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one line short

Helios, the Titan god; Apollo, his Olympian counterpart; and Sol, their 
Roman equivalent, all came to represent not only the sun but also in varying 
degrees something called “reason.”1 The links between illumination, enlighten-
ment, and rationality were thus ironically forged in the crucible of mythology. 
Recalling the mythic representations of reason in ancient Greece—and there 
are likely many other examples from different cultures around the globe2—
alerts us to several recurring tensions in the history of the term. First is the 
vexed issue of the uneasy imbrication of mythos and what came in Greek 
thought to be called logos.3 As the Platonic dialogue devoted to the origin of 
the universe, the Timaeus, shows, even the philosopher most often associated 
with an emphatic concept of reason had to resort to a myth of a divine craftsman 
to explain what otherwise remains beyond our ken. Indeed, many of Plato’s 
other dialogues, such as the Phaedrus, rely on a complex interplay of philosophical 
argumentation and mythical evocation, which demonstrates the abiding force 
of mythic thinking in Greek culture.4 Even the most resolutely anti-mythic 
thinkers of the era appreciated the difficulty of expressing ideas in language 
utterly purged of narrative, allegory, and metaphor.5

In most traditional accounts of the origins of reason, however, the emphasis 
has been put on the decisive and fateful emancipation of the latter from the 
former, an achievement sometimes called “the Greek miracle.”6 Although 
much doubt has been cast on the overly neat opposition of the two terms, the 
tacit teleological reading of the transition, and the extent of its actual penetration 
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 Part I.  The Ages of Reason

into the Greek populace as a whole, it is still heuristically useful to compare 
them as ideal types. Whereas both are ways to generate meaning and fend off 
the threat of absolute contingency and chaos, mythos does so by telling stories, 
often involving protagonists—gods or heroes—who may act to create change 
or be the victims of occult forces they do not control. Myth achieves its semantic 
power through narration and personification, concrete and particularized, 
which may then be available for symbolic or allegorical interpretation. Myth 
remains on the surface, content to retell what is handed down from the past, 
often through the oral tradition, while logos and the metaphysical tradition it 
spawned hurries past it to plumb the depths allegedly beneath. Whereas myths 
are not amenable to falsification by new evidence or the want of logical plausi-
bility, logos invites disputation and the possibility of being discredited by the 
better argument as the basis for consent.7

The tenacity of myth is nonetheless hard to gainsay. In fact, its ability to 
survive its culture of origin and still in many cases speak to us today derives 
from its fecundity as a generator of fresh meanings relevant in new contexts (as, 
for example, Freud famously showed with the Oedipus myth and James Joyce 
with the Odyssey). But like all systems of meaning, it also can grow old and no 
longer function to satisfy human needs. As Stanley Cavell notes, “when myth 
and actuality cannot live together happily—when you keep wondering too 
much, say about where rules come from, then you have stopped living the 
myth.”8 Or as Rodolphe Gasché puts it, implicitly playing on the dual meaning 
of “wonder”: “wonder, not before particular things, but before the whole—in 
the opening of which things come to light—both characterizes philosophy and 
separates philosophy from myth, which, unmindful of wonder, knows every-
thing ahead of time.”9 From wonder comes wondering; from wondering comes 
questioning; from questioning comes philosophy and the supplanting of mythos 
by logos.

Although logos is also intimately tied to language—in certain contexts, 
including early Christianity, it means “the word” and sometimes was associated 
by the Greeks more with rhetoric than with unvarnished truth—it has a different 
emphasis from mythos.10 Whereas the latter, as we have noted, uses storytelling 
and anthropomorphic personification to provide meanings, often frankly alle-
gorical, the former depends more on impersonal discursive argumentation and 
inferential deduction to generate not only meanings but also knowledge.11 
That is, logos assumes at least the possibility of getting access to an objectively 
existing world beyond the one constituted entirely by culture and its meanings, 
and seeks to break through not only the constraints of language but also the 
imperfections of sense perception. Or to put it differently, whereas myth accepts 
polysemic indeterminacy and revels in metaphors and other rhetorical 
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tropes—the inevitable ambiguity of words—logos seeks the singular meaning 
of “the word” and claims it can be entirely adequate to whatever it references 
in the world (or beyond it). Whereas myth tacitly acknowledges the unbridge-
able gap between the form of presentation and the content of what is being 
presented, logos normally strives for a complete unity of the two, a desire that 
sometimes plays itself out as the search for a perfect metalanguage, such as 
mathematics, to overcome the chaos of Babel.12

Traditionally, the pre-Socratic philosopher Heraclitus (ca. 535–475 bce) is 
credited with the first strictly philosophical use of logos as a principle of order, 
proportion, measure, and form amid the chaos of dynamic reality (although 
parallels have been sometimes noted in the Indian idea of dharma and the 
Confucian Tao).13 For Heraclitus, the true archē (foundational principle) of the 
world was fire, while other pre-Socratics like Thales preferred water.14 What-
ever its ultimate character, this order is invisible to the physical eye and needs 
to be brought to speech for humans to grasp it. That is, they must be able to 
give an account—the Greeks came to call it practicing the dialectic—of the 
truths of knowledge. From the Greek verb legein (λέγειν), which means “to 
gather, collect, put together, or pick up” as well as “to say,” logos implies an act 
of ordering a world of random chaos, and in so doing expressing rational 
truths. More than just a true belief, logos, for Plato, involved following a path 
that would lead through a network of relations to arrive at the essence of a 
thing, which understood the pattern amid the apparent accidental contingency 
of the world.15 At times, that path involved acts of definition and description, 
but it also could mean direct and immediate acquaintance.16

Man, Aristotle taught, was a zóon lógon échon, which in Latin was rendered 
as animale rationale.17 But the truths he could uncover are more than the projec-
tion of dialectical reasoning, more than the human act of gathering, collecting, 
or organizing. Underlying the experience of seemingly contingent sensible 
particulars, logos was understood by the Greeks, or at least a good number of 
them, to subtend experienced reality, existing ontologically and universally as 
the intelligible forms—or, as Aristotle would have it, essences manifest in 
particulars—comprising an ultimately harmonious, lawful cosmos. As Hans-
Georg Gadamer put it, “the magnificence of Greek metaphysics was that it 
sought reason in the cosmos; it sought the nous, which is at work ordering and 
distinguishing in all the formations of nature. To see reason in nature, that was 
the Greek heritage.”18 Here we have the germ of all those theories of natural 
law or natural right, developed by Zeno and the Stoics and still defended by 
twentieth-century political theorists like Leo Strauss, from the right, and Ernst 
Bloch, from the left, which objectively express reason and can thus be discerned 
by rational humans.19
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 Part I.  The Ages of Reason

one line short

Contrasted with the apparent world of dynamic flux, which Heraclitus 
contended was the immediate, unreflective experience humans have of reality, 
logos implies something more permanent that transcends a world of mere 
contingency and survives the vicissitudes of change. Myths also evoke a tempo-
rality that differs from quotidian experience in the narratives it supports. As 
Cavell has noted, they “generally will deal with origins that no one can have 
been present at,” a “once upon a time” that is not ours.20 Because the moment 
of founding is lost to human memory, myths tend to diminish the role of actual 
humans in the legitimation or justification of the order they are asked to follow. 
In contrast, logos tends to bracket the question of origins, remembered or im-
memorial, and seeks timeless truths, which are amenable to at least some 
human understanding by those privileged enough to grasp them and perhaps 
even justify them. Plato, whose utopian Republic was built on an ideal of un-
changing hierarchical order, was anxious to differentiate the eternal forms of 
logos from mythos, even if at times he smuggled the latter into his dialogues.21 
Myths, he insisted, were like childish fantasies, not allegories of a deeper 
meaning—what the Greeks called hyponoia—as later thinkers such as Aristotle 
and the Stoics were to claim. For Plato, resistance to the treacherous world of 
mere appearance and ephemeral change went hand in hand with resistance to 
the immature worldview of myth, in which abstract principles were embodied 
in the colorful form of fictional personae.22

Although ancient Greece may have originated the opposition between 
mythos and logos, comparable distinctions have been detected elsewhere in 
the ancient world. Thus, for example, the noted Egyptologist Jan Assmann has 
observed the use of discursive reason—logos understood not as immediate 
intuition but as argumentation—in theological texts composed by the na-
scent monotheists of a much earlier era, called the Ramesside Age (ca. 1300–
1100 bce). “By explicit theology,” he writes, “I mean a discourse about God 
and the divine world that, in contrast to ‘mythology,’ is not structured according 
to the rules of narration but rather those of argumentation. . . . Judging from 
hundreds of preserved texts, ancient Egypt seems to have turned into a country 
of theologians, with explicit theology becoming the major concern of the 
time.”23 Even this starting point was doubtless preceded by others: “We must 
imagine,” writes the philosopher Lawrence Cahoone, “that humans have en-
gaged in reason at least since the development of ‘symbolic culture’ in the Upper 
Paleolithic age, and perhaps earlier, since the maturation of relatively complex 
natural languages.”24 If there is an evolutionary advantage to reason, its origins 
may indeed lie well before any self-conscious awareness of its distinction from 
other human contrivances for survival, such as myth, in a hostile environment.25
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one line short

However difficult it may be to pinpoint the original fissure between mythos 
and logos and find the historical moment in which reason makes its entrance 
onto the stage of human history, the claim that such a split did finally occur and 
is still operative today is one of the most frequent assumptions made by defenders 
of reason’s integrity. In modern times, the struggle to protect atemporal logic in 
particular from its being genetically dependent on mythic origins—as well as 
social, psychological, historical, or even, broadly speaking, natural ones—
would be once again vigorously waged by those hostile to the reductionist 
contextualization decried as “naturalism,” “historicism,” “sociologism,” or 
most frequently “psychologism.”26 Whatever the external ground or “other” of 
reason might be—myth, social customs, psychological emotions, the body, the 
feminine, even nature itself—the fear was that granting it genetic priority could 
dangerously undercut the claim that reason was eternal and self-grounding, its 
own cause rather than dependent on something outside itself.

