Authority, Publicity, and the Spirit of Freedom
The Critical Context of Kant’s Understanding of Enlightenment

In every commonwealth, there must be obedience to generally valid coercive laws within the mechanism of the political constitution. There must also be a spirit of freedom, for in all matters concerning universal human duties, each individual requires to be convinced by reason that the coercion which prevails is lawful [rechtmäßig], otherwise he would be in contradiction with himself. Obedience without the spirit of freedom is the effective cause of all secret societies. For it is a natural vocation [Naturberuf] of man to communicate with his fellows, especially in matters affecting mankind as a whole. Thus secret societies would disappear if freedom of this kind were encouraged. And how else can the government itself acquire the knowledge it needs to further its own basic intention, if not by allowing the spirit of freedom, so admirable in its origins and effects, to make itself heard?
Kant, On the common saying (8: 305)

The irony that many of Kant’s essays[footnoteRef:1], including his response to the question ‘What is enlightenment?’, were made public through a journal tied to a secret society was not lost on him. Indeed, that this question and debates around it were cultivated within secret societies such as the Mittwochsgesellschaft (Wednesday Society) becomes a topic for Kant – as the above quoted remarks indicate – in his reflection on the question of enlightenment and the conditions of enlightening the public and the government of the state. The aim of this article is to explore the relationships of publicity, authority and the spirit of freedom that Kant raises in his reflections on enlightenment, and their significance for his philosophical project. My concern is not simply with explicating what Kant says but with what he does in saying it. The claim that I will advance is that Kant’s texts not only state but also perform his understanding of enlightenment as exemplars of the public use of reason that exhibit its lawful use.[footnoteRef:2] [1:  1784 [Universal History] [Enlightenment], 1785 [Volcanoes ] [Counterfeiting Books] [Concept of Race], 1786 [Conjectural Beginning] [Orientation in Thinking], 1791 [Theodicy], 1792 [Radical Evil], 1793 [ Theory and Practice], 1794 [Influence of the Moon] [The End of All Things], 1796 [New Tone] [Mathematical Conflict] [Peace in Philosophy]]  [2:  In this respect, this article follows in the footsteps of Laursen’s classic essay on the ‘subversive’ Kant which stresses the way in which Kant’s use of the concept of public was self-consciously part of ‘a developing literary tradition associated with reading societies, the stage, published exchanges of letters, and so forth. Many had no intention of promoting political radicalism through their language. But, as one modern commentator observes, mushrooming literary reading societies "opened and widened the space for a public life free from the control of the state and the family. " That could not help but be subversive to the prevailing absolutism. Kant's language in "What is Enlightenment?" represents a contribution to this movement and probably would not have been conceivable without it. (1986: 588, although se Cronin 2003; 55 fn.13 for an apposite qualification)] 


Kant’s essay ‘Answering the Question: What is Enlightenment?’ published in the December 1784 issue of the Berlinische Monatsschrift was his second piece in this journal, having been preceded by the publication of ‘Idea for a Universal History from a Cosmopolitan Perspective’ in the November issue in which essay Kant attempts to specify ‘a guiding principle’ for the history of humanity in terms of ‘a purpose in nature’ (8:18) which gives rise to enlightenment and is recognised by enlightened reflection. I will argue that it is important to see these two essays as bound together in Kant’s response to the question of, and debate concerning, enlightenment. While I will also draw on some of the later work that Kant publishes in relation to this topic to help clarify some of the arguments advanced in in the 1794 essays, my primary focus will on these early essays.

To make this case, I will start by sketching the initial context of the debate on Enlightenment in order to draw out the themes that will be central to Kant’s own response to this question, before turning to that response and highlighting the way in which it is central to Kant’s understanding of his own philosophical activity and his critical project.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  It should be acknowledged that the philosophical significance of Kant’s response to the question of enlightenment remains a live issue in contemporary debates. For a recent defence, see Fleischacker 2013.
] 


I. Raising the Question ‘What is Enlightenment?’
What is enlightenment? This question, which is almost as important as what is truth, should indeed be answered before one begins enlightening! And still I have never found it answered!  (cited in Schmidt, 1989: 272)
This passing frustrated footnote by the theologian and educational reformer Johann Friedrich Zöllner was published in a December 1783 essay in the Berlinische Monatsschrift, the journal that served as the public facing vehicle of the Mittwochsgesellschaft (Wednesday Society). The Society – whose internal name was “Society of the Friends of Enlightenment” – was, according to Birtsch (1996: 235) situated ‘on the border between the private circle and the secret society’, thus ‘the Society required in the first sentence of its founding statute, written at the end of 1783, that "each member ... on his honor hold in strict confidence everything discussed in the Society, even speaking little of its existence.”’ 

The Berlin Wednesday Society existed from 1783 to 1798 although after 1792 it had relocated to Jena to avoid the increasingly draconian Prussian censorship laws that followed the death of Frederick II (Schmidt, 1989: 271 fn.7). The Society – demonstrating the spirit of obedience that Kant noted in On the common saying - ‘dissolved itself on the basis of the royal edict of 20 October 1798 "for the prevention and punishment of secret societies which could be detrimental to public security"’ (Birtsch, 1996: 248). Enlightenment societies such as the Wednesday Society were a feature of German (van Dulmen, 1992) and European (Im Hof, 1982) intellectual life under conditions where censorship was widespread, but the Wednesday Society was particularly notable for the prominence of its membership (limited to twenty-four persons) which included philosophers and writers but also senior civil servants in the Prussian state as well as reform-minded clergymen and physicians (Schmidt, 1989: 272-3). Its journal, the Berlinische Monatsschrift (1783-96) was a central vehicle for the propagation of Enlightenment thinking and the primary venue for Kant’s publication of (fifteen) essays directed to the central concerns of Enlightenment critical reflection - religion and legislation - with other regular contributors including Moses Mendelssohn, Christian Garve, Justus Möser, Friedrich Nicolai, Wilhelm von Humboldt (Schmidt, 1989: 271). As Birtsch remarks: ‘Without a doubt, the Wednesday Society was the clearinghouse of Prussian late Enlightenment thought.’ (1996: 248). 

