. 1 6 7 - 1 7 7 ; R. Schierenburg, Der politische Herder (Graz,
1932), pp. 4 3 - 1 0 3 ; and Holm Sundhausen, Der Einfluss der Herderschen
Ideen bei den Völkern der Habsburger Monarchie, Buchreihe der
Sudostdeutschen Historische Kommission, vol. 27 (Munich, 1973).
127. Herder, Werke, XIII, 340.
128. Ibid., XIII, 456. Cf. Werke, XIII, 340.
129. See especially bk. 8, secs. 2 - 5 , in Werke, XIII, 299-342.
130. Herder, Werke, XIII, 375. Cf. Werke, XVII, 1 1 6 .
1 3 1 . Ibid., XIII, 383, 456.
132. Ibid., IX, 3 1 3 . Cf. Werke, XVI, 48, 1 1 9 .
133. Ibid., XII, 9 1 ; XIV, 89; XVII, 1 3 7 .
134. The importance of Vom Geist der ebräischen Poesie for Herder's political
views was pointed out by Barnard in Herders Social and Political Thought,
pp. 62-67.
1 3 5 . See Herder, Werke, IX, 3 1 3 ; XVI, 48, 1 1 9 .
136. Ibid., XII, 82.
137. Ibid., XII, 122.
138. Ibid., XII, 1 1 7 .
139. Ibid., XIII, 154.
140. Ibid., V, 2 8 - 3 4 .
1 4 1 . Ibid., XVIII, 308; VI, 1 0 4 - 1 0 5 .
142. Ibid., XIII, 3 j o .
143. Ibid., X X X , 234.
144. Ibid., X X X , 5 1 7 ; XVII, 1 1 6 .
145. Ibid., XIII, 381.
146. Ibid., X X X , 4 2 9 - 4 5 2 ; XXXII, 518.
147. Ibid., IX, 408.
148. See Schiller to C. G. Körner, September 28, 1789, in Briefe, II, 339—340.
149. Leonore von Bojanowski, Luise, Grossherzogin von Sachsen-Weimar
(Stuttgart, 1903), p. 183.
150. On Herder's difficulties with the censor, see Herder to Jacobi, February 1 5 ,
1785, and Herder to Hamann, April 23, 1785, in Briefe, V, 198, 1 2 1 .
1 5 1 . Herder, Briefe, VI, 208.
152. On this episode, see Dobbek, "Herders Haltung," pp. 347-348.
153. Aris, History, p. 237.
154. Herder to Knebel, August 15, 1792, in Briefe, VI, 1 8 1 .
155. The deleted parts of the original draft were first published by Suphan in
1883, in Werke, XVIII, 306-329. Herder's work has been published in its
original form by Heinz Stolpe, as Briefe zu Beförderung der Humanität
(Berlin, 1971).
156. Here I take issue with Haym, Herder, I, 5 1 8 , who claims that Briefe was
meant to be Herder's "Glaubensbekenntnis." Neither the structure nor the
content of the work supports this claim.
157. Herder, Werke, XVIII, 3 1 7 .
158. Ibid., XVIII, 3 1 7 - 3 2 0 .
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1 5 9 . Ibid., XVIII, 3 1 4 .
160. See, for example, Herder to Jacobi, November 11, 1 7 9 2 , in Briefe, VI,
2 9 1 ; see also Werke, XVIII, 307; and Herder to F. G. Klopstock, May
1 7 9 3 , in Briefe, VII, 42.
1 6 1 . Herder, Werke, XVI, 5 3 2 - 5 7 2 ; XIV, 2 0 4 - 2 5 2 .
1 6 2 . Ibid., XIV, 207, 244.
1 6 3 . See, for example, Kant, Schriften, VIII, 45. Here again Kant was fighting
with his own shadow, since the Allgemeine Naturgeschichte had employed
a method of analogy, making extrapolations about the universe as a whole
from our solar system and about human beings from the natural world.
See, for example, Schriften, I, 260, 266, 3 2 6 - 3 2 7 , esp. pp. 234, 3 3 9 - 3 4 0 .
164. See Dobbek, "Herders Haltung," p. 350; this note too is in Herder's handschriftlicher
Nachlass.
1 6 5 . See Herder, Werke, XVIII, 2 5 5 - 2 5 7 , 2 4 6 - 2 5 1 .
166. Herder, "Thiton und Aurora," in Zerstreute Blätter, in Werke, XVI, 1 1 7 118.
1 6 7 . Herder to J. W. L. Gleim, December 6, 1 7 9 3 , in Briefe, VII, 76.
168. Herder, Werke, XVII, 5 1 , 97. Cf. Werke, XIII, 347.
169. See, for example, Haym, Herder, II, 525; and Gooch, Revolution, p. 169.
1 7 0 . Herder, Werke, X X I X , 5 7 8 - 5 7 9 .
1 7 1 . See Herdei's critical remarks about Marie-Antoinette in his December 6,
1 7 9 3 , letter to Gleim, in Briefe, VII, 76.
1 7 2 . Herder, "Das eigene Schicksal," in Werke, XVIII, 4 1 7 .
1 7 3 . Pace Dobbek, "Herders Haltung," p. 348.
1 7 4 . See Herder to Gleim, December 6, 1 7 9 3 , in Briefe, VII, 76.
1 7 5 . Herder, Briefe, VII, 42.
1 7 6 . On Herder's attitude toward Napoleon, see Dobbek, "Herders Haltung,"
PP- 35^-353-

9 . EARLY ROMANTIC POLITICAL

THEORY

ι . Hölderlin's membership in the romantic circle has been subject to dispute.
His affinities and differences are clearly described by Rudolf Haym, Die
romantische Schule (Berlin, 1870), pp. 2 8 9 - 3 2 4 . In the realm of political
thought, Hölderlin's affinities with the romantic school are so great that it
would be a serious omission not to include him.
2. Heinrich Heine, Die romantische Schule, Kritische Ausgabe, ed. H. Weidmann (Stuttgart, 1976), p. 10.
3. Ibid., pp. 3 0 - 3 1 .
4. Arnold Ruge, "Plan der Deutsch-französische Jahrbücher," in Werke
(Mannheim, 1848), IX, 1 4 5 - 1 6 0 , esp. pp. 1 5 1 - 1 5 2 .
5. This contrast appears in its most explicit and elaborate form in Ruge,
Unsere Klassiker und Romantiker seit Lessing, in Werke, I, 7 - 1 1 , 2 4 8 249.
6. See Adam Mueller, Elemente der Staatskunst (Berlin, 1809); and Franz
Baader, Ueber das durch die französische Revolution beigeführte
Bediirfniss
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einer neuen und innigen Verbindung der Religion und Politik, in Sämmtliche
Werke (Leipzig, 1 8 5 1 - 1 8 6 0 ) , VI, 1 1 - 2 8 .
7. German romanticism is commonly divided into three phases: Frühromantik
from 1797 to 1802; Hochromantik to 1 8 1 5 ; and Spätromantik to 1830. Here
I follow the typology of Paul Kluckhohn, Das Ideengut der deutschen Romantik, ed. 3 (Tübingen, 1953), pp. 8-9.
8. See Carl Schmitt, Politische Romantik, ed. 2 (Munich, 1925), pp. 20-28,
1 1 5 - 1 5 2 . Others have put forward views like Schmitt's about the political
indifference of the romantics. See, for example, Georg Brandes, Die Literatur
des Neunzehnjahrhunderts in deren Hauptströmungen (Leipzig, 1887), II,
356; Ralph Tymms, German Romantic Literature (London, 1955), pp. 1 - 9 ,
2 4 - 2 5 , 37, 39; and Ricarda Huch, Ausbreitung und Verfall der Romantik
(Leipzig, 1902), pp. 306-307.
9. See Carl Schmitt, "Politische Theorie und Romantik," Historische Zeitschrift
123 (1921), 377-397.
10. See Sections 9.2, 9.3, and 10.3.
1 1 . Schmitt, who later became a leading spokesman for the Nazis, saw political
romanticism as the chief contender against his own attempt to provide a
foundation for national-socialist policies. In Begriff des Politischen (Hamburg,
1933), Schmitt attacked the Kantian and liberal conception of the state. He
regarded romanticism as another anti-Kantian and antiliberal view of the
state ("Politische Theorie und Romantik," p. 383). But as a restoration
ideology whose main aim was to prop up the ancien régime, political romanticism was no longer applicable to the modern age. Hence the problem with
romanticism was not that it was apolitical but that it was an antiquated form
of the political. In Begriff des Politischen, p. 14, Schmitt himself admitted
that calling a position "apolitical" is a political strategy.
12. Walther Linden, "Deutschkunde als politische Lebenswissenschaft—Der
Kerngebiet der Bildung," Zeitschrift für Deutschkunde 47 (1933), 3 3 7 - 3 4 1 ·
This was previously the Zeitschrift für den deutschen Unterricht but was
renamed, and indeed reconceived, by Linden.
13. Linden, "Umwertung der deutschen Romantik," pp. 243-275.
14. Among the "liberal" interpreters Linden counts Schmitt, whose thesis he
regards as politically motivated. See ibid., p. 246.