Significantly, the disentanglement of reason from its mythic context was 
paralleled by a comparable distinction between mind and body, or more pre-
cisely psyche from soma, in the evolution of Greek attitudes toward humankind. 
As Anthony Long has argued, Homeric man, still inhabiting a world of myth, 
possessed what he calls a “psychosomatic identity,” in which the death of the 
body entails the extinction of the spirit within it.27 By the time of Plato, however, 
a dualistic distinction between a mortal body and an immortal soul began to 
permeate Greek thought. The latter, of course, found one of its greatest legacies 
in religious belief in the afterlife, but it also could underwrite a no less powerful 
faith in the ability of logos to outlive the finite mortals whose ability to reason 
had discovered it. And, just as fatefully, it could give rise to a hierarchical 
subordination of women—associated with the denigrated body, the senses, and 
the passions—to allegedly rational men.28

What came to be called “logicism”—a term coined in 1910 by the German 
experimental psychologist Wilhelm Wundt in opposition to “psychologism”—
contended that the syllogistic rules of reasoning first meticulously codified by 
Aristotle were universally valid no matter the contexts in which they may have 
first appeared to fallible humans or were subsequently applied by them.29 
Judgment, the reasoning of actual people, was less important than the intrinsic, 
self-evident nature of the truths they were judging. Logical validity was not 
dependent, pace psychologism, on genesis or application; 2+2=4 and A=A were 
simply universally true no matter the context. Certain anti-psychologists, such 
as the German philosopher Max Scheler and the British cultural critic T. E. 
Hulme, even argued that substantive truths, including moral norms, enjoyed the 
same privileged status. “Rational mind,” in other words, somehow transcended 
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 Part I.  The Ages of Reason

the fallible minds, refracted through their historical and cultural experiences, 
of those who were doing the reasoning. Reason was self-grounding, not other-
grounded; disembedded, not embedded in the world; absolute, not relative to 
the capacities of those who reasoned. The exigent questions that provoked 
rational thinking in the first place were deemed less important than the answers 
provided by logical reasoning.30 Justifications were less foundational than the 
self-evident truths being validated. The faculty of reason in individual minds 
was isomorphic with the rational world whose intelligibility it mirrored.

Whether or not the neat distinction between self-grounding logos and 
mythos based on origins lost in time immemorial—or logic as a consistent, 
monolithic system transcending the human-all-too-human logicians who dis-
covered and applied it31—is persuasive, the claim that it had been successfully 
achieved had a demonstrably powerful impact on Western thought and the 
discourse of reason at its core. The autonomy of reason, its being self-sufficient 
and unpolluted by what might have preceded it, became, in fact, one of rational-
ism’s most cherished convictions.32 One can still find it defended by the contem-
porary American philosopher John Searle, who argues that “rationality as such 
neither requires nor even admits of a justification, because all thought and 
language, and hence all argument, presupposes rationality. One can intelligibly 
debate theories of rationality, but not rationality.”33

Any anterior process of autonomization in which reason could be under-
stood to have shed its origins in a nonrational matrix, such as myth, was repressed 
and forgotten. Any attempt to ground it naturalistically was seen, to invoke 
Bernard Williams’s helpful distinction, as inherently unmasking rather than 
potentially vindicatory.34 It is not by chance that another Greek Olympian 
often associated with reason, the Goddess Athena, emerged fully formed from 
the brow of Zeus. In Dante’s telling metaphor, reason is like an impregnable 
“citadel,” even if situated in the first rung of Hell because the virtuous pagans 
within it are not yet redeemed by divine grace.35 Along with the abstraction of 
the sacred from the profane and the distinction of a creator from his creation, 
which culminated in the transcendent monotheism developed in what Karl 
Jaspers famously called the “axial age” from 800 to 200 bce,36 the positing of a 
rational sphere of intelligibility or eternal essences beyond or subtending expe-
rienced contingency, historical ephemerality, and cultural difference has often 
been celebrated as one of the decisive breakthroughs of human history. Or at 
least so it has by many champions of an emphatic and circumscribed concept 
of reason.

But from another point of view, the split between logos and myth could just 
as easily be lamented as the beginning of a tragic loss, the needless pitting of the 
allegedly eternal against the merely ephemeral, and the dangerously rigid 
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separation of reason from its allegedly irrational “others,” a category that could 
be extended beyond myth to signify a welter of different meanings. Rather than 
celebrate the alleged autonomy of reason as the triumph of disenchantment and 
disembeddedness, defenders of this second view could bemoan its costs. For 
them, the alleged “pollution” of reason by its inferiors—not only myth, but 
variously the body, emotions, history, language, the feminine, or faith—would 
better be understood as a salutary return of what had been problematically 
abjected in the quest for a dubious purity.

In pursuit of these opposing positions, two dominant strategies have been 
developed. The first identifies reason with certain core characteristics—for 
example, logical rigor, calculability, analytical discernment, discursive justifica-
tion, and systematic organization—and condemns whatever fails to live up to 
these criteria as “irrational” or at least “arational.” Here reason is understood 
either subjectively as one mental tool or faculty among others, set apart from 
perception, memory, imagination, fantasy, judgment, and other faculties, or 
objectively as one characteristic of a reality that contains many other dimensions, 
even if that reality might be construed as potentially becoming more and more 
rational. In either a subjective or objective sense, reason is set against and typi-
cally understood to be superior to its alternatives. Indeed, the imperative to 
extend its domain has become for some a warrant for the ongoing project that 
came to be called “rationalization,” a deliberate expansion of reason’s power 
and dominion as a tool of the “civilizing mission” of those who claimed already 
to possess it.37 This might be called the “narrow church” version of rationalism, 
rigidly limited in its self-definition, even as it seeks to colonize what it construes 
as beyond its borders.

In contrast, the second, more ecumenical “broad church,” strategy resists 
both the claim that reason should categorically distinguish itself from allegedly 
irrationalist “others,” keeping them at bay to avoid pollution, and the project of 
aggressive rationalization, which implies—for these critics—dominating and 
colonizing what is construed as not yet civilized or even fully “human.” Instead, 
it seeks to locate in those very “others” already existing ciphers of a more capa-
cious version of reason, one that the restricted alternative fails to appreciate 
and indeed threatens to undermine. Rather than simply inverting the hierarchy 
of logos over mythos, a temptation to which Romanticism at its most antirational 
sometimes submitted, it posits a more robust and inclusive version of reason. 
For if reason can be understood as making sense of the world through discerning 
patterns of meaning, why not allow a broader notion of reason to encompass 
all such efforts, narrative as well as discursive?

Rather than being rigidly “logocentric,” to use the familiar twentieth-century 
locution, this broader conception would even have room for myth, at least 
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one line short

understood allegorically.38 While admitting that there have been many obscu-
rantist, even sinister, evocations of myth, often accompanied by deliberate 
attempts to fashion new ones for dubious political purposes, a number of critics 
of the alleged impoverishment of exclusivist reason refuse to relinquish faith in 
myth’s abiding cultural value.39 Like many of the twentieth-century anthropolo-
gists who rejected the problematic assumption that the mind of modern man 
was inherently logical and the “primitive” mind was not, they posit a more 
capacious concept of reason.40 Myth, they argue, was not “prelogical” but 
“heterological,” and thus a variant of reason rather than its other.41

A comparable “broad church” expansion of the concept can be seen in 
those who reject the alleged opposition between logic and rhetoric (itself a 
simplification of the original Greek usage).42 Hans Blumenberg, representing 
this position in our own day, has contended that from an anthropological point 
of view, “the axiom of all rhetoric is the principle of insufficient reason,”43 a 
way to cope with inherent human deficiencies that cannot be remedied by logic 
or scientific method alone. He further explains that this principle “is not to be 
confused with a demand that we forgo reasons, just as ‘opinion’ does not denote 
an attitude for which one has no reasons but rather one for which the reasons 
are diffuse and not regulated by method.”44 Against the identification of reason 
solely with science, it shows that practical wisdom can sometimes take procedur-
ally unrigorous forms, following no prescribed method. Thus, he concludes 
that rhetoric may well be “a form of rationality itself—a rational way of coming 
to terms with the provisionality of reason.”45 Rhetoric, like myth, should there-
fore not be simply denigrated as the inferior “other” of reason, a Trojan horse 
of irrationality. Instead, it should be acknowledged as a different form of reason, 
broadly construed, no better and no worse than, say, scientific or instrumental 
rationality.

The defense of an expanded, ecumenical concept of reason has, in fact, 
taken many different forms, and continues to animate many contemporary 
thinkers. It is worth pausing with a few salient examples from disparate thinkers 
to demonstrate how popular it has become. According, for example, to a recent 
American philosopher, broad reason would include mythological thinking,

for this is still the predominant way in which individuals put their world 
together. Therefore, the broad notion of reason bridges the gap between 
mythos and logos. In myth we see the “passive” interpretation of logos : the 
world and its order are already laid out by God or one of his agents, or 
simply just there. Humans then are exhorted to conform to this pre-
established order.46



UWP: Jay: Reason after Its Eclipse page11

 From the Greeks to the Enlightenment 
 

11

one line short

Such a capacious use of reason opens the door for a healing reconciliation, 
which will potentially restore some of the enchantment lost when logos van-
quished mythos.