Schmidt (1989) has cogently argued that while it is Zöllner’s footnote that first catches Kant’s eye, it is a lecture by Frederick the Great’s personal physician J. K. W. Möhsen “What is to be done towards the Enlightenment of Fellow Citizens?” which provokes extensive debate within the Society that led both Kant and Mendelssohn directly to address the question of Enlightenment. Möhsen’s lecture posed a number of challenges to his fellows starting with the question ‘What is enlightenment?’ before going on to require a diagnosis of ‘the deficiencies and infirmities in the direction of the understanding, in the manner of thinking, in the prejudices and in the ethics of our nation’, a strategy for rooting out ‘those prejudices and errors that are the most pernicious’ and nuturing ‘those truths whose general recognition is most necessary’ and an investigation of
why the enlightenment of our public has as yet not advanced very far, notwithstanding that for more than forty years the freedom to think, to speak, and also to publish would seem to have ruled here more than in other lands, and that the education of our youth has also gradually improved. (Möhsen, 1996 [1783]: 49-50)[footnoteRef:4] [4:  After posing these questions, Möhsen also draws attention to two other questions which had been raised by Frederick the Great. The second, which will be much more central to the unfolding of the debate on Enlightenment, concerns a Prize Essay question set at the direction of Frederick in 1778:  "Is it useful for the common mass of mankind to be deceived, either by being misled into new errors or by being maintained in accustomed errors?" Reflecting on the decision to split the award of the prize between one ‘pro’ and one ‘contra’ essay, Möhsen raises a final challenge for his fellows and a comment on it:
From this arises the proposal:
 whether or not a closer investigation of the two opposing prize essays, and those which received honorable mention, might be arranged, in order to contrast the arguments for both sides and to consider if our efforts are useful or harmful, not only for the public, but also for the state and the government. (1996: 50-51)
] 

Möhsen evinces confidence in the capacity of the Society to address these challenges:
We can surely decide the last proposal according to our own insights, since we fulfill the duties of well-intentioned patriots under the seal of secrecy, our preeminent commandment. (1996: 50-51)
In posing these challenges, Möhsen’s essay raises the stakes of the question of Enlightenment because, apart from the question of its definition, he also asks the question of how enlightenment is to be achieved and whether the effects of current efforts to realise enlightenment are beneficial either in terms of the public or the stability of the state and government.[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  The last of these would take on particular significance in the context of the French Revolution and the terror that followed, and become subject to a wide-ranging debate in the journal.] 


It is important at this point to notice certain assumptions that seem to be built into Möhsen’s article. The first is that he conceives of Enlightenment, even as he raises the question of its nature, as an epistemic matter, that is, a question of knowledge and truth directed against superstition, prejudice and error. This epistemic conception of Enlightenment is reflected in much of the output of the journal:
The "errors" which received most attention in the Berlinische Monatsschrift were those which flourished in popular religion and public customs. They were typically denoted by the epithets "superstition" (Aberglaube) and "fanaticism" (Schwärmerei). (Schmidt, 1989: 178)
The second is that, despite Möhsen’s opening statement of the intent ‘to enlighten ourselves and our fellow citizens’ (1996: 49), the project of Enlightenment is construed in paternalist terms as a task undertaken by the educated elite, such as the members of the Wednesday Society, in relation to a public in need of their efforts. Indeed, societies of enlightened men such as the Wednesday Society are best placed to judge how best to spread Enlightenment and what limits such activity should be subject to, and this because, apart from being patriots, their operation under the seal of secrecy ensures the impartiality of their deliberations (1996: 51). These assumptions are also present in Moses Mendelssohn’s essay ‘On the Question: What is Enlightenment?’ 

What is most significant about Mendelssohn’s essay are his distinctions between the enlightenment of man as man and of man as citizen, and between essential and inessential destiny in relation to each of these enlightenments, combined with his view that the ‘enlightenment of man can come into conflict with the enlightenment of the citizen.’ (1996: 55) This conflict is conceptualised as an epistemic one: ‘Certain truths that are useful to men, as men, can at times be harmful to them as citizens.’ (1996: 55) The distinction between the essential and inessential in relation to each type of enlightenment is stated thus:
In the absence of the essential destiny of man, man sinks to the level of the beast; without the unessential destiny he is no longer good and splendid as a creature. In the absence of the essential destiny of man as citizen, the constitution of the state ceases to exist; without the unessential destiny it no longer remains the same in some ancillary relationships. (Mendelssohn 1996 [1794]: 55)
This leads Mendelssohn to the view that in cases where there is conflict between human and civic enlightenments ‘in which the enlightenment that is indispensable to man cannot be disseminated through all the estates of the realm without risking the destruction of the constitution’, then ‘Here philosophy lays its hand on its mouth! Here necessity may prescribe laws, or rather forge the fetters, that are applied to mankind, to force them down, and hold them under the yoke!’ (1996: 55) He further contends that in cases in which ‘certain useful and-for mankind-adorning truths may not be disseminated without destroying prevailing religious and moral tenets, the virtue-loving bearer of enlightenment will proceed with prudence and discretion and endure prejudice rather than drive away the truth that is so closely intertwined with it’ (1996: 55). As Cronin (2003: 64) rightly remarks, Mendelssohn is here effectively assigning the authority to judge who should have access to which truths to the intellectual elite – of which the Wednesday Society is an exemplary instance. Deligiori (2005: 52-3) concurs: ‘On Mendelssohn’s account, the Aufklärer are to establish a “boundary” (Grenzlinie) between use and misuse of enlightenment through self-censorship: they should refrain from publicizing a truth if they suspect that it might be morally detrimental.’[footnoteRef:6] [6:  She also demonstrates that this theoretical orientation to the question of enlightenment is common to the work of another significant voice is this debate, Karl Leonard Reinhold.] 


This is the context in which Kant will advance a very different understanding of enlightenment. The central issue concerning Enlightenment for Kant is not truth versus error and how much truth the public can be trusted within, but authority.

II. Defining Enlightenment: Kant’s Critical Response 
Kant would not have seen Mendelssohn’s essay before submitting his own response to the question that Zöllner had raised and whose stakes Möhsen’s intervention had sharpened, and Kant’s response to the question struck several of his contemporaries – and many since – as provocative and confusing.  

