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THE European Enlightenment has long been regarded as a host of disembodied, 
self-perpetuating ideas typically emanating from France and inspiring apprentices at 
the various European peripheries. Historians have demonstrated the. scope and 
depth of the Enlightenment's reach and have painted a variegated picture of a 
decentralized intellectual system with fulcrums as remote as Lima, Calcutta, and 
Batavia. There clearly was a set of overarching purposes of emancipation and 
improvement, but elaborating and pursuing 'the Enlightenment' also involved a 
'sense of place.' We encounter sentimentalist empiricists, atheist republican hacks, 
Leibnizian metaphysicians, Kantian defenders of enlightened kingship, and Anglican 
Newtonians. Enlightened premises were reconfigured by translation, showing the 
disparities of audience and purpose. The German translators of Adam Ferguson's 
Essay on the History of Civil Society, for example, diluted his civic humanism and 
praise of commerce and placed it in the service of an advocacy of spiritual freedom 
and aesthetic inwardness. Civic participation was in this way transmuted into the 
striving for individual perfection.L By its very nature, the Enlightenment imposed 
identifiable modes of thought on those who used it, while it always remained an 
expression of particular desires and meanings, and a response to particular condi
tions. 

What difference did the Enlightenment make? It maintained that human reason 
was able to understand nature unaided by divine revelation, but attuned to its truths; 
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many En lighteners agreed that God, like Newlon's divine clockrnaker, had created the 
universe, but thereafter intervened no more. John Locke's critique of primordialism 
challenged the existence of innate ideas and original sin. He also mounted a pervasive 
argument in favor of government based on public support. Pierre Bayle maintained 
that a society of atheists would not relapse into internecine violence. German scholarly 
pursuits contributed to the force and panache of this intellectual revolution, both in 
Protestant territories and in the Catholic South, which was, contrary to long-held 
opinions, not stifled by Baroque piety. Religion and religiosity did not simply 'adjust' 
to 'modernity,' but theological preoccupations fed into enlightened interests. Refer
ences to Hobbes, Spinoza and Toland were often concealed with erudite codes. 2 

Contrary to England and France where universities receded into insignificance during 
the eighteenth century, German universities became the power nodes of intellectual 
and political rejuvenation. They played a key part in displacing Aristotelianism, and 
later heralded innovation when Leibnizian-Wolffian philosophy fell into disrepute. 
Structurally similar to the Scottish Enlightenment, the German Aujkliirung initially 
revolved around two pivot institutions, school and church; it was rooted in learned 
societies, and flourished among the Protestant and Catholic clergy alike. The rarity of 
gentleman scholars accounts for this; almost all successful writers of the German 
Enlightenment had to earn their living as teachers or civil servants. By and large, the 
general political climate in the German lands was not an impediment to public 
intellectual activity. If German Enlighteners proceeded with caution, they were rarely 
exposed to full princely caprice. 

Around 1750, German was not yet established on the map of Europe as a language of 
scholarship and high culture. It is difficult to chart the evolution of the German 
language, from the rustic and recondite idiom used by scribes and preachers and 
despised by Frederick II, to the subtle instrument it had become by q8o.' While the 
genius polymath Gottti·ied Wilhelm Leibniz or the firebrand professor oflaw Christian 
Thomasius had made occasional forays into the vernacular, Christian Wolff was the 
first to propagate German as a language of instruction. After the mid-century, Gotthold 
Ephraim .Lessing, a man of many talents, heralded a cultural transformation of 
unprecedented magnitude. In the years around q6o, German became the main 
language of Enlightenment in the principalities and free cities of the Holy Roman 
Empire. At the same time, German-speaking scholars and intellectuals remained 
deeply enmeshed in the networks of philosophical discourse that had spanned Europe 
since the radical early Enlightenment. 

In the German lands, patriotism as a sentiment of solidarity can be found among 
Enlightcners, as well as among their opponents. It was often colored by resistance against 
French hegemony in the realm of culture and motivated by a struggle against cultural 
inferiority. Eighteenth-centmy Germans began to grapple with alternative objects of their 
patriotism, be it the Reich, their principality, or their hometown. For those in the mainly 
Catholic South, the focus lay on a centripetal agglutination of territories, the Habsburg 
Monarchy. However, even throughout Germany, few committed themselves to a vague 
overarching unit of German culture. Conservative critics, like Friedrich Karl von 
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Moser in his Of Gerrnan National Spirit (Vmn deutschen Nationalgeisl, t765) tended to 
f~wor the Reich or smaller regional and local communities, engendering brotherhood 
and calling for a reform of the Reich's conslilulion. 

Thomas Abbt, who in r761 published On Dying for the Fatherland (Vom Tode }iir das 
Vaterland), elaborated his stance within the enlightened debate on the moral pre
requisites of politics and the genius of nations. In a time of dispersed territories and 
mercenary recruitment, Abbt posited that martial patriotism countervailed individual 
selfishness; it was aroused by an inborn aesthetic admiration for beauty and order) and 
by the emulation of incarnate virtue as epitomized by the just ruler, Frederick ll. Abbt's 
theory wedded reason and sentiment. Arguing in the vein of the Earl of Shaftesbury's 
and Moses Mendelssohn's aesthetics, Abbt hoped for moral renewal centered on 
altruistic patriotism, which he believed yielded pleasurable affections as well as rich 
intellectual and emotional delights." 

A conceptual centerpiece of the Enlightenment agenda of self-cultivation, cosmo
politanism possessed protean meanings and associations. The archetypical 'polite' 
cosmopolitan would have travelled, mastered foreign languages, and displayed refined 
manners. He would be acquainted with the recent outpouring of the European republic 
of letters and conversant with the political, economic, and social state of the various 
corners of the world. He would also evince tolerance and curiosity, and harness his 
knowledge to a particular end-the reform of his fatherland. 

Modern forms of cosmopolitanism developed in Europe from about the middle of 
the seventeenth century, especially in its earliest cradle-the Dutch Republic with its 
double face as sanctuary of religious toleration and pivot of a global commercial 
empire5 In a world of merchants, 'cosmopolitanism' mainly referred to the enlarged 
scope of one's own business interests. However, other milieus on the European 
continent cultivated a self-image that transcended mercantile egoism and repudiated 
the haughty exclusiveness of privileged elites. This kind of cosmopolitanism flourished 
in a shadowy sphere of semi-secrecy, especially in Masonic lodges that encouraged 
social mixing and pursued emancipatory aspirations. During the latter half of the 
eighteenth century, cosmopolitanism gradually lost its tinge of unorthodoxy and 
dissidence and developed into an openly proclaimed identity and style of life, which 
was frequently associated with the French cultural model of the 'gentilhomme' 6 By the 
end of the century, complaints abounded that cosmopolitanism meant little more than 
fashionable rhetorical frills) an attitude of irresponsible armchair travelers. At the same 
time, however, the growth of nationalist sentiments lent a new urgency to any serious 
attempt at overcoming a spirit of selfishness and confrontation. Cosmopolitanism was 
an ambiguous concept; it could possess strong imperial contours, encapsulating a 
civilizing and pacifying mission; in the German context, it could also refurbish the 
Reichsidee in the sense of a translatio imperii. 