Another recent commentator from Germany urges us to reserve the word 
“reason” for its more capacious usage alone and adopt “rationality” to designate 
the more restricted version. For “reason,” she writes,

essentially perceives the unitary and the united, while rationality articulates 
and analyzes its objects into their constituent parts and elements. Truth 
for reason, aiming at the individual, is unconcealedness; for rationality it is 
the truth of judgment. Reason perceives what is original and originating; 
rationality deduces from principles through arguments—“rational” is 
synonymous with “justified” and “well-founded.”47

Open to the world as it is disclosed, rather than intent on reforming it, the 
broad notion of reason, she argues, is not separate from and superior to the 
senses: “reason, analogously to sensuality, is determined and impressed by its 
object and thus lets it be and happen as it likes to be and happen; reason is passive 
and receptive. On the contrary, rationality defines and determines, processes 
and masters its object; it controls and dominates, rules and orders sensuality.”48

Two other German critics of the limited, narrow church version of reason, 
which reduces it to mere rationality, see a repeat of the process of restriction in 
the late Enlightenment’s retreat from fantasy and imagination. Focusing on 
Kant’s demolition of Swedenborgian Schwärmerei (nonsense), they lament the 
loss of what they claim has been abjected:

Reason, preparing to dominate, grew narrow. Enlightened reason in the 
eighteenth century is no longer the self-assured and far-reaching reason of 
a Leibniz, nor is it any more the radical and aggressive critique of a Bayle. 
The reason that wants to dominate limits itself. It leaves the Other outside 
and at the same time is codetermined with this Other. From this point on, 
defense and dread accompany the domination of reason. . . . Reason 
withdrew into itself and thereby withdrew from the Other. Traffic over 
the fortified borders became difficult. The Other became foreign and 
incomprehensible.49

Instead of abandoning the project of reason, it is necessary to expand it, for “what 
matters is the overcoming of our understanding of ourselves as an animal rationale. 
It is a matter of turning away from the ideal of the autonomous rational human 
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one line short

being. It is a matter of developing a knowledge of how to orient ourselves in our 
bodily existence and our dealing with atmospheres of feeling.”50

Comparable claims are offered by a Canadian commentator, who urges 
the recovery of the “world-disclosing” power of a reason that can transform the 
future, not merely criticize or judge what is already in existence. By opening 
our eyes to possibilities, alerting us to the latent meanings in the lifeworld, a 
broader concept of reason avoids its reduction to a mere tool of mastery and 
domination.51 A complementary plea is made by an Australian philosopher, 
who laments the limitation of rationality to its discursive function and accom-
panying identification of truth with what John Dewey called “warranted assert-
ability,” and urges instead the inclusion of insightful encounters with revelatory 
events.52 A final example, which alleges that cultural bias is at the root of the 
narrow version, comes from an Afro-Caribbean philosopher, who claims that 
Western reason—including the Habermasian communicative rationality to be 
discussed later—is blind toward the inherent “reconciliatory” reason included 
in mythic thinking. “Only in the rationality of mythic thought,” he avers, “is 
it possible to find models for the type of discursive interventions that could 
internally transform the project of technocratic reason and address the problem 
of nonrenewable traditions.”53

These recent protests from an international chorus of critics against the 
restriction and limitation if reason—or its problematic identification with mere 
“rationality”—have not gone unchallenged,54 but it should be acknowledged 
that they have a long-standing philosophical pedigree. Friedrich Schelling’s 
attempt to explore the mythic background of a reason that can never be fully 
self-grounded or able to integrate everything into its speculative system would 
be one salient example.55 But perhaps its most influential recent expression can 
be found in Martin Heidegger’s attempt to recover a relationship to “being” 
obscured by, among other things, philosophy’s focus on rationality in its re-
stricted sense. In Der Satz vom Grund, his 1955–56 lecture course translated into 
English as The Principle of Reason, Heidegger contended that the initial with-
drawal of “being,” when it no longer manifested itself as presence, was accom-
panied by a fatal misunderstanding:

in its inaugural Geschick [destiny] as λόγος being conceals its belonging-
together with ground/reason. But the withdrawing does not exhaust itself 
in this concealment. Rather, inasmuch as it conceals its essence, being 
allows something else to come to the fore, namely ground/reason in the 
shape of άρχαί, αίται, of rationes, of causae, of Principles, Ursachen [causes] 
and Rational grounds.56
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one line short

What has been forgotten is the more fundamental meaning in which reason 
does not mean grounds, causes, principles, reasons, but rather, following the 
etymology of legein as “a letting-lie-present that assembles.”57 The broader 
concept of reason entails a recovery of that original, more inclusive meaning, 
which had been lost when the Romans translated logos into the Latin ratio, the 
initial step in what Derrida was later to call the “puzzling scene of translation 
which has shifted logos to ratio to raison, reason, Grund, ground, Vernunft, and so on.”58

But lest the champions of the broad concept of reason be seen primarily as 
latter-day Heideggerians, nostalgic for a world before the forgetting of “being” 
or natural right, it should also be acknowledged that a similar lament about the 
restriction of reason can be found among twentieth-century Marxists, including 
the first generation of the Frankfurt School.59 For all their explicit disdain for 
the nefarious implications of Heidegger’s philosophy, not to mention his politics, 
they shared his dismay at the reduction of reason to technological or instrumen-
tal rationality.60 Thus, in “Reason against Itself: Some Remarks on Enlighten-
ment,” a lecture given in 1946, Max Horkheimer would write, “Reason’s ability 
to render an account of its transformation from the power by which the meaning 
of all things is perceived, to a mere instrumentality of self-preservation, is a 
condition of its recovery.”61 And in Dialectic of Enlightenment, which appeared in 
the following year, he and Theodor W. Adorno would claim that the fatal split 
was already foreshadowed when the Greek gods came to be understood as 
merely allegorical signs of essential reality, and no longer immanent in it:

The Olympian deities are no longer directly identical with elements, but 
signify them. In Homer Zeus controls the daytime sky, Apollo guides the 
sun; Helios and Eos are already passing over into allegory. The gods 
detach themselves from substances to become their quintessence. From 
now on, being is split between logos—which, with the advance of philosophy, 
contracts to a monad, a mere reference point—and the mass of things and 
creatures in the external world.62

In the mid-1960s, Adorno would continue to contend that “the element of 
enlightenment, the impulse towards demythologization,” is “twinned with the 
domination of nature.”63 And he further lamented that

this disappearance of origins, of the impulse behind thought in logic, 
conceals the fact that it is above all the logical form of organization that 
serves domination, that logical thought and the discipline that logic re-
quires of human beings is itself dependent, conditioned by the power of 
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the will. Reason only becomes available as an instrument for every con-
ceivable desire through its objectification, through its being uncoupled 
from desire.64

The implication is that a nondominating relationship to nature, one based on a 
benign version of mimesis, restores some of the openness to mythical thinking 
and pre-rational desire—what Adorno called the “additional factor” (das 
Hinzutretende) absent from a purely rational morality—that was lost with relent-
less disenchantment. And so, despite his abiding suspicion of attempts to re-
enchant the world, Adorno could admit that

when Heidegger refers to metaphysics as a kind of rationalistic decline 
from the original understanding of being in archaic philosophy, I cannot 
entirely disagree, from a phenomenological standpoint, with his character-
ization. On the one hand, metaphysics is always, if you will, rationalistic as 
a critique of a conception of true, essential being-in-itself which does not 
justify itself before reason; but on the other, it is always also an attempt to 
rescue something which the philosopher’s genius feels to be fading and 
vanishing.65

The efforts of the first generation of the Frankfurt School to rescue what 
was lost with the separation of logos from mythos and heal the wound caused 
by the breach—or at least grudgingly affirm the scar that covered it over—will 
be treated later. But for now what is important to register is that like Heidegger, 
Blumenberg, and the other commentators cited above, they too embraced a 
broader notion of reason than the limited ones typical of the modern era. In fact, 
even Habermas, certainly no friend of Heidegger’s version of broad reason, 
could protest against the simple distinction between an “inside” and “outside” 
of reason, which he saw as an effect of a “consciousness-centered” philosophy 
of the subject.66

J

If the disentanglement of logos from mythos and the erection of a boundary 
between reason and its “others” unleashed cries for reunification on the part of 
some observers, no less controversial was another aspect of the classical legacy 
of reason: the distinction between what the Greeks had called “noetic” and 
“dianoetic” notions of reason.67 Although there were many nuances in the 
usage of these terms,68 in general the distinction was as follows. Nóēsis is the 
mental operation of nous (mind or intelligence), which differs from the mere 
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sensual perception of an object in the world called aisthesis. For Plato, it was a 
function of the “eye of the soul,” as opposed to the physical eyes of the body.69 
It identifies resemblances, proportions, and contrasts, penetrates to essences 
beneath appearances, and is able to discern the intelligible forms inherent in 
reality, or to use Plato’s term, the eidos or eternal ideas. Sometimes it is under-
stood as an intuitive grasp of the deeper truths denied to mere sense knowledge, 
truths that are disclosed, brought to light, made present, rather than the result 
of analysis, constitution, or reflection. At its heart is the assumption that our 
minds partake of the world of rational intelligible forms, rather than stand 
outside it, merely judging it from afar. The pre-Socratic Parmenides had even 
claimed that thought (noeîn) and being (eînai ) are the same.70 Intuition, drawn 
from the Latin intueri (which means to “look on”), implies the ability to know 
something immediately and directly, through a kind of instantaneous “apper-
ception,” to anticipate a word coined by René Descartes in the seventeenth 
century, going beyond the uncertainties of mere sensation and perception. In 
Latin, the verb speculor (the origin of our “speculation”) served the same purpose 
as noeîn, signaling the link between visual intuition and theoretical distance, 
distinguishing both from mere physical perception. Noesis is, to introduce 
another term employed by both Plato and Aristotle, “anhypothetical,” meaning 
a principle that does not need to be hypothesized and proven.71 Whether it be 
the form of the Good or the logical principle of noncontradiction, it was prior to 
the process of reasoning itself as a demonstrative exercise.

In contrast, dianoetic thought, although more than mere opinion—doxa—
nonetheless eschews the direct power of noetic intuition to access the absolute, 
a power that might well be reserved only for the gods. Tacitly acknowledging 
the gap between subject and object, it privileges judgment and justification as 
the essential tools of rational discourse. Rather than noetic intuition, it employs 
syllogistic logic and discursive argumentation, the inferential process of reason-
ing, in order to come to rational conclusions. The addition of the prefix “dia” 
(“through”) suggested a temporal process of demonstration, argumentation, 
and inference, perhaps best exemplified for the Greeks by the successive steps 
of an inferential geometric proof.72 Developed in Socrates’s polemics with the 
Sophists, it emerged as the primary organon of thought in Aristotle, elaborated 
in the sixth book of his Nicomachean Ethics.73 Dianoetic reasoning can buttress 
scientific episteme, knowledge for its own sake; techne, knowledge used to produce 
something; or phronesis, knowledge used to guide conduct. It tends to be more 
analytical than synthetic, and lacks direct access to eternal intelligible forms 
(although as the example of geometry shows, it can draw on noetic knowledge 
of their existence prior to the inferential proofs that derive logical implications 
from their relationships).