15. See, for example, A. O. Lovejoy, "The Meaning of Romanticism for the
Historian of Ideas," journal of the History of Ideas 2 (1941), 257-278, esp.
pp. 270-278; and György Lukács, Fortschritt und Reaktion in der deutschen
Literatur (Berlin, 1947), pp. 5 1 - 7 3 .
16. Linden, "Umwertung der deutschen Romantik," p. 254.
17. Linden, "Deutschkunde," pp. 3 3 7 - 3 3 8 .
18. Concerning the romantics' aesthetic conception of the state, see Novalis,
Blütenstaub no. 1 2 2 and Glauben und Liebe no. 39, in Schriften, II, 468,
498; Friedrich Hölderlin, Hyperion, in Sämtliche Werke, Grosse Stuttgarter
Ausgabe (henceforth abbreviated GSA), III, 76-90; and Friedrich Schlegel,
"Ueber die Grenzen des Schönen," in Kritische Ausgabe (henceforth
abbreviated KA), I, 34-44.
19. See, for example, Friedrich Schlegel, Ideen no. 4 1 , KA II, 259; Novalis,
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Glauben und Liebe no. 36, in Schriften, II, 495; and Schleiermacher, Reden
über die Religion, in Kritische Gesamtausgabe (henceforth abbreviated KG),
ed. G. Meckenstock et al. (Berlin, 1984N), II/i, 196.
20. See, for example, Friedrich Schlegel, Athenäums Fragmente nos. 8 1 , 2 1 2 2 1 4 , 3 6 9 - 3 7 0 , KA II, 1 7 7 , 198, 2 3 2 - 2 3 3 ; and Novalis, Glauben und Liebe
nos. 22, 37, in Schriften, II, 490, 496.
2 1 . In Hölderlin und die französische Revolution (Frankfurt, 1969), pp. 8 5 - 1 1 3 ,
Pierre Bertaux has assembled circumstantial evidence that Hölderlin was
involved in a plot to establish a Swabian republic. On the whole, however,
Hölderlin insisted on the value of gradual evolutionary change and the need
for Bildung. See, for example, his letter to J. G. Ebel, January 1 0 , 1 7 9 7 , and
his letter to his brother, January 1 , 1799, GSA VI/i, 2 2 9 - 2 3 0 , 3 0 3 - 3 0 5 .
22. Concerning the romantics' place in this tradition, see Albert Poetzsch, Studien zur frühromantischen
Politik und Geschichtsauffassung,
Beiträge zur
Kultur und Universalgeschichte no. 3 (Leipzig, 1907), pp. 1—25.
23. Here again Hölderlin was exceptional. Although he followed the general
principles of Schiller's program, he differed from Schiller in stressing the
importance of political emancipation for moral change. See, for example,
his Hyperion, GSA III, 96. On Hölderlin's departure from Schiller's program, see Guenter Mieth, Friedrich Hölderlin: Dichter der
bürgerlichendemokratischen
Revolution (Berlin, 1978), pp. 30—31, 35, 4 0 - 4 1 .
24. The irrationalist interpretation of the romantics is commonplace. See, for
example, Schmitt, Politische Romantik,
pp. 7 9 - 8 4 ; Linden, "Umwertung
der deutschen Romantik," p. 244; Ruge, Klassiker und Romantiker,
in
Werke, I, 1 0 - 1 1 , 2 4 8 - 2 4 9 ; Jacques Droz, Le Romantisme allemand et l'état
(Paris, 1 9 6 6 ) , pp. 1 9 - 4 9 ; Aris, History, p. 272; and Reiss, Political
Thought
of the German Romantics, p. 3. A more balanced appraisal of the romantics'
attitude toward reason is provided by Oscar Walzel, German
Romanticism
(New York, 1932), pp. 9 - 1 4 .
25. See Novalis, Heinrich von Ofterdingen, in Schriften, I, 2 8 0 - 2 8 3 ; Hölderlin,
Hyperion, GSA III, 93, and his letter to his brother, June 2, 1796, GSA VI/i,
2 0 8 - 2 0 9 . On Friedrich Schlegel and Schleiermacher, see note 27 below.
26. Friedrich Schlegel, Athenäum Fragmente no. 2 8 1 , KA II, 2 1 3 . Cf. Athenäum
Fragmente nos. 1 , 47, 48, 56, 89, 96, KA II, 1 6 5 , 1 7 2 , 1 7 3 , 1 7 8 , 179.
27. Concerning the romantics' response to Jacobi, see Friedrich Schlegel's review
of Jacobi's Woldemar, KA II, 5 7 - 7 7 , esp. pp. 6 9 - 7 2 ; Novalis, Schriften, III,
572, no. 1 2 1 ; and Schleiermacher, "Spinozismus," "Kurze Darstellung des
Spinozistischen Systems," and "Ueber dasjenige in Jakobis Briefen was den
Spinoza nicht betrifft," KG I/i, 5 1 3 - 5 9 7 .
28. On the romantic ethic of individualism, see Friedrich Schlegel, Athenäum
Fragmente no. i 6 , KA II, 1 6 7 , and Ideen no. 60, KA II, 262; and Schleiermacher, Reden, KG II/i, 229—230, and Monologen, KG III/i, 17—18.
29. Such skepticism found its echo in one of the early novels of the romantic
school, Ludwig Tieck, William Lovel, in Schriften (Berlin, 1828), VI, 1 7 7 179.
30. This fundamental difference is usually overlooked in those studies that stress
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the influence of Burke on the romantics. See, for example, Aris, History,
pp. 1 7 0 - 2 7 4 .
3 1 . Friedrich Schlegel, KA II, 3 3 3 - 3 3 4 .
32. These early writings and Friedrich Schlegel's early aesthetic doctrines are
discussed in more detail in Sections 10.2 and 10.3.
33. Novalis, Schriften, II, 45, no. 105.
34. See Section 9.3.
3 j . See Adam Mueller, Elemente der Staatskunst, II, 179-375> a n d III, 1 - 2 1 6 .
On Mueller's critique of capitalism, see G. A. Briefs, "The Economic
Philosophy of Romanticism," Journal of the History of Ideas 2 (1941), 2 7 9 300; and Baxa, Einführung in die romantische Staatswissenschaft, pp. 45—
126.
3 6. Friedrich Schlegel, KA VII, 7 1 - 7 2 .
37. Schleiermacher, KG II/i, 290.
38. Novalis, "Christenheit oder Europa," in Schriften, III, 509.
39. Novalis, Schriften, III, 464, no. 1059. Cf. Schriften, II, 606, no. 382: "Economics is the practical science. Everything practical is economical."
40. Friedrich Schlegel, KA Vili, 50.
41. Ibid., Vili, 4 9 - 5 0 .
42. See especially Schleiermacher, "Versuch eine Theorie des geselligen Betragens," KG II/i, 1 6 5 - 1 8 4 , esp. p. 168.
43. See, for example, Novalis, Glauben und Liebe no. 36, in Schriften, II, 495.
44. Ibid., II, 494-495.
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36. Cited by Lehmann in ibid., p. 441.
37. Hence it is incorrect to say with Haym that "all the chief points of the later
restoration-romantic theory of the state are laid down in the Hardenbergian
aphorisms" (Die romantische Schule, p. 344).
38. Novalis, Schriften, IV, 253.
39. Gerhard Schulz, Novalis, p. 95, attempts to defend Novalis' theory against
criticisms such as Haym's. For Haym, Die romantische Schule, p. 341, the
poetic state was the product of "eine schwärmende grübelnde Phantasie."
But Schulz concedes too much to Haym by not analyzing the substance of
Novalis' arguments.
40. See, for example, Wolff, Vernünftige Gedanken von dem gesellschaftlichen Leben des Menschen, nos. 3 - 7 , pp. 3 - 5 .
41. Novalis, Schriften, II, 494-495, no. 36.
42. Novalis, "Politische Aphorismen" no. 65, in Schriften, II, 5 0 1 - 5 0 2 .
43. See Schriften, II, 565-566, no. 204; II, 589, no. 267; III, 404, no. 710.
44. Kant, Kritik der reinen Vernunft, Axx, Bxiii, xxviii.
45. On Novalis' magical idealism, see Neubauer, Novalis, pp. 60-62; Haym, Die
romantische Schule, pp. 359-366; and Manfred Frank, "Die Philosophie des
sogenannten 'magischen Idealismus,'" Euphorion 63 (1969), 8 8 - 1 1 6 .
46. Concerning the influence of Hemsterhuis on Novalis, see Schulz, Novalis,
ΡΡ· 35> 75i 77j 85, 88, 100, and 144; and Neubauer, Novalis, pp. 3 1 - 3 3 .
47. Novalis, Schriften, III, 573, no. 126; III, 3 1 3 , no. 394; II, 606, no. 381.
48. Novalis, Glauben und Liebe no. 15, in Schriften, II, 487-488.
49. Schriften, II, 490, no. 22; II, 496, no. 37; II, 503; no. 68; III, 274, no. 189.
50. Ibid., II, 489, no. 18.
51. Ibid., IV, 45. As Neubauer argues in Novalis, p. 80, it is necessary to read
Glauben und Liebe in light of Novalis' republicanism, given that Novalis
espoused such a creed before its publication.
