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The politics of disenchantment: Marcel Gauchet and the
French struggle with secularization
Knox Peden

School of Philosophy, RSSS, Australian National University, Canberra, ACT, Australia

ABSTRACT
This article looks at Marcel Gauchet’s major metahistorical
statement, The Disenchantment of the World: A Political History of
Religion (1985), and uses it to advance a series of claims about the
place of secularization in debates within and about French
politics, especially in relation to modern French history. The
argument is put forward that Gauchet’s work is best understood
as offering an alternative philosophy of history to Marxism that
could serve to support a broadly republican realignment of
French politics in the 1980s. Revisionist historiography concerning
the French Revolution likewise played a role in this development,
and served as a prerequisite of sorts to Gauchet’s broader
historical project. The article also considers Gauchet’s work in light
of postmodern skepticism of the utility of historical metanarratives.
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An old saw has it that all politics is local. But narratives of secularization tend to be global.
The aim of this essay is to account for the political character of a powerful account of
world-historical secularization that emerged in France in the 1980s and that remains
important to debates in French intellectual life today. Much recent literature on the
place of religion in French politics has concerned itself with questions of laïcité and
France’s nominal status as a secular republic.1 But behind the debates about republican
secularity (whatever that might ultimately mean) is an ongoing contestation about the
nature of politics in French history after the Revolution of 1789. For decades, the moder-
nity ascribed to French politics was one consistent with the doctrines of Marxism and its
historical vision, in which the political structures inaugurated with the overthrow of the
monarchy were to serve as mere fulcrums for a transformation of the social conditions
of capitalism still to come. Such is by no means taken for granted today, whatever the
uptick of sympathy for Marxist and broadly Marxisant analyses in the wake of the
global financial crisis of 2008.

The specific subject of this article is the work of Marcel Gauchet, who in recent years
has effectively rewritten the history of modern French politics so as to displace this Marxist
vision. But the main focus of what follows is his major metahistorical book The Disen-
chantment of the World (1985). The title of Gauchet’s work plays on Max Weber’s
classic thesis. Yet it also signals the place of normativity in how we think about the
history of religion, suggesting that secularization is a process we might have some
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reason to regret or at least be troubled over. The earnestness of Gauchet’s effort is signifi-
cant, especially when considered in light of claims about world-historical narratives that
were advanced in France in the years before he published his major statement. For this
reason, before turning to this work directly, it might be worth pursuing a preliminary
effort to situate it historically.

1. Post-postmodernism?

In 1979, a commission on universities established by the Quebecois government approached
the French philosopher Jean-François Lyotard with the request to prepare a ‘report on
knowledge in the most highly developed societies.’ No exercise in bookkeeping, the resulting
document appeared that same year with the avant-garde publishing house Editions de
Minuit and was translated into English several years later in the University of Minnesota
Press’s pioneering ‘Theory and History of Literature’ series. Eponymous in its relation to a
moment of theoretical reflection in the humanities, The Postmodern Condition is perhaps
best remembered for Lyotard’s most terse and basic claim: ‘Simplifying to the extreme, I
define postmodern as incredulity toward metanarratives.’2 Note that it is the adjective post-
modern, rather than the nouns postmodernity or postmodernism, that Lyotard defines, and
that its referential content describes a disposition or stance. One is postmodern in one’s con-
victions when one is incredulous toward metanarratives. The ubiquity of this incredulity in
France in 1979, not to mention the Anglophone world, is difficult to gainsay. With the dark
turn of so many political projects that appealed to a historical narrative for justification –
communism, to be sure, but alongside it imperialism and de-colonization, each of which
could invoke Enlightenment rationalism for its cause – Lyotard’s text described and
indeed advocated a condition in which intellectual life remained skeptical toward discourses
of legitimation and sought instead to affirm the incommensurability of language games as the
ethic appropriate to the age.3 In Lyotard’s assessment, which echoed Michel Foucault and
other contemporaries, exploitative relations of hierarchical subjugation had given way to
relational practices of optimization gathered around a single criterion: efficiency. ‘The appli-
cation of this criterion to all of our games necessarily entails a certain level of terror, whether
soft or hard: be operational (that is, commensurable) or disappear.’4