German states did not pursue imperial projects. Although joseph II contemplated a 
Pacific voyage, Germans eager to visit other continents sought employment abroad, 
joining voyages, expeditions) or diplomatic missions organized by the Dutch East India 
Company, the British Admiralty, the Tsarist Crown, or the Royal Danish government. 
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[ndeed, their political unobtrusiveness, as well as their philological, naturalist and 
medical qualif-ications, endeared Germans abroad. At another level, German intcllec~ 
tuals engaged with the world through a vibrant culture of translation. Philosophical 
treatises, historical surveys, novels, and travel reports from all over the world were 
translated soon after their first publication, and were frequently adorned with lengthy 
disquisitions and corrections by the editors. Several large-scale publishing projects 
acquainted German readers with an unprecedented wealth of material; foremost 
among them was the Allgemeine Historie aller merckwiirdigen Reisen, zu Wasser, und 
zu Lande (The General History of Curious Travels on Water and Land), which 
appeared in twenty~one volumes between 1747 and 1774. Marvelous material objects 
from the remotest corners of the world found their way into German curiosity cabinets 
(Wunderkammern) and other, more specialized, collections-the forerunners of the 
ethnological museums of the nineteenth century? None of the German libraries could 
equal the enormous repositories of oriental manuscripts that were now accumulating 
in Paris, Leiden, London, or St. Petersburg, but the Arabic, Ottoman, or Chinese texts 
in German and Austrian possession sufficed as the material basis for the oriental 
philologies as they emerged, with only a minor time lag behind France, at places like 
Vienna, Leipzig, or Gottingen. 

To summarize, German scholars were well integrated both into the intellectual 
networks within Europe and into the circuits of information about the extra-European 
world that were fully developed in the wake of Captain Cook's three circumnavigations. 
To some degree, the lack of direct access to exploration and colonial conquest was 
compensated by a heightened attention to all kinds of systematic knowledge about the 
'East' and about the peoples labeled 'savages' in the language of the eighteenth century. 
When German authors reasoned about anthropology or the patterns of world history, 
they drew heavily on evidence provided in travel accounts. Immanuel Kant and Johann 
Gottfried Herder, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe and Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, 
were thoroughly familiar with this kind of material. 

We need a conceptual grid to grasp the complexities of enlightened cosmopolitan
ism in the German lands, and to explain how the global and the local were interrelated. 
Our chapter will first delineate four analytical facets of the cosmopolitan agenda. In a 
second step we will introduce selected ftelds of enlightened cosmopolitan reasoning. In 
a third subsection, we will survey the multiple transformations of cosmopolitanism 
around 1800, following some of its guiding threads into the nineteenth century. 

6.1 FACETS 

First, the world could f-igure as Europe's mirror. In enlightened literature, most 
prominently Montesquieu' s influential Persian Letters ( 1721), the external perspective 
of the puzzled alien observer is adopted to lay bare what was considered reprobate and 
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decrepit in Europe. European literature of the eighteenth century is replete with 
travelling Chinese or Turkish spies, modeled on Nlontesquieu's Pert~ian visitors, who 
leU lhe satirical 'Lruth' about the Wcst.B These were often critical tracts informed by an 
increasingly profound acquaintance with the political, religious, economic, and cultural 
past and present of other continents. Some Enlighteners clearly saw that 'oriental 
despotism' was a mirage, a reverse reflection of intra-European grievances.9 Converse
ly, another genre preferred the direct juxtaposition of flawed European reality with an 
idealized East. An example is Johann Heinrich Gottlob von Justi's Vergleichungen der 
Europiiischen mit den Asiatischen und anderen venneintlich Barbarischen Regienmgen 
(Comparisons of European with Asian and other Supposedly Barbaric Governments), 
published in 1762. A prominent camemlist, Justi contmsted the alleged wisdom and 
rationality of China and other Asian countries with the backwardness and folly of the 
social and political arrangements prevailing in the German lands. Justi's favorable 
views on Asia, not entirely unfounded, were based on the reading of travelogues and 
Jesuit 'relations,' a common source of eighteenth-century visions of other civilizations. 

Secondly, pivotal concepts of eighteenth-century theorizing were elaborated against 
the backdrop of perceptions of America, Asia, Africa, and the South Seas. A discipline 
of 'comparative government' arose at the moment in history when the 'great map of 
mankind' (Edmund Burke) unfolded before the eyes of European observers. A broad 
range of varieties of political experience far beyond the confines of Christendom and 
the Greco-Roman tradition became visible for the first time and enabled Europeans to 
define their own place .in the world. The very concept of 'civilization,' a key term of the 
age, was predicated on semantic opposition and contrast. Earlier notions of 'barbarism' 
and 'savagery' could now be refined in the light of new ethnographic information, and 
comparative reasoning threw new light on the historical speciftcity of modern Europe. 
The 'comparative method' was a favorite with Enlightenment thinkers. One of its 
foremost applications was the devising of ambitious matrices and graded scales of 
social and cultural forms around the globe. 

Thirdly, connections within a planetary space were very much on the minds of 
eighteenth century readers and writers, especially dming the second half of the century. 
In an age of expanding inter-continental shipping and commerce and especially during 
and after a war-the Seven Years War (1756-1763)--that was fought for globalmari·· 
time hegemony, Europeans clearly recognized that the different parts of the world were 
interwoven and interconnected to an unprecedented degree. The 'spirit of commerce' 
(Handelsgeist) would create bonds of mutual interest that would overcome the tradi
tional ignorance and suspicion between peoples living in different countries. A nurnber 
of German Staatswissenschaftler and geographers specialized in observing and inter
preting the momentous changes taking place in the world. One of them was Matthias 
Christian Sprengel (1746-1803), who edited, among other such projects, a massive 
collection of news and data on all parts of the world, entitled Auswahl der besten 
ausliindischen geographischen und statistischen Nachrichten zur Auflcliirung der Volker
und Liinderkunde (Selection of the Best Foreign Geographical and Statistical Reports 
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for Illuminating the Knowledge of Peoples and Countries), which appeal"ed in fourteen 
volumes between 1794 and 1800. Another manifestation of an acute sense of intercon
nectedness was a series of lectures given by Augusl Ludwig Schl6zer al Gl>llingen in 
1795/96 on global travel and its impact on Europe.JO 

Fourthly, the anthropological study of human 'nature' and a broadly-conceived 
'conjectural' history operating on a level far above the plurality of peoples and nations 
seemed to validate the enlightened adage of the unity of mankind. The idea of Mensch
/wit (Humanity) served several functions in German Enlightenment thought, and two of 
them are of particular importance.t 1 On the one hand, the concept carried the meaning 
of utopian emancipation. Menschheit as a concept was deliberately opposed to 'Chris
tendom' and the theological model of man linked with it; in this sense, Menschheit 
referred not to a given order in which human beings were supposed to integrate 
themselves, but to a common task to be accomplished by activity and a conscious 
development of human capabilities. Humanity as a condition ofliberty and (though far 
from absolute) equality had to be achieved through autonomous human action in 
pursuit of moral purposes. The idea itself could be used as a critical yardstick by 
which to measure all sociat political, and cultural arrangements that stood in the way 
of human progress and perfection. On the other hand, many Enlightenment thinkers 
also had in mind the empirical collective of human beings co-existing on the face of the 
earth. As Christoph Martin Wieland put it in 1788: cosmopolitans 'regard all peoples of 
the earth as just so many branches of a single family, and the universe as a state in which 
they are citizens, together with innumerable other rational beings, in order to promote 
the perfection of the whole.' 12 Crucial for Wieland as for many others was the idea of 
unity in diversity. Many Enlightenment intellectuals not only assumed a common 
natural right possessed by human beings on all levels of 'refinement,' but also shared 
cognitive and bodily capacities that made it possible to acknowledge the other's human
ity in situations, rare as they were, of direct personal contact. 