52. See Schriften, III, 586, no. 218; III, 653, no. 571.
5 3. The role of the artist receives little explicit treatment in Glauben und Liebe
itself. See Novalis' unpublished notes, Schriften, II, 537, no. 55, and II, 534,
no. 37.
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Ibid., II, 545, no. 105.
Ueding, Klassik und Romantik, I, 1 2 3 , 124.
Novalis referred to "eine Dichtung," Schriften, II, 489, no. 19.
See A. W. Schlegel to G. Hufeland, July 22, 1798, in Briefe von und an
A. W. Schlegel, ed. J. Körner (Zurich, 1930), I, 79.
58. Cited in Samuel, 'Einleitung', in Novalis, Schriften, II, 479.
59. Friedrich Schlegel, Ideen, no. 106, KA II, 266. This aphorism is frequently
cited out of context as evidence for the apolitical nature of romanticism.
See, for example, Droz, Romantisme allemand, p. 50.
60. Novalis, Schriften, III, 492.
61. On the form of Novalis' essay, see Richard Samuel, "Die Form von Friedrich
von Hardenbergs Abhandlung 'Die Christenheit oder Europa,'" in Stoffe,
Formen, Strukturen: Studien zur deutschen Literatur, ed. A. Fuchs and H.
Motekat (Munich, 1962), pp. 2 8 4 - 3 0 2 ; and Nicholaus Saul, "Novalis's
'Geistige Gegenwart' and His Essay 'Die Christenheit oder Europa,'"
Modern Language Review 77 (1982), 3 6 1 - 3 7 7 .
62. Samuel, introduction, in Novalis, Schriften, III, 501.
63. Here I differ with Samuel, Poetische Staatsauffassung, p. 234, who maintains
that Novalis valued the Middle Ages on religious grounds alone.
64. Novalis, Schriften, III, 509.
65. Ibid., III, 5 2 3 - 5 2 4 .
66. On the reactionary interpretation of Novalis' essay, see Haym, Die romantische Schule, pp. 466—467; Ruge, Klassiker und Romantiker, in Werke, I,
2 5 1 - 2 6 4 ; Droz, Allemagne, pp. 3 9 5 - 3 9 8 ; Hettner, Geschichte, II, 553;
Träger, "Novalis und die ideologische Restauration," pp. 648, 650; and
Wilhelm Dilthey, Erlebnis und Dichtung (Leipzig, 1906), p. 232.
67. Novalis, Schriften, III, 522.
68. Ibid., III, 5 1 7 .
69. Ibid., III, 522.
70. Ibid., III, 520.
7 1 . Ibid., III, 5 1 0 , 5 1 9 - 5 2 0 , 5 2 3 - 5 2 4 .
72. Ibid., III, 5 1 7 .
73. Ibid., III, 5 1 0 - 5 1 1 .
74. Cf. Schiller, "Christenheit," Schriften, III, 5 1 1 - 5 1 2 , 5 1 3 , and Blütenstaub
no. 74, in Schriften, II, 4 4 2 - 4 4 3 .
75. Friedrich Schelling, "Epikurisch Glaubensbekenntnis Heinz Widerporsteins,"
in Briefe und Dokumente, ed. H. Fuhrmanns (Bonn, 1962), II, 2 1 2 .
76. Friedrich Schlegel to Schleiermacher, November 1 5 , 1799, in Novalis, Schriften, IV, 646.
77. Samuel, introduction, in Schriften, III, 500.
78. On the history of the publication of Novalis' manuscript, see Richard
Samuel, "Zur Geschichte des Nachlasses Friedrich von Hardenbergs
(Novalis)," Jahrbuch der deutschen Schillergesellschaft 2 (1958), 3 0 1 - 3 4 7 ,
esp. pp. 3 1 1 , 3 1 7 - 3 2 0 , 3 2 2 - 3 3 2 .
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1 2 . THE RISE OF GERMAN

CONSERVATISM

ι. The rise of German conservatism before the Revolution has been the subject
of two important works: Klaus Epstein's magisterial Genesis of German
Conservatism and Fritz Valjavec's Entstehung der politischen Strömungen
in Deutschland, pp. 2 5 5 - 3 7 2 . Although I frequently take issue with them, I
am indebted to both these works.
2. See Epstein, Genesis, pp. 4 - 5 ; and Valjavec, Entstehung, pp. 5-6. Epstein
and Valjavec regard the Aufklärung as a much too homogeneous and unified
movement.
3. See Epstein, Genesis, pp. 12, 13, 66; and Vâljavec, Entstehung, pp. 256—
257.
4. See Aris, History, pp. 251, 252-258. For a thorough treatment of this whole
issue, see Frieda Braune, Edmund Burke in Deutschland, Heidelberger
Abhandlungen zu mittleren und neueren Geschichte, no. 50 (Heidelberg,
1917)·
5. A. W. Rehberg, Allgemeine Literatur Zeitung γι (March 4, 1791), 5 6 1 566; Ernst Brandes, Göttingische gelehrte Anzeige 3 (November 26, 1791),
1897-1907.
6. On these reviews, see Braune, Edmund Burke in Deutschland, pp. 41-78.
7. Epstein, Genesis, p. 297.
8. Concerning Möser's influence on Goethe, see Goethe's famous tribute to
Moser in Dichtung und Wahrheit, in Werke, memorial edition, ed. E. Beutler
(Zurich, 1949), Χ, 65ι-653> 7°3> concerning his influence on Rehberg and
the Hannoverians, see Section 12.3.
9. Concerning the influence of Möser's historical writings, see Ernst Hempel,
Justus Möser's Wirkung auf seine Zeitgenossen und auf die deutsche
Geschichtsschreibung,
in Mitteilungen des Vereins für Geschichte und
Landeskunde von Osnabrück 54 (1933), 1-76, esp. pp. 11-24.
10. Concerning the complicated and controversial question of Möser's relation
with the Aufklärung, see Epstein, Genesis, pp. 309-320; Heinrich Schierbaum, Justus Mosers Stellung in den deutschen
Literaturströmungen
während der ersten Hälfte des 18 Jahrhunderts, in Mitteilungen des Vereins
für Geschichte und Landeskunde von Osnabrück 33 (1908), 1 6 7 - 2 1 6 ; and
Jonathan B. Knudsen, Justus Moser and the German Enlightenment (Cambridge, 1986), pp. 1-30.
11. See, for example, Justus Moser, "Sollte man nicht jedem Städtgen seine
besondre politische Verfassung geben?" in Sämtliche Werke, Historischkritisch Ausgabe, ed. Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Göttingen (Berlin,
1944), VI, 64-68, and Die deutsche Zuschauerin, "Siebentes Stück," in
Werke, I, 3 1 9 - 3 2 4 .
12. Moser defended this claim most notably in "Ueber das Recht der
Menschheit, als den Grund der neuen französischen Konstitution," Berlinische Monatsschrift 15 (1790), 499-506, reprinted in Werke, IX, 1 4 0 144 (hereafter "Ueber das Recht der Menschheit" [1790]), and "Ueber das
Recht der Menschheit, insofern es zur Grundlage eines Staates dienen kann,"
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Berlinische Monatsschrift 1 7 (1791), 496—503, reprinted in Werke, IX,
1 5 5 - 1 6 1 (hereafter "Ueber das Recht der Menschheit" [1791]).
1 3 . See, for example, Moser, "Der jetzige Hang zu allgemeinen Gesetze und
Verordnungen ist der gemeinen Freiheit gefährlich," in Werke, V, 2 2 - 2 7 .
14. See, for example, Moser, "Der Staat mit einer Pyramide vergleichen," in
Werke, V, 2 1 4 - 2 1 7 , "Vom Unterschied der Stände," in Werke, X, 64-65,
and "Der arme Freie," in Werke, IX, 1 6 2 - 1 7 8 .
1 5 . See, for example, Moser, "Ueber Theorie und Praxis," in Werke, X, 1 4 1 1 5 7 , and "Der jetzige Hang."
16. See especially the preface to part 2 of Geschichte, in Moser, Werke, XIII,
4 5 - 4 9 . For a thorough assessment of Möser's historical work, see Friedrich
Meinecke's chapter on Moser in Die Entstehung des Historismus, in Werke,
ed. C. Hinrichs (Munich, 1959), III, 3 0 3 - 3 5 4 .
1 7 . See, for example, Moser, "Etwas zur Verteidigung des sogenannten
Aberglauben unser Vorfahren," in Werke, IX, 1 4 9 - 1 5 1 , "Das Recht der
Menschheit: Leibeigenthum," in Werke, X, 133—136, and "Ueber die
gänzliche Aufhebung des Droits d'Aubaine in Frankreich," in Werke, IX,
145-148.
18. See Möser's description of his native Osnabrück, "Der Stadt Osnabrück," in
Werke, X, 210—211. For a more detailed account of the estates in Möser's
Osnabrück, see Knudsen, Moser and the German Enlightenment, pp. 3 1 - 6 4 .