UWP: Jay: Reason after Its Eclipse page16

16
 

 Part I.  The Ages of Reason

As Herbert Schnädelbach has pointed out, dianoesis is based on a “dis-
positional” notion of reason, in which the center of gravity is not the objective 
world or eternal forms but the acting subject, so that “‘rationality’ normally 
belongs to the language of persons and actions, persons, that is, who have at 
their disposal the possibility of using the faculty of reason or the practice of 
reasoning. The talk of ‘system rationality,’ then, is a category mistake in Ryle’s 
sense.”74 Often dianoetic reason employs what the Greeks called dialectics and 
eristics—disputation and polemic. As such, it can move the locus of reasoning 
away from the individual subject, either having an immediate noetic intuition 
or deductively and inferentially drawing logical conclusions from true premises, 
to the intersubjective process of argumentation, in which questions and answers, 
challenges and justifications, making a case and listening with an open mind to 
the cases made by others, are paramount. It also has a more tenuous relationship 
to truth, which it may approximate but not fully capture. For some commenta-
tors, such as the early Ludwig Wittgenstein, the inadequacy of dianoetic reason-
ing based on the ambiguities of language, could, in fact, produce a counsel of 
silence before unanswerable questions. But for others, and here a prime example 
would be Jürgen Habermas, it led to a defense of communicative rationality as 
the only alternative to the authoritarian implications of monologic intuition.

Dianoetic reason lacks the ability to ground first principles, the absolute 
premises prior to a train of inferential reasoning from them. For all its stress on 
moving forward to a rational consensus, it cannot entirely avoid recalling a 
point of past departure, a foundation for the reasoning to follow. The danger of 
an infinite regress backward always haunts dianoetic reasoning, which can only 
move forward from an original premise that it cannot defend by argument 
alone or blissfully lose sight of, as complacent traditionalists might, in the fog of 
“time immemorial.” Nor can dianoetic reasoning easily counter the reproach 
of those “logists” who believe in an objective sphere of truths beyond judgments 
that it leads down a slippery slope to “psychologistic” relativism. Thus, even 
champions of dianoetic reasoning such as Kant, aware of the dangers of psy-
chologism, ultimately fall back on an allegedly incontrovertible “fact of reason,” 
which is prior to the act of reasoning itself. It might be said that there is always 
a noetic moment even in the most stringently dianoetic attempt at discursive 
reasoning. Defenders of a strong notion of the self-sufficiency of reason, such as 
Baruch Spinoza and his followers, thus feel justified in jettisoning the search for 
origins or foundations and rejecting a concept of truth as made—Giambattista 
Vico’s celebrated verum-factum principle—for an alternative notion that truth is 
its own sign, or verum index sui et falsi.

The potential tension between noetic and dianoetic knowledge can often 
be discerned in different idioms in the subsequent history of reason, although it 
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is sometimes possible to glimpse one hidden beneath the façade of the other (or 
perhaps better put, to realize that one is the blind spot of the other).75 In general, 
one might say that champions of the broader concept of reason felt more 
comfortable drawing on the power of noetic insight than did the advocates of 
the restricted, dispositional alternative. It can, for example, be seen at times in 
Adorno’s negative dialectics, which has been called “a noesis of the non-
identical.”76 The tension between noetic and dianoetic versions of reason was, 
in fact, explicitly discussed in a conversation between Horkheimer and Adorno 
in 1956, recorded by Adorno’s wife, Gretel.77 While chastising Heidegger for 
being against discursive argumentation, Adorno nonetheless conceded that 
“there is really something bad about advocacy. . . . Arguing means applying the 
rules of thinking to the matters under discussion. You really mean to say that if 
you find yourself in the situation of having to explain why something is bad, 
you are already lost.” Horkheimer adds with a touch of scorn, “The USA is the 
country of argument,” which Adorno then trumps by pronouncing—without 
providing a justification—that “argument is consistently bourgeois.”78

Marcuse defended noetic reason even more vigorously in One-Dimensional 
Man, noting approvingly that in its search for the truth, “classical Greek philoso-
phy relies largely on what was later termed (in a rather derogatory sense) ‘intu-
ition,’ i.e., a form of cognition in which the object of thought appears clearly as 
that which it really is (in its essential qualities), and in its antagonistic relation to 
its contingent, immediate situation.” And then he added, “It is not a mysterious 
faculty of the mind, not a strange immediate experience, nor is it divorced from 
conceptual analysis. Intuition is rather the (preliminary) terminus of such an 
analysis—the result of methodic intellectual mediation. As such it is the media-
tion of concrete experience.”79

Perhaps an even more striking example can be found in the thinking of 
Marcuse’s teacher, Martin Heidegger, whose successive ruminations on the 
distinction are helpfully described by Michael Inwood. “Early on,” Inwood 
writes, “he took Parmenides to be a precursor of Husserl: real being is disclosed 
(but not idealistically constituted ) by theoretical apprehension. . . . Later, he 
interprets noein differently. It is Vernehmen, combining its senses of ‘to hear, per-
ceive’ and ‘to examine, interrogate’: a receptive bringing-to-a-stand of what 
appears. . . . Later still, noein is interpreted as In-die-Acht nehmen, ‘taking into 
one’s care,’ and being as Anwesend des Anwesenden, ‘presence of what presences’; 
again these ‘belong together.’”80 Whatever variations on noesis Heidegger 
might have discerned in pre-Socratic philosophy—or perhaps better put, which-
ever definitions he might have imposed from his own philosophical vocabulary—
he was clear that it had been undermined when dianoesis emerged as a system-
atic process of inferential reasoning to challenge it. Again Inwood:
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Noein deteriorated under the influence of Plato’s interpretation of being as 
idea. It became dialegesthai, “to argue, etc.,” thus converging with the parallel 
decline of Heraclitus’s logos into “assertion.” . . . Now it has become the 
representation of “objects”: the liberation of man involved in the “un-
folding of being as subjectivity” that accompanied the decline of religious 
authority.81

It would take too long to spell out all the ways in which Heidegger’s inter-
pretation and critique of representational thinking, the dualism of subject and 
object, and the elevation of humanism over the care of being were all implied 
by his hostility to dianoetic thought. But it should be noted that in The Principle 
of Reason, which is devoted largely to Gottfried Wilhelm von Leibniz’s under-
standing of “the principle of sufficient reason” or the principium rationis, he 
criticized the slippage that occurred when the latter was transformed into the 
principium reddendae rationis. For this version involved the demand to render 
reasons, to ground cognition, to be accountable. Vernunft, he contended with 
his typical reliance on etymological origins, came from vernehmen, which meant 
“to hear.” With scarcely disguised reference to his ostracism after the Nazi era, 
when he notoriously refused to explain, let alone apologize for, his support for 
the regime, Heidegger whined: “lately we have had the demand to render 
reasons all too oppressively in our ears” and added that “the unique unleashing 
of the demand to render reasons threatens everything of humans’ being-at-home 
and robs them of the roots of their subsistence, the roots from out of which 
every great human age, every world-opening spirit, every molding of the 
human form has thus far grown.”82

J

Focusing on Heidegger’s critique of the need to render reasons is admittedly 
getting ahead of ourselves, but what it shows is that the contrast between noetic 
intuition and dianoetic discourse, as well as the conflict between broader and 
narrower notions of reason, remained unresolved well into the modern era. Let 
us now back up a bit and clarify some of the intervening history. It would be 
fruitful to explore the complicated dialectic of reason and faith during the 
Middle Ages, in which an Augustinian tradition suspicious of the claims of 
reason was met by a renewed appreciation for the legacy of Aristotle. In the 
Scholastic theology of Thomas Aquinas, Peter of Spain, and Francisco Suarez, 
reason was understood to be inherently compatible with revelation.83 The 
medieval Islamic contest between rationalists like al-Farabi and Avicenna and 
their opponents like al-Ghazali, who stressed the inability of reason to grasp the 
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absolute or the infinite, would likewise repay attention. It would also be worth 
pausing with the recovery of classical humanist ideals during the Renaissance, 
which entailed a new appreciation for Greek philosophers like Plato and an 
embrace of Stoic principles of natural law.84 A more complete history would 
also examine the slow erosion of Scholasticism in seventeenth-century England, 
where reason lost its connection with the soul and divinity, and became instead 
a function of the mind—ratiocination as reckoning—leaving some of its previous 
roles to sentiment and the senses.85 More time might also be spent with the 
developments in probability theory and statistics in the early modern period by 
mathematicians, scientists, and philosophers, such as Blaise Pascal, Gottfried 
Wilhelm von Leibniz, Pierre-Simon Laplace, Christiaan Huygens, and Daniel 
Bernoulli, which led to sophisticated modes of reasoning from patterns of large 
numbers.86

But perhaps the best place to begin an analysis that would illuminate the 
Frankfurt School’s attempt to wrestle with the question of reason would be the 
European Enlightenment, the modern era in which the struggle to emancipate—
yet again—logos from mythos led to a full-throated exaltation of reason over its 
various others. That struggle did not always imply a simple either/or, as a 
number of thinkers in that era still sought a viable compromise between rea-
son and faith. Progressive theologians—Protestant, Catholic, and Jewish—
abandoned the aggressive denigration of reason that characterized the Reforma-
tion, exemplified by Luther’s infamous characterization of it as “the devil’s 
greatest whore.”87 Many philosophes likewise promoted such compromises 
with religion as Deism or Neology, which sought to shed the fanatic “enthusi-
asm” of antinomian irrationalism. But there were also many others who more 
stridently asserted “the sovereignty of reason,” in which it came to serve, to cite 
the historian of philosophy Frederick Beiser, as “the highest authority, the final 
court of appeal, so that it takes precedence over every other source or standard 
of truth, such as inspiration, tradition or the Bible. . . . Reason has complete juris-
diction over faith, the intellectual capacity and the moral right to examine all 
beliefs, and to accept or reject them strictly according to the evidence.”88