6.2 FIELDS 
.................................................................................................................. 

6.2.1 History 

Enlightened historians did not fret about the expansive range of their subjects; indeed, 
the subject of the history they wrote was no less than the world. According to the two 
pundits of German Aujkliirungshistorie who taught at Gottingen, johann Christoph 
Gatterer and August Ludwig Schlozer, all particular histories had to be constmcted 
bearing this global angle of significance in mind: This '[ ... ] powerful gaze turns the 
aggregate into a system, a system in which world and humanity form a unit.' t3 

Universal history was written 'with the intention of creating world citizens' (in welt
biirgerlicher Absicht). Enlightened historians operated in the aftermath of the so-called 
'Pyrrhonian Crisis' around 1700 when the knowledge of the past provided by elder 
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'antiquarian' or 'erudite' scholarship had come under severe attack. What the best of 
eighteenth-century German historical scholarship aimed at was no mere enumeration 
of data, but the critical--systematic (and necessarily selective) establishment of a 'nexus 

rerwn universalis,' a universal connection of things in the world, in order to retrieve a 
universal connection between events.l'1 When tied to source-criticism, as it was in the 
GOttingen school, this emphasis on 'structures' replaced an earlier focus on rulers and 
warfare. In a somewhat less empirical vein, 'conjectural' or 'philosophical' history 
chiseled out a sequence of developmental stages through which mankind passed on 
its way towards refmement. The works of the Basel-boru Isaak Iselin (1728-1782) 

exemplified this approach. 15 Schlozer's own major works, Vorstellung seiner Univer
sal-Historic (The Conception of Universal History), published in two volumes in 1772-

1773. and WeltGeschichte nach ihren Haupt1twilen im Auszug und Zusammenhange, 
(World History in its Main Outlines in Selections and Connections, two volumes, 1785-

1789) strove to supersede both Iselin's lofty design and purely compilatory collections, 
such as the gargantuan English Universal History, which was translated and assiduously 
annotated by a consortium of staunchly Lutheran scholars from Halle headed by 
Sigmund Jacob Baumgarten.16 SchlOzees works represent path-breaking attempts to 
delineate the parameters of a non-providential history of mankind: space, time, and the 
plurality of ethnic groups or civilizations ('Volker') who, due to contingent constella
tions of t~1ctors, had experienced different historical trajectories. 17 

All comprehensive histories invariably included reflections on ancient history and the 
biblical narrative, on Chinese history (introduced through Jesuit rnissionaries) and on the 
customs of 'savage societies.' A way to reconcile universalism with diversity on an 
analytical level was to survey gradations of 'progress.' This problem was tied to a broader 
question about the course of history, whether it proceeded in a cyclical fashion or rather 
in a linear manner? For Enlighteners, the circular motion of history became applicable 
to the non-European world and to Europe's internal peripheries, whereas the linear 
arrow was the discernible trait of the advanced, cultivated nations. Nevertheless, a set 
of concentric perimeters or orbits with different degrees of approximation to the Euro
pean standard was not constructed before the end of the eighteenth centmy. Enlighteners 
relished in viewing the savage cultures of the age as their 'contemporary predecessors' 
consigned to earlier stages of European history. Intimate lawwledge of 'primitive' socie
ties would shed new light on antiquity and the early civilizations. Associations binding 
together the history of the mind, religious cults, and social organization became preva
lent. This way of thinking correlated monotheism with reason and civilization, the 
predominance of the imagination with mythology and 'barbarism/ or the 'uncultured' 
mind with poetic, sensual-allegorical concepts and pantheist leanings. johann Gottfried 
Herder and Christoph Gottlieb Heyne likewise conducted horizontal and vertical 
comparisons. As the Prussian cleric Friedrich Gedike put it: '[T]here was a time when 
the Greeks were no more prudent [ ... ] than the Greenlanders or Kamtcbatkans 
whose mythology is strikingly similar to that of the Greeks.' Under the auspices of a 
history of human reason, the ontogenesis of the human being was tied to the 
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phylogenesis of mankind: 'Observations about the development of a child's soul give 
insights about the pace of development of an entire uncultivated people,' Gedike 
argued. !H 

This anthropological design co-existed with a bold re-envisaging of the German 
lands' place in the history of Europe. Since Johann jacob Mascov's Geschichte der 
Teutschen (two volumes, 1726~1734), the migrations of late antiquity acquired promi
nence as a axial period in Europe's progress toward enlightenment. Barbaric German 
tribes, forest transhumants pasturing their cattle on glades in the immense woodlands, 
initially lacked sociability and law before nomadic invasions originating at the inner 
Asian boundaries of China set off snowball effects with repercussions reaching to the 
fi·ontiers of the Roman Empire. German barbarians, converts to the Arian variety of 
Christianity, conquered Rome and, submitting to its legal culture, forged a blend of 
Roman law with their models of allodial and proprietorial tenure: it was Montesquieu 
who famously exclaimed in his Spirit of the Laws (1748) that 'this beautiful system was 
invented in the woods.' 19 In this way, the Germans became key agents in the transfor
mation that gave rise to the medieval European system of state and Church. The 
formerly barbarian, acculturated legalis homo would emerge from their cisalpine and 
transalpine feudal kingdoms, shattered by their conflict with the papacy, as the first 
Barger of flourishing cities. This marriage of German liberty and Roman legality was 
thus taken to encapsulate the germ of tbe eighteenth-century European order. 

6.2.2 Religion 

Enlighteners, as is well known, propagated religious toleration. Notwithstanding this 
practice of openness, a comparative study of non-Christian religions had to wait for the 
Romantic fascination with mythology to grow into a scholarly field of some impor
tance. Under the influence of the Jesuits, Confucianism did not count as a religion, but 
as an inner-worldly system of ethics. Buddhism was discovered in Europe only around 
the middle of the nineteenth century. Hinduism (a collective label covering a broad 
range of Indian religious creeds and practices) became visible to European eyes as a 
result of early Sanskrit studies in Bengal and in Paris from the 1780s onwards. At first 
linguistic and mythological aspects of Indian civilization received more attention than 
its religious side. This remains true until Friedrich Schlegel's essay Ober die Sprache 
und Weisheit der Indier (On the Language and Wisdom of the Indians), published in 
1808, which marks a decisive shift from the sensualist study of imagination to the 
philological and symbolic penetration of myth. During the Enlightenment, however, 
the religious practices of 'savages' continued to be lumped under the old catch-all 
notion of 'idolatry.' 

