
The Two Enlightenments: A Tale of Two 

Philosophies

Introduction

In the annals of intellectual history, the Enlightenment 

stands  as  a  beacon  of  progress,  a  period  when  the 

shackles  of  dogma  and  superstition  were  cast  aside, 

and  reason  and  rationality  took  center  stage.  Yet, 

within this grand narrative of enlightenment, there lies 

a  lesser-known tale  of  two  rival  intellectual  cultures 

that  shaped  the  course  of  modern  thought:  civil 

philosophy and metaphysical philosophy.

The  18th  century  witnessed  the  rise  of  these  two 

distinct philosophical traditions in Germany, each with 

its  own  unique  worldview  and  approach  to 

understanding the human condition. Civil philosophy, 

championed  by  Samuel  Pufendorf  and  Christian 
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Thomasius, sought to establish a foundation for social 

order based on natural rights,  individual liberty,  and 

the  rule  of  law.  On  the  other  hand,  metaphysical 

philosophy, spearheaded by Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz 

and  Immanuel  Kant,  delved  into  the  depths  of 

metaphysics,  exploring  the  nature  of  reality,  the 

existence of God, and the limits of human knowledge.

This book delves into the fascinating story of these two 

rival enlightenments, shedding light on their profound 

impact  on  German  society,  culture,  and  politics.  We 

will explore the intellectual battles waged between civil 

and  metaphysical  philosophers,  their  divergent 

perspectives on the fundamental questions of human 

existence,  and  the  legacy  they  left  on  subsequent 

generations of thinkers.

The  marginalization  of  civil  philosophy  in  the  post-

Kantian era is a particularly intriguing aspect of this 

story. Once a vibrant and influential school of thought, 

civil  philosophy  gradually  faded  into  obscurity, 
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overshadowed  by  the  dominance  of  Kantianism  and 

other metaphysical systems. This marginalization had 

far-reaching  consequences,  not  only  for  the 

development  of  philosophy  but  also  for  the  broader 

intellectual and political landscape of Germany.

In recent decades, there has been a renewed interest in 

civil philosophy, sparked by the work of scholars such 

as  Leo  Strauss  and  Eric  Voegelin.  This  revival  of 

interest has led to a deeper appreciation of the insights 

offered by civil philosophy, particularly in relation to 

contemporary  issues  such  as  the  challenges  facing 

democracy, the role of religion in public life, and the 

nature of human flourishing.

As  we  embark  on  this  journey  through  the  rival 

enlightenments  of  civil  and metaphysical  philosophy, 

we will  uncover  a  rich tapestry  of  ideas,  arguments, 

and intellectual struggles that continue to resonate in 

our modern world. This book is an invitation to explore 

this  fascinating chapter in intellectual  history and to 
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gain a  deeper  understanding of  the  forces  that  have 

shaped our world.
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Book Description

In the annals of intellectual history, the Enlightenment 

stands as a beacon of progress, a period when reason 

and rationality took center stage. Yet, within this grand 

narrative of enlightenment,  there lies a lesser-known 

tale of two rival intellectual cultures that shaped the 

course  of  modern  thought:  civil  philosophy  and 

metaphysical philosophy.

This book delves into the fascinating story of these two 

rival enlightenments, shedding light on their profound 

impact  on  German  society,  culture,  and  politics.  We 

explore the intellectual battles waged between civil and 

metaphysical  philosophers,  their  divergent 

perspectives on the fundamental questions of human 

existence,  and  the  legacy  they  left  on  subsequent 

generations of thinkers.

Civil philosophy, championed by Samuel Pufendorf and 

Christian Thomasius, sought to establish a foundation 
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for  social  order  based  on  natural  rights,  individual 

liberty, and the rule of law. Metaphysical philosophy, 

spearheaded  by  Gottfried  Wilhelm  Leibniz  and 

Immanuel Kant, delved into the depths of metaphysics, 

exploring the nature of  reality,  the existence of  God, 

and the limits of human knowledge.

The  marginalization  of  civil  philosophy  in  the  post-

Kantian era is a particularly intriguing aspect of this 

story. Once a vibrant and influential school of thought, 

civil  philosophy  gradually  faded  into  obscurity, 

overshadowed  by  the  dominance  of  Kantianism  and 

other metaphysical systems. This marginalization had 

far-reaching  consequences,  not  only  for  the 

development  of  philosophy  but  also  for  the  broader 

intellectual and political landscape of Germany.

