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phous character of the political culture of citizenship in early modern En-

gland.  Withington’s book is a useful reinterpretation of early modern English

society for scholars of  social and cultural history, but a work of limited

interest to historians of  ideas.
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$80.00.  Review by JOSEPH M. MCCARTHY, SUFFOLK UNIVERSITY.

Immanuel Kant’s famed 1784 essay “What is Enlightenment” presented

a notion of human enlightenment as a liberation of the self from a state of

immature irresolution by means of the voluntary and public operation of

reason.  The sources of this view of are rich and complex but, as Losonsky

points out, surely include the philosophical thought of seventeenth-century

Europe that contains, at least in embryo, the major notions that inform Kant’s

view.  His aim, therefore, “is to show that there is an evolution from Descartes

to Leibniz that takes us to the threshold of Kant’s conception of  human

enlightenment as something that requires the public exercise of reason” (ix).

To do this, Losonsky focuses on the topic of  irresolution in seventeenth-

century philosophy.  Irresolution, the failure to decide what is true and what it

not, renders individuals unable to exercise their reason autonomously and

imprisons them in a self-imposed immaturity.  Two major approaches to

curing irresolution were advanced in seventeenth-century thought.  To those

who believed in “inspired” thinking, as did such enthusiasts as John Webster

and Jakob Boehme (and, despite appearances to the contrary, Henry More),

as well as to those who, like Baruch de Spinoza, espoused “resolute” thinking,

the key to overcoming irresolution could only be divine inspiration, since for

them the mind is primarily an involuntary automaton inclined by nature to

reflect the external world truly and accurately.  But to those who, like René

Descartes, Thomas Hobbes, John Locke and Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz,

conceived the mind as the creature of  human activity, the answer to irresolu-

tion is the exercise of the will in making informed judgments and adhering to

them.
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Descartes, of course, is iconic for putting an end to real or feigned sys-

tematic doubt at the point of his famous cogito, popularly rendered from the

stuff of his Second Meditation: “I am, I exist is necessarily true whenever it is

mentally conceived or put forward by me.”  Losonsky suggests that Descartes

could as easily and properly have written, “I will, therefore I am,” so that not

only thinking but willing oneself to pursue a rigorous chain of thought not

only conquers doubt but rescues us from solipsism by leading us to realize

that we are imbedded in a material environment that is in part social.  Here is

an irreplaceable starting point on the road to Kant’s notion of the public

exercise of reason.  If Descartes is the exemplar of willful thinking, Hobbes

ought to be seen as the advocate of  “passionate thinking,” providing another

contribution to Kant’s eventual formulation of enlightenment by explaining

how internal states and outer behavior inevitably conspire to constitute a

cognitive process that cannot be complete without expression in a natural and

social environment.  Locke contributes the notion of mental operations pro-

ducing such “passions” as satisfaction or uneasiness which motivate us to

regulate our thinking, leading us to the act of “making ideas,” mental labor

that clearly consists in overwhelming doubt by a willful mental activity.

At this point, Losonsky examines the other side of the coin, the argu-

ments advanced by advocates of enthusiasm to assert that knowledge cannot

be produced by the activity of the will but must be the function of divine

illumination.  He begins with John Webster’s critique of the training of clergy

and the university curriculum, moves on to Jakob Boehme’s quest for the

divinely created language of nature that precedes and underlies all other tongues,

and then analyzes the affinity of Henry More, the Cambridge Platonist, with

the very enthusiastic ideas against which he argued eloquently.  Losonsky then

devotes a chapter to Spinoza’s “resolute thinking,” in which he specifies the

verbal and intellectual similarities of this “God-intoxicated man” to sectarian

enthusiasts.  Indeed, in placing his faith in the notion of mental activity as a

complexus of divinely inspired inner convictions, Spinoza seems to be giving

it the status of divine grace, the unmerited gift of God, not to be attained by

purely human striving or any volitional activity, if  it is not conferred.

Returning to the voluntarist tradition, Losonsky takes up Leibniz’s “trained

thinking.”  Though he rejects Descartes’ view that judgments are a product of

will and speaks of the mind as a spiritual automaton, Leibniz makes room

for the concept of improving the operation of the automaton by the disci-
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plined methodology of intellectual work using language (“physical symbols”)

that requires a body and hence involves physical activity demanding associa-

tion for its perfection, i.e. contributing to the general good by enlightening

peoples’ understanding, encouraging people to act according to reason and

removing obstacles to the search for truth.  So the improvement of cognition

flows into public activity that requires a social and political order supportive

of or receptive to enlightenment.  Looking back on the proponents of

willful thinking, Losonsky concludes: “These, then, are the threads–reforming

the human understanding, liberating it from external authority, making it more

self-reliant, using the mind’s automatic processes, and guiding it through vol-

untary physical behavior–that Leibniz weaves together in his philosophy, and

this is the cloth that Kant uses to fashion his Enlightenment essay in 1784"

(187).

This is a rich feast, to be chewed over slowly since it is suggestive rather

than conclusive and very demanding in its close reading of these thinkers.

Those familiar with the territory will find its intent clear but will have to assess

the adequacy of the linkage of the central notions repeatedly addressed, for

such terms cannot in their nature be undistributed and, in particular cases such

as “willful” drag with them connotations that are difficult to manage.  The

almost complete lack of any attempt to locate these ideas in any larger histori-

cal and cultural context than the writings of the individual discussed leaves a

rich agenda to be pursued in clarifying the emerging conception of the En-

lightenment in the seventeenth century.

Catherine Gimelli Martin, ed.  Milton and Gender.  Cambridge: Cambridge
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WALKER, STATE UNIVERSITY OF NEW YORK AT GENESEO.

As Catherine Gimelli Martin introduces her outstanding collection, she

positions the essays in relation to the “wave” theory of twentieth-century

feminism.  In this she does Milton and Gender much less than justice.  Although

Martin herself suggests, in both her introduction and at length in her essay, that

we should put less emphasis on so-called first-wave, second-wave, and other-

wave feminisms in general and the views of Saundra Gilbert and Susan

Gubar in their 1977 The Madwoman in the Attic in particular, by using these