19. See Moser, Werke, ΧΧΙΙ/ι, 49—133, XII/2, 43—124.
20. Moser to Κ. Α. von Bussche, October 20, 1763, in Briefe, ed. E. Beins and
W. Pleister (Hannover, 1939), p. 424.
2 1 . See Moser, "Der Bauerhof als eine Aktie betrachtet," in Werke, VI, 2 5 5 270.
22. The first to make this criticism was A. W. Rehberg in Untersuchungen über
die französische Revolution, pp. 5 0 - 5 1 . This criticism has been repeated by
Epstein, Genesis, p. 322.
23. See Moser, "Begriff des Landeigenthums," in Werke, Χ, 1 0 8 - 1 1 0 , and "Von
dem echten Eigentum," in Werke, VII, 1 3 8 - 1 4 1 .
24. See Moser, "Nichts ist schädlicher als die überhandnehmende Ausheuerung
der Bauernhöfe," in Werke, VI, 2 3 8 - 2 5 5 .
25. For a general treatment of Möser's economic views, see Ludwig Rupprecht,
Justus Mosers soziale und volkswirtschaftliche Anschauungen (Stuttgart,
1892), pp. 7 4 - 1 7 3 .
26. See the unpublished fragment "Freiheit und Eigentum, die ursprünglichen
Rechte der Menschen," in Moser, Werke, IX, 3 7 3 - 3 7 5 .
27. This fear is especially clear in Möser's early reaction to the American Revolution. See the unpublished fragment "Der Philosoph am Oronoko," in
Werke, IX, 3 6 8 - 3 7 1 .
28. Moser, "Ueber das Recht der Menschheit" (1790), in Werke, IX, 1 4 0 - 1 4 4 .
29. Moser develops this analogy in a later article, "Ueber das Recht der
Menschheit" (1791), in Werke, IX, 1 5 5 - 1 6 1 .
30. Berlinische Monatsschrift 18 (1791), 3 9 6 - 4 0 1 , reprinted in Moser, Werke,
IX, 1 7 9 - 1 8 2 . Cf. "Wie der Unterschied der Stände auch schon in dem ersten

Notes to Pages 2 9 4 - 3 0 1 · 4 1 7
Sozialkontrakt gegründet sein könne?" Berlinische Monatsschrift 21 (1793),
1 0 3 - 1 0 8 , reprinted in Werke, IX, 1 9 1 - 1 9 4 .
3 1 . See Moser, "Ueber das Recht der Menschheit" (1791), in Werke, IX, 160.
32. Moser, "Ueber Theorie und Praxis," in Werke, X, 1 4 1 - 1 5 7 . Kant wrote a
brief reply to this essay after its publication. See his "Ueber die
Buchmacherey," in Schriften, VIII, 4 3 1 - 4 3 6 .
33. See, for example, Moser, "Der jetzige Hang," in Werke, V, 2 2 - 2 7 .
34. Concerning Möser's early intellectual development, see R. Sheldon, The Intellectual Development of Justus Moser: The Growth of a German Patriot
(Osnabrück, 1970), pp. 1 - 5 4 ; and Werner Pleister, "Die geistige Entwicklung
Justus Mosers," in Mitteilungen des Vereins für Geschichte und Landeskunde
von Osnabrück 50 (1929), 1 - 8 9 .
35. In his valuable study Moser and the German Enlightenment, Knudsen stresses
Möser's affinity with the Aufklärung and correctly argues that his later opposition to the Revolution was consistent with the social and political standpoint
of the Aufklärung in the 1750s. Knudsen's reading of Moser as an Aufklärer
is ultimately one-sided, however, ignoring his important criticism of
rationalism. Long before the Revolution, Moser explicitly attacked the
Aufklärung on many points, particularly its claims for the authority of reason.
36. Moser, Werke, II, 2 2 1 - 2 6 5 .
37. Ibid., II, 235.
38. Moser, Werke, III, 1 5 - 3 3 . See also "Lettre à Mr. de Voltaire contenant un
essai sur le caractère du Dr. Martin Luther et sa Reformation," in Werke, II,
286-298.
39. Moser, Werke, III, 24.
40. Moser began to develop these implications early in his career. See Der Wert
wohlgewogener Neigungen und Leidenschaftung, in Werke, II, 244-245,
259—260.
4 1 . In his skepticism Moser was perhaps influenced by Hume. See Moser,
Schreiben an den Herrn Vikarin Savoyan, in Werke, III, 2 5 - 2 6 .
42. Moser, "Wer die Kunst verstand, verriet den Meister nicht," in Werke, X,
203—205.
43. Ibid., X, 204-205.
44. See Moser, Werke, VII, 9 8 - 1 0 1 . The significance of this essay was first noted
by Epstein, Genesis, pp. 3 1 8 - 3 2 0 . It was not, however, Möser's only attempt
to deal with this problem. See also the important drafts "Was ist Wahrheit?"
in Werke, Χ, 2 0 5 - 2 0 7 , and "Ist es für das Volk nützlich, getäuscht zu werden?" in Werke, X, 2 0 1 - 2 0 3 . Here Moser developed a pragmatic conception
of truth.
45. See, for example, Moser, "Ueber die allgemeine Toleranz: Briefe aus Virginia,"
in Werke, III, 1 0 5 - 1 2 4 .
46. See, for example, Moser, "Dreisigstes Stück," Versuch einiger Gemälde von
den Sitten unsrer Zeit, in Werke, 1 , 1 6 4 - 1 6 8 , "Siebentes Stück," Die deutsche
Zuschauerin, I, 3 1 9 - 3 2 4 , and "Sollte man nicht jedem Städtgen eine besondere politische Verfassung geben?" Patriotische Phantasien, in Werke, VI,
64-68.
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47. Schlözer was more a forerunner than a member of the Hannoverian school,
since he was from the earlier generation of Aufklärer whose views were
formed before the impact of the Revolution. The main exposition of his
political views is his Allgemeine Staatsrecht und Staatsverfassungslehre.
Spittler was more a historian than a political thinker, though his political
views were similar to the other Hannoverians. See his Vorlesungen über
Politik (Stuttgart, 1828). The nucleus of the school consisted of Brandes and
Rehberg, who were close friends and whose views are similar on most issues.
48. The locus classicus for the Hannoverians' views on England is Ernst Brandes,
"Ueber den politischen Geist Englands," 1 0 1 - 1 2 6 , 2 1 7 - 2 4 1 , 2 9 3 - 3 2 3 .
49. See, for example, Rehberg, Untersuchungen über die französische Revolution, II, 4 0 9 - 4 1 0 ; and Ernst Brandes, Ueber den Einfluss und die Wirkungen
des Zeitgeistes auf die höhere Stände Deutschlands (Hannover, 1810), I,
254.
50. See, for example, Ernst Brandes, Betrachtungen über den Zeitgeist in
Deutschland in den letzten Decennien des vorigen Jahrhunderts (Hannover,
1808), pp. 2 1 4 - 2 1 5 , and Ueber einige bisherigen Folgen der französischen
Revolution in Rücksicht auf Deutschland (Hannover, 1792), pp. 3 0 - 3 1 , 3 6 39; and A. W. Rehberg, Sämtliche Schriften (Hannover, 1 8 2 8 - 1 8 3 1 ) , I,
252-257.
5 1 . Cited in Epstein, Genesis, p. 491.
52. Concerning the Hannoverians' early reaction to the Revolution, see especially Ernst Brandes, Politische Betrachtungen über die französische Revolution (Jena, 1790), pp. 1 8 - 1 9 , 26, 3 8 - 3 9 , and passim.
53. On the details of the Hannoverians' reform policy, see Epstein, Genesis,
pp. 579-590; and Ursula Vogel, Konservative Kritik an der bürgerlichen
Revolution: August Wilhelm Rehberg (Darmstadt, 1972), pp. 1 3 6 - 1 8 3 ,
196-207, 216-238.
54. See, for example, Brandes, Betrachtungen über den Zeitgeist, pp. 1 8 4 - 1 8 6 .
55. See, for example, Brandes, Betrachtungen über den Zeitgeist, pp. 50-80;
and A. W. Rehberg, Ueber die Staatsverwaltung deutscher Länder und die
Dienerschaft des Regenten (Hannover, 1807), pp. 28, 42. Schlözer did not
entirely share Brandes's and Rehberg's contempt for Prussia, which he often
praised for its enlightened government. Nevertheless, he insisted that the
future German state should grant an important place to the estates. See
Schlözer, Allgemeine Staatsrecht und Staatsverfassungslehre, pp. 1 6 5 - 1 6 6 .
56. On Rehberg, see the incisive treatments by Epstein, Genesis, pp. 547-594;
and Vogel, Konservative Kritik, passim. Also see the older study by Kurt
Lessing, Rehberg und die französische Revolution (Freiburg, 1910).
57. See Rehberg's review of the Philosophisches Magazin, Allgemeine Literatur
Zeitung 1 0 (January 10, 1789), 7 7 - 8 0 and 168 (June 5, 1789), 713—716.