As I have already noted Kant’s essay ‘Answering the Question: What is Enlightenment?’ was his second piece in the Berlinische Monatsschrift, having been preceded by the publication of ‘Idea for a Universal History with a Cosmopolitan Purpose’, As we will see, the continuity between these essays matters for understanding what he is doing as well as what he is saying in his response to the question that Zöllner had posed.

Kant’s answer is stated at the very start of his essay:
Enlightenment is mankind's exit from its self-incurred immaturity. Immaturity [Unmündigkeit] is the inability to make use of one's own understanding without the guidance of another. Self-incurred [selbstverschuldet] is this inability if its cause lies not in the lack of understanding but rather in the lack of the resolution and the courage to use it without the guidance of another. Sapere aude! Have the courage to use your own understanding! is thus the motto of enlightenment. (8: 35)
He then proceeds to offer examples of this ‘self-incurred immaturity’:
Laziness and cowardice are the reasons why such a great part of mankind, long after nature has set them free from the guidance of others (naturaliter majorennes), still gladly remain immature for life and why it is so easy for others to set themselves up as guardians. It is so easy to be immature. If I have a book that has understanding for me, a pastor who has a conscience for me, a doctor who judges my diet for me, and so forth, surely I do not need to trouble myself. I have no need to think, if only I can pay; others will take over the tedious business for me. (8: 35)
The first puzzle and provocation that arises concerns Kant’s use of the phrase selbstverschuldet Unmündigkeit.[footnoteRef:7] Kant’s use of Unmündigkeit establishes an immediate connection to his reference to guardians [Vormünder]. As Green notes: ‘The common root [of Vormund and Unmündig] - Mund (mouth) - indicates that the underlying meaning of unmündig is being unable to speak on one’s own behalf. For that purpose, one has need of a Vormund, a legally sanctioned “mouthpiece” to stand in front of (vor) him -or her - as official spokesman.’ (1996: 292) In its legal sense, Unmündigkeit might be translated as ‘minority’ or ‘tutelage’ with their senses of incapacity and incompetence, and ‘refers both to a natural minority of age and a “legal or civil immaturity”’:  [7:  See Schmidt (1996: 63 fn.1) for helpful commentary on the context. 
] 

The latter encompasses not only children, who are “naturally immature,” but also women of any age, since they are not deemed fit to represent themselves in legal proceedings and must therefore be represented by guardians [Vormünder]. (Allison, 2012: 230)
 Kant is clearly referencing the legal usage of Unmündigkeit, but it is just this which makes its conjunction with selbstverschuldet (self-incurred) puzzling and provocative since the kind of incapacity or incompetence that is referenced by the standard legal usage is precisely not self-incurred.[footnoteRef:8]  [8:  Except case of self-injury that affects mental functioning] 


Allison has helpfully drawn attention to Kant’s later discussion of Unmündigkeit in his Anthropology (A I s.48) where he ‘discusses it in the context of a consideration of mental deficiencies’:
Significantly, in contrast to other mental deficiencies, such as lack of wit or judgment, Unmündigkeit concerns not the understanding itself, but its exercise. Thus one could have a perfectly sound understanding and still be unmündig, if one is not capable of using it properly. In an amusing and instructive example, illustrative of a form of Unmündigkeit that is supposedly compatible with a sound understanding, Kant cites an anecdote regarding a scholar, buried in his books, who, in response to a servant's warning that the house was on fire, answered: “You know, things of that sort are my wife's affair.” (2012: 230-31)
This kind of out-sourcing of the exercise of understanding certainly aligns with Kant’s examples in his Enlightenment essay and, hence, this is a use of Unmündigkeit that is continuous with, and an extension of, the existing legal usage; but it is also one that allows Kant to exploit rhetorically the fact that the standard usage would not support the conjunction of selbstverschuldet and Unmündigkeit in order to arrest the attention of the public reader and to provoke their use of their understanding to address this puzzle. 

There is, however, a further – and crucially important – dimension of Kant’s deliberatively provocative definition and the examples that he adduces to illustrate it. We have already noted that the conception of Enlightenment that pervades the Mittwochsgesellschaft is an epistemic one and that this view is also bound up with a paternalist attitude to the public in which the elite decree what truths are helpful or harmful for the masses to know. It is precisely this way of thinking about Enlightenment that Kant’s examples are designed to attack.

A key role of the Berlinische Monatsschrift was to combat error in the form of superstition and prejudice and to undercut its practical upshot: fanaticism. It is to replace books, pastors and doctors who propagate error with books, pastors and doctor]s who articulate truths – and it is worth recalling here that the select membership of Wednesday Society involved prominent authors, pastors, and doctors. From the standpoint of Kant’s definition of enlightenment, those committed to this epistemic view of enlightenment are either taking up the role of guardians or out-sourcing the use of their understanding to such ‘enlightened’ guardians.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  That the members of the Mittwochsgesellschaft would publish what is, in essence, a sharply articulated critique of their own self-understanding as a “Society of Enlightenment” in their public journal is noteworthy, whether it attests to blindness or openness to Kant’s argument.] 


Enlightenment, as Kant construes it, thus involves a resolute commitment to thinking for oneself, that is, to recognizing oneself as the relevant authority concerning what to think and to exercising that authority over oneself. This is why, in the Anthropology, Kant will refer to the condition of self-incurred immaturity as ‘degrading’ (A I s.48 [205]) because embracing the ease and comfort of out-sourcing one’s understanding is to fail to respect oneself as a rational agent. This way of defining enlightenment thus makes it seem as if all that is required for enlightenment is that the individual engages in an act of will and robustly embraces this commitment and engaging in the practice of thinking for themselves. This is not, however, the account that Kant offers concerning the realization of enlightenment. On the contrary, Kant stresses that it is remarkably difficult for an individual, left to their own resources, to exit the condition of immaturity.  What accounts for this apparent disjuncture between Kant’s opening injunction - ‘Sapere aude! Have the courage to use your own understanding! is thus the motto of enlightenment.’ – and his claim realizing public enlightenment cannot reliably be accomplished by means of simply encouraging individuals to embrace this motto? To address this question, we need to turn to Kant’s understanding of the dialectical relationship of laziness and cowardice in the context of the ideological role of guardians, and doing so will allow us to elucidate the central role that Kant’s prior essay in the Berlinische Monatsschrift plays in his account of Enlightenment. 