The “age of reason,” to cite the title of Tom Paine’s celebrated pamphlet 
defending Deism, could just as easily be understood as an age of critique.89 
However it might be defined—and the word has amassed many sedimented 
meanings—“critique” implied suspicion of authority, tradition, self-evidence, 
and emotional appeal, demanding instead a reasoned exploration of the un-
acknowledged conditions of possibility, both epistemological and social, that 
underpinned conventional wisdom. In the preface to the first edition of his 
Critique of Pure Reason, Kant defined his task as the “self-cognition” of reason, the 
creation of a “tribunal that will make reason secure in its rightful claims and 



UWP: Jay: Reason after Its Eclipse page20

20
 

 Part I.  The Ages of Reason

one line long

will dismiss all baseless pretensions, not by fiat but in accordance with reason’s 
eternal and immutable laws. This tribunal is none other than the critique of 
reason itself: the critique of pure reason.”90

The judicial metaphor employed by Kant in linking reason with critique 
could, however, cut both ways. That is, reason could be the judge in the tribunal 
of last appeal but also the accused in the dock. Precisely how reason could be 
both the organon of criticism and also the object of that criticism, an ambiguity 
neatly captured in the genitive form of Kant’s formulation, remained for many 
later commentators unresolved, allowing them to claim that its self-grounding 
was really a vicious circle. But not all accepted this dismissive judgment. Thus, 
for example, Adorno was to call it

a curious affair: it is a tribunal in which the judge, the prosecutor and the 
accused are actually one and the same person. However, I believe it would 
be a little facile to ridicule Kant for this because what we might call this 
paradoxical idea is actually the heart of the Kantian conception and points 
to a feature that is a motivating impulse rather than a mere presupposition 
or even a logical error that can be lightly dismissed.91

Evident in this cautious exculpation is the same attitude that would allow 
Adorno (and Horkheimer) to argue for the necessity of still using the Enlighten-
ment to criticize the problematic implications of the Enlightenment in Dialectic 
of Enlightenment.

The Enlightenment, it might be said, came to admit the limits of reason but 
could not come to a consensus about where those limits were. What made the 
search for them so challenging was the increasing intertwining of reason as a 
mental faculty, involving logic, argumentation, calculation, and the like, with 
its complicated practical role in an early modern Europe undergoing many 
radical changes. Here the destructive impulse of critique was transformed into 
a positive platform for changing the world. It was a while before those changes 
came to be explicitly characterized as “rationalization” and desired—at least 
by some—as such, but in retrospect it is impossible not to acknowledge that 
more than just philosophical issues were involved in the debate over reason and 
its limits. Protocols of thought, tools of logical proof and discursive argumen-
tation, could be translated into formal procedures of social, political, and eco-
nomic organization. Accompanying the successes of scientific reason based on 
the mathematicization of nature and the application of rigorous methods of 
research went a desire for the scientific management of practical problems. 
The ongoing struggle to free logos from mythos was transformed by some into 
a conscious campaign for secularization, both of worldviews and the power of 
the church in the world. The absolutist state of enlightened despotism and the 
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nascent capitalist marketplace could be interpreted in terms of processes—
wrought by hands both visible and invisible—that substituted one or another 
version of rational order for the messy world of ad hoc institutions and practices 
inherited from what became known as “traditional” society.

Although some thinkers, such as Leibniz, remained faithful to the ancient 
Greek belief that reality, understood correctly, was always already rational and 
thus not in need of perfection, others, such as the Marquis de Condorcet and 
Kant, came to believe that rationalization was an ongoing project whose pro-
gressive realization was a desideratum to be sought, not an eternal truth to be 
disclosed. Many of the Greeks had also understood the disclosure as an active 
task, which required vigilance against the domination of mere opinion (doxa) or 
the seductions of sophistic rhetoric. Plato prescribed and performatively exem-
plified the anamnestic and maieutic exercises necessary to recall and help in 
the recovery of a reason that had been somehow forgotten.92 He also tied the 
recollection of reason to the ability to lead a good life, a life in which ethics and 
reason were united in the struggle to tame the unruly forces of the body.93 Plato 
explicitly analogized from the authority of wise political rulership to the role of 
reason over the passions—Anthony Long calls it his “politicized concept of 
rationality”94—to stress its responsibility as a bulwark against both a politics 
and a personal life of impulse and desire.

The identification of reason with self-controlling virtue, in fact, remained a 
frequent feature of classical thought—the Roman Stoic philosopher Seneca 
would famously claim that “virtue is nothing else than right reason”95—and 
then found its way into Christian theology as well. For the Greeks, the historian 
William Bouwsma notes,

manhood was specifically associated with the rule of reason, which was at 
once the spark of divinity in man, his access to the higher rationality of the 
divinely animated cosmos, and the controlling principle of human behav-
ior; the function of reason was to order the personality into conformity 
with the larger order of the universe as it was apprehended in the mind. 
The principles of reason thus come from “above,” and the ideal man is 
therefore a fully rational being who pits his reason against the chaotic 
forces both within himself and in the world. The assimilation of this con-
ception into historical Christianity has been responsible for its tendencies 
to an idealism in which the religious quest is understood as a commitment 
to higher things, with a corresponding contempt for the lower.96

The quest for individual perfection in medieval Christianity thus owed a great 
deal to pagan sources, however much it may have couched itself in the rhetoric 
of “imitating Jesus.”
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But the deliberate, collective project of rationalizing social, cultural, and 
political institutions beyond the life of the single individual or the isolated 
monastic community had to await what came to be called the modern age. 
Indeed, one plausible definition of modernity is the unprecedented assumption 
that such a totalizing project—combining will with reason—was in fact both 
possible and desirable. And if classical modernity has had a successor—which 
seemed plausible in the heyday of so-called postmodernism, but now less so—it 
would be marked by the uncomfortable realization that the project could 
become self-sustaining, no longer entirely a product of deliberate intention but 
rather a force of its own. And, of course, because it could become such a force, 
increasingly unmoored from the control of those who unleashed it, the question 
inevitably arose of whether or not reason might itself be a function of self-
aggrandizing power. This question was to be most insistently posed by Friedrich 
Nietzsche and Michel Foucault, but in some ways it duplicated the perennial 
battle between psychologism and logism. In other words, could the rationaliza-
tion of society be understood as a self-generated project of reason itself or a 
function of the external conditions and interests that reason tried so much to 
forget?

However one answers this question, there is one conclusion that inevitably 
follows. Any history of reason must acknowledge the accompanying, if not 
always parallel, processes of what came to be called rationalization, both as a 
personal and social project, sometimes intended and sometimes not. For there 
was a reciprocal feedback loop connecting the theoretical idea of reason, how-
ever it might be understood, and the multiple practices of rationalization. 
Without trying to determine whether or not theory more frequently guided prac-
tice or vice versa—there is doubtless evidence to support either alternative—
what cannot be ignored is the mutually reinforcing effect of reason in both 
registers, or put more precisely, what has to be understood is the complicated 
entanglement of theoretical and practical rationalization, for although some-
times mutually reinforcing, they could also be at odds, depending on which 
variant of reason was in play.

Although the project to impose reason on the world has a long pedigree, 
perhaps as old as the competing claim that the world was always already rational, 
it was not until recent times that it became an object of self-conscious inquiry 
and critique. The German sociologist Max Weber (1864–1920) was arguably 
the pioneering diagnostician of modernizing rationalization in the West, pro-
viding as well a template for comparable developments elsewhere in the world. 
Despite his inevitable limitations, exacerbated when his theories formed the 
basis of Eurocentric and anticommunist “modernization theory” during the 
Cold War, spending some time with Weber’s theories will help us make sense 
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of the dialectic of theoretical and practical rationalization.97 Several points in 
particular need to be emphasized before returning to the Enlightenment attempt 
to draw on reason as the ultimate intellectual tribunal, while at the same time 
submitting it to a self-critique.

First, as in the case of the ancient world’s emancipation of logos from 
mythos, the rationalization that concerned Weber emerged from within the 
matrix of what it was often understood to have definitively superseded. That is, 
as demonstrated by his celebrated, if still controversial, thesis about the “elective 
affinity” between the Protestant ethic and the spirit of capitalism, Weber under-
stood reason and faith as intertwined rather than simply opposed.98 Likewise, 
the “ascetic activism” of certain sects dedicated to bringing the kingdom of 
heaven down to earth had an effect on later, more secular movements seeking 
to make the world more rational.99 Although he did not see reason as a mere 
secularization of religious content—indeed, his well-known observation about 
the disenchantment of the world implies that a shared belief in ultimate meaning 
was lost, not transfigured by the rationalization process—he emphasized the 
importance of institutional organization, doctrinal codification, and practical, 
rule-bound ascetic activity as religious anticipations of secular rationality. In-
deed, he understood substantive religious rationalization, which he identified 
with theological systematization and ethical reflection, to have occurred in the 
great world religions well before the onset of secularized modernity. Thus, as in 
the case of the impure origins of reason in the Greek period, rationalization in 
the modern world may have only imperfectly shed the residues of its pre-rational, 
or in some ways proto-rational, past. Whether or not they were a constraint—
as, for example, has been argued in the case of the early eighteenth-century 
English Enlightenment100—or a resource for the recovery of a broader notion 
of reason, one that includes the traditions that have allegedly been left behind, 
has been debated ever since.101 So too has the role of new sources of the “ir-
rational” or at least nonrational as reactions to the limits of what Weber himself 
recognized as the “iron cage” of modern rationalization.