The resonance of Lyotard’s claim more than 30 years on need not be emphasized. More
striking, however, at least to those used to thinking of postmodernity as yet another stage
in a poorly wrought metahistorical schema – a dystopian surrogate for the utopia that
modernity promised but never delivered – is Lyotard’s insistence that ‘the postmodern
condition is as much a stranger to disenchantment as it is to the blind positivity of dele-
gitimation.’5 In Lyotard’s view, the latter is not an alternative to the former but an instance
of it. Positivist efforts at delegitimation, whether they take the form of historical revision-
ism or empirical corrective, are captive to a logic of disenchantment in that they presup-
pose that those who err are, at root, enchanted and can be corrected by a delegitimizing
practice that is little more than the ground-clearing for a new discourse of legitimation.
In other words, disenchantment ought not to be the goal of a critical practice in a post-
modern age since the story of disenchantment is arguably the historical metanarrative
par excellence. No stranger to irony, Lyotard was deliberate when he named the substance
of the postmodern condition ‘incredulity.’We do not believe in the story of the loss of our
belief anymore.
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Irony has long been integral to the modern discourse on disenchantment. As Max
Weber famously remarked in 1918: ‘The fate of our times is characterized by rationaliz-
ation and intellectualization and, above all, by the “disenchantment of the world”.’6 Allud-
ing to Schiller, the source of the phrase as well as its ironic inflection, Weber presented
disenchantment as a process endowed with its own enchantments. ‘Today the routines
of everyday life challenge religion,’ he says. ‘Many old gods ascend from their graves;
they are disenchanted and hence take the form of impersonal forces.’7 Weber’s greatest
fear was that the moderns would become too enchanted by the disenchantment of the
world, too blind in their devotion to the ‘impersonal forces’ that have replaced the gods
of yore, and the result would be the ‘evasion of the plain duty of intellectual integrity,
which sets in if one lacks the courage to clarify one’s own ultimate standpoint.’8 The
goal of this ethic, the one supporting academic knowledge as a vocation, was not directed
toward truth or the constitution of new objects of knowledge, but instead toward a lacer-
ating honesty grounded in self-reflection and candor. In this regard, Lyotard is Weber’s
inheritor, and this not despite, but because of, the fact that Lyotard himself came to
regard his report as ‘a bit of parody.’9 The play of discourses and the ethics of blindness
cultivated in his work are not the machinations of an evasive rhetoric and an insidious
intellectual program. They are the reflections of a French radical intellectual attempting
to come to terms with the thoroughly ironic – and potentially intractable – position of
no longer believing in the possibility of an intellectual practice capable of redeeming us
from false beliefs.

Amid this saturation of irony, it is of course no doubt ironic that six years after Lyo-
tard’s book defined the condition of the age, Marcel Gauchet published the volume that
remains the centerpiece of his thought, The Disenchantment of the World, with the
pointed subtitle A Political History of Religion. Brazenly speculative, the book was unapo-
logetic in its design to offer, precisely, a new metanarrative, one that sought to combine
‘the pure theory of the conditions of possibility for being-a-self and collective-being’
alongside ‘a more extensive investigation of some particularly representative instances
of the manifestation and operation of the transcendental in the empirical realm.’10 For
Gauchet, an avowed atheist and arguably France’s leading center-left public intellectual,
the transcendental was not to be confused with an other-worldly sphere or site of trans-
cendence. Indeed, the signal innovation of Judaism was not so much the introduction of
monotheism as the constitution of transcendence as such, the invention of the very notion
of a divine space as one other than the world. The relation between these spaces, the
quandary of the ‘presence of the transcendent’ once it was constituted and deemed
‘absent,’ proved to be the dialectical motor of religious history ever since, culminating
in the protracted ‘exit from religion’ that Christianity has bequeathed the secular age.11

By contrast, along Foucauldian lines, or indeed post-Kantian lines more generally,
Gauchet regarded the transcendental as the ‘conditions of possibility’ named on the
first prong of his approach, the a priori structures that obtain and make experience of
the world possible. Like many, Gauchet presented these transcendental conditions as
invariant, and yet historical. Like many, his account of how they can be at once invariant
and historical leaves something to be desired.12