III. Realizing Enlightenment I: Kant and Legitimation Narratives
What explains why is difficult for the individual, acting by themselves, to exit the condition of self-incurred immaturity? I have argued that Kant’s conjunction of selbstverschuldet and Unmündigkeit is a deliberate rhetorical strategy designed to arrest the attention of the public reader and to encourage their use of their understanding to address this puzzle. However, having provided this provocation, Kant is quick to qualify his account. He does this not by retracting the claim that the immaturity of human beings is self-incurred but by drawing attention to the way in which the tendencies to laziness that are expressed in our immaturity are deliberately exploited by (at least some) guardians to generate fear:
The guardians who have so kindly taken upon themselves the work of supervision will soon see to it that by far the largest part of mankind (including the entire fair sex) should consider the step towards maturity not only as difficult but also as highly dangerous. Having first infatuated their domesticated animals, and carefully prevented the docile creatures from daring to take a single step without the leading strings to which they are tied, they next show them the danger which threatens them if they try to walk unaided. Now this danger is not in fact so very great, for they could certainly learn to walk eventually after a few falls. But an example of this kind is intimidating, and usually frightens them off from further attempts. (8:35-36)
Kant will repeat this claim fourteen years later in the Anthropology:
But to make oneself immature, degrading as it may be, is nevertheless very comfortable, and naturally it has not escaped leaders who know how to use this docility of the masses (because they hardly unite on their own); and to represent the danger of making use of one’s own understanding as very great, even lethal. (A I s.48 [209]) 
In the Anthropology he will, again, highlight political and religious domains as the central ones for the cultivation and maintenance of public immaturity. The guardians take advantage of laziness to inculcate cowardice which supports laziness – and so a vicious cycle of immaturity is constructed:
Thus it is very difficult for each separate individual to work his way out of the immaturity which has become almost second nature to him. He has even grown fond of it and is really incapable for the time being of using his own understanding, because he was never allowed to make the attempt. (8: 36)
To shift to more contemporary terms, we can see Kant’s argument as proposing that the guardians offer ideological legitimation narratives backed by the use of civic or ecclesiastical power that aim to cultivate a public culture of automatic deference to the judgments of (especially) political and religious leaders, a social order of immaturity that is a political order of decrees rather than one of law.[footnoteRef:10] Kant’s reference to ‘almost second nature’ highlights the point that the ideological legitimation narratives effectively support the authority of guardians becoming seen as natural, necessary, or obligatory features of social life. In the face of this diagnosis, it is unsurprising that Kant sees the chances of individuals freeing themselves from immaturity under these conditions as slim and, hence, ‘there are only a few who have managed to free themselves from immaturity through the exercise of their own minds, and yet proceed confidently’ (8: 36).  [10:  I owe the centrality of this distinction for Kant to Moller (2020: 129-130)] 


What is needed to address this condition? As we will see in the next section, Kant advances an argument for the free public use of reason, but before we turn to that argument, it is important to notice the twofold role that the essay ‘Idea for a Universal History’ is playing in the context of Kant’s intervention into the Enlightenment debate. 

The first role is that of providing what we may think of as a counter-hegemonic narrative to the ideological legitimation narratives of the guardians. The essay presents Kant’s account of the logic of human history, viewed under the regulative idea of human freedom to use their reason, through the thesis that ‘the unsocial sociability of men’ (8: 20) provides the means that nature employs to ensure the complete development of humanity’s species-capacity for the use of reason. Kant’s thesis is that it is our desire both to live in society so as to develop our natural capacities and to live as an individual who is able ‘to direct everything in accordance with his own ideas’ which produces antagonism and resistance to others, and it ‘is this very resistance which awakens all man’s powers and induces him to overcome his tendency to laziness’:
All man’s talents are now gradually developed, his taste cultivated, and by a continued process of enlightenment, a beginning is made towards establishing a way of thinking which can with time transform the primitive natural capacity for moral discrimination into definite practical principles; and thus a pathologically enforced social union is transformed into a moral whole. (8: 21)
With respect to the time of his writing, Kant argues that ‘we are still a long way from the point where we could consider ourselves morally mature’ (8: 26) but that the absolutist ruler’s concern with the strength of the state (and even his ‘self-seeking schemes of expansion’) increasingly require the relaxation of constraints on civil freedom and thus ‘enlightenment gradually arises’ (8: 28, with the reference here being to the relaxation of religious freedom under Frederick the Great) and ‘must gradually spread upwards towards the thrones, and even influence their principles of government’. (8: 28) Eventually, the process of enlightenment directs us to the establishment of both ‘a perfectly just civil constitution’ (8: 22) and that just order between states which is a condition of the security of a just state (8: 24). 

In this essay, then, the idea of enlightenment is conceptually related to the idea of becoming ‘morally mature’. As such, Kant argues, enlightenment involves, at the very least, the recognition that we can ‘by our own rational projects accelerate the coming of this period which will be so welcome to our descendants’ (8: 27). This conceptual relationship between enlightenment and becoming morally mature is confirmed by the most fascinating aspect of Kant’s essay, namely, the contention that this essay - as a rational project - may itself contribute to the purpose of nature which it discloses by it very act of revealing the purpose of nature (8: 29). This point is significant for two reasons. First, it indicates the specificity of the age of enlightenment in terms of its recognition of the value of human beings seeing themselves under this regulative ideal. The developmental account expressed in this essay situates the age of enlightenment as a stage on the way to its final goal and this stage is distinguished by its recognition of itself as a stage towards this goal (i.e., its recognition of, and commitment to, the ends of reason). Following from this first point is the second, namely, that Kant’s essay provides an exemplary instance of enlightenment (and the ‘sympathetic interest which the enlightened man inevitably feels for anything good which he comprehends fully’) which marks out his present as the age of enlightenment, although not yet an enlightened age – precisely the claim that he will make explicitly in the essay on the question ‘What is Enlightenment?’ published the following month.