In recent decades, there has been a renewed interest in 

civil philosophy, sparked by the work of scholars such 

as  Leo  Strauss  and  Eric  Voegelin.  This  revival  of 

interest has led to a deeper appreciation of the insights 
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offered by civil philosophy, particularly in relation to 

contemporary  issues  such  as  the  challenges  facing 

democracy, the role of religion in public life, and the 

nature of human flourishing.

This  book is  an invitation to  explore  this  fascinating 

chapter  in  intellectual  history  and  to  gain  a  deeper 

understanding  of  the  forces  that  have  shaped  our 

world. Through a comprehensive analysis of the rival 

enlightenments  of  civil  and metaphysical  philosophy, 

we uncover  a  rich tapestry  of  ideas,  arguments,  and 

intellectual struggles that continue to resonate in our 

modern world.
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Chapter  1:  The  Dawn  of  Two 

Enlightenments

The Birth of Civil Philosophy

The dawn of the 18th century witnessed the birth of 

civil  philosophy,  a  new  intellectual  movement  that 

sought to establish a foundation for social order based 

on  natural  rights,  individual  liberty,  and  the  rule  of 

law.  This  movement  was  a  reaction  to  the  religious 

wars and political turmoil that had plagued Europe for 

centuries,  and it  represented a  profound shift  in  the 

way people thought about society and government.

The  leading  figures  of  civil  philosophy  were  Samuel 

Pufendorf  and  Christian  Thomasius,  two  German 

scholars who argued that human beings are naturally 

social creatures who possess certain inalienable rights, 

such as the right  to life,  liberty,  and property.  These 

rights, they argued, are not granted by God or the state, 

but are inherent in human nature itself.
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Pufendorf  and  Thomasius  also  argued  that  the  best 

form of government is one that is based on the consent 

of  the  governed.  They  believed  that  governments 

should be limited in their powers and that they should 

be accountable to the people they serve.  These ideas 

were  radical  at  the  time,  and  they  challenged  the 

prevailing  view  that  kings  and  other  rulers  had 

absolute authority.

Civil  philosophy  quickly  gained  popularity  among 

intellectuals  and  political  leaders  across  Europe.  Its 

ideas  were  influential  in  the  development  of  the 

American and French Revolutions, and they continue 

to shape our understanding of democracy and human 

rights today.

The birth of civil philosophy was a major turning point 

in  the  history  of  Western  thought.  It  marked  the 

beginning of a new era in which reason and rationality 

would be used to solve social and political problems, 

rather than tradition or religious dogma.
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The Impact of Civil Philosophy

The impact of civil philosophy on Western thought and 

society cannot be overstated. Its ideas helped to lay the 

foundation for modern democracy, human rights, and 

the  rule  of  law.  Civil  philosophy  also  inspired  the 

development of  new economic and political  theories, 

and it played a major role in the rise of science and the 

Enlightenment.

In short, civil philosophy helped to create the world we 

live in today. Its ideas continue to shape our laws, our 

institutions,  and our  understanding of  ourselves  and 

our place in the universe.
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Chapter  1:  The  Dawn  of  Two 

Enlightenments

The Rise of Metaphysical Philosophy

The  rise  of  metaphysical  philosophy  in  18th-century 

Germany was a significant intellectual movement that 

challenged  traditional  notions  of  knowledge  and 

reality. Spearheaded by Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz and 

Immanuel Kant, this philosophical tradition sought to 

explore  the  fundamental  nature  of  existence,  the 

relationship between mind and matter, and the limits 

of human understanding.

Leibniz,  a  brilliant  mathematician  and  philosopher, 

developed a comprehensive metaphysical system that 

attempted  to  reconcile  the  seemingly  contradictory 

notions of determinism and free will.  He argued that 

the  universe  is  composed  of  an  infinite  number  of 

monads,  or  simple  substances,  each  with  its  own 

unique perspective and striving for greater perfection. 
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This  metaphysical  framework  allowed  Leibniz  to 

explain the existence of evil  and the problem of free 

will within a coherent and rational system.

