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Raving with Reason: Immanence and Fanaticism in Kant

If the Enlightenment can be regarded, from a certain vantage point, as the assertion of the this-worldly rights of immanence against the religious and political prerogatives of transcendent sources of authority, then Kant’s philosophy – grasped in the complex unity of its epistemological, cosmological, moral and political dimensions – can be seen as a delimiting of immanence, dominated by a critical vigilance against the transgression of those limits without which Enlightened immanence flips back into hubris or superstition. Kant inherits from the Enlightenment the concern with fanaticism understood as a pathology of transcendence, the delusion that reason may legislate about that of which it has no experience, that there is knowledge of the beyond. But the particular desiderata, as well as the historical and intellectual context, of Kant’s thought mean that his solution is a profoundly ambivalent one. On the one hand, he continues the struggle of the radical Enlightenment against superstition, dogmatism and the socially divisive effects of religious allegiance; on the other, the demarcation of immanence in terms of the ‘limits of reason’ entails immense caution when it comes to the reductive aims of a materialist Enlightenment as well as, certainly if viewed from a Nietzschean vantage, something like a ‘ruse of transcendence’: the return, in the guise of practical reason, that is to say of universally binding abstract moral precepts, of authorities which in some sense lie beyond the domain of human and natural relations. The particular distribution of immanence and transcendence within Kantian thought – so rife with repercussions for European philosophy as a whole – can be usefully explored through the prism of the question of fanaticism. In effect, contrary to a strand within the Enlightenment which took fanaticism to denote forms of action and belief which were extrinsic to reason – religious sectarianism, cultural atavisms, political partisanship, and so on – for Kant fanaticism is immanent to human rationality itself. Vigilance against unreason is no longer simply a matter of proper political arrangements or social therapies, of establishing secularism or policing madness, it is a matter of intrinsic to reason’s own operations and capacities, a matter of separating its immanent, legitimate uses, from its transcendent or illegitimate ones. But this introjection of fanaticism, so to speak, also means that Kant is compelled to confront the ambivalence of fanaticism, its disturbing proximity, as an abstract passion, to those forms of action which he deems political and morally noble because universalisable. This is especially evident in his unstable distinction between enthusiasm and fanaticism, a distinction which is particularly significant in terms of his own allegiance to the event which, more than any other, lies at the source of contemporary anti-fanatical discourse, the French Revolution. Fanaticism is thus at the heart of the genesis of Kant’s critical philosophy, as it assumes and transforms the heritage of Enlightenment discourse, through what we could call fanaticism’s ‘incorporation’ into reason. But with the dramatic politicisation of the Enlightenment and the discourses around fanaticism heralded by the French Revolution, Kant’s thought comes into contact with the disparaging of egalitarian and universalist politics as fanatical. Whether implicitly, in the ‘theory-practice debate’ of 1793, or explicitly, in Nietzsche’s polemics almost a century later, his own thought comes to be branded as a ‘moral fanaticism’, a subjection of life to abstract and transcendent principles of right. Thus, though his philosophy is a sustained struggle against fanaticism, finding it where even its Enlightened arch-enemies had not seen it lurking, it is also true, as Nietzsche himself acerbically noted, that Kant was ‘the true son of his century, which before any other can be called the century of enthusiasm’.