What is the status of the teleological story that Kant tells in this essay in which, as Hutchings notes, Kant presents a ‘story of human and social maturation ... in which the dynamics of desire willy-nilly conform to a logic of development’ (1996: 71)? Kant’s claim is that we have reason to assume as a regulative principle that history is validly characterised as a process of development of the rational predispositions of humanity. The key point here is that while Kant cannot claim that the developmental account that he offers is true, the kind of account he is offering does two important pieces of work. 

First, it highlights the point that the kinds of accounts of human history implicit or explicit in ideological legitimation narratives provided by the guardians also cannot vindicate their claim that they are true, rather they are also stories constructed under regulative ideals. The question is not one of truth or falsity, but rather one of the value of seeing ourselves in terms of one account or the other. The implicit contrast that Kant’s essay sets up here is between ideological and critical legitimation narratives (which we can see as paralleling his distinction between dogmatic and critical philosophy ably analysed in Moller 2020). An ideological legitimation narrative claims an authority for itself that it cannot ground and is propagated by, and serves the interests of, ruling elites; hence if the only reason we have to accept it is that the guardians tell us that we should (and offer intimidating examples), then we don’t have reason to accept it, rather we have good reason to be suspicious of it. A critical legitimation narrative does not claim any authority other than that we give it; it is an invitation to see ourselves from the standpoint of a developmental story in which our natural constitution works to support the development of the use of reason and hence enlightenment. It asks us to envisage ourselves and our history from the perspective of an age of enlightenment which is actual and can coherently represent itself as a product of this history understood as a teleological process and as a critical reflective stage within the realization of the telos of this history.

Second, and consequently, Kant’s ‘Idea for a Universal History’ provides a way for his public audience to orient themselves to their contemporary moment - and acts as a counter-hegemonic narrative, a story of human history as a teleological process of maturation that challenges the dominant ideological narrative of oppressive guardians. Whereas the ideological narratives of the guardian class aim to intensify the natural feelings of laziness and cowardice that sustain our immaturity, Kant’s narrative is designed to bolster the commitment and courage of the public to thinking for themselves by enabling them to see themselves both as subjects of a “natural” history directed to the full development of humanity’s rational predisposition and as participants in this history who are situated at a crucial juncture in its development and can, through their activity, help bring about the ends to which our history is directed.

The publication of ‘Idea of a Universal History’ in the issue of the Berlinische Monatsschrift immediately prior to that containing Kant’s answer to the question ‘What is Enlightenment?’ is thus important because the first essay serves as a preparation of the readership for the spirit in which, and perspective from which, to approach the second essay.

IV Realizing Enlightenment II: Kant and the Medium of Enlightenment
Kant’s response to the question of the conditions for realizing enlightenment starts by drawing a contrast between the case of an individual and of a public. As we have already seen, Kant is sceptical of the chances of individuals in general freeing themselves from the grip of dogmas and formulas and argues that whoever ‘casts them off would still take but an uncertain leap over the smallest ditch, because he is not accustomed to such free movement’. However, in sharp contrast, he contends:
that a public [Publikum] should enlighten itself is more likely; indeed, it is nearly inevitable, if only it is granted freedom. For there will always be found some who think for themselves, even among the established guardians of the masses, and who, after they themselves have thrown off the yoke of immaturity, will spread among the herd the spirit of rational assessment of individual worth and the vocation of each man to think for himself. … For enlightenment of this kind, all that is needed is freedom. And the freedom in question is the most innocuous form of all - freedom to make public [öffentlich] use of one’s reason in all matters. (8:36)
What is this freedom and why does Kant think that it will suffice for a public to enlighten itself given all that he has said concerning guardians, their use of dogmas and formulas, and their ideological intimidation tactics?

To address this question, we need, first, to understand the distinction that Kant is drawing between private and public uses of reason – and, second, to understand why Kant believes that the freedom to make public use of one’s reason is an effective mechanism for realizing enlightenment.

The distinction that Kant draws between the public and private use of reason is specified through examples that are central to the functioning of the state (soldiers and citizens) or of the church (clergyman).[footnoteRef:11] He introduces the distinction thus: [11:  As Cronin remarks: “It should be noted that Kant’s examples are drawn from the three estates or Stände of the Prussian Ständegesellschaft, namely the nobility (military officers were drawn primarily from the aristocracy), the clergy, and the commoners (including those who exercised a free trade and hence were liable for taxes). … Absent from this catalog is the peasantry, who played no political role in the absolutist state.” (2003: 56 fn.18)] 

I understand … under the public use of his own reason, that use which anyone makes of it as a scholar [Gelehrter] before the entire public of the reading world. The private use I designate as that use which one makes of his reason in a certain civil post or office which is entrusted to him. Now a certain mechanism is necessary in many affairs which are run in the interest of the commonwealth by means of which some members of the commonwealth must conduct themselves passively in order that the government may direct them, through an artificial unanimity, to public ends, or at least restrain them from the destruction of these ends. Here one is certainly not allowed to argue; rather, one must obey. But insofar as this part of the machine considers himself at the same time as a member of the entire commonwealth, indeed even of a cosmopolitan society, who in the role of a scholar addresses a public in the proper sense through his writings, he can certainly argue, without thereby harming the affairs in which he is engaged in part as a passive member. (8: 37)
That Kant refers to the use of reason by a public official in their role as a public official as a private use of reason has caused some interpretive perplexity; however, as Schmidt (1989) and Cronin (2003) have cogently argued, the key here is that a use of reason is private when it is situated within the realm of contractual relations:
The contractual basis of the constraints involved in the private use of reason can be seen from the examples that Kant uses to illustrate the distinction between the two uses. The first is that of a military officer who, Kant asserts, must obey orders from his superior without question while on duty but should not be prevented from publicly criticizing aspects of the military service in his capacity as a scholar. The second is that of the citizen taxpayer who must pay all taxes levied upon him without complaint, but should be allowed in his role as a scholar to criticize publicly any injustices in the tax laws. Finally, there is the case of the clergyman who, Kant states, must strictly uphold the creed of his church in the exercise of his pastoral duties since in this capacity he is making a private use of his reason; but when addressing the public of scholars in his theological writings he may communicate “his carefully examined and well-intentioned thoughts about what is erroneous in that creed.” In each of these examples the constraints governing the private use of reason flow from a contractual relation between the individual and a higher authority. (Cronin, 2003: 56)
The contractual relations in question are those that specify forms of government – ecclesiastical, military, civil - directed to the achievement of public ends, where Kant argues that the will of the agents in the specified roles can be contractually directed such that their agency is an instrument, a means, for realizing public ends. Another way of putting this point is that the private use of reason is a use of reason for which the legitimacy of the authority is assumed as long as the authority in question is exercised within the limits of what a people could coherently impose as a law on themselves. By contrast, in the public use of reason, everything is up for debate.