For several decades, the European debate about Islam left few traces in Germany. 
Tbe outstanding German-language contribution was the sympathetic description of 
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tribal Arabia by the traveler and proto-ethnographer in Danish service, Carsten 
Niebuhr {_t733-·1815), whose Reisebeschreibung nach Arabien und anderen urnliegenden 
Ldndcrn {Descriptions of Travels to Arabia and other Nearby Lands) appe;Jred in three 

volumes between 1774 and 1837. :tvlost writers of the German Enlightenment look a 
detached attitude towards Islam, a religion that had few adherents in Germany and was 
no longer, following the decline of the Ottoman Empire, considered a menace to 
Christendom. Pew major German intellectuals, apart ti·om Lessing, engaged with 
Islam, which does not diminish the importance of orientalist scholarship."' The 
rediscovery of Islam during the first half of the eighteenth century led to subversive 
consequences,21 but 'Mohamedanism' present~d no religious threat and little of an 
intellectual challenge, even though much ink was spilled on the rise of Islam as a 
peculiarly 'Asiatic revolution.' 

Orientalist scholarship was bolstered by biblical hermeneutics and Pietism, a prose
lytizing, evangelical movement, which emphasized heartfelt sincerity of belief over 
formulaic professions of faith. Excellent Pietist language schools at Halle (Collegium 
Orientale Theologicum, Collegiwn ]udaicum) designed to train missionaries saw many 
students abort their theological careers. A trailblazer of biblical criticism emerging 
from this very milieu was johann David Michaelis (1717-1791), who moved ti·otn the 
then-conventional Protestant view of Hebrew as an immutable, divinely inspired 
tongue to a naturalist notion of the emergence of language. In 1761, he prompted the 
Danish court to send a scholarly expedition to the Arabian Peninsula, which Michaelis 
considered a static polity wbere one could still study the customs and rites related in the 
Bible. Although antediluvian chronologies became available, the scope of sacred history 
was not constricted, and the pedigree of Confucianism was even traced back to the Ark 
of Noah (vice-versa, jesus was cast by Chinese writers as a disciple of Confucius' 
equilibrist doctrine). 

Eager to end vindictive persecution, most German Enlighteners defended the toler
ation of jews-with Christian Wilbelm Dohm's Ober die biirgerliche Verbesserung der 
Juden (On the Civic Improvement of the jews, 1781) prominent among them. The 
desirability of Jewish 'emancipation,' and civic integration was however also contested 
among jewish Maskilim, scholars and adherents of Haskalah, jewish Enlightenment. 
What Christian Enlighteners perceived as rebarbative traits of the Jews' behavior was 
explained as a result of their ignominious humiliation over centuries. Positions vis-a
vis Jewry thus oscillated between patronizing 'betterment,' calls for conversion, and 
anthropological curiosity. 

6.2.3 Empire 

The critique of Empire was a discourse of its own that bore a discernibly German 
imprint, since the German states took no part in the colonial expansion of the time. 
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Colonialism was not a domestic political issue, and nothing ever came close to such 
great public events as the process of impeachment against Warren Hastings, the f-Irst 
Governor General of India, in the House of Commons in the years qSS-·1-795, or the 
debates in the French National Convention preceding the abolition of colonial slavery 
in February 1794. The Germans were keen, but detached observers of other people's 
empires and colonialism. 

Racist remarks directed at Ati-icans by Christoph Meiners (1747-1810), a prolific 
professor of Weltweisheit (Worldly Wisdom) at the University of Giittingen, have given 
the German Enlightenment a bad reputation, and even in Herder, rightly considered 
the paragon of cultural diversity, one comes across occasional comments on non
Europeans, Mongols for example, of a blatantly offensive naturen On the whole, 
however, the German Enlighteners in the second half of the eighteenth century were 
outspoken critics of imperialism and colonialism. This holds true for Immanuel Kant, 
Herder, Georg Christoph Lichtenberg, Georg Forster, and many less well-known 
authors, such as August Hennings (1746-1826), a Danish civil servant writing in 
Gennan.23 However, the German critique of empire responded less to specific abuses 
and outrages than anti-colonial agitation in Britain or France. It argued on principal 
grounds, and discussed conquest and subjugation in fundamental terms of justice, 
legitimacy, and the tolerance of diversity. Immanuel Kant put forward the strongest 
objection to colonialism; he rejected the right to settle on another people's soil except 
when permitted through a treaty, and he left no doubt that even 'savages' had rights 
and were capable of acting as legal subjects. The most powerful enlightened critique of 
empire was the detailed analysis of the Spanish colonial system in Mexico composed by 
Alexander von Humboldt after his extended visit to the country (Essai politique sur le 
Royaurne de Ia Nouvelle-Espagne, 18o8--t812), a book written in French, the principal 
language of enlightened cosmopolitanism. Here, and in his later work on Cuba (Bssai 
politique sur l'ile de Cuba, 1831), Humboldt did not limit himself to moral or legal 
denunciation. Through careful examination, he uncovered the inherent irrationality of 
the colonial system and questioned its long-term capacity for survival. 

Post--modernist critics belittle enlightened interest in the world as a mere soliloquy, 
give short shrift to Enlighteners' recognition of diversity and calls for toleration, and 
see eighteenth-century universalism as a smokescreen of benevolence to camouflage 
I•:urope's rise to world supremacy. According to these critiques, genuinely European 
categories have been ruthlessly grafted onto the world in the guise of <universal' 
characteristics of mankind by means of expropriation and colonial oppression.24 

However, we must be careful not to read back into the ancien rCgime nineteenth·· 
century commonplaces. German Enlighteners who subscribed to a weltbiirgerlich or 
cosmopolitan agenda by no means licensed a tnission civilisatrice. Moreover, they did 
not exculpate the destruction of primitive cultures as a prerequisite for their advance
ment. Although Enlighteners' criticism of exploitative colonialism did not entail a full 
recognition of cultural equality irrespective of place, most Enlighteners preserved the 
unity of mankind as a pivotal idea. 'All men,' Herder insisted, 'are endowed with the 
power of attaining' superior reason. 25 Foreign cultures should be treated with respect, 
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not lured into exploitative treaties. However, he also wondered whether, when under 
European dominion, foreign cultures should be given laws adjusted to their moral 
customs and inlellcclual capacity, In the early nineteenth century, the idiom of 
enlightened benevolence lingered on, but it was gradually interspersed with more 
disparaging attitudes toward other cultures arrested in their respective stages of 
development. This left little doubt about the progress of Europe as a guiding beacon 
for the world. Whereas in the eighteenth century the propensity for despotism was 
ascribed to malleable traits, habits, or oppression, a new explanatory model lodged it in 
the intrinsic indolence and servility of non-Europeans from the early nineteenth 
century onwards. In his Principles of Political Economy of 1848, john Stuart Mill 
famously lamented the recent tendency of 'attributing the diversities of conduct and 