The review of the second Kritik appeared in the Allgemeine Literatur
Zeitung 188 (August 6, 1788), 3 4 5 - 3 5 2 . Rehberg subsequently reprinted
this review in Sämtliche Schriften (Hannover, 1 8 2 8 - 1 8 3 1 ) , I, 60-84;
has been reprinted in Materialien zu Kants Kritik der praktischen Vernunft,
ed. R. Bittner and K. Cranmer (Frankfurt, 1975), pp. 1 7 9 - 1 9 6 .
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58. A. W. Rehberg, Ueber das Verhältnis der Metaphysik zu der Religion (Berlin,
1787). Although Rehberg complained about the poor reception of this work,
it received no less than two laudatory reviews in the Allgemeine Literatur
Zeitung 147 (June 19, 1788), 6 1 7 - 6 2 1 , and 1 5 3 b (June 26, 1788), 6 8 9 696.
59. Rehberg acknowledged Möser's influence on him in Schriften, II, 23.
60. Rehberg later collected these articles and published them as Untersuchungen
über die französische Revolution.
61. Concerning the reception of Rehberg's reviews, see Vogel, Konservative
Kritik, pp. 283-284.
62. Concerning Rehberg's relationship with Stein, see Gerhard Ritter, Stein: Eine
politische Biographie (Berlin, 1 9 3 1 ) , I, 1 4 3 - 1 8 3 ; and Erich Weniger, "Stein
und Rehberg," Niedersächsisches Jahrbuch 2 (1925), 1 - 1 2 4 .
63. Epstein and Vogel fail to explain how Rehberg's conservatism grew out of
his earlier philosophical skepticism. Epstein, Genesis, p. 7 0 1 , wrongly dismisses Rehberg's first philosophical works as of no importance for his political views; and Vogel, Konservative Kritik, p. 78, ignores Rehberg's earlier
works by concentrating on his dispute with Kant. However, Rehberg himself
was to stress the importance of his early views. See Schriften, I, 3 - 2 4 .
64. See Rehberg, Schriften, 1, 1 2 , 19. Also see Rehberg's review of Jacobi's
David Hume, in Schriften, I, 2 5 - 3 7 , e s P· PP· 2 6 - 2 7 .
65. A, W. Rehberg, Ueber das Wesen und die Einschränkungen
der
menschlichen Kräfte (Leipzig, 1779).
66. Rehberg, Schriften, I, 8.
67. Rehberg, Ueber das Verhältnis der Metaphysik zu der Religion, pp. 1 5 , 1 6 7 175·
68. Rehberg, Schriften, I, 1 6 - 1 7 .
69. See Rehberg's review in Bittner and Cranmer, Materialien, pp. 186, 190.
70. Rehberg's attack on revolutionary ideology has usually been explained in
terms of his critique of Rousseau. See, for example, Gooch, Revolution,
pp. 7 8 - 8 2 ; and Epstein, Genesis, pp. 5 7 4 - 5 7 9 . Gooch and Epstein underestimate the importance of Rehberg's encounter with Kant, which has rightly
been stressed by Vogel, Konservative Kritik, p. 78. Rehberg's debate with
Kant antedates his dispute with Rousseau. See Rehberg's critical treatment of Kant in Ueber das Verhältnis der Metaphysik zu der Religion, sec.
5, pp. 1 0 8 - 1 6 1 .
7 1 . See A. W. Rehberg, "Ueber das Verhältnis der Theorie zur Praxis," reprinted
in the collection Ueber Theorie und Praxis, ed. Dieter Henrich (Frankfurt,
1967), PP· 1 1 7 , 1 1 7 ·
72. See Berlinische Monatsschrift 23 (1794), 1 1 4 - 1 4 3
73. See Rehberg, "Ueber das Verhältnis der Theorie zur Praxis," p. 1 1 6 .
74. Rehberg, Schriften, IV, 146.
75. Rehberg, "Ueber das Verhältnis der Theorie zur Praxis," pp. 1 1 7 - 1 1 8 , 1 1 9 121.
76. Ibid., pp. 1 1 8 - 1 1 9 .
77. Ibid., p. 124.
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Ibid.
Ibid., p. 127. Cf. Rehberg, Untersuchungen, I, 4 5 - 5 0 .
Rehberg, Untersuchungen, I, 5 2 - 5 4 , and Schriften, IV, 143.
See, for example, Rehberg, Schriften, IV, 145.
See, for example, Weniger, "Stein und Rehberg," p. 54; Lessing, Rehberg
und die französische Revolution, p. 1 3 7 ; and Aris, History, p. 5 6. The
rationalist side of Rehberg's position has been properly stressed by Epstein,
Genesis, pp. 5 8 0 - 5 8 1 ; and Vogel, Konservative Kritik, pp. 7 6 - 7 7 .
83. See, for example, Rehberg's review of Hugo's Lehrbuch des Naturrechts, in
Schriften, IV, 1 0 3 - 1 2 1 , esp. pp. 1 0 8 - 1 0 9 , 1 1 7 - 1 1 8 , 120.
84. See Section 3.5.
85. Not all of the Berlin Aufklärer held conservative views about the state. E. F.
Klein and C. W. Dohm, for example, had other opinions about the role of
the state. See E. F. Klein, Grundsätze der natürlichen Rechtswissenschaft
(Halle, 1797), pp. 246, 248, 2 7 1 ; and C. W. Dohm, "National-ökonomischen Vorträgen," in Humboldt, Schriften, VII/2, 5 0 7 - 5 3 9 , esp. p. 538.
86. See, for example, Svarez, "Ueber den Zweck des Staats," in Vorträge über
Recht und Staat, pp. 639-644; and J. A. Eberhard, Sittenlehre der Vernunft
(Berlin, 1786), pp. 1 1 3 - 1 1 5 , no. 109.
87. This concern is evident, for example, in Moses Mendelssohn, "Ueber die
Frage: Was heisst aufklaren?" Berlinische Monatsschrift 4 (1784), 1 9 3 - 2 0 1 ,
esp. pp. 197—201.
88. On the Berliners' allegiance to natural law doctrine, see, for example,
Eberhard, Sittenlehre der Vernunft, nos. 2 2 - 2 3 , 36-46, pp. 2 3 - 2 5 , 3 6 - 4 5 ;
Svarez, Vorträge über Recht und Staat, pp. 4 5 3 - 4 6 8 ; and Garve, Einige
Betrachtungen über die allgemeinsten Grundsätze der Sittenlehre, in Werke,
IX, 4 9 - 5 1 .
89. See, for example, J. Α. Eberhard, Ueber Staatsverfassungen und ihre Verbesserung (Berlin, 1793—1794), I, 3 2 - 3 3 .
90. Concerning the Berliners' critique of Kant, see Garve, Darstellungen der verschiedenen Moralsysteme von Aristoteles an bis auf Kant, in Werke, VIII,
3 4 0 - 3 8 3 ; and C. F. Nicolai, "Ist Kants Moralprinzip bey der Ausübung in
allen Fallen hinreichend?" in Philosophische Abhandlungen (Berlin, 1808),
I, 1 - 5 0 , and the preface to Neun Gespräche zwischen Christian Wolff und
einem Kantianer (Berlin, 1798). On Eberhard's critique of Kant, see my Fate
of Reason, pp. 1 9 3 - 2 0 3 , 2 1 7 - 2 2 4 .
9 1 . Such, at any rate, was the opinion of Kant. See Kant to Hertz, November
24, 1776, in Schriften, X, 184.
92. On Garve's attitude toward Hume, see Einige Betrachtungen über die Kunst
zu denken, in Werke, II, 355, 357, 3 7 2 - 3 7 5 .
93. See Garve, Werke, IX, Anhang, 1 - 1 6 3 , e s P· PP· 4 _ 5> 4 5 - 4 7 , 66—67.
Kant criticized this treatise explicitly at the end of Zum ewigen Frieden, in
Schriften, Vili, 385.
94. Garve, Werke, IX, 8 1 - 8 2 .
95. Ibid., IX, 69, 8 1 - 8 2 .
96. Of all the commentators on the German reaction to the French Revolution,
only Gooch considers Garve's reaction but then only en passant (Revolution,
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pp. 9 1 - 9 3 ) . Gooch implies that Garve immediately disapproved of the
Revolution and had little interest in it.
97. The "Anmerkung" to Garve's essay "Ueber die Geduld," in Versuche über
verschiedene Gegenstände aus der Moral und dem gesellschaftlichen Leben
(Breslau, 1792), pp. 1 1 1 - 1 1 6 , reprinted in Werke, I, 99—104, was the
occasion for the first part of Kant's "Theorie-Praxis" essay. Garve replied
to Kant in "Ueber die Grenzen des bürgerlichen Gehorsams und den
Unterschied von Theorie und Praxis in Beziehung auf zwey Aufsätze in der
Berlinische Monatsschrift," in Werke, VI, 3 4 7 - 3 6 7 .
98. Garve, Werke, XVI, 319.
99. Ibid., XVI, 3 2 1 - 3 2 2 .
100. Ibid., XVI, 353.
1 0 1 . Ibid., XVII, 6 - 7 .