Kant,  another  towering  figure  in  the  history  of 

philosophy, took a more critical and skeptical approach 

to metaphysics. In his influential work, Critique of Pure 

Reason, Kant argued that human knowledge is limited 

to the realm of experience and that we can never truly 

know  the  true  nature  of  reality.  He  distinguished 

between the phenomenal world, which is the world as 

it appears to us, and the noumenal world, which is the 

world  as  it  truly  is.  This  distinction  had  a  profound 

impact on subsequent philosophical thought and led to 

a  new  understanding  of  the  relationship  between 

knowledge and reality.

The rise of metaphysical philosophy in Germany was 

not only an intellectual pursuit but also a response to 

the social and political transformations of the time. The 

Enlightenment,  with  its  emphasis  on  reason  and 
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rationality, had challenged traditional religious beliefs 

and  authorities.  Metaphysical  philosophy  sought  to 

provide a new foundation for morality and ethics, one 

that  was  based  on  reason  and  universal  principles 

rather than on religious dogma.

The  metaphysical  systems  of  Leibniz  and  Kant,  and 

other metaphysical philosophers of the time, provided 

a  framework  for  understanding  the  world  and  our 

place in it.  They raised fundamental  questions about 

the  nature  of  reality,  the  existence  of  God,  and  the 

limits of human knowledge. Their ideas had a profound 

impact on subsequent generations of philosophers and 

continue to be debated and discussed to this day.
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Chapter  1:  The  Dawn  of  Two 

Enlightenments

The Philosophical Landscape of Early Modern 

Germany

In the 18th century, Germany stood at the crossroads of 

intellectual and cultural transformation. The Protestant 

Reformation had left an indelible mark on the nation's 

religious  and  political  landscape,  giving  rise  to  a 

multiplicity of principalities and free cities, each with 

its  own  unique  traditions  and  institutions.  This 

fragmented  political  landscape  fostered  a  vibrant 

intellectual  climate,  characterized  by  a  diversity  of 

perspectives  and  a  spirit  of  inquiry  that  would  give 

birth to two rival enlightenments: civil philosophy and 

metaphysical philosophy.

Civil  philosophy,  rooted in  the  natural  law tradition, 

sought to establish a foundation for social order based 

on reason and justice. Its proponents, such as Samuel 

14



Pufendorf  and  Christian  Thomasius,  argued  that 

human beings are endowed with certain natural rights, 

including the rights to life, liberty, and property. These 

rights, they maintained, are inherent and inalienable, 

and they provide the basis for a just and stable society.

Metaphysical  philosophy,  on  the  other  hand,  delved 

into  the  deeper  questions  of  existence,  reality,  and 

knowledge. Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, one of the most 

prominent  metaphysical  philosophers  of  the  era, 

posited  that  the  universe  is  composed  of  an  infinite 

number  of  immaterial  substances,  or  monads.  These 

monads,  he  argued,  are  the  ultimate  constituents  of 

reality, and they are endowed with an innate striving 

for perfection.

Immanuel  Kant,  another  towering  figure  in  the 

metaphysical  tradition,  sought  to  reconcile  the 

seemingly disparate realms of experience and reason. 

In his Critique of Pure Reason, he argued that human 

knowledge  is  limited  to  the  phenomenal  world,  the 
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world  of  appearances,  and  that  the  true  nature  of 

reality,  the  noumenal  world,  is  beyond  our  grasp. 

However, Kant also maintained that there are certain 

moral  truths  that  are  knowable  through  practical 

reason,  such  as  the  imperative  to  act  in  accordance 

with the categorical imperative.

The philosophical landscape of early modern Germany 

was thus a complex and dynamic one, characterized by 

a lively exchange of ideas and a clash of perspectives. 

Civil  philosophy  and  metaphysical  philosophy,  with 

their  divergent  approaches  to  understanding  the 

human  condition,  would  leave  a  lasting  legacy  on 

German thought and culture.
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This extract presents the opening three 

sections of the first chapter.

Discover the complete 10 chapters and 

50  sections  by  purchasing  the  book, 

now available in various formats.
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This extract presents the opening three 

sections of the first chapter.

Discover the complete 10 chapters and 

50  sections  by  purchasing  the  book, 

now available in various formats.
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