character to inherent national differences.'26 

6.2.4 Commerce and the law of nations 

The eighteenth-century European order was built on a system of treaties and on the 
mollifying benefits of commerce. According to Emmerich de Vattel's classic on the Law 
of Nations (1758), this res publica was based on a common interest in the maintenance 
of order and in the preservation ofliberty.n It was a 'balanced' commonwealth of self
governing entities, interconnected to a degree of interdependency where one state 
could not dispense with the other. The republic of letters spread enlightened reasoning 
and polite morals, multiplying advancement beyond the narrow circle of its accredited 
members.2s This system was deemed incompatible with assertions of empire, of a 
rnonarchia universalis on the continent itself,29 even if, at the same time, Europe hosted 
several metropolitan centers of maritime empires. Obviously, the conceptual distinc
tions drawn within Europe as well as between Europe and the rest of the world were 
crucial here. The new notion of Europe as a balanced stable system of enlightened 
states that mutually enhanced the commonweal increasingly provoked donbts, also 
from a cosmopolitan perspective .. If a state failed to fulfill its duties to its subjects, by 
investing them with liberty and to ensuring justice, could it, some asked, forfeit its right 
to self-preservation' The three partitions of Poland (1772, 1793, 1795), when Europe's 
second-largest state disappeared from the map within twenty years, aroused fierce 
debates, and so did joseph II's plan of 1785 to trade off the Austrian Netherlands tc>r 
Bavaria. The Polish case could be seen as an example of morally responsible absolutism 
repressing a myopic movement of Catholic--aristocratic resistance to the modern 
state.Jo Anarchy could spill over Poland's boundaries and would be in need of contain
ment. This issue threw into relief the co-existence of alternative models that inhabited 
the enlightened sphere of political legitimacy. To quite a few authors reforming 
monarchies were superior to the sturdy, but ramshackle republics so dear to the 
defenders of ancient public virtue. On this reasoning, the monarchy's function as 
warrantor of public welfare and felicity justified inter-state intervention, even occupa·
tion. This was precisely the argument advanced in the Polish case to brush aside claims 
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of autarky and sclf-clctcnnination, which had been eloquently rephrased by Jean

Jacques Rousseau in his Considerations on the Government of Poland (1770·-1771). In 
lheir acerbic rqwrts, Prusslan bureaucrals meticulously look slock of the alleged moral 
destitution of the newly acquired territories. 

By the late eighteenth century, the 'cosmopolitan regime' came under attack for 

propagating vapid and abstract legal and moral norms. Enlightened cosmopolitanism 

could then be seen as tantamount to the perilous symptoms of (ostensibly) doux 
commerce (marked, e.g., by counterfeit coins and cordons sanitaires, which impeded 

trade and thus severed bonds between regional economies). Among these supposedly 

perilous symptoms were emotional depravation, individual self-aggrandizement, prod
igality, and avarice, together forming a system of 'interactive greed.' 31 Critics put 

forward a non-utilitarian notion of morals, tilting a lance at Kant's 'unsociable sociability.' 
Writers like Thomas Abbt challenged the significance of egoistical self~gratification and 

rehabilitated sacrifice for the common good and for posterity, envisaging moral self
regeneration through sublime, patriotic virtue. Moral perfection thus served as a scaffold 
for common welfi1re (allgerneines Bestes). This was the critical juncture where Kant felt 

obliged to take up the gauntlet flung down by his former student Herder in the Ideas for a 
Philosophy of the History of Mankind (1784-91). Herder, as Kant argued in a famous 

review, adhered to f~1llacious sensationalist principles in order to prove a speculative 

presumption about the benign harmony between the individual and society. The attain
ment of harmony, Kant argued, was a vain hope in light of natural human antagonisms, 

which surreptitiously contributed to happiness and perfection." 
In the last quarter of the eighteenth century, the whole idea of a regulated polite and 

commercial advancement could seem a decoy, a prevarication of glib enlightened 

parlance. Students of national economy had argued for some time that the subjugation 

(by means of spreading law and morals) and cultural evisceration of peoples were the 
by-products of commercial domination within as well as outside Europe.:n Commerce 

meant coercion and conquest. In 1807, the Berlin publicist Friedrich Buchholz called 

for a Franco- Pruss ian alliance against the universal monarchy of British mercantile 

dominance. 34 Reiterating tenets from Rousseau's Social Contract, Johann Gottlieb 
Fichte's Closed Commercial State (18oo) likewise urged the abandonment of inter

national trade. 35 A disdain for the overtly paternalistic state-economies of the static 

Eastern Empires, held responsible for distortions of commerce, also began to over

shadow the erstwhile appreciation for the fine-tuned checks and balances which 
domesticated despotism. 

Fifthly, philosophy of history and Weltbiirgertum. Common to Enlighteners' view of 

progress was the ascertaining of three particular qualities: economic activity (dyna

mism and competitive entrepreneurship), sociability (translating private virtues into 
social modes and collective habits of comportment or channeling private vices into 

public benefits) and public governance (as opposed to the arbitrary use of power). 

These three traits shaped enlightened attempts to come to terms with Europe's place in 
history. 

COSMOPOLITANISM AND 'i'llE (li·:RMAN ENL!CHTENMEN'l' L3l 

Two of the shorter writings of the greatest Gerrnan philosopher of the eighteenth 
century, Immanuel Kant, are of particular relevance here: 'Idee zu einer allgerneinen 
Geschichle in weitbii;gerlicher Absichi' ([deas for a Universal History with a Cosmo-

politan Aim, 1784)36 and 'Zum ewigen Frieden. Bin philosophischer Bntwurf' (Perpetual 
Peace: A Philosophical Sketch, 1795)."7 Kant's treatise on perpetual peace stands not 

only in a tradition of irenic writings since Erasmus' Querela Pacis (The Complaint of 

Peace) of 1517, but should also be seen as part of a debate on the contemporary 

condition of Europe in an age of large-scale war. 
Immanuel Kant's essay 'Idea for a Universal History with a Cosmopolitan Aim' 

proposes a regulative idea of the improvement of mankind that allows for the full 
development of man's predispositions (Anlagen) for the use of reason. Similar to the 

G(ittingen historians, Kant's regulative idea serves to make the 'complex and disorderly' 

material of history reveal order, allowing the historian to see the 'system' behind the 
'aggregate' of disparate and arbitrary facts.38 The teleological idea of a providential 

plan of nature is a 'maxim' and 'guiding principle' necessary to organize empirical 

material.39 The presupposition of 'progress' does not serve as a causal explanation 
or as an absolute truth, but as a heuristic principle capable of empirical confirmation, 

revealing a 'regular cause of improvement.'4° Kant's conjectural axiom, the improvement 

of mankind, organizes the process of hist01y 'as if,' prefiguring man's further develop

ment and encouraging social and political reform. The axiom prepares its own decrease 

of importance without ever being dislodged. As soon as man is emancipated from the 
'rule of instincts,' the toil endured to achieve this stage will be retrospectively justified. 

