What is Enlightenment?

Invitation to a Post-Colonial Debate

The last years of the 18th century witnessed the intensification of the Enlightenment debate in Europe. In Berlin the discussions ranged from the very nature and notion of the 
Enlightenment to its benefits, dangers, limitations and promises. They were led by the famous “Berlin Wednesday Society” (Berlinische Mittwochsgesellschaft), known as the “Friends of the Enlightenment.” The Society was one of the many secret societies that proliferated under the “enlightened despotic” rule of Frederick the Great (1740-1786) and functioned as free intellectual gatherings. The Berlin Wednesday Society included jurists, men of letters and civil servants who were eager to discuss the ideas of the Enlightenment in connection with their social and political circumstances. It is one of theirs who in 1783 launched the call for essays on the question “What is Enlightenment?” in the Berlinische Monatsschrift, closely linked to the Society. Among the responses was the now classical essay of Kant “What is Enlightenment?” The essays as well as the debates in general stemmed from and reflected on the cultural and political realities of that tumultuous period of German and European history marked by a century of political upheavals that started with the English Glorious Revolution of 1688 and ended with the French Revolution of 1789. The major participants to the debate were J. F. Zöllner, M. Mendelssohn, I. Kant, F. H. Jacobi, J. G. Hamann, J. K. W. Möhsen, K. F. von Moser, A. Riem, C. M. Wieland, K. L. Reinhold, J. G. Fichte, H. S. Reimarus and C. F. Bahrdt
. Its major questions were the following: Should Enlightenment involve all men (sic) as humans or only as citizens (both Mendlessohn and Kant made this distinction)? How much Enlightenment of the citizenry is possible or desirable? What kind of knowledge dissemination does it necessitate? How many of the beliefs and values of people could be put in question by an enlightening reason without undermining the very foundations of social and political life? To what extent can such questioning be pushed without falling into nihilism and moral corruption? How much freedom of thought and freedom of expression is it advisable to have? Should there be limits to the liberalization of censorship regulations? Is it advisable to have purely civil marriage ceremonies? Do the exigencies of society conflict with those of enlightenment? But what is Enlightenment in the first place? Are the assumptions made in it about the primacy of reason in human existence tenable? The early Romantics had some very pertinent thoughts about these assumptions, as Frederick Beiser eloquently showed in his writings
.

Theology also was at the heart of the German Enlightenment debates. In the 1770s and 1780s a rationalist current of theology had been developed by some Berliner theologians and come to be known as “neology.” It advocated an understanding of Christian faith that could correspond to enlightened reason, that is, devoid of what was regarded to be superstition, fanaticism and prejudice. The emphasis was to be put on moral rectitude and social responsibility. Revelation was to be maintained but to be made accessible to natural human reason. The Scriptures were to be interpreted historically and critically. The question was: to what extent could this understanding of Christianity remain consistent with the main teachings of the religion that did uphold an essential otherworldly dimension that transcended natural human reason? This trend was severely checked after the death of Frederick the Great in 1786 by the 1788 Religion Edict that called for the re-establishment of orthodoxy. This measure animated further the discussions about the importance of customary religious beliefs as an indispensable means of maintaining the coherence and peace of civil society. Which was a more secure foundation for political stability: orthodoxy or Enlightenment? The 1789 revolution in France exacerbated the concern with the link between Enlightenment and revolution, between revolution and enlightened political reforms, between Enlightenment and liberal politics, between reactions to the French revolution and moral progress. 

This wide range of political, religious and social issues were at the heart of the Enlightenment debate in the second half of the 18th century in Germany and in Europe, and they continued to reverberate throughout the 19th and 20th centuries. They remain, as we know, at the centre of Western thought. In the recent years, they started to be critically re-examined by non-male heterosexual, non-white, non middle-class and non-Western points of view. In this connection the end of the 18th century and more particularly the year 1798 represents an interesting hinge. It is the date of the Prussian Royal Edict that prohibited secret societies and brought an end to the life of the Wednesday Society. By then the latter had contributed in a critical way to the articulation and discussion of the ideas of the Enlightenment. 

The same year that saw the conclusion of this crucial round of debates witnessed the Napoleonic invasion of Egypt. Indeed in 1798 Napoleon landed in Cairo via Alexandria and occupied the country for three years in a move to engage the British in a power struggle outside Europe, on the roads to the colonies. He presented himself to the Egyptians as a friend of the Muslims, if not a Muslim himself, with the mission of liberating them from the barbaric rule of the Mamluks, who at the time governed Egypt for the Ottoman Sultan. These claims, carefully couched in Islamic rhetoric, did not have much credibility for the Egyptians as Jabarti’s famous Chronicles demonstrate
. Napoleon immediately set up an occupation administration with all the necessary threats and taxation measures, and he brutally repressed an attempted revolt. He also established in Cairo the famed “Institut d’Egypte” with his large team of scientists and scholars, with the purpose of impressing the Egyptians and disseminating the principles of learning and civilizational progress. For a number of political and military reasons the Napoleonic occupation did not last long. In 1805 Egypt had again a Mamluk governor, Muhammad Ali, who ruled in the name of the Ottoman Sultan, but who was eager to forge for himself a margin of autonomy vis-à-vis the Ottoman Empire. For this end he worked for the modernization of the army and of the administration. The measures he took produced important social, economic and cultural transformations. Towards the end of the century Egypt came under British colonial hegemony. 