Second, Weber was sensitive to the modern differentiation and pluralization 
of reason into a number of relatively autonomous subvariants—indeed, he saw 
differentiation as itself a mark of modern rationalization—without seeking to 
elevate one above the others as the most normative, authentic, or legitimate 
version. Employing a method of ideal typical categorizations that frankly ac-
knowledged its abstraction from the complexities of history, he distinguished 
among, inter alia, substantive, formal, instrumental, bureaucratic, and value 
rationality.102 In addition, he posited discrete processes of rationalization 
within the differentiated value spheres—generally speaking, cognitive, ethical, 
and aesthetic—which may have shared certain characteristics but were not 
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merely expressions of a single narrative of reason understood to underlie the 
process as a whole. Weber, moreover, did not claim that rationalization in 
whatever form could entirely displace other modes of social, cultural, and politi-
cal legitimation, which he identified in his Theory of Social and Economic Organization 
with traditional and charismatic authority.103 Nor could rational choice entirely 
replace the role of emotion and affect in human behavior. As a result, it might 
be said that Weber embraced a narrow and heterogeneous rather than broad 
and homogeneous notion of reason (as befitting someone who was more in-
debted to Immanuel Kant than Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel), and one that 
moreover focused on subjective action or intersubjective procedures rather 
than the functional needs of the system as a whole, or, to recall an earlier distinc-
tion, dispositional rather than nondispositional reason.

Third, despite his stress on dispositional action rather than function or 
structure, Weber appreciated the linkages between whatever variants might be 
discerned conceptually or from the perspective of the individual actor, on the 
one hand, and more general practices and institutions in the social world, on 
the other. In particular, he was a keen analyst of the rise of impersonal, rule-
bound, bureaucratic modes of administration in virtually all arenas of modern 
life, economic, political, cultural, military, and educational. Although some 
traditional societies had developed decentralized patrimonial organizations in 
which authority was delegated to subordinates and the arbitrary power of the 
ruler was curtailed, they lacked “(a) a clearly defined sphere of competence 
subject to impersonal rules, (b) rational ordering of relations of superiority and 
inferiority, (c) a regular system of appointment and promotion on the basis of 
free contract, (d) technical training as a regular requirement, (e) fixed salaries, 
in the type case paid in money.”104 Separating personal attributes and con-
nections from impersonal office-holding and expert qualifications, rational 
bureaucracy meant the formalization of statuses, the training in specialized 
skills, and the circumscription of responsibilities and spheres of competence. 
Above all, bureaucratic administration involved technical training and “the 
exercise of control on the basis of knowledge. This is the feature of it which 
makes it specifically rational.”105

Although bureaucratic rationalization was an outcome of the intentions of 
those with the power to challenge traditional procedures in the name of effi-
ciency, Weber observed that it also could gain an impersonal momentum of its 
own. What was designed as a means could become its own end, especially 
when it was severed from any consideration of the substantive rationality of the 
ends or values it might serve. What might be called “functionalist rationaliza-
tion” functioned largely in the service of its own expansion, colonizing not only 
areas of the social whole that were not yet rational but also those striving to 
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realize other versions of rationality. The most obvious example of this tendency 
can be seen in the widely remarked, and frequently bemoaned, momentum of 
technological rationalization, the imperative to develop new technical tools 
whose ends were uncertain, an expansion whose inexorable power to shape 
our lives seemed to recognize no limits.

Rather, however, than characterizing such functionalist rationalization as a 
single monolithic domination of the world, Weber argued that autonomous 
processes understood in ideal typical terms can take more than one form. No less 
significant as an institutional embodiment of modern rationality than bureaucra-
tization or technologization, as Weber saw it, was the differentiation of the rule 
of law from substantive moral and ethical contexts, as well as from the social, 
political, religious, or economic power of those who promulgated or were 
subject to it. If bureaucratic rationalization was depersonalized and formal, so 
too was its legal counterpart, which was informed by a faith in the law’s “rational 
grounds—resting on a belief in the ‘legality’ of patterns of normative rules and 
the rights of those elevated to authority under such rules to issue commands 
(legal authority).”106 As opposed to traditional notions of authority based on 
allegedly immemorial practices and the ascribed status of those with the power 
to enforce them or charismatic notions of exceptional personal qualities that 
are unique to a leader, rational-legal authority understood that laws were 
made, not found, and that they could be changed only by procedures that were 
themselves rule-bound.107 The rationalization of law meant systematization 
into a consistent corpus of binding rules, which were abstract and applicable in 
consistent ways to particular cases that fell under them. Although there was room 
for the exercise of judgment about how to interpret the relationship between 
abstract rules and concrete cases, as well as the exceptional possibility of mercy 
suspending rules (the circumscribed right of the sovereign to pardon), the funda-
mental assumption of rational-legal authority was impersonal and universal 
justice on the basis of equality before the law.

It would, however, be misleading to conclude from Weber’s analysis that 
rationalization was a simple process in which a uniform notion of reason gradu-
ally replaced discredited traditional alternatives. The modern world was never 
fully disenchanted—for good or for ill—and secularization, as any twenty-
first-century observer can quickly attest, could be effectively resisted and even 
reversed.108 There was, moreover, as Weber himself recognized, a potential 
tension between bureaucratic rationality and its legal counterpart, at least insofar 
as enlightened despots were still despotic enough to think they were uncon-
strained by legal rules and thus able to administer rationally “from above.” 
Here the doctrine of the “reason of state,” anticipated by Niccolò Machiavelli 
and fully developed in the wake of the liberation of the state from universalist 
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religious authority after the Treaty of Westphalia in 1648, could provide a justifi-
cation. “Reason of state” could, moreover, complement the idea of a “rational 
state,” one that would put an end to the incessant confessional violence that 
had torn Europe apart since the Reformation. It led, as Foucault was later to 
put it, to the belief that “the art of governing is rational, if reflection causes it to 
observe the nature of what is governed—here, the state.”109

In the case of eighteenth-century Germany, what became known as the 
Polizeistaat (an administrative state) reached its apogee in the Prussia of Frederick 
the Great.110 It employed a strong version of administrative rationalism under-
pinned philosophically by a no less confident version of substantive reason. It 
was not by chance that the absolutist state arose in the wake of disastrous reli-
gious wars, just as rationalism was undermining the primacy of revelation and 
scripture. As the bitter struggle over Christian Wolff ’s rationalist philosophy in 
the years 1723–40 shows, it was a combination understood to threaten tradi-
tional modes of philosophizing and governing alike, and it took a while to 
sweep away the obstacles to its triumph.111 But once they were overcome, a 
direct link came to exist between the ideal of benevolent administrative rule, at 
least in a number of German states, and the early Enlightenment’s emphatic 
rationalism. As one observer puts it, “The principle of the common welfare 
pragmatically developed in Polizeiwissenschaft was sublimated in the philosophical 
systems of Leibniz and Wolff. They allied the principle with one of metaphysical 
perfection, seeking to establish a ‘rational jurisprudence’ based on the perfection 
of being which would unite logic, metaphysics, and law in a comprehensive 
philosophical system.”112

The ideal of the “police-state,” it should be made clear, must not be con-
fused with our contemporary conception of the police as merely a coercive law 
enforcement agency, but rather with the benevolent promulgation of rational 
rules of good government aiming at the happiness and security of the popula-
tion. Combining, as Foucault noted, both ancient Greek and Christian notions 
of pastoral care, it developed technologies of allegedly benign control.113 The 
secularized, postconfessional state should tolerate different religions rather 
than enforcing conformity to one. What in other contexts would be called the 
“common weal” was to be achieved by the application of a rational “political 
science,” the enlightened rule of experts able to know what was best for the 
population as a whole. Cameralist economic policies, developed by such aca-
demic proponents of Kammerwissenschaft as Johann Heinrich Gotlob Justi, aimed 
at increasing efficiency and productivity, fostering population growth and 
consumption. The soft control of “governmentality,” as Foucault was to call it, 
began to supplement the harsher applications of coercive state power.114 
Management of individuals through surveillance and discipline complemented 
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control of mass populations through statistical analysis of regularities and pat-
terns of biological health and illness, economic prosperity and cyclical decline, 
cultural emergence and cultural decay. What at the time was called a “tutelary 
state” and in our own day the “soft paternalism” of “the nudge”—or by its critics 
the “nanny state”—arrogated to itself the right and responsibility to guide 
those in its care, based on the possession of rational truths.115

J

It was against this background of rationalization in the political, legal, and social 
spheres, which they also helped to stimulate and justify, that developments 
internal to philosophy occurred during the so-called Age of Reason. The work 
of the major philosophers who have come to be called Rationalists—René 
Descartes, Nicolas Malebranche, Baruch Spinoza, Gottfried Wilhelm von 
Leibniz, and Christian Wolff—cannot be reduced to a single coherent pro-
gram.116 They differed, for example, over such basic questions as whether God 
transcended the world or was immanent in it—the former leading to Deism, 
the latter to pantheism—and whether mind was dualistically distinct from 
body or ultimately one with it, which pitted Cartesians against Spinozists (who 
saw “thought” and “extension” as “attributes” of the same “substance”). They 
often heatedly debated the merits of mechanism, fatalism, and materialism. 
Some stressed radical discontinuities and ruptures within “being”; others were 
advocates of continuity and incremental transformation. Some subordinated 
will entirely to reason; others allowed a certain role for the former, at least 
when it came to its divine expression. Some began their analyses with the 
subject of reason, others with the object, still others with an indifference point 
of equiprimordiality prior to that very differentiation. Nor were all major 
philosophers of the era devoted followers of the Rationalist position.117

But at least they shared a sufficient number of “family resemblances” to 
allow us to continue grouping them together. All were unapologetic metaphysi-
cians, hostile to skepticism and fideism and concerned with absolute rather 
than relative knowledge. With few exceptions, they were convinced that reason 
in its deductive, intuitive, and noetic form was prior to observation or sense 
experience.118 Virtually all valued universal truths over idiosyncratic differences, 
what endured over what was ephemeral, the general over the particular or 
individual.119 Ideas in the mind, they all claimed, were essentially innate rather 
than derived from the senses, and knowledge could therefore be certain rather 
than merely probable. Even the existence of God could be demonstrated 
through rational proofs. For the Rationalists, science—both natural science 
and in the broader German sense of Wissenschaft as true knowledge—was more 
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than mere experimentation and inductive or inferential reasoning.120 Following 
Descartes, they extolled the virtues of rational method to sweep away the accu-
mulated superstitions, prejudices, and delusions of the past. Its findings, more-
over, could be organized in systematic form and ultimately expressed in the 
rigorous language of mathematics, which cut through the ambiguities of rhetoric 
and the idiosyncrasies of vernacular tongues.121 With Leibniz they sought to 
free formal logic from its embeddedness in ambiguous natural languages and 
sought to express it in mathematical terms. They adhered to what Pascal had 
famously called the “spirit of geometry” rather than the “spirit of finesse,” in 
Spinoza’s case going to the extreme of even expressing his ideas in geometric 
form. At their most ambitious, they folded mythos back into logos, embracing 
that broadest notion of “reason” without worrying that its pedigree might taint 
its purity.122 Whatever the nuances of their distinct positions may have been, 
the early Enlightenment Rationalists assumed that metaphysics and good gov-
ernment, reason and rationalization, were intimately intertwined. Substantive 
or what might be called an “emphatic” concept of reason and governmental 
rationalization could be comfortable bedfellows (although as the case of Spinoza 
shows, it could also foster a protoliberal distrust of strong governmental control).