102. Ibid., XVII, 39, 4 0 - 4 2 .
103. See "Anhang einiger Briefe von Garve an den Herrn geheimen Rath von
Thümmel" in Briefwechsel zwischen Christian Garve und Georg Joachim
Zollikofer, in Werke, XVIII, 3 5 3 - 3 5 4 .
104. Garve's article was originally published in the Berlinische Monatsschrift 16
(1790), 3 8 8 - 4 1 4 , and 1 7 (1791), 429-459, 5 0 7 - 5 3 7 . It is reprinted in
Werke, VI, 1 9 - 1 0 5 ; see esp. pp. 9 3 - 1 0 5 .
105. See Garve, "Ueber zwey Stellen des Herodots," in Werke, II, 1 0 4 - 1 1 1 , and
"Ueber die Veränderungen unser Zeit in Pädagogik, Theologie, und
Politik," in Werke, VI, 3 4 7 - 3 7 8 , esp. pp. 3 6 1 - 3 6 7 .
106. See Garve, "Ueber die Grenzen des bürgerlichen Gehorsams," in Werke,
VI, 3 4 8 - 3 5 9 ·
107. Ibid., VI, 3 6 1 - 3 6 7 .
108. Garve, "Ueber die Veränderungen," Werke, VI, 2 2 7 - 2 2 8 . Cf. Garve's July
1796 letter to Weisse, where he praised the constitution of the Holy Roman
Empire, in Werke, XVII, 194.
109. See Adolf Beers, "Friedrich Gentz," in Allgemeine deutsche Biographie,
VIII, 579, 592; and Gooch, Revolution, pp. 9 1 , 102.
n o . On Gentz's debts to Kant, see his October 8, 1784, and March 5, 1790,
letters to Christian Garve in Briefe von und an Friedrich Gentz, ed.
F. Wittichen (Munich and Berlin, 1909), I, 140, 156.
h i . Gentz's liberal sentiments are apparent from his address to Friedrich
Wilhelm III, Seiner Königlichen Majestät Friedrich Wilhelm dem III, bey
der Thronbesteigung allerunterthänigst überreicht (Berlin, 1797), pp. 1 9 20, 2 3 - 2 4 .
112. Gentz found himself the subject of criticism in the Eudämonia when he
defended freedom of the press upon the accession of Friedrich Wilhelm III.
See "Ueber des Kriegrats Gentz Anpreisung der Pressfreiheit in der dem
Könige bei der Thronbesteigung überreichten Schrift," Eudämonia 6
(1798), 2 3 9 - 2 5 5 .
113. It is incorrect to maintain that Gentz turned against the Revolution only
because it failed to fulfill its original ideals. This is the interpretation of
Eugene Guglia, Friedrich von Gentz (Vienna, 1901), p. 102.
1 1 4 . Briefe von und an Gentz, I, 159.
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115.
116.
117.
118.

Ibid., I, 1 7 8 - 1 7 9 .
Gentz to Garve, April 19, 1 7 9 1 , in Briefe von und an Gentz, I, 204.
Berlinische Monatsschrift 17 (1791), 370—396.
In his biography of Gentz, Golo Mann states that Gentz's article was only
"a transcript" of what was rare and quaint in Kant (Secretary of Europe:
The Life of Friedrich Gentz [New Haven, 1946], p. 20). This comment
ignores the fact that Kant had not developed a theory of natural rights at
this time.
1 1 9 . Friedrich Gentz, Betrachtungen über die französische Revolution nach dem
Englischen des Herrn Burke, neu bearbeitet mit einer Einleitung, Anmerkungen, politische Abhandlungen, und einem critischen Verzeichnis (Berlin,
1793).
120. Paul R. Sweet, Friedrich von Gentz (Madison, 1941), pp. 19, 22.
1 2 1 . See Wilhelm von Humboldt to Κ. G. von Brinkmann, November 1792 and
March 18, 1793, in Briefe an Brinkmann, pp. 4 1 , 59.
122. See Mann, Secretary of Europe, p. 23.
1 2 3 . This explanation is in Paul F. R e i f f s still valuable study Friedrich Gentz:
An Opponent of the French Revolution and Napoleon, University of
Illinois Studies in the Social Sciences, vol. 1 , no. 4 (Champaign-Urbana,
1 9 1 2 ) , pp. 58-60. Confirmation of R e i f f s hypothesis comes from Humboldt's November 1792 letter to Brinkmann, which ascribes an important
role to events in France in changing Gentz's attitude (Briefe an Brinkmann,
p. 49). This source, first published in 1939, was not available to Reiff.
124. Friedrich Gentz, "Lieber den Ursprung und Charakter des Krieges gegen
die französische Revolution," in Ausgewählte Schriften (Stuttgart and Leipzig, 1837), II, 301·
125. See Gentz's letter to his fiancée, "Aus dem Jahre 1 7 9 2 , " in Schriften von
Friedrich von Gentz, ed. Gustav Schlesier (Mannheim, 1838), p. 90.
126. See Humboldt to Brinkmann, February 1 , 1 7 9 1 : "ich habe närrische
Nächte mit Genz, oft in einem Bette verlebt" (Briefe an Brinkmann, ρ. 16).
1 2 7 . See Humboldt to Brinkmann, November 9, 1792, in Briefe an Brinkmann,
P- 4 1 ·
128. Gentz, "Ueber den Einfluss politischen Schriften und den Charakter der
Burkischen," in Schriften, I, 1 - 2 8 .
129. Ibid., I, 14.
130. Gentz, Schriften, II, 1 - 3 0 . This essay first appeared in Betrachtungen, II,
107-184.
1 3 1 . Gentz, Schriften, II, 3 1 - 6 0 .
1 3 2 . Gentz devoted much attention to the differences between the French and
American revolutions. See "Der Ursprung und die Grundsätze der
Amerikanischen Revoluzion, vergleichen mit dem Ursprüngen und den
Grundsätze der Französischen," Historisches Journal (May-June 1800),
3 - 1 4 0 . This work was translated by no less than John Quincy Adams as
The Origins and Principles of the American Revolution Compared with
the Origins and Principles of the French Revolution (Philadelphia, 1800).
1 3 3 . See Gentz, Schriften, II, 4 0 - 4 3 . Cf. Schriften, I, 7—8.
134. See Gentz, "Ueber die Deklaration der Rechte," in Schriften, II, 6 0 - 1 0 8 .
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135. Gentz, Schriften, V, 2 3 3 - 2 6 0 . This essay first appeared in the Historisches
Journal 1 (1800), 3 - 5 1 . The themes treated in this essay were discussed by
Gentz earlier, however, particularly in "Ueber die Deklaration der Rechte,"
in Schriften, II, 85-88.
136. Friedrich Gentz, "Nachtrag zu dem Räsonnement des Herrn Professor Kant
über das Verhältnis zwischen Theorie und Praxis," Berlinische Monatsschrift 22 (1793), 5 1 8 - 5 5 4 , reprinted in Henrich, Ueber Theorie und
Praxis, pp. 8 9 - 1 1 1 .
1 3 7 . See, for example, Gooch, Revolution, pp. 1 0 2 - 1 0 3 ; and Jakob Baxa, Friedrich von Gentz (Vienna, 1965), p. 10.
138. Eudämonia oder deutsches Volksglück, ein Journal für Freunde von Wahrheit und Recht (vol. I, Leipzig, 1795; vols. II—V, Frankfurt, 1796, 1797;
vol. VI, Nürnberg, 1798).
139. Ε. A. Göchhaussen, Enthüllung des Systems der Weltbürger Republik
(Rome, 1786). According to Epstein, this book marks the birth of the
conspiracy theory in Germany. See his summary of it in Genesis, pp. 9 6 100.
140. Starck wrote the most notorious of all reactionary works, Der Triumph
der Philosophie (Augsburg, 1803).
1 4 1 . Concerning the formation of the Eudämonia, see Epstein, Genesis,
pp. 5 3 5 - 5 4 6 ; Max Braubach, "Die Eudämonia ( 1 7 9 5 - 1 7 9 6 ) : Ein Beitrag
zur deutschen Publizistik im Zeitalter der Aufklärung," Historisches
Jahrbuch 47 (1927), 3 0 9 - 3 3 9 ; and Gustav Krüger, "Die Eudämonisten:
Ein Beitrag zur Publizistik des ausgehende 18. Jahrhunderts," Historische
Zeitschrift 143 (1931), 467-500.
14z. Eudämonia, I, iii—vi, vii—xvi.
143. Ibid., I, xiv, 293.
144. Ibid., I, xiv.
145. See the articles in Eudämonia, "Mein Glaubensbekenntnis über Volksaufklarung," I, 95—102; "Aufklärung, ein Mittel die Empörungen zu verhüten," III, 2 2 6 - 2 3 1 ; and "Heutige Aufklärungsmethode," VI, 3 3 7 - 3 5 1 .
Also relevant is "Vortheile der Pressfreiheit," Eudämonia, III, 472-490,
esp. p. 476.
146. See, for example, "Pressfreiheit in Bezug auf den Staat, die Religion, und
die Sitten betrachtet," Eudämonia, III, 4 0 5 - 4 1 5 , esp. pp. 4 1 1 - 4 1 2 .