The quandaries generated by Gauchet’s ‘transcendental anthroposociology’ are akin to
those found in any robust speculative effort.13 And, as usual, whether one regards these
quandaries as signs of theoretical fecundity or cognitive impoverishment is to an extent
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a matter of the viewer’s stance, if not taste. In Gauchet’s case, however, what makes the
narrative of secularization in his work worthy of interest is the way in which it is explicitly
and indeed avowedly conditioned not simply by Gauchet’s own personal political itiner-
ary, but by key shifts in French intellectual and political culture out of the 1970s and into
the 1980s. In other words, no real hermeneutic of suspicion is required to discern the acti-
vist program of Gauchet’s account of secularization because its tendential elements are
actively thematized in the account itself. This is why it is significant that the historical con-
dition of Gauchet’s account is effectively post-postmodern. Though Lyotard was a gener-
ation older than Gauchet, they shared similar intellectual genealogies in their gauchiste
pasts and their disillusionment with Marxism.14 Where Lyotard counseled a skeptical
stance toward the metanarratives of whichMarxism was one instance, Gauchet considered
that if narrative itself was an inescapable aspect of historical and political thought – and
the fact that Lyotard’s account of the incredulity toward metanarratives took the form
of a narrative suggested that it was – then the most urgent task for a politically engaged
French intellectual was not to indulge this incredulity, but to produce a more salutary
metanarrative. With the narratives of modernity in bankruptcy, Gauchet seized the oppor-
tunity to develop a new narrative that would incorporate many of the insights of modern
philosophy and the human sciences, but which would serve finally to buttress a fundamen-
tally liberal, albeit distinctively French, conception of democratic republicanism rather
than erode it.

In the context of French intellectual life, there was no doubt about the most significant
barrier to such a project. In a 2003 reflection on his itinerary at the end of the 1970s,
Gauchet remarked:

the key to the political situation in which we found ourselves […] resided in a theory of
history capable of giving the lie to Marxism, not only by attempting to critique it on specific
points […] but by proposing an alternative vision.15

This ‘giving the lie to Marxism’ is in turn the key to the intelligibility of Gauchet’s narrative
of secularization in terms of its theoretical content, its contextual emergence in French
political culture, and its nascent reception in the Anglophone world. This schema also
yields the blueprint for the remainder of this article, which will focus first on the contents
of Gauchet’s work before turning to consider the context of its emergence and, briefly, its
Anglophone reception in recent years. In closing, I will remark briefly on the implications
of Gauchet’s work and its reception in order to suggest that, to the extent that they concern
what aspects of social life are amenable to transformation, debates over secularization are,
in the end, primarily political in character.

2. The exit from religion

The Disenchantment of the World is a deceptively difficult book. Despite its relative
brevity, the combination of theoretical abstraction with a descriptive narrative often
makes it hard to follow the thread of Gauchet’s argument. It is nevertheless reliably full
of sparkling apercus, for example: ‘Religion, in its original pure state, is the desire to
merge with nature;’ ‘Christianity’s liberating originality lay in its indirect transmission’;
or, ‘Only when the gods have disappeared does it become obvious that men are not
gods.’16 Alas, the speculative register also risks a measure of turgidity, especially in
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translation, for example: ‘The modest bifurcation of political Augustinism, in accordance
with the ontology of Christ’s two natures, was the starting point for reinstituting the
human world in terms of equality’ or, ‘This capacity to create political perpetuity along
with social novelty is a key to western historicity.’17 To be sure, such phrases are intelligible
in the terms of Gauchet’s account, but at times it does seem that Gauchet is perhaps too
eager to demonstrate the salutary function of opacity that is one of his core arguments.

Indeed, this positive brief for the world’s opacity, and in particular its increase rather
than its diminishment, is one of the more provocative elements of Gauchet’s overarching
thesis. It is a commonplace of popular science that the more we know of the universe, the
more mysterious it becomes. Gauchet sees a similar process at work in the ‘political history
of religion’ and its various concepts of authority. In Gauchet’s view, the mystique of auth-
ority is not an essential aspect of religion as such. Rather, it is essential to the particular
monotheism created by Judaism and further developed by Christianity. The cunning of
religious history for Gauchet has resulted in the rendering immanent of this contingently
original transcendence. In the process, the ‘other’ loses its mystique, but none of its
opacity. The point is that, in modern democracy, we have arrived at a state not simply
where we regard the locus of sovereignty as invisible and unrepresentable, but that this
inscrutability has become as much a source of security as of existential anguish.