Given this distinction, what underpins Kant’s belief that freedom in the public use of reason in all matters is likely to suffice for gradually bringing about public enlightenment? This question is sharpened by the fact that there is a key transition in Kant’s argument in which we move from his claim that only a few exceptional individuals can enlighten themselves under conditions in which freedom of communication is constrained and the ideology of the guardians is propagated to the confident claim that ‘there will always be found some who think for themselves, even among the established guardians of the masses’ (8: 36). How are we to understand this transition? 

Kant returns to the difficulty of the self-enlightenment of the individual two years later in another essay in the Berlinische Monatsschrift ‘What is Orientation in Thinking?’ Here he reiterates (in a footnote) his conception of enlightenment:
To think for oneself means to look within oneself (i.e., in one’s own reason) for the supreme touchstone of truth; and the maxim of thinking for oneself at all times is enlightenment.  (8: 146 fn)
But in this essay, he makes the relationship between the inability to think for oneself and the inability to communicate freely (as a condition of the public use of reason) clearer. Identifying three dangers of which the first two are relevant to our immediate concerns (we will take up the third later in the argument), he remarks:
Opposition to freedom of thought comes firstly from civil coercion. We do admittedly say that, whereas a higher authority may deprive us of freedom of speech or of writing, it cannot deprive us of freedom of thought. But how much and how accurately would we think if we did not think, so to speak, in community with others to whom we communicate our thoughts and who communicate their thoughts to us! We may therefore conclude that the same external constraint which deprives people of the freedom to communicate their thoughts in public also removes their freedom of thought, the one treasure which remains to us amidst all the burdens of civil life, and which alone offers us a means of overcoming all the evils of this condition. (8: 144)
Kant is not in this passage claiming that we cannot think for ourselves at all under conditions in which we are unable to communicate our thoughts publicly, but he is highlighting and heavily stressing the limitations that an inability to communicate freely in public imposes on freedom of thought. This is the first reason for his contention that it is exceptionally difficult for any individual to ‘free themselves from immaturity through the exercise of their own minds, and yet proceed confidently’ (8: 36). However, in conformity with his essay on Enlightenment, Kant goes on to note a second threat to freedom of thought:
freedom of thought is also used to denote the opposite of that moral constraint whereby some citizens, without the use of external force, set themselves up as the guardians of others in religious matters, and succeed in outlawing all rational enquiry - not by argument, but by prescribing articles of faith backed up by a nervous fear of the dangers of independent investigation, impressing these articles from an early age on the minds of those concerned. (8: 145)
Here Kant stresses the ideological power of the guardians that can operate even in the absence of civil coercion – and this is the second reason for his scepticism concerning individual self-enlightenment. But given this argument, is it not even more curious that Kant should confidently assume that, even among the guardians, there will be found some persons who think for themselves.

Of course, ‘a few’ may be ‘some’ but it seems that this transition is written more sharply than might be desired. Kant does, however, respond to this difficulty in the essay ‘On the Common Saying’ (in the passage used an epigraph for this essay) in highlighting the role that secret societies such as the Mittwochsgesellschaft can play in facilitating the ‘secret’ use of public reason before a limited group of people. Even as Kant is critical of the epistemic conception of enlightenment which this society and its public journal propose, he also takes the society to exemplify his point. 

However, Kant is also aware of the fragility of the achievement represented by journals such as the Berlinische Monatsschrift which are subject to state censors (as Kant will discover in his writings on religion) and the relationship of this to the epistemic conception of enlightenment they endorse. He signals the first of these points when he comments: ‘It is notable that the public, which had earlier been brought under this yoke by their guardians, may compel them to remain under it if they are incited to do so by some of their guardians who are incapable of any enlightenment.’ (8: 36) However, his more fundamental concern is the second, namely, that an epistemic conception of enlightenment may simply substitute one set of prejudices for another:
A revolution may perhaps bring about the fall of an autocratic despotism and of an avaricious or overbearing oppression, but it can never bring about the true reform of a way of thinking. Rather, new prejudices will serve, like the old, as the leading strings of the thoughtless masses. (8: 36)
Just as Kant draws a distinction between dogmatic and critical philosophy, we can see him here as drawing a distinction between dogmatic and critical enlightenment. The substitution of ‘dogmas and formulas’ that are true for one’s that are false does not address the fundamental problem that they remain ‘dogmas and formulas’.
The change that Kant sees as developed by the free public use of reason, animated by the exemplars of enlightenment, will be a gradual one precisely because it requires bringing about a re-orientation in thinking:
it is the change from a Denkungsart that leaves the determination of truth to others (the guardians) to one that refuses to accept truth on the authority of others, but instead insists on thinking for oneself, on subjecting all claims of truth to the test of one's own reason. (Allison, 2012: 232)
It seems plausible that Kant takes the fact that secret societies generate an epistemic conception of enlightenment to be a product of their limited elite membership in which guardians figure prominently, even as he is happy to distinguish this class of guardian from those ‘guardians who are incapable of any enlightenment’ (8: 36) 