147. See Η. M. Koester, Demüthige Bitte um Belehrung an die grossen Männer
welche keinen Teufel glauben (Glessen, 1775); and Starck, Der Triumph
der Philosophie (Landshut, 1834), pp. 7 - 1 9 .
148. The main exposition of the conspiracy theory is the series of articles by
Starck entitled "Die Hyperboliden oder der Triumph der Philosophie,"
Eudämonia, IV, 90-94, 1 7 8 - 1 8 7 , V, 2 4 1 - 2 5 1 , 3 6 3 - 3 7 6 , 4 2 2 - 4 4 5 , 5 1 3 534» VI, 3 5 - 5 3 , 1 6 8 - 1 8 3 , 256-269, 3 0 7 - 3 2 3 , 388-406, 486-500.
149. See Epstein, Genesis, p. 94.
150. See "Von dem Schaden, den angesehene Schriftsteller durch ihre Autorität
stiften," Eudämonia, III, 1 7 - 3 3 , e s P· P· i 0 ·
1 5 1 . See "Pressfreiheit als Menschenrecht betrachtet," Eudämonia, III, 3 9 3 404; "Pressfreiheit in Bezug auf den Staat," Eudämonia, III, 405—415;
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"Vortheile der Pressfreiheit," Eudämonia, III, 4 7 2 - 4 9 0 ; and "Nachtheile
einer eingeschränkte Pressfreiheit," Eudämonia, III, 4 9 0 - 5 0 1 .
52. Concerning the list of proscribed opinions, see "Pressfreiheit in Bezug auf
den Staat," Eudämonia, III, 4 1 0 .
53. See "Ist jede Verfassung an sich selbst verwerflich?" Eudämonia,

III, 3 4 6 -

354·

54. Ibid., III, 350. Braubach, "Eudämonia," p. 3 1 7 , and Kruger, "Eudämonisten," p. 4 9 1 , comment on the absence of a defense of monarchy in the
Eudämonia. They fail to see, however, that this was in keeping with the
eudemonists' Popian maxim.
55. See "In wiefern kann der Wille des Volks als Gesetz betrachtet werden,"
Eudämonia,
III, 2 8 3 - 2 9 0 ; and "Ueber das Representationssystem,"
Eudämonia, III, 2 9 0 - 3 0 1 .
56. For the details about the demise of the journal, see Epstein, Genesis,
pp. 5 4 3 - 5 4 5 ; and Braubach, "Eudämonia," pp. 3 3 3 - 3 3 6 .
57. See especially "Wahrer und falscher Patriotismus," Eudämonia, III, 5 1 4 526.
1 3 . THE POLITICAL PHILOSOPHY

OF C. M.

WIELAND

ι . The need to interpret Wieland as a social critic has been stressed by
F. Martini, " C . M . Wieland und das 1 8 . Jahrhundert," in Festschrift für
Paul Kluckhohn
und Hermann Schneider zu ihrem 60.
Geburtstag
(Tübingen, 1948), pp. 2 4 4 - 2 6 5 . Martini's approach is reaffirmed by
Richard Samuel, "Wieland als Gesellschaftskritiker: Eine Forschungsgabe,"
Seminar 5 (1969), 244—265. Chapter 1 3 attempts to fulfill some of Martini's and Samuel's suggestions.
2. See C. M . Wieland, Sämtliche Werke, ed. H. Radspieler (Hamburg, 1984),
X I V , 1 7 4 . Because of its accessibility, whenever possible references will be
to this edition, a facsimile of the 1 7 9 4 edition by Wieland himself. Where
this edition is incomplete, references will be to Wieland,
Gesammelte
Schriften, ed. Deutsche Akademie der Wissenschaften (Berlin, 1909N).
3. Unfortunately, Seuffert's edition of the correspondence, Wielands Briefwechsel (Berlin, 1 9 6 3 N ) , is incomplete. The completion of this edition
promises to shed further light on Wieland's attitude toward the Revolution.
Seuffert has published, however, a list of all the letters of the 1790s. See his
"Prolegomena zu einer Wieland Ausgabe," Abhandlungen der preussischen
Akademie der Wissenschaften, Jahrgang no. 1 1 (1936), and no. 1 5 ( 1 9 4 0 ) .
The available editions of Wieland's letters are listed in Wieland Bibliographie, ed. G. Gunther and H. Zeiling (Berlin, 1983), pp. 5 9 - 8 7 .
4. On the success of the Merkur and Wieland's role as editor, see Karin
Stoll, Christoph Martin Wieland: Journalistik und Kritik (Bonn, 1978),
pp. 5 3 - 6 0 .
5. Wieland, Werke, III, 4 1 2 . This passage was added to the 1 7 9 4 edition. On
the sometimes important differences between editions, see E. Gross, C. M.
Wielands Geschichte des Agathon (Berlin, 1930).
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6. See Wieland to J. G. Zimmermann, November 8, 1 7 6 2 , in Briefwechsel, III,
129-131.
7. See, for example, Wieland, Moralische Briefe, in Werke, supp. ι , 295, "Plan
einer Akademie zu Bildung des Verstandes und Herzens junger Leute," in
Schriften, IV, 1 9 0 - 1 9 1 , and Theages, in Schriften, II, 4 3 6 - 4 3 7 . Cf. Agathon,
in Werke, II, 228.
8. This view first appears in Wieland, "Gedanken über den patriotischen
Traum," in Schriften, IV, 208; and Wieland to Isaak Iselin, October 2, 1 7 5 9 ,
in Briefwechsel, I, 5 3 5. Here Wieland stressed that moral character depends on
legislation. In Agathon Wieland explicitly emphasized that the happiness of the
individual depends on the state {Werke, III, 408). He gave increasing emphasis
to this doctrine in his later writings. See Werke, VIII, 1 3 8, VII, 5 2, X V , 1 7 0 - 1 7 1 .
9. See Wieland to J. C. Volz, May 1 8 , 1 7 5 3 , in Briefwechsel, I, 1 5 3 .
10. Wieland, "Gedanken über den patriotischen Traum," in Schriften, IV, 2 1 1 212.
1 1 . Wieland, Werke, supp. 1 , pp. 3 6 2 - 3 6 3 , 4 0 1 - 4 0 2 .
1 2 . Wieland, Briefwechsel, I, 7 9 - 8 0 .
1 3 . Ibid., I, 293.
14. Wieland, "Plan einer Akademie," in Schriften, IV, 1 8 3 - 2 0 6 .
1 5 . In his February 9, 1 7 5 8 , letter to L. Zellweger, in Briefwechsel, I, 3 1 9 , Wieland said that he had been working on Cyrus for "some months." According
to Friedrich Sengle, Wieland planned to write the poem as early as September 1 7 5 6 (Wieland [Stuttgart, 1949], p. 93).
16. Wieland, Schriften, II, 445.
17. Wieland said as much in his February 9, 1 7 5 8 , letter to Zellweger, in Briefwechsel, I, 3 1 9 .
1 8 . Wieland, Werke, supp. 1 , p. 289. Wieland criticized the stoics, however, for
attempting to suppress rather than regulate the passions (317—319).
19. Ibid., 386. Elsewhere, however, Wieland stated that we cannot become virtuous if we are subjugated by political authority ( 3 7 2 - 3 7 3 ) .
20. Wieland, Werke, XVI, 2 1 .
2 1 . Gruber, Wielands Leben (Leipzig, 1 8 2 7 - 1 8 2 8 ; reprinted as vols. 5 0 - 5 3 of
Wieland's Werke), I, 268.
22. Gruber dates Wieland's reading of these thinkers at around 1 7 5 9 , but Wieland was familiar with Plato and Montesquieu before then. In "Plan einer
Akademie," for example, he recommended Montesquieu's Esprit des lois as
an essential part of the curriculum; and in his May 1 8 , 1 7 5 3 , letter to J. C.
Volz he complained about those who never studied Plato's Republic. It is
plausible, however, that Wieland began to restudy these authors in 1 7 5 9
along with Machiavelli and Sydney.
23. See Wieland to Iselin, October 2, 1 7 5 9 , in Briefwechsel, I, 5 3 5 - 5 3 6 .
24. Wieland to Zimmermann, May 4, 1 7 5 9 , in Briefwechsel, I, 434—435.
25. Wieland, "Gedanken über den patriotischen Traum," in Schriften, IV, 2 0 6 218.
26. Wieland, "Einleitung in die Kenntnis der jetzigen Staaten in Europa," in
Schriften, IV, 4 2 1 - 4 7 3 .
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27. Wieland admitted the autobiographical character of the novel in his January
5, 1762, letter to Zimmermann, in Ausgewählte Briefe, ed. H. Gessner
(Zurich, 1 8 1 5 ) , II, 164.
28. Hettner, Geschichte, I, 675-676.
29. Wieland, Werke, II, 2 2 1 .
30. Ibid., II, 2 2 5 - 2 2 6 .
3 1 . Cf. ibid, II, 2 2 6 - 2 2 8 , 2 6 0 - 2 6 1 , and III, 1 5 7 , 1 6 3 - 1 6 4 .