Kant's a priori thus saves mankind from despair in the face of injustices that are man

made and therefore changeable. Kant is concerned with a species~wide rational and 
moral advancement through social 'antagonism.' This irresolvable state of competition, 

in turn, precludes men from developing the self-discipline necessary for moral agency, a 

function fulfilled by public law with its threat of sanction. 
Perfect justice remains an illusion and even the state's approximate justice is, in 

Kant's view, constantly imperiled by warfare and inter-state conflict. A cosmopolitan 
federation with legislative powers, inaugurating a world senate for universal jurisdic~ 

tion and a court of international arbitration, is the prerequisite for the further advance

ment of mankind. We need to situate Kant's 'perpetual peace' of 1795 in its context: the 

idea that the international cohabitation of nations could be described as a natural 

society----subject to natural law, as was the community of men within a state-was 
common to enlightened thought:H Accordingly, international law had aimed at pre·· 

venting individual states from destroying this (fictional) 'natural order.' Kant envisages 

a global legal community of equal citizens who assent to their polity's laws and are not 

forced into anns. He favors a voluntary league of nations over a regime of universal 
jurisdiction with coercive powers. Predestination forecloses the total 'conf"luence' of 

peoples, but there exists a mechanism, based on shared instincts, which connects and at 

the same time separates them: 'National pride and national hatred are necessary to 
separate nations' and, Kant adds, governments 'like this folly.' Moral perfection will 

surmount the instinctual state through 'maxims of reason,' which will enable men to 
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'eradicate Nationalwahn' (national delusion) whose place will be taken by 'patriotism 

and cosmopolitism.'"2 

Johann Gotlfriccl Herder, Kant's former student, repudiated the 'spirit of the times,' 
which he saw as a presumption of unit(n·mity based upon self-adulatory parochialism. 
l{erclcr's unease with 'facile, grandiose' generalities and his emphasis on the contin

gency of history were reinforced by his studies on the origins ofhmguage.·u Subscribing 

to a nominalist approach, Herder highlighted how particular, descriptive notions were 
transmuted into universal dcnominators.H Generalized claims that fitted entire peoples 

into an overall scheme were perilous and unfounded as no universal standard to 
measure 'progress' existed. This absence of parameters resulted as much from the 

fallibility and finitude of human capacities as fi·om the circumstantial conditions of 

every specific situation. The notion of 'deviation' from a given 'standard' is therefore 

erroneous. According to Herder the force of knowledge imprinted by concrete circum
stances leads to moral incommensurability across time and place. 'Why do we not 

realize that if we do not have all the vices and virtues of former ages?', Herder asked in 

his I774 Auch eine Philosophic der Geschichte der Menschheit (Also a Philosophy of 
History), it is 'because we are not in their position [ ... l nor breathe the same air.''15 

'The philosopher,' according to Herder's poignant appraisal, 'is never more of an ass 

than when he [ ... J pronounces on the perfection of the world, wholly convinced that 

everything moves just so, in a [ ... ] straight line, that every succeeding generation 
reaches perfection in a [ ... -I linear progression, according to his ideals of virtue and 

progress.''16 Indeed, the self.·serving teleology that pervades all the countless 'pragmatic 

histories' of the age fuels a complacent trust in general progress. This basic conviction 
makes it impossible to properly appreciate minor, but concrete and overdue reforms. 

According to Herder, conjuring up the 'opium dream' of the superiority of eighteenth

century Europe served as a pretext for cowardice and inactivity. Adorning man's chains 

with flowers, the 'uniformity of progress' sapped the cosmopolitan project by setting up 
a complacent notion of 'humanity,' tied to the alleged benefits of commerce.'17 

By emphasizing the uniqueness of situations and the incomparability of different 

sociopolitical configurations, Herder does not assign intrinsic, inalienable character

istics to peoples. In his ldeen zu einer Philosophic der Geschichte der Menschheit 

(1784-·1791). he claimed that all individuals and nations are expressions of a single 
human nature, all gravitating toward the fullest expression of their potentialities. The 

'New Zealand cannibal and a Fenelon, a Newton and the wretched Pesheray, are all 
creatures of one and the same species,' he insisted.1~ 

6.3 TRANSITIONS AROUND 1800 

The period around 18oo was a time of multiple transitions and of the fragmentation of 

enlightened agendas and claims. New, ostensibly self-contained 'currents' surfaced: 

liberalism, conservatism, romanticism. The conventional taxonomy suggests that 
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Enlightenment's demise neatly coincided with the centennial divide. This oversimpli

fies the ways by which enlightened objectives and methods were recontlgured and built 
into newly available idioms; also, parllsans of lale Enlighlenmenl, S'pd.laujkliirung, did 

not simply acquiesce to this polemical and selective rc-tailoring. The engrained view of 

Enlightenment's decline also tends to portray the available agendas around 1800 in 

isolation from each other. 
This chapter can only hint at the changes the concept of Weltbiirgertum underwent 

around 18oo. Let us single out two epistemological dislocations: a sanguine eighteenth
century debate about the history of writing came to an end with the disenchanted 

realization that Chinese and Egyptian civilizations did not possess scripts reproducing 

reality in pictorial or symbolic signs bt'}'Ond phonetic and alphabetical notation. 
)ean-Fran<;ois Champollion's decipherment of the Rosetta Stone and Wilhelm von 

Humboldt's studies on Chinese language are pivotal here. Also, the belief in the pristine 

African and Oriental progenitors of Greek Antiquity rapidly lost prestige by the early 
nineteenth century, being replaced by a notion of indigenously European or Indo

European 'Aryan' origins. A renewed sentiment of European soliclarily, culturally 

validated by an invoked shared 'heritage,' went hand in hand with an increasing 

disregard for the fate of peoples outside Europe. 
In the realm of politics, three processes come to mind: the years around 1800 brought 

a redistribution of global power, with the Napoleonic wars heralding British ascendan

cy. Distances between the continents shrunk further and Europe's mercantile empire 
was consolidated. After a marked decline before 1800, European 'missionary aspirations 

again began to soar:19 In a more narrowly German setting, the unmasking of the 

Illuminati order in 1784-1785 and the spread of revolutionary conflagration after 1789 

allowed cosmopolitanism to acquire yet another layer of meaning-while tarnishing, 

for some, the process of Enlightenment further still. 5° The Enlightenment could now, 
in the wake of Napoleonic 'despotism' and belligerent expansionist zeal, be denounced 

as universalist, French, and as a potential menace. 51 The divorce between the cosmo

politan (in a disparaging sense), superficial and vapid French ideas and an ostensibly 

deeper German national 'spirit' became a much--labored theme of cultural self-recog
nition in the German lands, one which still resonated in Friedrich Meinecke's magiste

rial Weltbiirgerturn und Nationalstaat (I908). In fact, the rejection of Napoleon's 