In the years since he wrote The Disenchantment of the World, Gauchet has become less
sanguine about democracy’s prospects, even as he has developed a speculative history of
democracy that deepens the analysis of the earlier book.18 But the matrix of both efforts
remains the same. The schema of Disenchantment can be gleaned from the inversion of a
familiar presumption about religion’s historical forms at its core. In Gauchet’s view,
Western Christianity is not religion’s optimal form, but its most compromised and desti-
tute. Indeed, the purest religions the world has seen are to be found in the various pagan-
isms of primitive man, those described by Durkheim, Lévi-Strauss, and the anthropologist
with the most decisive impact on Gauchet’s thought, Pierre Clastres.19 During this time,
the ‘gods’ are fully part of the world, coextensive with it in every way. In a word, there
is no conception of transcendence. By establishing the mechanism of law and thereby
giving rise to the very concept of law, however inchoate – a set of relational norms to
which one relates in a mode of subjection – the advent of Jewish monotheism also wit-
nesses the creation of a domain of the ‘invisible.’ This domain has the peculiar status of
being at once constitutive of the world, but opaque to it as well. Law’s power comes
from this paradoxical quality, and the sense of law here applies in the dual sense of
laws of nature and the moral laws of a community; in both cases, the ‘laws’ describe
what works, but we know nothing of their source. They account for everything except
their own advent.

To be sure, Gauchet regards the advent of this concept of invisible authority as contin-
gent, ‘borne by the dynamics of empire’ that buffered ‘a tiny sliver of land situated between
major civilizations.’20 But once the development takes hold, the ‘dynamics of transcen-
dence’ take over. The past two millennia are the history of these dynamics and the
migration of ‘invisible’ authority from the divine sphere to the secular sphere of the
State via the intermediaries of hereditary monarchy, who served as transitional and lit-
erally personified avatars of an otherwise ‘invisible’ authority. With the destruction of per-
sonified sovereignty in the regicide that defines the modern era – Gauchet is nothing if not
French – the locus of authority finally and truly becomes invisible, wholly without
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representation in the world. The nineteenth-century cult of the nation is a hangover from
the religious era, as is the mode of charismatic authority that was nationalism’s twentieth-
century inheritance. Despite these vestiges in the familiar presentation of totalitarian
ideology as ‘secular religions,’ the real gift of this collapse of religious transcendence is
the rendering of the state and its institutions finally impersonal. This is why bureaucracy
is a valorized term in Gauchet’s account (again, nothing if not French). The opacity of the
bureaucratic state is an opacity that hides nothing and is transparent about this fact.21

From the opacity of immanentized transcendence to the impersonality of bureaucracy
in the democratic state, Gauchet’s abstractions find their concrete correlates.

This affirmative stance toward the state is essential to Gauchet’s political thought and
its rejection of all forms of anarchism and revolutionary or utopian politics. As Samuel
Moyn has summarized Gauchet’s view, ‘to be against the state, […] you have to be for
one version of it.’22 This political stance resonates too with Gauchet’s assessment of mor-
ality as similarly intractable in a secular age. ‘The death of God does not mean that man
becomes God by reappropriating the conscious absolute self-disposition once attributed to
god; on the contrary, it means that man is categorically obliged to renounce the dream of
his own divinity.’23 With these remarks near the conclusion of The Disenchantment of the
World, Gauchet offers his own take on Nietzsche’s most famous pronunciamento and also
makes clear what distinguishes his project from similar accounts of secularization that
locate the dynamics responsible for the ‘exit from religion’ inside Christianity itself. For
Gauchet, the death of God is not a cause for regret, since, in a word, it makes a democra-
tically organized society possible, one in which bureaucratic opacity is a condition of its
possibility rather than an affliction to be overcome.24 Citing Lacan, Gauchet’s volume
ends with an encomium to ambivalence as democracy’s greatest value because it is the pol-
itical form most proximate to ‘the daily throbbing pain that no sacral opiate can blot out:
the merciless contradictory desire inherent in the very reality of being a subject.’25 If the
history of Christianity as an equally symbolic and social form is what made such a reck-
oning possible, it is because its ‘modalities’ were particularly well-suited to mediate and
ultimately accentuate the relation between two equally fractured relations, that of the
self to itself, and that of collective-being to itself as a collective via the medium of these
already fractured selves.26 In other words, Christianity is the historically contingent
modality that makes evident the non-contingent basis of subjectivity as such – as fractured
and incomplete, riven by time and desire. What has changed, in Gauchet’s view, in the
secularization wrought by the negative theologies of modern Christianity and the political
efforts to establish authority in the inscrutable abstraction of the State, is that it is no
longer the divine space of the other that is unrepresentable, but the temporal future that
is its secular correlate: the unknown that awaits and for which we are ultimately respon-
sible. But Gauchet’s concept of futurity is one that anathematizes the Jacobin and Com-
munist inheritance. Modern, ostensibly secular efforts to know the future are correlative
to earlier efforts to know God’s will. Fanaticism is the tie that binds the religious to the
secular instance.27