Or at least they remained so until some time in the late eighteenth century, 
when the story was complicated by two major developments in the history of 
reason. First, the critical power of substantive reason was increasingly marshaled 
to challenge rather than support enlightened despotism. As the intellectual 
historian Reinhart Koselleck has noted, the critic “enters into competition 
with a rational State that sets itself above the religious groupings. . . . The alliance 
between reason and the existing State had disintegrated. . . . The pro and con 
of criticism, which had followed its non-political course within the Republic of 
Letters, turned into a trial between the Règne de la Critique [the reign of criticism] 
and the rule of the State.”123 What has been called “the radical Enlightenment” 
by Margaret Jacob, sometimes understood as a result of the underground diffu-
sion of Spinoza’s ideas in particular, could be turned against the elitist assump-
tion that only those with the right educational credentials and political status 
could serve as the rational tutors of humankind.124 Institutions outside the 
purview of the state or the university, such as the Masonic Lodges, could act as 
the disseminators of rational ideas. The Baron d’Holbach, materialist, atheist, 
believer in the universal applicability of the scientific method, may have still 
harbored a residual faith in established authorities to further political rationaliza-
tion, but far more subversive figures like Denis Diderot and Joseph Priestley 
could advocate the restriction of the Church’s interference in politics and the 
implementation of popular sovereignty and individual human rights.125



UWP: Jay: Reason after Its Eclipse page29

 From the Greeks to the Enlightenment 
 

29

one line short

Tellingly, the French Revolution drew on the same metaphoric link between 
reason and the sun that can be traced all the way back to the Greeks and that so 
often underpinned the Enlightenment praise of clarity and transparency.126 
Wresting away solar glory from divine monarchs like Louis XIV, the “Sun 
King,” the philosophes transferred it to historical processes of a more secular 
kind. As Jean Starobinski has observed,

metaphors of light triumphing over darkness, life being reborn out of 
death, and the world being brought back to its beginning were to be found 
everywhere in the period leading up to 1789. For these simple similes and 
ageless antitheses, charged from time immemorial with religious values, 
that age seemed to have a special and passionate predilection. Once the 
old order had been reduced to the semblance of a dark cloud or cosmic 
scourge, the struggle against it could, by the same process, represent its 
object as the advent of light. Once the self-evidence of reason and feeling 
took on the force of a law of light, any relationship of authority or obedience 
that was not based upon it was bound to belong to darkness.127

For a brief period during the Revolution, at the height of its campaign of 
de-Christianization, there was even an attempt to establish a new “Cult of 
Reason,” which celebrated a national holiday on November 10, 1793 (or the 
twentieth Brumaire, Year II of the Republican calendar). The ultra-left, sans-
culotte-supported faction around Jacques Hébert, Antoine-François Momoro, 
Pierre-Gaspard Chaumette, and Joseph Fouché reconsecrated churches, in-
cluding Notre Dame in Paris, as “temples of Reason.” Inscribing “To Philoso-
phy” over the door of the cathedral and lining the entrance with busts of famous 
philosophes, the organizers went so far as to direct their devotion to the “goddess 
of Reason” (or perhaps “the goddess of Liberty,” according to some accounts). 
To avoid any hint of superstitious idolatry, she was embodied in an actual live 
woman, a kind of homecoming queen for the festival of “reason.”128

Although the Hébertists were to lose a deadly power struggle in the spring 
of 1794 with Maximilien Robespierre, who promoted a more cautious Deist 
“Cult of the Supreme Being,” the link between “reason” and revolution they 
had so avidly promoted allowed critics of the French Revolution, at least from 
Edmund Burke on,129 to argue that it was the evil spawn of Rationalist meta-
physicians imposing abstract theory onto the messiness of the real world in a 
vain utopian hope of rationalization from below. The alliance between the 
counter-Enlightenment and political conservatism, already brewing in the 
ancien régime, was solidified in opposition to the identification of revolution 
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with the resurgence of an emphatic conception of substantive reason, which 
ironically could justify violence and terror. Indeed the seeds for this outcome 
were sometimes discerned even earlier by latter-day defenders of the virtues of 
corporatist traditions, when enlightened despotism justified the Polizeistaat ’s 
modernization from above through a putatively benevolent Polizeiwissenschaft 
promoting the welfare of all.130

The second important innovation in the second half of the eighteenth cen-
tury was the emergence of several alternative models of reason to challenge—
although never completely replace—the hegemony of the substantive, meta-
physical version underpinning the absolutist Polizeistaat and the radical 
Enlightenment alike.131 If, after all, the proponents of that emphatic version 
could not themselves agree on what “reason” dictated, the door was open for 
still other possibilities to emerge. Just as the alliance between “reason,” under-
stood in its strongest substantive guise, and the Enlightened Polizeistaat became 
strained, so too the simple equation of “reason” and critique underwent a 
reconsideration, at least so far as the former was identified with the metaphysical 
certainties of the Rationalist tradition. Critique, that is, could be applied by 
figures like Pierre Bayle in the name of another, more skeptical concept of 
reason, which disdained the dogmatism it saw in the metaphysical systems it 
could no longer support. With the onset of the so-called pantheism dispute in the 
1780s surrounding the allegedly fatalist and atheistic implications of Spinoza’s 
legacy, the crisis of metaphysical rationalism came to a head.132

One alternative drew on the nascent field of aesthetics, articulated by 
theorists like Alexander Baumgarten in Germany and Anthony Ashley-Cooper, 
the third Earl of Shaftesbury, in England, in which judgment about matters of 
taste resisted being deductively subsumed under general rules or principles.133 
The most influential development of aesthetic theory came in Kant’s third 
critique, The Critique of Judgment, published in 1790. Here he first formulated a 
crucial distinction between reflective and determinant judgments, the former 
based on analogical reasoning and paradigmatic cases, the latter on subsump-
tive principles applied to examples of those principles. Each could underpin 
distinct modes of reasoning. The reason based on reflective judgments was 
more intersubjective and fallibilist than the model informing Polizeiwissenschaft. 
Aesthetic reasoning also worked to overcome the gap between mind and body, 
which more logical and deductive notions of reason had widened; the senses 
and the pleasure they might foster were not necessarily understood as one of 
the “others” of rational thought.134 The “animal” in the animal rationale need 
not be suppressed, as aestheticians rediscovered the virtues of play and sensual 
fulfillment, and ceased seeing them as the antitheses of reason. Indeed, the mate-
rialist tradition of the late Enlightenment in general, perhaps best exemplified 
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by Diderot, celebrated the senses and corporeal desires as compatible with 
reason.

A second alternative to the Polizeistaat supported by Rationalist metaphysics 
reflected the increasing power of the economic market and civil society in 
which reason could be located primarily in individual decisions rather than 
mandated by an all-knowing, benevolent state administration with its cameralist 
paternalism. Reason had long been identified with reckoning or calculating in 
the service of self-preservation, which came especially to the fore when ratiocina-
tion as a profane mental operation supplanted reason as a faculty of the soul, a 
subjective, strategic activity, not a holy thing.135 Thomas Hobbes, for example, 
had defined it this way in his Leviathan of 1651, although employing it to generate 
a social contract theory that culminated in a strong, absolutist state to preserve 
the peace.136 When anxiety about security waned in Britain, as it did after the 
end of the religious and political turmoil of the seventeenth century, it was 
possible to retain the emphasis on individual rational calculation but diminish 
the importance of a strong state to maintain order. Bernard de Mandeville’s 
early eighteenth-century Fable of the Bees, a poem first published in 1705, advanced 
the then scandalous claim that “private vices” could really be “public virtues.” 
Now an underlying rational harmony was assumed to exist between those indi-
vidual rational choices and the rational functioning of the system as a whole. 
Here the assumption of inherent self-organization, a principle historians have 
recently discerned in a wide range of intellectual and cultural phenomena, de-
emphasized the need for intentional intervention.137 The growth of a relatively 
autonomous economic sector in society meant that bureaucratic rationality, 
involving rationalization from above, could be challenged by a functional ratio-
nality in which individual, self-interested rational choices—or indeed, choices 
driven by desires that were unnecessary to justify rationally—could be under-
stood as leading, albeit indirectly, to a rational outcome for society as a whole. 
What in our time returned as “rational choice theory” had its roots in this 
period.138

By the time of Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations in 1776, the scandal had died 
down, as individual “interests” were substituted for “vices” as the motor of 
collective rational outcomes (understood as increasing abundance and pro-
ductivity).139 Rationalization of the economy could mean creating a free space 
for the operation of allegedly natural economic laws, which were no longer 
thwarted by the welter of historically inherited or administratively imposed 
constraints—tariffs, monopolies, corporations, guilds, and the like—that im-
peded free markets in labor and capital investment. Although in the British 
Utilitarian tradition identified with Jeremy Bentham and James Mill, faith in 
the unimpeded workings of the market wavered for a while and administrative 
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rationality enjoyed a brief revival, by the heyday of “Manchesterite liberalism” 
in the mid-nineteenth century, it had once again regained momentum.