Kant’s reconceptualization of enlightenment in terms of the question of authority rather than knowledge is not simply a matter of strategy, but more fundamentally a matter of his critical logic. Debates concerning what is true or what is right ineluctably raise the question of how the authority of the claims advanced in such arguments are to be grounded, precisely the question that Kant takes up in his first and second Critiques. In the preface to the first edition of the Critique of Pure Reason (1781) Kant proclaims:
Our age is, in especial degree, the age of criticism, and to criticism everything must submit. Religion through its sanctity and law-giving through its majesty may seek to exempt themselves from it. But they then awaken just suspicion, and cannot claim the sincere respect which reason accords only to that which has been able to sustain the test of free and open discussion. (A, xii)
The relationship between reason and unconstrained public discussion invoked in this passage under the title of criticism is elaborated further in the revised second edition of the Critique of Pure Reason (1787):
Reason depends on this freedom [of discussion] for its very existence. For reason has no dictatorial authority; its verdict is always simply the agreement of free citizens, of whom each one must be permitted to express, without let or hinderance, his objections or even his veto. (B 766f.)
Thus, the activity of criticism is inextricably tied to the free exercise of public reason by citizens, while the authority of criticism to govern is secured practically by citizens’ recognition of the authority of reason as their authority over themselves.[footnoteRef:12]  [12:  The importance of this point for understanding Habermas’ project of reformulating Kant’s critical endeavours can hardly be overestimated.] 


Kant’s enlightenment essays situated between these two Critiques thus also connects them. There is, as it were, a mutual bootstrapping between the Enlightenment project and the Critiques. The two Critiques are exemplars of enlightenment, of thinking for oneself; however, the legitimacy of their claim to authority is conditional on the realization of public enlightenment. This is, indeed, how Kant negotiates the potential paradox of a philosophy that authoritatively declares the autonomy of all.[footnoteRef:13]  [13:  On the legal and political dimensions of Kant’s critical philosophy see Moller (2020) and O’Neill (2015).] 


But while all this may underwrite the claim that the free public use of reason is a necessary condition for the realization of public enlightenment, for the transition from an age of enlightenment to an enlightened age, it does not yet seem clearly established that it is sufficient, when combined with some exemplars, to bring about this transition – and indeed it turns out that it is not sufficient without another condition being in place that addresses the cultivation of the spirit of freedom. Kant introduces this condition in the argument that concludes the essay:
But only a ruler who, himself enlightened, does not himself fear shadows, and at the same time has at hand a large, well-disciplined army as a guarantee of public peace, can say what a republic cannot dare: argue, as much as you want and about whatever you want, only obey! Here is displayed a strange and unexpected tendency in human affairs, so that, generally, when it is considered at large, almost everything in it is almost paradoxical. A high degree of civic freedom appears advantageous to the spiritual freedom [Freiheit des Geistes] of a people and yet it places before it insuperable restrictions; a lesser degree of civil freedom, in contrast, creates the room for spiritual freedom to spread to its full capacity. When nature has, under this hard shell, developed the seed for which she cares most tenderly-namely, the inclination and the vocation for free thinking-this works back upon the character of the people (who thereby become more and more capable of acting freely) and finally even on the principles of government, which finds it to its advantage to treat man, who is now more than a machine, in accord with his dignity. (8: 41-42)
But why, exactly, does a high degree of civic freedom places ‘insuperable restrictions’ on Freiheit des Geistes? And why is a lesser degree of civil freedom integral to its full development? Is Kant simply genuflecting to Frederick the Great as an enlightened ruler? I think not. Rather Kant is making a point about the relationship between freedom and law and the relationship between reason and law.

This is a critical issue for Kant because it returns to the fundamental contrast between dogmatic and critical philosophy. Commenting on the Critique of Pure Reason, Moller writes: 
Authorised judgements are applications of general laws, and derive their legitimacy from the validity of these laws. Decrees are singular as opposed to general and contingently based on a single will. This opposition is connected to Kant’s account of the two types of philosopher: while the critical philosopher makes lawful judgements, the dogmatic philosopher issues decrees founded on transcendent – in other words, inaccessible – principles (A 691/B 719). … While reason’s authorised judgements draw their authority from general laws, the decrees of dogmatic reason are singular exercises of power. They are mere assertions which do not depend on a general law. Since decrees are not lawful, their validity cannot be proven by means of a deduction, which shows the validity of a judgement by referring to the general law on the basis of which it was made (A 791/B 819). The reliance on deductions means that the authority of reason does not depend on the authority of a person or an institution. Any authority in a judgement presupposes the validity of the law. The critique describes reason’s authority as legality; judgements are valid if they are made in accordance with valid laws and evaluations of validity must take their legality into account (B 96). (2020: 129-130)
Reason is to be conceived in terms of law; freedom of thought in terms of the lawful use of reason. Thus the fundamental objection that Kant raises to the epistemic understanding of enlightenment that he sees exhibited by the members of the Berlin Wednesday Society can be rephrased as the charge that is represents a form of ‘dogmatic enlightenment’ manifest in the decrees of enlightened guardians and is incompatible with the rule of law intrinsic to the domains of reason and of freedom.

This brings us to the third threat to freedom of thought that Kant explicitly identifies in ‘What is orientation in thinking?’. Here he remarks:
freedom in thinking signifies the subjection of reason to no laws except those which it gives itself; and its opposite is the maxim of a lawless use of reason (in order, as genius supposes, to see further than one can under the limitation of laws). (8: 145)
Kant’s thought is that a high degree of civic freedom (or perhaps the sudden introduction of a high degree of civic freedom?) encourages the lawless use of reason which Kant also calls ‘enthusiasm’:
Because, however, human reason always strives for freedom, when it first breaks its fetters the first use it makes of its long unaccustomed freedom has to degenerate into a misuse and a presumptuous trust in the independence of its faculties from all limitations, leading to a persuasion of the sole authority of speculative reason which assumes nothing except what it can justify by objective grounds and dogmatic conviction; everything else it boldly repudiates. (8: 146)
The problem which follows, Kant argues is that this represents:
an unbelief of reason, a precarious" state of the human mind, which first takes from moral laws all their force as incentives to the heart, and over time all their authority, and occasions the way of thinking one calls libertinism, i.e. the principle of recognizing no duty at all. (8: 146) 
As a consequence:  
the authorities get mixed up in the game, so that even civil arrangements may not fall into the greatest disorder; and since they regard the most efficient and emphatic means as the best, this does away with even the freedom to think, and subjects thinking, like other trades, to the country's rules and regulations. (8: 146)
Thus, a precipitous increase in the degree of civic freedom threatens, dialectically, to produce consequences that are likely to bring about a return to the very conditions of civil coercion that obstruct freedom of thought. By contrast, the free use of public reason within constraints of limited civic freedom that gradually relax over time inculcates the lawful exercise of reason and of binding oneself to obedience to laws that one can rationally endorse. This is precisely why Kant’s focus is on the extension of Frederick the Great’s policy of allowing the free public use of reasons in relation to religion to the realm of civic legislation. We need to build the infrastructure of the lawful use of reason through freedom of communication and this will, Kant proposes, cultivate the spirit of freedom without risking its corruption into the precarious state of enthusiasm.