To return to the main tension of Gauchet’s argument noted at the outset, his history of
religion seems to come to down to a history of the contingent discoveries of a necessary
structure. In this, Gauchet’s attitude to the ‘political history of religion’ is paradoxical in a
familiar way. He comes to bury religion, but also to praise it for allowing a more sober
reckoning with humanity’s true, far from divine, condition. At this point, it seems
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germane to recall Marx and Engels’ similarly ambivalent attitude to the ‘bourgeois epoch,’
and the capitalism that was its content:

All fixed, fast-frozen relations, with their train of ancient and venerable prejudices and
opinions, are swept away, all new-formed ones become antiquated before they can ossify.
All that is solid melts into air, all that is holy is profaned, and man is at last compelled to
face with sober senses, his real conditions of life, and his relations with his kind.28

In terms of its structure as an ‘alternative’ to the Marxist ‘theory of history,’ Gauchet finds
the surrogate for capitalism in Christianity. Or, to put it more precisely, in the history of
Christianity Gauchet finds a set of corrosive and emancipatory ‘modalities’ similar to those
Marx found in the nascent history of capitalism. But capitalism and Christianity are both
species of the concepts that form the true site of analogy between the two efforts: religion
andmode of production. Like the Marxist ‘mode of production,’ Gauchet’s religion is a his-
torical invariant capable of accommodating a variety of shifting and overlapping forms. In
its formal vacuity, this invariant is not itself socially determinant, but its contents are
deemed to be so, depending on their contingent arrangement in a given epoch. In the
end, Gauchet recuses the ‘materialist conception of history’ in order to accentuate the
primacy of the symbolic forms and practices of human community that are most
readily legible in religion’s history.

This inversion of Marx is itself a feat of striking irony; does not this just return us to
Hegel? Even some of Gauchet’s most charitable critics have remarked on this unavowed
Hegelianism of his project, which ‘places extraordinary weight on historical transform-
ation operating on the symbolic level.’29 Indeed, in Gauchet’s history there is hardly
any space for material relations, much less the figure of the economy. What is primary
are the modes and habits of thought that gain traction though various contingent social
arrangements, habits which obtain, in the end, because they tap into and exploit an evi-
dently fundamental structure of human subjectivity. Gauchet’s work is often presented
as a kind of philosophical anthropology, but the psychoanalytic component of his work
is arguably more suggestive in this regard. The modern age has seen an overweening
emphasis on will and humanity’s ‘stubborn tendency to increase its power and objectify
its freedom.’ ‘But hidden in the depths of time,’ Gauchet continues, ‘is another humanity
whose secret has been lost, and needs to be rediscovered, one that found a way to be at one
with itself in its accepted dependency and its passive relation to the world.’30

This recuperative stance toward ‘passivity’ against humanity’s stubborn tendencies is a
rebuke to a voluntarist conception of political modernity. In Gauchet’s view, it is paradox-
ical that we find the institutions that we have created obscure and yet regard the world and
nature as transparent to our will:

This fundamental paradox contains the key to our entire history, for the essence of religion is
both to gain self-possession by consenting to dispossession, by turning away from the goal of
dominating nature and to legislate on our own behalf, namely that of securing an identity
defined and controlled at every step.31

If Gauchet is ambivalent about the challenges of ‘securing an identity’ he is less so about
the process of dispossession as the paradoxical key to self-possession, be it via organized
religion or the modern State, the latter of which merely rearranges a set of relationships
found in the earlier ‘articulation of the human situation.’32 The goal is not to overcome
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alienation, but to accept it as constitutive. Here we are at the antipodes of Marx’s 11th
thesis on Feuerbach, which counsels philosophers to change the world where they have
heretofore only interpreted it.33 With its twin rejection of ‘historical materialism’ and
the voluntarist element in political history, Gauchet’s project is a rejection of the
Marxist inheritance and its French inflection. A symptomatic point about his narrative
highlights this point. In a fundamental way, the French Revolution is the turning point
of the modern era in Gauchet’s account. The regicide of Louis XVI is what makes possible,
finally, the immanentization of political authority in all its opacity. But nowhere is this
event narrated in his book. And even when he finally describes this event later on, in a
central chapter of La révolution moderne, the story is not that of directed political
action and its consequences, but that of a system of interlocking dynamics to which his-
torical actors passively submit as vectors toward new symbolic arrangements of political
life.34

