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Preface

Scholars are often asked what first inspired a new project and why. In most cases, 
the answer is a bluff, covering over the mysterious process by which inchoate 
and vague intuitions coalesce into an exigent scholarly question worth spending 
sizeable amounts of time and resources trying to answer. As anyone who has to 
compose under pressure a prospectus statement for a grant proposal knows, 
there is also a great deal of whistling in the dark about the contours of an argu-
ment still very much en route. Often the embryonic hypothesis we think we are 
trying to prove turns out to be stillborn, but if we are lucky, we discover that we 
have more or less successfully dealt with another question we never initially 
intended to address.

In the case of Reason after Its Eclipse, however, I think a plausible explanation 
of origins is possible, or rather a combination of distant and proximate expla-
nations. I can vividly recall a conversation I had over forty-five years ago in 
Montagnola, Switzerland, with Friedrich Pollock, a central figure in the history 
of the Institut für Sozialforschung, when I was working on my dissertation on the 
Frankfurt School. The two of us were discussing the School’s critique of instru-
mental, subjective reason based on the narrow imperative of self-preservation, 
whose import I thought I had grasped. But what, I asked Pollock, was the norma-
tive alternative against which it was pitted? What exactly was the substantive, 
emphatic, objective concept of reason that was now in peril and how could it be 
justified both as a philosophical concept and as a norm for human emancipa-
tion, without regressing to a discredited idealist metaphysics? Pollock, looking 
increasingly exasperated, tried to formulate a compact answer, but quickly 
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abandoned the effort. Instead he resorted to reminding me that “Horkheimer 
has already devoted an entire book to addressing that question!” The book to 
which he alluded was Eclipse of Reason, which was published in 1947 in English, 
at about the same time Max Horkheimer’s more celebrated joint effort with 
Theodor W. Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment, appeared in German.

I remember not being fully satisfied with this answer, as Horkheimer’s book 
had perhaps assumed more than it really demonstrated about the emphatic 
notion of reason whose eclipse it bemoaned. With the passage of time and sub-
sequent attempts by later generations of Frankfurt School theorists to develop a 
more plausible normative notion of reason, I have remained troubled by the 
nagging sense that my question of 1969 remained unresolved. The opportunity 
to address it more closely was afforded—and this is the proximate origin of this 
exercise—by the kind invitation of Steven Aschheim of the Hebrew University 
in Jerusalem to deliver the George L. Mosse Lectures for 2012. Mosse, like 
Horkheimer a distinguished refugee from Nazi tyranny, was a fellow intellec-
tual historian, who devoted a great deal of his formidable energies to making 
sense of the “irrationalist” thought that fed fascism. “Like romanticism,” he 
wrote in arguably his most influential book, The Crisis of German Ideology, “Volkish 
ideas showed a distinct tendency toward the irrational and emotional, and 
were focused primarily on man and the world. This outlook found a receptive 
audience. Rationalism had been discredited.”1 What more suitable an occasion, 
it seemed to me, than lectures in his honor to return to the question of reason 
and its limits? And so this modest book on a very big theme was born.

There is, of course, something not very reasonable in trying to write a his-
tory of reason in all its motley variety, even one confined to what has come to 
be called the “Western” tradition.2 A nineteenth-century overview, like that 
written by the Anglo-Irish historian W. E. H. Lecky, could assume that the 
meaning of the term was settled, and confidently pen a secularist philippic 
against religious persecution, witchcraft, magic, and superstition, but twenty-
first-century scholars are forced to wrestle with the deeply contested meanings 
that have only multiplied since the Victorian era.3 Either one attempts a 
thousand-page, magisterial survey of different usages or confines oneself to what 
are merely suggestive essays rather than an exhaustive treatment. Happily, the 
former task has already been admirably performed by the German philosopher 
Wolfgang Welsch, whose Vernunft (Reason) came out in 1995.4 Rather than seek 
to produce a condensed version of his narrative—which would sound a bit like 
the Reduced Shakespeare Company’s presentation of The Complete Works of 
William Shakespeare (Abridged ) in one evening—this modest book will begin with 
a selective and incomplete presentation of the long history of thinking about 
something called “reason” in the two millennia before the Frankfurt School 
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began to develop its own ideas of its meaning and defend its vital role in Critical 
Theory.

Or rather, it will examine the sedimented history of overlapping but not 
always fully compatible meanings that accrued to the term and its cognates—
rational, rationality, rationalization, rationalism, reasoning, reasons, reasonable, 
only to mention a few—over that period, paying special attention to moments 
when it came into crisis, either from internal or external pressures, and needed 
a self-conscious defense. Insofar as it is not an atemporal abstraction that can 
be disentangled from its usages, or a fully coherent concept either present at the 
origin of our story or serving as a telos at its end, there is a danger that the pro-
tagonist of our narrative is really a shape-shifting phantasm without an essential 
identity. But here Adorno’s suggestion about the way to approach “philosophical 
terminology” in his 1962 lectures on this theme comes to our aid. Rejecting the 
imperative to define terms before using them or reduce concepts to a singular, 
stable meaning, he argued that “the task of a philosophical terminology can 
consist in nothing else than resurrecting the life coagulated in these termini 
[technical terms].”5 Only through acknowledging the ambiguities, even contra-
dictions, in the history of a term’s usage can the nonconceptual excess that always 
escapes being subsumed under conceptual generalizations be appreciated. Sig-
nificantly, his illustration for the resistance to binding definitions was Immanuel 
Kant, whose “philosophy was a critique of Rationalism as the philosophy that 
had believed it could resolve the most important questions of Being by begin-
ning with pure concepts.”6

When a philosophical term is also very much a part of everyday language, 
as is obviously the case with the one whose history is being traced, the imperative 
to eschew limiting, a priori definitions is even greater. Sometimes to tease out 
their meaning such terms have to be situated in a force field of oppositions that 
function in distinct ways; “irrational,” after all, does not mean the same thing as 
“unreasonable.” And as Max Weber famously argued, “rational-legal” authority 
can be counterposed to either “traditional” or “charismatic” alternatives, ac-
cruing in either case subtly different meanings. The oppositions can also manifest 
themselves on the level of an adjectival binary that nonetheless tacitly assumes 
an underlying common denominator, as when “objective” and “subjective,” 
“substantive” and “formal,” or “instrumental” and “communicative” notions of 
reason are pitted against each other. Nor is it wise to ignore the ways in which 
nouns like “reason” and “rationality” are subtly transformed when they become 
verbs like “to reason” or “to rationalize.” And when the denotative and connota-
tive slippages that inevitably occur when moving from one language to another 
are taken into account, the vanity of a quest to write a “definitive” history of 
an ideal, transcendental concept of “reason” becomes even more obvious.
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If there is a guiding principle in the first half of this book, it is the exploration 
of those issues in the history of “reason” and its cognates that were to become 
most exigent in the Frankfurt School’s struggle to harness its energies for their 
critical project. The second half of the narrative will slow down to explore the 
various ways in which Max Horkheimer, Herbert Marcuse, Theodor Adorno, 
and most extensively Jürgen Habermas sought to grapple with the challenge of 
salvaging a critical version of “reason” after the eclipse of more traditional 
versions. The book will conclude with a chapter filled more with questions than 
answers, a performative affirmation of an important lesson of the exercise as a 
whole: that reason is as much critique as it is system-building, as open-ended as 
it is complete, as fallible in its conclusions as assertive in its premises. And insofar 
as it illustrates the insufficiency of one individual’s attempt to write its history, it 
will, I trust, solicit an intersubjective interaction that includes all who want to 
argue about its meanings, limits, shortcomings, and still unrealized promise.