For our purposes, the year 1798 is symbolic in more than one respect:

1) It illustrates the “underside of modernity,” namely, the colonial campaigns that were being undertaken concomitantly with the revolutions and the Enlightenment debates by the Europeans. 

2) The Orientalist constructions that accompanied the Egyptian expedition, well described by Edward Said – similar to the rest of the “Othering” constructions that accompanied other colonial expeditions - an “Othering” that the colonized had to deal with in their reactions to the colonial and post-colonial realities.

3) The encounter with Europe that 1798 started, triggered together with the modernization projects of Muhammad Ali, a whole range of debates in Egypt and in the neighbouring Arab lands, concerning civilizational decline and civilizational rise, the principles of progress, Europe and the self. The animated discussions and the transformative impulses produced around the 19th and 20th c turn of the century an Arab cultural Renaissance known as the Nahda. Its main preoccupations were the following: How are we to define ourselves? Are we Arabs or are we Muslims in the first place? Why have we lagged behind while others have progressed? What are the principles of progress and how do they compare with the principles of our own culture and tradition? What has led to the demise of our civilization? How can we change, modernize without becoming westernized and losing our souls? How can we recuperate our past glory, our dignity, our pride, our previous political, military, scientific, economic, cultural might? Is religion the cause of our decline? Should it be the source of our renaissance? Is secularism what we need? What kind of secularism? Has political oppression been the cause of our cultural crisis or has our culture produced consecutive despotic regimes? 

The discussions evolved along the historical events of the 19th and 20th centuries, which were for the most part dramatic in the Arab world, and continue to be so until today. In the last few decades, they were re-examined by critical Arab thinkers in light of the accumulated experiences, including the many defeats and failures. The pressing questions now were the following: How is one to regain dignity and pride without falling into vain self-glorification? How is one to recover from self-hatred and to overcome despair? What does it mean to have a culture of one’s own and a thought of one’s own? What is the link between having an identity of one’s own and a philosophy of one’s own? How does one establish such an identity? What are the pitfalls and temptations of cultural authenticity and cultural essentialism? How does one re-appropriate one’s own history after it has been told and made by others? How does one recuperate one’s own legacy after it has been denigrated and abused by others? How can one recreate a living relationship with one’s history and heritage after one has been estranged from them by the colonial alienation? Which history? Which heritage? Who is to decide, and on what basis? How are these to be revived when modernization seems to be the urgent need of the day? How can it be possible to traditionalize and modernize at the same time? Is it possible to modernize without becoming westernized? Which intellectual tools are appropriate for the creation of viable and coherent post-colonial meaning references? How is the sense of gap between ideas and realities in post-colonial settings to be understood, analyzed and remedied? What are the importance and limits of contextualizing and historicizing ideas? What does intellectual decolonization imply? What is the role of language in intellectual emancipation? Are indigenous social sciences needed? If yes, how would they have to be conceived? What does critique entail in a post-colonial situation? And how does the gendering of critique contribute to the search for an empowering sense of cultural self? In the final analysis, how does one affirm oneself and exercise critique at the same time?  Interestingly, and contrary to all the exceptionalism with which things Arabic have been consistently approached, most of these questions are common to other post-colonial debates, including the African, the Latin American, the Indian, the Caribbean, the South Pacific, the African American and the Native American. Given the commonalities, and the specificities, of these post-colonial debates, what meaning, if at all, does/should Enlightenment have for them?

This call is not for another re-examination of European Enlightenment, interesting as this may be. It is rather an invitation to share thoughts on the nature, significance, challenges and function of Enlightenment in a post-colonial reality. Has the project of decolonisation been a project of Enlightenment? Can it be one?

� For a useful anthology of this Berliner debate see James Schmidt (ed), What is Enlightenment? Eighteenth-Century Answers and Twentieth-Century Questions. University of California Press, 1996. His introduction to the anthology “What is Enlightenment? A question, its context, and some consequences,” (pp. 1-44) has been very informative for the formulation of the European section of this project. 


� See especially Enlightenment, Revolution, and Romanticism, 1992 and The Fate of Reason: German Philosophy from Kant to Fichte, 1987, both from Harvard University Press.


� Napoleon in Egypt. Al-Jabarti’s Chronicle of the French Occupation, 1798. Markus Wiener Publishing, 1993. The book contains also “The French view of the events in Egypt: Memoirs by Louis Antoine Fauvelet de Bourrienne, Private Secretary to General Bonaparte” as well as an excerpt from Edward Said’s Orientalism, “The cultural consequences of the French preoccupation with Egypt.”





PAGE  
2