When the question of fanaticism, of Schwärmerei, emerges in Kant’s thinking, in the mid 1760s, it is not primarily in the politico-religious register which preoccupied the likes of Voltaire. It is with mediums, madness and melancholia that Kant grapples. But a fundamental concern, which will he will explicitly translate later into moral and political conclusions, is already present: How can an indispensable enthusiasm be separated from a pernicious fanaticism? And more broadly: How can affect be enlisted in a project of enlightenment? At the junction of a theory of humours and modern mental pathology, Kant’s Essay on the Illnesses of the Head poses this problem precisely in terms of the distinction between Enthusiasmus and Schwärmerei, a constant through both the so-called pre-critical and critical periods. As he writes, with reference to his admired Rousseau: ‘This ambiguous appearance of phantasy [Phantasterei] in moral sentiments that are in themselves good is enthusiasm [Enthusiasmus], and nothing great in the world has been done without it. Things are altogether different with the fanatic (visionary, Schwärmer). The latter is actually a lunatic with a supposed immediate inspiration and great intimacy with the powers of heaven. Human nature knows no more dangerous delusion’. Claims to revelation and inspiration had of course been the object of critical and polemical scrutiny from the beginning of the Enlightenment, and in the English case often in the etymologically precise sense of enthusiasm, of being visited by God. But Kant relies on a non-theological term, albeit one polemically coined by Luther, Schwärmer, to designate those who delude themselves into thinking that they have a sensual experience of the transcendent, and who promise nothing but swarming confusion. However, although Kant will outline different ways of showing the enthusiast to be ‘altogether different’ than the fanatic, policing that border will be an extremely difficult task. Both enthusiasm and fanaticism are for Kant propensities that affect human thought in its most admirable aesthetic, cognitive and practical uses, and his denunciation of their dangers is also a recognition of their perverted nobility. It is in this sense that we should consider Kant’s preoccupation with melancholy as an ‘ambiguous passion’. As Monique David-Ménard has noted, in her striking study of the ‘madness in pure reason’: ‘Because he depreciates reality, the melancholic who is enthused can become the champion of morality’.
 In exploring the aesthetic sublimity of a life lived according to principles in Observations on the Feeling of the Beautiful and the Sublime, Kant will write of the manner in which, when the character of the moral man ‘degenerates, seriousness turns into melancholy, meditation into fanaticism, love of freedom into enthusiasm’. In these lines we already have an inkling of the link between fanaticism and a misplaced inwardness, as well as of the affinity between enthusiasm and politics. Kant’s critical vigilance is thus in many respects turned inwards, to channel sublime feelings in order for them not to mutate imperceptibly into mental illnesses. But his recipe is anything but self-observation. As he will note in his courses on anthropology, compiling inner perceptions into ‘a diary of an observer of oneself’, can ‘easily lead to enthusiasm [Schwärmerei] and madness [Wahnsinn]’. Such an ‘eavesdropping’ on oneself, is particularly dangerous for Kant because it subordinates the principles of thought, and the reflexivity of our faculty of representation, to the unruly flux of inner sense, and neglects the only experiences which we can really rationally observe, external experiences. In sum, such fanatical self-observation is for Kant ‘the most direct path to illuminism or even terrorism, by way of a confusion in the mind of supposes higher inspirations and powers flowing into us, without our help, who knows from where’.
 Such excessive attention on oneself is to be offset by the detour through experience, and, most significantly, by the use of the abstraction, which demonstrates a ‘freedom of the faculty of thought and the authority of the mind, in having the object of one’s representations under one’s control’.

This question of critical control, and of the character of abstraction, is present in one of the most remarkable of Kant’s texts, where we see the question of fanaticism span the seemingly separate terrains of mental pathology, occult phenomena and metaphysics. In the 1766 Dreams of a Spirit-Seer Elucidated by Dreams of Metaphysics – a text uncharacteristically replete with satire, confession and anecdote, but whose philosophical significance should not thereby be underestimated – Kant, allegedly at the instigation of friends and acquaintances, tackles the unsettling proximities between the claims (or dreams) of a rationalist (Leibnizian) metaphysics and the speculative hucksterism of Emmanuel Swedenborg, who had just published his eight volume Arcana Coelesti. Though religious authorities are mentioned at the outset – when Kant acerbically refers to Holy Rome’s ‘exploitation-right to [the] spirit-realm’ – the stakes of fanaticism involve the undecidability between forms of reasoning that Kant had hitherto adopted and the phenomenon of spiritism, which he confesses to being tempted by only the better to vanquish it. As Kant observes: ‘The frontiers between folly and understanding are so poorly marked that one can scarcely proceed for long in one region without occasionally making a little sally into the other’.
 The fascinating details of Kant’s argument – which, in an often ironic register, combines linguistic analysis, physiology, and metaphysics – won’t detain us here. What matters for our understanding of Kant’s conflicted critique of fanaticism is the reasons he adduces for taking such interest in the disreputable fancies of Swedenborg. Of course, Swedenborg is an exemplary Schwärmer, since he transgresses on the very principles that order our experience of the external world. His is not just a delusion of reason [Wahnwitz] but a ‘systematic delusion of the senses [Wahnsinn] in general’.
 In terms of the philosophical study of perception and cognition, this means that sensory delusion involves the mistaken projection of inner sense onto the outer world. Kant here speaks, in both a perceptual and in a more broadly cognitive sense, of the point of convergence, the focus imaginarius of our representations, which is placed in the object when we’re dealing with external experiences and in us when we’re dealing with ‘the images of imagination’. The victim of Wahnsinn is one who ‘places mere objects of his own imagination outside himself, taking them to be things which are actually present before him’.
 But Swedenborg’s sensory delusion is systematic and, despite Kant’s claim that it is the Swedish medium’s hallucinations rather than his speculations which interest him, it is evident that the 1766 text is preoccupied with Schwärmerei also as ‘the intellectual construction of a universe’, not just with the ‘fanatical intuition’ of a contact with spirits. The rationally undecidable character of the ‘difference between metaphysical idealism and delirium’ will lead Kant to the Critique of Pure Reason, in which the Copernican revolution in the status of subjective experience will put the struggle against ‘the dogmatic-fanatical will to knowledge’ on a new footing. But already in the ‘Dreams of a Spirit-Seer’, the response of fanaticism is not simply physiological and diagnostic, a study of illnesses of the head, it is a question of ‘the limits of human reason’, of recognising that we are not endowed with ‘the wings which would enable [human reason] to fly so high as to cleave clouds which veil from our eyes the mysteries of the other world’.
 But this limitation of reason can only be understood in terms of an over-arching interest which can be characterised as both moral and cosmopolitical. Though his verdict is that of spirits we may hold opinions, but never gain knowledge, Kant nonetheless detects in the attraction of Swedenborg’s otherwise nonsensical the index of a ‘hope for the future’ – this defect, which is nonetheless is also a rational inclination, is one that Kant confesses to. But the engagement with Swedenborg also has a more meta-political dimension. What draws us to the very idea of a community of spirits is our ‘dependency on the universal human understanding’, on the ‘will of others outside ourselves’ which give rise to a moral ‘obligation’. In explicitly Rousseuian terms, Kant writes that ‘in our most secret motives, we are dependent on the general will’. How could we not be charmed by such an idea of an ‘immediate community of spirits’, which would dispel ‘the anomalies … which are normally so embarrassingly conspicuous in the contradiction between the moral and the physical circumstances of man here on earth’?
 The Schwärmer is not operating simply at the level of sensory delusions. The dreams of the spirit-seer, like the dreams of the metaphysician, are predicated on our – moral and political – dreams. The turn to immaterial substances or principles as grounding our action in the world and our forecasts about the future is not merely the result of ‘lazy philosophy’,
 it is an effect of our reason’s need to communicate with others living and dead in ‘one great republic’.