32. Ibid., II, 2 6 0 - 2 6 1 .
33. Wieland, Schriften, IV, 435.
34. Ibid., IV, 207-208. Another important source of Wieland's early republicanism is "Rede beim Abschluss der Züricher Privatunterweisung," in
Schriften, IV, 645-654, esp. pp. 649-650.
35. See Wieland's notes to "Einige Anmerkung zu Herrn Hofrath Meiners
Briefen über die Schweiz," Neue teutsche Merkur 1 (1792), 3 0 5 - 3 0 6 .
36. See Section 13.3.
37. Gruber, Wielands Leben, I, 301.
38. Wieland later came to Rousseau's defense in "Briefe an einen Freund über
eine Anekdote aus J . J. Rousseaus geheimer Geschichte seines Lebens," in
Werke, X V , 1 6 9 - 2 1 3 .
39. Wieland, "Einige Anmerkung," p. 305.
40. Wieland, Werke, XIV, 136, 1 4 4 - 1 4 5 .
4 1 . Ibid., XIV, 261.
42. Wieland put forward this view in "Ueber die vorgebliche Abnahme des
menschlichen Geschlechts," which was first published in the Teutsche
Merkur 1 (1777), 209-246. He later added it to Beiträge zur geheimen
Geschichte in the 1794 Werke. In his earlier "Einleitung in die Kenntnis der
jetzigen Staaten in Europa," Wieland defended the faith in progress typical
öf the Aufklärung.
43. Wieland, Werke, XIV, 171—172.
44. Cf. Wieland, "Die Republik des Diogenes," in Werke, XIII, 1 5 9 - 2 0 1 .
45. Wieland, Werke, XIV, 1 7 1 .
46. Ibid., XIV, 1 7 2 - 1 7 3 .
47.-Jbid., XIV, 1 8 3 - 1 8 4 .
48. For a detailed study of the background, structure, and philosophy behind
Der goldene Spiegel, see O. Vogt's useful Der goldene Spiegel und Wielands
politische Ansichten (Berlin, 1904).
49. Wieland, Werke, VII, 189, 2 1 8 - 2 1 9 .
50. On the relation of Der goldene Spiegel to Joseph II's reforms, see Gruber,
Wielands Leben, I, 629—641; and Sengle, Wieland, pp. 260—261.
5 1 . On the reception of the work, see Vogt, Der goldene Spiegel, pp. 4 - 5 .
52. Wieland, Werke, VII, 2 1 7 .
53. Ibid., VII, 1 8 9 - 1 9 0 .
54. Ibid., VII, 306—307, 3 1 3 . Cf. Werke, VII, 44, 66, 1 4 7 - 1 4 8 .
55. Ibid., VII, 66. See also Wieland's Nachlass des Diogenes von Sinope, in
Werke, XIII, 101—109, where he showed a much more critical attitude
toward the aristocracy.
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56. Stoll, Journalistik und Kritik, p. 1 0 3 .
57. Wieland, Werke, VIII, 1 3 8 - 1 4 1 .
58. Ibid., VIII, 142.
59. Ibid., VIII, 1 4 1 .
60. Wieland, "Unterredungen mit dem Pfarrer von
, " in Werke, X X X , 455.
This piece was published in 1 7 7 5 .
6 1 . For this reason it is difficult to accept Sengle's contention that Der goldene
Spiegel was a purely opportunistic work that did not represent Wieland's
ultimate sympathies (Wieland, pp. 2 6 0 - 2 6 1 , 2 8 0 - 2 8 1 ) . We have no reason
to doubt the sincerity of the views Wieland expresses in Der goldene Spiegel,
for, throughout the 1770s and 1780s, Wieland would continue to defend
constitutional monarchy as the ideal form of government. The failure of the
French to secure such a government in the 1790s was indeed one of the
major reasons for his later reaction to the Revolution.
62. Teutsche Merkur 4 (1777), 1 1 9 - 1 4 5 .
63. See C. W. Dohm, "Der neuesten politische Gerüchte," Teutsche Merkur 1
(1777), 1 6 5 - 2 6 6 .
64. Wieland's article was first defended by an anonymous author, "Schreiben
über das Recht des Stärkeren," Deutsches Museum 1 ( 1 7 8 1 ) , 7 0 - 8 4 . Jacobi
wrote a bitter riposte in "Ueber Recht und Gewalt oder philosophische
Erwägung eines Aufsatzes von dem Herrn Hofrath Wieland, über das
göttliche Recht der Obrigkeit im deutschen Merkur," Deutsches Museum 1
( 1 7 8 1 ) , 5 2 2 - 5 5 4 . Another reply to the anonymous article was "An Sr. Verfasser des Schreibens über das Recht des Stärkeren," Teutsche Merkur 1
(1787), 239—256. The author of this article was also anonymous, signing
himself " J . . . b." Wieland wrote an interesting Zusatz to this article
(pp. 2 5 9 - 2 6 2 ) , denying the interpretation placed on him.
65. Wieland, "Ueber das göttliche Recht der Obrigkeit," Teutsche Merkur
(1777), 1 3 1 ·
66. Teutsche Merkur 3 (1778), 1 0 8 - 1 4 1 , and 4 (1778), 3 - 2 8 . See also Wieland,
Schriften, X V , 7 4 - 1 1 0 .
67. Wieland, Schriften, X V , 9 8 - 9 9 .
68. Wieland, "Lustreise ins Elysium," in Schriften, X V , 9 0 - 9 1 , 1 0 1 - 1 0 2 .
69. See Wieland's statements about revolution in Agathon, in Werke, III, 1 1 9 1 2 0 , and in Der goldene Spiegel, in Werke, VII, 1 0 0 - 1 0 1 .
70. Wieland, Schriften, X V , 100.
7 1 . Wieland, Werke, X X X , 1 7 7 .
72. Ibid., X V , 3 3 5 - 3 6 2 .
73. On the difficulties posed by the censor for Wieland's publisher, see G. J.
Goschen, The Life and Times of Georg Joachim Goschen: Publisher and
Printer of Leipzig (London, 1903), I, 4 1 2 - 4 1 5 .
74. Wieland, "Zusatz des Herausgebers zum Auszug aus einem Schreiben eines
Reisenden an den Herausgeber dieses Journals," in Schriften, X V , 3 8 1 .
75. Neue teutsche Merkur 2 (1790), 4 0 - 6 9 , 1 4 4 - 1 6 4 , reprinted in Wieland,
Schriften, X V , 3 3 6 - 3 6 2 ; and Neue teutsche Merkur 1 ( 1 7 9 1 ) , 4 2 3 - 4 3 5 ,
reprinted in Wieland, Schriften, X V , 381—388.
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76. Teutsche Merkur 4 (1789), 2 4 - 6 0 , reprinted in Wieland, Werke, X X I X ,
192-234.
77. Wieland, "Zusatz des Herausgebers," in Schriften, X V , 389.
78. Chronik, zweites Halbjahr, no. 67 (August 16, 1 7 9 1 ) , p. 5 4 1 .
79. Neue teutsche Merkur 2 ( 1 7 9 1 ) , 1 1 3 — 1 4 9 , in Wieland, Schriften, X V , 389—
409.
80. Neue teutsche Merkur 1 (1792), 6 4 - 1 1 2 , in Wieland, Werke, X X I X , 2 7 4 331·
8 1 . Wieland und Reinhold: Original Mittheilungen zur Geschichte des deutschen
Geisteslebens, ed. R. Keil (Leipzig, 1885), p. 1 5 1 .
82. Ibid., p. 1 5 7 .
83. Cf. Wieland, "Worte zur rechten Zeit," in Werke, X X I X , 464, and Göttergespräche, in Werke, X X V , 1 8 6 - 1 8 7 .
84. Wieland, Werke, X X I X , 4 2 7 - 4 2 8 .
85. Ibid., X X I X , 3 1 8 , 458, 4 6 0 - 4 6 1 .
86. Ibid., X X I X , 468.
87. Wieland, "Kosmopolitische Adresse," in Werke, X X I X , 2 3 1 - 2 3 2 .
88. Wieland, "Sendschreiben an Herrn P. E. in K , " in Werke, X X I X , 3 1 2 - 3 1 3 .
89. Wieland, "Kosmopolitische Adresse," in Werke, X X I X , 1 9 9 - 2 0 1 .
90. See Wieland, Göttergespräche, in Werke, X X V , 269—273, 249—253, and
Gespräche unter vier Augen, in Werke, X X X I , 46—55.
9 1 . Wieland, Göttergespräche, in Werke, X X V , 249.
92. Cf. Wieland, Werke, X X V , 2 6 9 - 2 7 3 , 2 4 9 - 2 5 3 , and X X X I , 4 6 - 5 5 .
93. Wieland, Göttergespräche, in Werke, X X V , 2 1 5 - 2 1 6 .
94. Wieland, Werke, X X X I , 5 6 - 9 1 , 9 2 - 1 2 4 , 1 6 0 - 2 1 6 .
95. Ibid., X X X I , 205.
96. Ibid., X X X I , 109. Cf. Werke, X X V , 1 8 5 - 1 8 6 , and X X I X , 3 1 6 - 3 1 7 , 4 4 6 447·
97. Ibid., X X X I , 89.
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