German politics was far less pervasive than usually assumed. The shifts in political 

sensibilities and rhetoric are difficult to gauge, but the Masonic lodges provide reveal

ing evidence. Around 1800 cosmopolitan rhetoric was readjusted and realigned to fit an 

agenda more straightforwardly alloyed to a 'nation.'52 In 1809, a few days after the 
foundation of the Rheinbund, Prussian Masons of Erlangen dispatched a circular to 

haternallodges in which they insisted that 'the cosmopolitan interest can and should 

coexist with the patriotic [ vaterliindischen] in complete harmony. '53 

The 'nation' frequently invoked around 1800 was not a concept developed in 

clear contradistinction to cosmopolitism. It rather seems that cosmopolitanism and 

hyperbolic 'nationalism' carved out separate channels. The early nineteenth century 

did not bring a backlash of stubborn nationalism traditionally attributed to popular 
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revolts against Napoleon. Fraternal bonds to other peoples were reinforced and praise 
fOr the Revolution in Prance remained strong. German Philhcllcnism in the t82os also 
resled on a cosmopolitan sca1Told, as Greek palriols modeled lheir pedigree on what 
they considered to be the ancient ancestors of all civilized mankind. Notwithstanding 
the nationalist harangues of Joseph Gdrres and Ernst Moritz Arndt, many of Ger
many's foremost men of letters retained a distinctly cosmopolitan perspective and 
refrained from adulating the Vaterland. During the last years of his life, Friedrich 
Schiller collected materials on several plays with oceanic and exotic subject matters. 
Only fragments indicate the direction in which his interest in pirates, emigration, and 
the New World might have taken the great dramatist. 54 Cosmopolitanism survived 
powerfully in Goethe's idea and program of Weltliteratur, which he began to adum
brate in 1827. He did not, in the first place, mean the fOrmation of an extended literary 
canon to be enjoyed and contemplated quietly by readers in the Germany of the 
Biedermeier years, but rather a constant, and well-organized, activity of awareness 
and mediation, translation and transfer, a process of linking intellectual communities 
in distant parts of the world, encouraging the educated to transcend parochialism or 
national bigotry. Weltliteratur, as the cultural underpinning of world society, had not 
just to be assembled and displayed, it had to be created." In his last years, the ever
attentive Goethe hailed the advent of the steamship, predicted a great future for the 
railway and understood that cross-border cultural communication would be facilitated 
by the logistics of the dawning industrial age. While the old enlightened republic of 
letters was dilapidated after 1815, a pan-European community of scholars was not torn 
apart by the Napoleonic wars. German scholars were actively involved in the many 
networks tirelessly spun by that indefatigable survivor and defender of the late Enlight
enment, Alexander von Humboldt. 

The desirability of 'Enlightenment' as moral and political advancement remained 
forceful. From the early nineteenth century onwards, its universal thrust became more 
and more unequivocally tied to a distinct, tangible 'national' community, which was 
portrayed as both the target and agent of enlightening in the sense of a 'national renais
sance.' A double-threaded process can be observed. On the one hand, one relished 
Germany's alleged role as intellectual primus inter pares, which encouraged the wish to 
bestow to others one's pioneer accomplishments. On the other hand, and this is particu
larly salient well into the Vormiirz, Germans gave themselves pride of place in their solitary 
cosmopolitanism: cosmopolitanism was thus emblazoned as a key cachet of German 
national character, as a quality which potentially superseded that of other peoples.'6 

In the I-Iabsburg monarchy after 1800, the conceptual triad of cosmopolitan univer
salism, territorial patriotism and an incipient stress on national distinctiveness was 
equally significant. In its multilingual milieus, rival conceptions of the nation con
tended for legitimacy. As in the non-Habsburg German context, cosmopolitanism could 
become a term of vituperation directed against an irresponsibly 'rootless' (in the Central 
European case: 'Germanized') aristocracy with its outdated taste and opinions, 
whose legally sanctioned predominance had to be curtailed. 57 In addition, a 'cosmopoli
tan' proclivity could be accused of enticing consent to joseph II's reforms of the 
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t78os, which rode roughshod over inherited constitutions and an ostensibly 'natural' 
diversity. This linkage did not deter early conservatives from decrying liberalism as a 
reincamation of the enlightened cosmopolitan ideal, or from seeing liberalism as expres
sing abstracllegalisrn and encouraging self-love. This was a key moment in the fragmen
tation of enlightened cosmopolitanism. 58 However, while agents of the Bohemian and 
Hungarian 'national renaissance' rejected antiquated and detrimental 'cosmopolitanism,' 

they strongly emphasized the brotherhood and interdependency of peoples who were 
entitled to aspire and achieve freedom. This again clearly evinces traits of the late
enlightened model of a European equilibrium, and of eighteenth-century universalism 
reoriented toward the 'people' as the agent of emancipation and refinement. Moreover, 
the 'cosmopolitan patriotism' inculcated by the imperial state explicitly situated itself in 
the dignified ancestry of the Roman Empire. 59 

Another shift relevant to the reconf1guration of cosmopolitanism both in the 
Habsburg Monarchy and in the German lands occurred around 1800. During the 
eighteenth century, the European Republic of letters was involved in charting an 
imaginary boundary between 'East' and 'West,' portraying the former as exotically 
backward and the later as progressive and enlightened. The debate over Poland sketched 
above was a critical point in this drift. These cliches were often reinforced by intellectuals 
from 'the East' for reasons of polemical purchase in order to spur their audiences' will to 
reform. However, with the Revolutionary Wars this sliding frontier between East and 
West became more tangible and politically charged. While Germany was not squarely 
placed on the Eastern side of this divide, German educated citizens' self-recognition 
acquired a certain gravitational pull in that direction after t8oo. The conventional 
wisdom about the renunciation of enlightened ideas and methodological devices after 
1800 is heavily colored by hindsight. The disavowal of cosmopolitanism was a conve
nient exit from the Enlightenment. Later in the nineteenth century, liberal nationalists 
wished to etlace the cosmopolitan blot on their shield and, in doing so, they diluted the 
intellectual force of enlightened dispositions after 18oo. Posterity has accepted this 
liberal-nationalist image of German cosmopolitanism and connected it to assumptions 
about Germany's purported 'special path.' As a consequence, cosmopolitanism has been 
lfequently treated as a typically German idealist pipe dream that hampered political 
realism and reinforced escapism, thus buttressing pusillanimous state-obedience.60 

Those who deplored Germany's status as a 'belated nation' could hold cosmopolitanism 
responsible for this delay. The dissociation from questionable Spiitaufkliirung with its 
asserted revolutionary potential thus served a central purpose. In retrospect, it irrevoca
bly attuned liberal aspirations to the nation state already during the Vormdrz.61 This 
claiming and realigning of intellectual predecessors has also colored basic assumptions of 
German history, with liberal nationalists later maligning the bureaucrats who had sup
ported Napoleonic rule. In fact, those civil se1vants were eager to level the privilege-based 
society of orders and inherited prerogative including what remained of the estates (Sti:inde 
or Landtage) that had not been entirely subverted by the enlightened despots of the 
eighteenth century. Later liberal nationalists essentially erased the patriotic activities of 
enlightened bureaucrats where they had succumbed to pro~ Napoleonic sentiments. In the 
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former Rheinbund stales, liberal nationalists slighted the long-standing cflCcts of bureau
cratic reform, whereas in Prussia the reconstruction of the state a!ler the crushing defCat of 
l8o6 was conceived as the 1iJutH.1ational nw.tncnl for 'liberal' slatehood. As for the 
intellectual genesis and antecedents of Prussia's rebirth, their 'cosmopolitan' purview 
was disputed. Around 1900, this would spark a veritable Historikerstreit about Baron 
vom Stein, Karl August von Hardenberg, and other Prussian heroes. The debate focused 
on their reliance on eighteenth-century French reforming schemes that had been thwarted 
or distorted by the Revolution of 1789 and, of course, on their debt to Kant. 

