On Kant’s “What is Enlightenment?” Excerpts from a Review by Michel Foucault, 1981.
In November 1784 a German periodical, Berlinische Monatschrift published a response to the question: Was ist
Aufklärung? And the respondent was Kant. (This) text (marks the) entrance into the history of thought of a question that
modern philosophy has not been capable of answering, but that it has never managed to get rid of, either. What is this event
that is called theAufklärung and that has determined, at least in part, what we are, what we think, and what we do today?
Kant definesAufklärung in an almost entirely negative way, as an Ausgang, an "exit," a "way out." In his other texts on
history, Kant occasionally raises questions of origin or defines the internal teleology of a historical process. In the text
on Aufklärung, he deals with the question of contemporary reality alone. He is not seeking to understand the present on the
basis of a totality or of a future achievement. He is looking for a difference: What difference does today introduce with
respect to yesterday? (Kant) raised the philosophical question of the present day itself.
Kant indicates right away that the "way out" that characterizes Enlightenment is a process that releases us from the status of
"immaturity." And by "immaturity," he means a certain state of our will that makes us accept someone else's authority to lead
us in areas where the use of reason is called for. Kant gives three examples: we are in a state of "immaturity" when a book
takes the place of our understanding, when a spiritual director takes the place of our conscience, when a doctor decides for
us what our diet is to be… We must also note that this way out is presented by Kant in a rather ambiguous manner. He
characterizes it as a phenomenon, an ongoing process; but he also presents it as a task and an obligation. From the very
first paragraph, he notes that man himself is responsible for his immature status. Thus it has to be supposed that he will be
able to escape from it only by a change that he himself will bring about in himself. (He must) aude sapere: "dare to know,"
"have the courage, the audacity, to know." Thus Enlightenment must be considered both as a process in which men
participate collectively and as an act of courage to be accomplished personally. Men are at once elements and agents of a
single process.
I think that the Enlightenment, as a set of political, economic, social, institutional, and cultural events on which we still
depend in large part, constitutes a privileged domain for analysis. I also think that as an enterprise for linking the progress of
truth and the history of liberty in a bond of direct relation, it formulated a philosophical question that remains for us to
consider. I think, finally, as I have tried to show with reference to Kant's text, that it defined a certain manner of
philosophizing. But that does not mean that one has to be "for" or "against" the Enlightenment. It even means precisely that
one has to refuse everything that might present itself in the form of a simplistic and authoritarian alternative: you either
accept the Enlightenment and remain within the tradition of its rationalism (this is considered a positive term by some and
used by others, on the contrary, as a reproach); or else you criticize the Enlightenment and then try to escape from its
principles of rationality (which may be seen once again as good or bad). Instead, we must try to proceed with the analysis of
ourselves as beings who are historically determined, to a certain extent, by the Enlightenment.
(Kant showed us how to) critique what we are saying, thinking and doing through a historical (study) of ourselves. The point
in brief is to transform the critique conducted in the form of necessary limitation into a practical critique that lakes the form
of a possible transgression. If we are not to settle for the affirmation of an empty dream of freedom, it seems to me that (we
must work) at the limits of ourselves. (We must) grasp the points where change is possible and desirable, and to determine
the precise form this change should take. This means that the historical ontology of ourselves must turn away from all
projects that claim to be global or radical. In fact we know from experience that the claim to escape from the system of
contemporary reality so as to produce the overall programs of another society, of another way of thinking, another culture,
another vision of the world, has led only to the return of the most dangerous traditions. (Instead) I prefer the very specific
transformations that have proved to be possible in the last twenty years in a certain number of areas that concern our ways
of being and thinking, relations to authority, relations between the sexes, the way in which we perceive insanity or illness; I
prefer even these partial transformations that have been made in the correlation of historical analysis and the practical
attitude, to the programs for a new man that the worst political systems have repeated throughout the twentieth century.
I do not know whether we will ever reach mature adulthood. Many things in our experience convince us that the historical
event of the Enlightenment did not make us mature adults, and we have not reached that stage yet. However, it seems to
me that a meaning can be attributed to that critical interrogation on the present and on ourselves which Kant formulated by
reflecting on the Enlightenment. It seems to me that Kant's reflection is even a way of philosophizing that has not been
without its importance or effectiveness during the last two centuries. The critical ontology of ourselves has to be considered
not, certainly, as a theory, a doctrine, nor even as a permanent body of knowledge that is accumulating; it has to be
conceived as an attitude, an ethos, a philosophical life in which the critique of what we are is at one and the same time the
historical analysis of the limits that are imposed on us and an experiment with the possibility of going beyond them. I do not
know whether it must be said today that the critical task still entails faith in Enlightenment; I continue to think that this task
requires work on our limits, that is, a patient labor giving form to our impatience for liberty.