As we can see the guiding themes of the critical philosophy – the limits of human reason, the curtailment of speculation, the grounding of moral faith – emerge alongside the theme of fanaticism, understood as a sensory, cognitive and moral-political phenomenon. The three Critiques will prolong this project, if anything giving the tendency to excessive speculation greater dignity, by treating it as an immanent disposition of reason rather than a more or less accidental pathology, or illness of the head. With the study of transcendental illusions in the ‘Transcendental Dialectic’, we pass, to follow David-Ménard’s useful characterisation, from madness properly so-called to the ‘madness of reason’. This madness is in a sense incurable, since it concerns reason’s antinomic drive to cognise the totality, to think the unconditioned. The Kantian strategy, which I can only hint at there, will thus be that of harnessing this drive for the sake of practical reason. I want to quickly consider how the critical problem of fanaticism is played out, in closely inter-related ways, in philosophical, aesthetic and political registers.   

Consider for instance what Kant declares in the 1786 essay ‘What does it Mean to Orient Oneself in Thinking?’: 

Critique completely clips dogmatism’s wings in respect of the cognition of supersensible objects, and Spinozism is so dogmatic in this regard that it even competes with the mathematicians in respect of the strictness of proofs … Spinozism alleges that it has insight into the impossibility of a being the idea of which consists solely of pure concepts of the understanding, which has been separated from all the conditions of sensibility, and in which a contradiction can never be met with, and yet it has nothing at all by means of which to support this presumption, which transgresses all boundaries. [This remark allegedly concerns the refutation of the possibility of multiple substances in Spinoza, AT] It is just for this reason that Spinozism leads directly to enthusiasm. By contrast, there is not a single means more certain to eliminate enthusiasm from the roots up than that determination of the bounds of the pure faculty of understanding.

The political character of reason’s auto-immunization against the threat of dogmatic, ontological fanaticism is overtly, if contortedly articulated by Kant, where he portrays reason’s self-legislation as the only manner of pre-empting the State’s legitimate quashing of the subversive or atheistic effects of the fanatical position. Autonomy emerges as an antidote to authority and heteronomy: ‘freedom in thinking,’ writes Kant, ‘signifies the subjection of reason to no laws except those which it gives itself; and its opposite is the maxim of a lawless use of reason (in order, as genius supposes, to see further than one can under the limitation of laws). The natural consequence is that if reason will not subject itself to the laws it gives itself, it has to bow under the yoke of laws given by another; for without any law, nothing – not even nonsense – can play its game for long.’ Unbelief is what characterises a reason who refuses to legislate over itself who seeks to be independent from its own need – which is ultimately an orienting need to presuppose the existence of an unlimited supreme being for the sake of morality. (Autonomy is thus as much self-rule as self-monitoring.) This ‘unbelief of reason’ ultimately leads to ‘libertinism, i.e. the principle of recognizing no authority at all’. And, as Kant writes, ‘at this point the authorities get mixed up in the game’… So, ‘freedom in thinking finally destroys itself if it tries to proceed in independence of the laws of reason’.  The crucial notion of unbelief within Kantian critique points to the dialectical bond that he perceives between the dogmatic or ontological thought of substance (Spinozism), on the one hand, and an atheist or libertine attack on the compass of rational faith, on the other. What’s, those who wish to undermine Spinozism with a credo quia absurdum in the face of ontological rationalism are also viewed as harbingers of unruliness. 