The Romantics' cosmopolitan schemes are difficult to square with the conventional 
image of their inveterate repudiation of Enlightenment. Romantics joined in the 
disavowal of the paradigms of commerce and 'unsocial sociability.' They wished to 
resuscitate a world ofti·aternity marked by-in Navalis' words--'faith and love,' not by 
'knowing and having.'62 They tacitly endorsed enlightened ideals of individuality, 
freedom, and equality, but accused the Enlightenment of having devaluated them, 
ridiculing sacrifice for the best of mankind and supplanting true charity with greed. 
The Romantics took issue with contractualism, which stipulated the self-subjugation of 
individuals to the state's laws. joseph von Eichendorff, for example, tried to strip the 
prejudicial incrustations of 'Enlightenment' in order to retrieve the true core of 
cosmopolitanism) which he saw as a Catholic universalism beyond confessional hostil
ity.63 Similarly, johann Gottlieb Fichte had initially aspired to the cosmopolitan 
unification of 'Nco-Europeans'-unflinchingly rejecting Arab-Muslim culture
under the aegis of a 'science of reason' [VernunftwissenschajiJ. He devised a heliotro
pism which irresistibly attracted the cosmopolitan mind to the 'sun' of the most refined 
culture.64 Fichte's crestfallen response to Napoleonic victory first in Austerlitz, then in 
Jena, made him pronounce that 'in reality cosmopolitism should necessarily become 
patriotism'.65 In his Addresses to the German Nation, delivered in Berlin between 
December 1807 and March 1808, Fichte even claimed that the German nation should 
excel as the 'rebirthing mother and conceiver of the World' (Wiedergebiirerin und 
Wiederherstellerin der Welt).66 Indeed, the criticism of what the Romantics took to be 
the enlightened conception of the state, an aggregate of individuals detached from each 
other, re-invigorated their cosmopolitan view of mankind as a family united in spiritual 
harmony: The 'poetic state' would dispense with coercive laws to the degree it suc
ceeded in educating its citizen to emotional, spiritual, and moral perfection.67 

At the very time the divide between 'East' and 'West' underwent a reconfiguration, 
there also occurred a refashioning of the conceptual arbitrator between the 'universal' 
and the 'particular.' The 'nation' increasingly came to replace the 'citizen of the world' 
as the epistemological interface between the 'whole) and the 'parts.' The character of 
this seismic shift can best be studied in historical writing: the decades immediately 
preceding 1800 witnessed the last heyday of cosmopolitan world history, for example, 
with johann Gottfried Eichhorn's Weltgeschichte (2 vols, 1799-18oo)." The 'cultural 
history of the human race' (Kulturgeschichte des Menschengeschlechts) was losing 
academic significance within Germany, and the same applies to the 'history of the 
European system of states,' whose main practitioner had been Arnold Hermann 
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Ludwig Heeren at Giittingcn. However, both did not simply peter out. We know little 
about how the science de l'horrune, which furnished the Napoleonic Ernpirc with its key 
tools of knowledge, was received in the German lands. J\ philosophical history of the 
Scottish type found new acolytes among Hegelians.69 The large-scale historical enter
prises of this 'threshold period' (Schwellenzeit), mocked as insipid and anodyne by a 
younger generation, refused to vanish.70 Notable examples are Alexander von Hum
boldt's far-flung ceuvre based on his American voyage oft799-1805 or Carl Ritter with 
his monumental Die Erdkunde im VerhiiltnifJ zur Natur und Geschichte des Menschen 
(18q-1859). Nevertheless, impermeable disciplinary dispensations emerged and a 
contraction of the gaze replaced the far less prejudiced enlightened global perspective. 
With specialization came claims to European omniscience. Axiomatic and aprioristic 
Eurocentrism retained the enlightened terminus ad quem, the apogee of ref-ine
ment, but tended to identify this stage with the situation of early nineteenth century 
Europe. The sliding scale of progress designed by eighteenth century historians-cum
anthropologists was a heuristic grid and elastic model, which atrophied into a teleological 
model, with Europe as its implicit parameter, pinnacle, and destination. In practice, this 
superior stage of civilization was identified with western Europe. 

These shifts had far-ranging implications for the purpose and purview of the 
historian's craft: enlighteners enjoyed the unraveling of evil intentions resulting in 
beneficial effects. With a fine sense of irony, Enlighteners pinpointed how fallacious 
doctrines and 'salutary nonsense' spurred societal progress. These tools were gradually 
replaced with new explanatory devices, most saliently by an appeal to moral powers 
(sittliche Miichte) and their earth-bound protagonists, notable individuals (mostly 
'great men'), who served as the significant agents of history. Here, of course, lies the 
much-betroclden threshold between Enlightenment and 'Historicism.'" The recogni
tion of the artificiality of the units and entities of historical enquiry stressed by the 
Enlighteners gave way to a new authentication of the intrinsic qualities of'identity' and 
'individuality'--be it of states, peoples) nations} or guiding 'ideas.' The discontinuities 
of history that Enlighteners had stressed were now increasingly glossed over. Enlight
eners had argued that the linchpin of historical refinement wandered. Peoples replaced 
each other at the helm of progress. By the early nineteenth century, 'culture' was 
divested of this typological, Linn Can mould and imparted with a new immanent thrust 
and a set of diachronic) organicist-ontological metaphors: a cataract-or glacier··likc 
'world historical stream of peoples' rolls along and nations are likened to the peaks of a 
'primeval mountain range.'72 When scholars after 1800 subverted the eighteenth
century system of world history, this involved a redistribution of emphasis, allotting 
more significance to the 'interior,' to intrinsic pulls and qualities. 

Anthropology, with its classificatory schemes, held in the highest esteem in the 
eighteenth century, was discarded in the long nm as far as it did not serve to justify 
material exploitation. Accounts of the stages of civilization proved superfluous once the 
savage was regarded as markedly less 'noble' and ultimately incomprehensible. 1-Iistor·· 
ical writing, then, came to lend credence to two basic convictions: Europe's superiority 
was taken to consist in the division of its land mass into nation states whose global 



FRAN% LEANDER FILI,f\FER AND J0RC;EN OSTERHt\i'viMEL 

destiny and mission only ncm, after 1800, unfurled fully. The second prerequisite was 
the role of the rational state as the ultimate agent of historical progress. 'I'he absence of 

lhesc engines of reform elsewhere lllade lhe sludy of exlra-European conslilullonal 

~egulations and ;us toms expendable. Acquitting the historian of his responsibility to 

forge the global nexus rerum' stressed by Gatterer, the cosmopolitan synoptic vision 

was surrendered to God, who adjudicated sub specie aeternitatis. States could now be 

portrayed as the 'thoughts of God.'73 The re-entrance of God into history was also 
predicated upon the late-eighteenth century break with the old pragmatic universal 

history. Now, given the assetted self-actualization of a deus absconditus, progress could 

be retrieved in the most diverse shapes and flgurations of an 'inner history' and 'inner 

meaning': one could see all epochs-··- following Ranke·--,os 'immedi.1te to God''" Tlu\· 
radicalized the eighteenth century's appreciation of divcrsity.75 The 11cw mode of 

historiographical 'depiction' implied a reverential reluctance to decipher the innermost 

'hieroglyphic' forces of history: a new idiom of disclosure and revelation emerged. 
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