Yet a third alternative to the administrative rationalization of the Polizeistaat 
allied with the systematic rationalism of the early Enlightenment appeared in 
the growing circumscription of absolute power through the increased pressure 
to adopt constitutional and legal procedures limiting the arbitrary will of even 
the most enlightened and benevolent of despots. An uneven process, varying 
from state to state, often ironically enabled by violent rebellion, the growth of 
what Weber called “rational-legal authority” meant the identification of reason 
not so much with administrative efficiency or the functional outcomes of indi-
vidual rational choices as with the accretion of formal legal rules and procedures 
applicable to all in the society, no matter their status or function. Although the 
idea of “the rule of law” can be traced as far back as Aristotle, and was popular-
ized as a slogan by the British legal theorist A. V. Dicey only in the nineteenth 
century,140 it was already a force in the Enlightenment in parts of Europe. 
Ironically, it could function as a means to temper the arbitrary will of absolute 
sovereigns, who were no longer allegedly “enlightened” despots “above” the 
law, as well as serve as a check on the potential for exploitation and injustice in 
the marketplace. Although important antecedents can be found as early as the 
Roman Empire, where a system of justice was developed based on equity for all 
free citizens, only the modern era came to believe that laws were made, not 
found.141

In the German context, the transition occurred from a Polizeistaat to what 
was called a Rechtsstaat (State under the rule of law) during the Reform Era 
(1807–19), associated with Karl Freiherr vom Stein and Karl August Fürst von 
Hardenberg in Prussia, after the Napoleonic Wars. The “state of laws” differed 
from Leibniz’s “rational jurisprudence” in its reluctance to mandate substantive 
laws designed to assure human happiness. Instead, it stressed constitutional 
constraints on absolute power, the importance of a healthy civil society in 
balance with the state, and judicial review of legislative decisions. Because of its 
proceduralist emphasis, the Rechtsstaat tended to bracket the issue of the ultimate 
rational purpose of the laws, as well as their putative source in an allegedly 
rational Polizeiwissenschaft. Although it too relied on the ultima ratio of state 
coercion—the “force” in “law enforcement”—it hoped that internalized adher-
ence to laws that were at least formally rational rather than arbitrary (and en-
suing, for a few who dared to dream, from the democratic practice of legislation, 
made by the people’s representatives themselves) would diminish the role of 
external power in producing compliance.142

A final alternative to the alliance of substantive reason and administra-
tive rationality from above or political radicalism from below was the looser 
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identification of it with the “common sense” of the average citizen. From the 
ancient Greeks to Giambattista Vico, sensus communis, once literally meaning a 
common sense combining the other five, had accrued a variety of different de-
notations and connotations.143 Although reason and common sense, like reason 
and experience, were often opposed, they could also be blended together, if 
somewhat uneasily. Tom Paine, after all, was the author not only of The Age of 
Reason but also of the enormously influential pamphlet Common Sense of 1776. As 
the intellectual historian Sophia Rosenfeld has argued,

there existed more than one kind of reason, and during the years of the 
so-called High Enlightenment, the very basic, low-level, quotidian form of 
reason associated with “good sense” often found itself pitted against the 
system-building Scholastic logic of theology or Cartesianism, as well as 
against pedantry of all kinds. What made le bon sens distinct as a subset of 
the larger category “reason” was that it was understood to be premised 
neither upon scholarly erudition nor upon contemplative leisure time 
given over to complex thinking. Rather, it depended solely upon the expe-
riences and observations common to everyday life.144

Although experience and utility could be turned against reason tout court 
rather than be understood as compatible with it, as was the case with a conserva-
tive like David Hume in his more skeptical moments, they could also become 
potent allies in the struggle against superstition, dogmatism, and revelation.145 
Rather than seeing reason as the preserve of the educated few or those with the 
gift of noetic intuition, it might be possible to understand it as disseminated 
among the population as a whole, even if underdeveloped and always in 
competition with other impulses and mental faculties. Rather than a monologic 
tool of either syllogistic logic or scientific observation, it could be understood as 
a dialogic practice of intersubjective, public communication in which all might 
participate. As in the case of the scientific method, broadly understood, it favored 
inductive over deductive reasoning, learning from experiences rather than 
imposing a priori categories on them. But rather than disdaining the ambiguities 
of seductive rhetoric, as was the case with stringent defenders of episteme against 
doxa ever since Plato, it acknowledged the virtues of oral eloquence and meta-
phor, allowing it to play an important role in the aesthetic theorizing of Shaftes-
bury and Kant. Resisting the privileging of the eyes, typical of rationalism from 
Plato to Descartes, it took seriously the claims of the ear in the process of 
reasoning, the role of listening to the opinions and arguments of others. Indeed, 
in the guise of “reasonableness,” implying a willingness to compromise and 
consider with an open mind the reasons of others, “common sense” could 



UWP: Jay: Reason after Its Eclipse page34

34
 

 Part I.  The Ages of Reason

become a weapon against the allegedly unrealistic, even utopian fantasies of 
arrogant rationalizers bent on imposing their understanding of reason on a 
recalcitrant world.

All of these alternative concepts of reason—aesthetic, economic, legal, 
commonsensical—cumulatively undermined the hegemony of the metaphysical 
giants of the seventeenth century. Whether or not they had ever really believed 
in a fully rationalist “heavenly city” no less scholastic than that of their Christian 
predecessors, as the American intellectual historian Carl Becker famously 
asserted, may be debatable, but clearly their successors did not.146 As the next 
century dawned, so Ernst Cassirer contended in his celebrated account of the 
Enlightenment—a work, let it be noted, by a neo-Kantian philosopher who 
came to understand the importance of history—the mood had radically 
changed. The ambitious esprit de système of the earlier Rationalists was succeeded 
by a more modest esprit systématique, in which reason lost some of its hubris, 
backed away from the love of systems for their own sakes, and began to acknowl-
edge its fracturing into a pluralism of meanings.

In the entry on reason in the great Encyclopedia of Denis Diderot and Jean le 
Rond d’Alembert, there is an expression of that transition, if with residues of 
the previous era. In it, reason is variously defined as (1) “simply and in the 
broadest sense that natural faculty with which God endowed men to know 
truth, whatever light it follows, and to whatever class of subjects it applies”; (2) 
“this same faculty considered, not absolutely, but only inasmuch as it functions 
in accordance with certain notions, which we bring with us at birth, and that 
are common to all men of the world”; (3) “that very natural light by which the 
faculty that we refer to by this name is guided. It is in this way that one ordinarily 
understands the term when one is speaking of a proof, or of an objection taken 
from reason, and which one wants to distinguish in this way from proofs and 
objections grounded in divine or human authority”; and (4) “the sequence of 
truths that the human mind can attain naturally, without being aided by the 
light of faith. The truths of reason are of two types: some are what one calls 
eternal truths, which are absolutely necessary, to the point that the opposite 
would imply contradiction. Such are truths of which the necessity is logical, 
metaphysical, or geometric. One could not overturn these truths without being 
led to absurdities. There are others that could be called positive truths, because 
they are the laws that it pleased God to give to nature, or because they depend 
on nature. We learn them either by experience, that is to say, a posteriori, or by 
reason, and a priori, that is to say by considerations of convenience that caused 
them to be preferred.”147

The Encyclopedists may have advocated the supremacy of reason over faith 
bestowed by nature and shared by all humans—“we are men,” they insisted, 
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“before we are Christians”148—and thought it was applicable everywhere, but 
it is clear that they saw it only as a dispositional faculty of human knowledge, 
enabling the quest for truth, and not an inherent quality of the world. Para-
phrasing d’Alembert and Étienne Bonnot de Condillac, Cassirer wrote that the 
eighteenth century came to understand reason “not as a sound body of knowl-
edge, principles, and truths, but as a kind of energy, a force which is fully 
comprehensible only in its agency and effects. What reason is, and what it can 
do, can never be known by its results but only function.”149 That function came, 
as previously noted, to be identified primarily with critique, the imperative to 
dissolve the residues of illegitimate authority, tradition, and revelation.

Cassirer’s characterization of the Enlightenment has itself been subjected 
to many criticisms since its appearance in 1932.150 But his insight that an early 
metaphysical rationalism, optimistic about discovering the inherent rationality 
of the universe, had given way to a more modest critical reasoning, which 
increasingly accepted the limits of what might be known by even the most 
rigorous of rational or scientific methods, has stood the test of time. So too has 
his insight that the age of critical reason was itself soon to end, as the oscillation 
between rationality’s critical or even destructive impulses and the urge to 
construct anew, between analysis and synthesis, went through another cycle 
when the Enlightenment itself declined. In the nineteenth century, Cassirer 
observed, the pendulum swung once again in the opposite direction, for “reason 
cannot stop with the dispersed parts; it has to build from them a new structure, 
a new whole. But since reason creates this whole and fits the parts together 
according to its own rule, it gains complete knowledge of the structure of its 
product. Reason understands this structure because it can reproduce it in its 
totality and in the ordered sequence of its individual elements.”151

In the evolution of German Idealism in particular, which passed from a 
critical to a speculative stage, occurred a mirror reversal of the Enlightenment 
pattern, in which a deflationary concept of reason, one conscious of its limits, 
now gave way to an inflationary one, in which those limits were eagerly trans-
gressed. A “broad church” notion of reason now prevailed. Even though it too, 
in turn, lost its momentum and was succeeded by an even more radical dis-
enchantment, even a frank embrace of irrationalism, the legacy of the German 
Idealist discourse of reason still resonated for the Frankfurt School and indeed 
remains potent well into the twenty-first century. Its elaboration in the work of 
Kant and Hegel must be examined before then turning to its legacy in the work 
of Idealism’s avowed foe, Karl Marx.