3. ‘The revolution is over’

The negative model of Marxism is legible in Gauchet’s work on its own terms, but the
reasons for this negative inscription become clearer if we consider the heated intellectual
and political context whence it emerged. A spirited historiography has materialized over
the past decade that has greatly clarified the extent to which a cohort of French intellec-
tuals, beginning in the late 1970s, deliberately targeted the Marxist framework in histori-
cal, political, and philosophical thought in order to generate an intellectual ethos better
suited to a nominally post-ideological age.35 Although Gauchet has come to be one of
its leading representatives, its most emblematic founding figures were the philosopher
Claude Lefort and the historian François Furet. Both of these thinkers were formative
for Gauchet’s own project. Lefort is widely recognized for giving the political theory of
totalitarianism an existential cast. Locating the threat of totalitarianism in the democratic
enterprise itself, Lefort insisted that political vigilance meant taking pains to preserve the
‘empty space’ of democratic legitimacy.36 Furet, for his part, was instrumental in marshal-
ing an epochal shift in the historiography of the French Revolution. In his central state-
ment, Penser la Révolution française, published in 1978, he declared ‘the Revolution is
over.’37 What he sought was a reconfiguration of French political culture away from an
interminable debate over the Revolution’s legitimacy, wherein French thinkers would be
stuck execrating or celebrating the event, ‘both of which are ways of commemorating’38

rather than understanding it historically. Of course, in seeking to terminate the debate,
he also sought to have the last word on the subject.

Though polemical, Furet’s effort was no ideological hatchet-job. Indeed, by moving
away from the Marxist emphasis on class conflict grounded in putatively social bases –
a historiography which had in fact begun to encounter a number of empirical stumbling
blocks39 – toward a focus on symbolic forms and ideological dynamics, he ushered in a
historiography that would be foundational for much of the new cultural history in the
Anglophone context.40 Turning Marx against Marxism, Furet cited from The Holy
Family to agree with Marx’s gloss on Thermidor – which saw the end of the Terror –
as ‘the reassertion of real society over the illusion of politics.’41 Against ‘Leninist
jargon-mongers,’ Furet insisted that ‘its permanent tendency to skid out of control and
to contradict its own social nature marks the revolutionary process as an autonomous
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political and ideological movement that must be interpreted and analysed as such.’42 As
with Gauchet’s later account of the political history of religion, Furet treated the dynamics
of this movement as at once isolated from other practical arrangements and determinative
of them. These dynamics are ‘autonomous,’ and yet somehow still contradictory in their
relation to a disavowed social base.

At the center of Furet’s substantive account of the French Revolution was a recupera-
tion of the Tocquevillian idea that what the Revolution accomplished in the end was not
an overturning of the Old Regime but a consolidation of its bureaucratic tendencies
toward administrative centralization.43 In recovering this historiography, Furet was also
recovering a moment of nineteenth-century political thought grounded in the Restoration
and the later experience of the July Monarchy. If Furet’s hero was Tocqueville, Gauchet’s
was Benjamin Constant.44 Pierre Rosanvallon, another of this cohort and currently Pro-
fessor of Modern and Contemporary History of Politics at the Collège de France, wrote
on François Guizot.45 And Pierre Manent, who has devoted much energy to developing
a history of liberalism that accounts for the distinctive features of French republicanism,
also produced an important book on Tocqueville.46 What all these recuperated figures
have in common is that they were political thinkers who were also statesmen, figures
who recused any moral space outside the political sphere, from which they might
shout, with Voltaire, Ecrasez l’infame!, in order to reconcile themselves with the appara-
tuses of government.47 This reconciliation with government was also a mode of reconci-
liation with the historical fact of the revolutionary experience, its gains as well as its
horrors.48 This is what sets thinkers like Guizot and Constant apart from Joseph de
Maistre within the spectrum of reaction.49 It also accounts for their appeal to a group
of center-left intellectuals more than a century later eager to break with Marxian modes
of thought but reluctant to jettison the gains of anticolonial and republican struggle
altogether.