It is not part of my concern here to assess the empirical plausibility of Kant’s claim but simply to explicate its logic so that we can clearly grasp what Kant is doing in his essay. It is perhaps worth noting that this political argument is, however, closely tied to Kant’s fundamental picture of the diremption of human beings as beings characterised by reason and, at the same time, as animals driven by desires. Kant had prepared his readers for the frustratingly gradual character of this process in the Sixth Proposition of the essay ‘Idea for a Universal History’ in which he drew attention to the same dialectic of freedom, law and reason in terms of the need for human beings as animals to have a master (8: 23). The subordination of human beings to a master is an empirical necessity for Kant, just as the thesis of a world without masters is the rational end at which his practical philosophy aims. To reconcile the two requires that each individual become capable of self-mastery but, with rare exceptions, this can only be accomplished through their relations with others. What is distinctive about Kant’s argument is that he does not argue that the principles of right through which he advances the “no master’s” view come prior to, and are partially constitutive of, the achievement of self-mastery; rather he seems to believe that it is only through the discipline of free argument within a context of lawful obedience that individuals can cultivate the powers of self-mastery that would prevent the freedoms at which his republican view aims from being socially destructive. This, it should be noted, stands in significant contrast to the republican tradition more generally. Of course, as Cronin has powerfully argued, ‘Kant’s position represents a novel response to the debates within the Prussian Aufklärung concerning the tension between enlightenment and obedience to authority which seeks to demonstrate the compatibility of enlightenment with enlightened absolutism’ (2003: 54); but it is the sharp distinction between our rational and our empirical nature that underpins Kant’s insistence on the need for a master and hence the cultivation of self-mastery prior to the introduction of widespread civic freedom.

V. What is Kant Doing?
We are now in a position to draw together the point of Kant’s public intervention into the debate of the question ‘What is enlightenment?’.

First, and foremost, Kant is launching an all-out critical attack on the terms in which Möhsen – and the Berlin Wednesday Society – frame the question of enlightenment as matter of propagating truths where they judge this to be beneficial and withholding truths that may be civically troublesome. This epistemic conception of enlightenment is one of persons who still think of the public from a guardian’s point of view. Kant’s intervention is to make this point public and to offer reasons for thinking that it will simply reproduce the condition of immaturity that it purports to be concerned with overcoming. 

Second, Kant’s essay proposes and performs another understanding of enlightenment in which it consists of exercising one’s own understanding in and through the free public use of reason. It both urges and exemplifies respect for oneself as a rational agent and respect for others as rational agents capable of exercising their own understanding and participating in the free public use of reason. The audience of Kant’s essay are the public, not simply in the formal sense of his essay being published in a public journal but in the substantive sense that they are the addressees of the essay and are called on to see themselves as such. The radical stance that Kant is taking up here may explain, as I have suggested, why he chooses to publish the essay responding to the question ‘What is enlightenment?’ after the essay on the idea of history from a cosmopolitan point of view because the latter can be seen as designed to bolster the confidence of the public and cultivate their receptiveness to the challenge that he throws down to them in the enlightenment essay.     

Third, Kant is engaged in an act of advocacy towards the state to extend the same freedom that has been granted to religious matters to the sphere of politics. This act involves both locating this extension within the same logic as the religious freedom already granted (it is a form of cantilever argument) and offering general reasons to support the view that the free public use of reason represents a benefit, rather than threat, to the authority of the state.

Conclusion
Viewed from our contemporary context, Kant’s writing on enlightenment can easily strike us as naïve, even banal. This is probably a mistake as Fleischacker (2013) cogently argues, but whether or not that is the case, it can strike us that way only because Kant won the argument. And there was an argument, not only in terms of the struggle against those who rejected any project of enlightenment but also, and perhaps more importantly, against the proponents of (what we are now entitled to call) dogmatic enlightenment. My purpose in this essay has been to try to recover the radical character of Kant’s argument and the point and purpose on his two initial essays on enlightenment as interventions in the public discourse concerning enlightenment that characterised Kant’s contemporary context.

If it is the task of overcoming of the radical split of man as reasoning being and man as animal that Kant’s philosophy introduces that will drive the development of modern philosophy, it is a measure of Kant’s achievement that even if his inheritors seek to transcend the terms of critical project, they accept the fundamental transformation at which Kant’s philosophy in general and his essays on enlightenment in particular were aimed, namely, that we see ourselves as autonomous, as the relevant normative authorities with regard to what we think and how we act. This is Kant’s revolutionary success in accomplishing a fundamental change of the aspect under which we relate to ourselves as subjects. It is from this standpoint, founded by Kant, that the critique of Kant’s philosophy, both theoretical and practical, is advanced. If today we are sceptical of Kant’s ‘as if’ story of human development, highly critical of his writing on gender and race, and focused more on how to translate man as a rational creature back into nature, this is just as Kant would have it. The authority of his arguments is only that which we, thinking for ourselves, thinking from the standpoint of others, and thinking consistently, grant it.

None of this is to say that we live in an enlightened age. On the contrary, it remains all too easy and tempting to outsource one’s understanding to others. But the problem is not that of failing to see ourselves as autonomous beings, rather it is that the challenges of practically realizing this relationship to ourselves are deeper and more complex than Kant’s 18th century context revealed to him.
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