And yet, the reconciliation with a vaguely liberal restorationist take on the Revolution
in terms of historiography and political thought involved another kind of reconciliation as
well. In 1980 Gauchet launched the journal Le Débat with the historian Pierre Nora.
Nora’s inaugural editorial –‘Que peuvent les intellectuels?’ – made clear that intellectual
work could no longer take a stance outside of government and industry, but had to recon-
cile itself to the reality of the modern democratic state in its fraught and conflicted nature.
Around the same time, Furet founded the Saint-Simon Foundation, a think tank devoted
to developing a more comprehensive form of liberalism that could reconcile market forms
with French conceptions of republicanism. Its commitment to economic liberalism was of
a piece with the general anti-totalitarianism of the age, but it also signaled the end of any
kind of political critique of capitalism as a historical abstraction. A meliorism of damage
control was deemed the best hope to temper the corrosive effects of the neoliberal devel-
opments pursued under the Mitterand government following upon a period of polarized
intransigence of Gaullism on the right and Communism on the left.

What does this have to do with The Disenchantment of the World? Apart from the fact
that Gauchet himself was central – institutionally and intellectually – to this general shift
in French intellectual life, this anti-Marxist reconciliation to the market as a kind of equal-
izer makes its way into the speculative arguments of Gauchet’s major theoretical state-
ment. In the closing pages of the book, which has had nary a discussion of economic
life, much less economic thought, within it, Gauchet introduces the following provocation:
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[C]onflict over the organization of the political society is the formal equivalent to the market
as the structuring principle of civil society, and is also the necessary counterpart, within the
political system, of the impersonality of power. […] Such is the cohesive principle of the col-
lective as subjective form. Hence the political competition organized by the representation of
divergent class interests, the opposed versions of the collective’s future constitution, and the
disagreement on everything other than the principles of confrontation, instaurates a social
self transcending the consciousness of the actors through whom it is established and
operates.50

With this passage, Gauchet not only advocates a mode of agonism similar to other twen-
tieth-century Kantianisms, from Arendt’s to Habermas’s; he actively ties that agonism to
the economic sphere in such a way that it is no longer simply a matter of inverting the
Marxian frame – in which the economic determines the political – but of establishing
that the spheres of economic and social life have no substance of their own, but are
instead further sites of the political. As with Furet’s focus on ideological dynamics ‘skid-
ding out of control,’ politics has become divorced from society in this vision. But this poli-
tics is itself a distinctly metaphysical kind of politics, one that saturates the very forms of
life described by anthropology, finally becoming indifferent to the extra-political goals of
political activity. In this vision, politics is no longer a conflict over substantive matters,
because politics is the only substance there is.

As Warren Breckman has recently remarked, ‘The history of the disenchantment of the
world […] served Gauchet as a vehicle for expressing a generation’s disenchantment with
its former political commitments.’51 And indeed the ironies of disenchantment identified
at the outset return in the notion that Gauchet’s work is itself a kind of local effort at ideo-
logical disenchantment. As with much critical writing on Marxism, the rhetoric of these
efforts often indulges figures of maturation and the outgrowing of youthful naiveté, a nar-
rative whose formmimics that of the secularization narrative as such in its variously Hege-
lian iterations.

This same mode of presentation has shaped much of Gauchet’s Anglophone reception.
His work was first translated in Mark Lilla and Thomas Pavel’s ‘New French Thought’
series for Princeton University Press in the 1990s. This series was explicit in its partisan
aim to introduce ‘the younger generation of philosophers, historians, and social commen-
tators who represent the new liberal, humanistic bent of French intellectual life.’52 In case
there was any doubt that the target was not simply the Marxisant tendency of French
thought in its reception, but the obscurantism of poststructuralism as well, the same
note promised ‘clear and accessible translations’ aimed at a ‘cultivated public.’53

Fortunately, this patronizing element has been tempered, if not wholly eliminated, in
the reception work undertaken by Samuel Moyn, Warren Breckman, and Michael Beh-
rendt, where there nevertheless remains a level of sympathy with Gauchet’s generational
disdain for more exuberant conceptions of political change.54 In Moyn’s case in particu-
lar, Gauchet’s powerful critique of human rights as a kind of vacuous ideological veneer
for an interregnal moment after Marxism’s decline and prior to the liberal-republican
synthesis that he would promote with others in the 1980s, has proven a remarkable
stimulant.55 To be sure, this reception has hardly been uncritical, but the appeal of Gau-
chet’s work does seem to lie in its attempt not to depart from social theory, but instead
to produce a comprehensive theory that can rival the Marxist paradigm and yet avoid its
pitfalls.
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Not surprisingly, one of the most compelling critiques of Gauchet’s work thus far has
come from a Marxist perspective in a series of recent articles by Jacob Collins in the New
Left Review. In a comprehensive assessment of the ‘anthropological turn’ in French
thought, Collins shows how Gauchet and others have sought to reactivate a natively
French mode of anthropological inquiry with roots in the nineteenth century. Reclaiming
Marx and Engels’ Holy Family for his own purposes, Collins concludes:

In activating France’s dormant anthropological tradition, these thinkers [Gauchet et al.] have
concealed and obfuscated the materialist bases for social and political relations. Their atten-
tion to idealist constructions […] can only obscure the character of the relations of pro-
duction, and foster an idealist conception of political community. What emerges is a
common propensity for ‘the art of changing real objective chains that exist outside me’
into ‘mere ideal, mere subjective chains existing in me’ – ‘and thus to change all exterior palp-
able struggles into pure struggles of thought’.56

Collins’s critique is cogent as far as it goes. But where it goes is precisely back into a cano-
nical Marxism. The emphasis, in Gauchet’s work, on religion and the dialectic between
heteronomy and autonomy that it brokers has now swung back to the emphasis on the
‘relations of production.’ Put differently, if Collins targets Gauchet for concealing and
obfuscating ‘the materialist bases for social and political relations,’ it is because he
thinks another theoretical framework might be able to disclose and clarify them. As a
theoretical framework, Marxism certainly has a plausible claim to be able to do so. But
the symmetry is almost too neat. It is hard to remain under the illusion that this
dispute between the primacy of the political or the social, the religious or the material,
is in itself dependent upon anything but the moral force of the worldviews in question.
In other words, the question of who is enchanted and who is disenchanted – who is
and who is not beholden to an ideology – is not one that will ever be decided objectively
or empirically. Lyotard cultivated his conviction that that age of metanarratives as vectors
of ideology had finally been eclipsed. The debates over secularization cultivated by Gau-
chet’s work suggest the opposite, namely, that ideology is not a barrier to political engage-
ment, but a condition of it.

4. Conclusion

Gauchet’s narrative is schematic, but it remains an open question whether this attribute is
an indelible feature of any account of secularization as a world-historical process. As with
most historical matters, the altitude at which the lens is situated will in many respects
determine the strata at which the motors of historical change will be located. Gauchet’s
project rivals Marxism to the extent that it grounds its account in a totalizing philosophical
anthropology in a more or less explicit way. But then again it is hard to conceive of any
account of human action that does not harbor certain anthropological presuppositions
about the place of intention in explaining such action, which is to say, ideas about what
distinguishes human actions from other kinds of natural events that make up the historical
record. The watchword of Marxism on this score (if not that of Marx himself, apart from
early collaborations with Engels) is of course ideology. The predominant account suggests
ideology explains action to the extent that it explains actions that are somehow distorted,
or not fully informed, shaped by determinants of which actors remain unaware. But efforts
on the part of so-called postmodernists and others to have done with ideology – not the

INTELLECTUAL HISTORY REVIEW 145



thing itself, but the very concept, as itself somehow distorting – have served instead to
accentuate the ways in which any putatively natural or objective view of the past will
invariably be colored by a set of political commitments and judgments. It would seem
that ideology does not cease to be ideology just because we become aware of it as ideology.

Objectivity is not so much compromised in this vision as it is augmented, complemen-
ted by a certain explicitness about what motivates historical investigations and the narra-
tives that result. At the outset, I suggested that Lyotard’s frivolity was consistent with
Weber’s ethic to the extent that it was explicit. Gauchet’s work, like Furet’s and others
of his ilk, has a similar ethical candor to the extent that it is explicit about its ideological
aspirations. But the main point remains that the politics of secularization is not going to be
determined or decided by some appeal to a fundamental historical reality or arriving at
some nominally correct narrative of secularization which everyone will ultimately recog-
nize as true. Politics does not find its answers in the empirical record. But then again the
aim of politics has never been so much about finding answers as it has been about shaping
consequences. If every narrative of secularization is political in this way, then the criteria
for judging them perhaps ought to be political as well. And if both Marxism and Gauchet’s
alternative leave something to be desired on this score, this is a reflection perhaps of their
political limitations rather than their theoretical ones.
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