In 1790, Kant returns to the question of Schwärmerei in the Critique of Judgment, where he rearticulates the difference between fanaticism and enthusiasm, already broached in the texts of the 1760s, singling out the affect of enthusiasm. Affect, it needs to be noted, is distinguished by Kant from passion by its ‘impetuous and unpremeditated’ character, whereas passion is ‘persistent and deliberate’; thus resentment is an affect, while hatred a passion. Kant defines enthusiasm as follows:

If the idea of the good is accompanied by affect [as its effect], this [affect] is called enthusiasm. This mental state seems to be sublime, so much so that it is commonly alleged that nothing great can be accomplished without it. But in fact any affect is blind. … For an affect is an agitation of the mind that makes it unable to engage in free deliberation about principles with the aim of determining itself according to them. Hence there is no way it can deserve to be liked by reason. Yet enthusiasm is sublime aesthetically, because it is a straining of our forces by ideas that impart to the mind a momentum whose effects are mightier and more permanent than are those of an impulse produced by presentations of sense.

It is this aesthetic-affective character of enthusiasm which Kant will accord political significance in the Contest of the Faculties where it is not the French Revolution itself, but the affect it elicits in disinterested spectators, which acts as a sign that humanity may indeed be the agent of its own improvement. Of these spectators or revolution, who authors such as Arendt and Foucault will reflect over after Kant, he writes: ‘Their reaction (because of its universality) proves that mankind as a whole shares certain characteristics in common, and it also proves (because of its disinterestedness) that man has a moral character, or at least the makings of one’. 

The distinction between enthusiasm and fanaticism is here figured in terms of distance and disinterest, whereas in the Critique of Judgment it is the character of sight or insight which is at stake. Famously, Kant considers enthusiasm in light of (Hebraic) iconoclasm, which, in banning graven images permits a negative exhibition of the infinite, which does not transgress into a sensible vision of the infinite, but is instead sublime precisely because its reference is to our way of thinking, to the supremacy of ideas over sensation. As in the earlier reflections on Swedenborg, but also the essay on Orientation, fanaticism is the mistaking of inner imagination for outer sense, or of subjective conviction for objective knowledge. Not merely a physiological derangement, it involves the marriage of the needs of reason with the fantasy that these needs could be immediately met in an experience. Kant argues that enthusiasm as a ‘pure, elevating, and merely negative exhibition of morality involves no danger of fanaticism, which is the delusion [Wahn] of wanting to SEE something beyond all bounds of sensibility, i.e. of dreaming according to principles (raving with reason). The exhibition avoids fanaticism precisely because it is merely negative. For the idea of freedom is inscrutable and thereby precludes all positive exhibition whatever’.
 
It is precisely with regard to the idea of freedom that Kant will encounter – in a more roundabout way – the question of fanaticism in his 1793 text, ‘On the Common Saying: “This May Be True in Theory, But it Does not Apply in Practice’. Like the ‘Orientation’ essay, ‘On the Common Saying’ emerges out of a polemic. The first stemmed from the so-called Spinozismusstreit occasioned by Mendelssohn’s reply to Jacobi’s text on Lessing’s alleged Spinozism; the second was the product of a debate set off by the translation of Edmund Burke’s Reflections on the Revolution in France into German by Friedrich von Gentz. For our purposes what matters is not so much the detail of Kant’s argument as the very gesture that the essay embodies: against the counter-revolutionary position for which subjecting the vicissitudes of politics and custom to abstract principle was the very essence of fanaticism, or even terrorism, Kant engages in a dogged if cautious defense of the rights of theory. In other words, he finds himself, towards the end of his career, having fought off the sensory delusions and speculative superstitions of Schwärmerei
himself implicitly denounced as a fanatic. His response, in Domenico Losurdo’s radical reinterpretation of Kant’s political thought – which seeks to cut through his ‘self-censorship and compromise’ – is potent. For Losurdo, in the 1793 essay, Kant ‘unmasks the call to “practice” or “happiness” as the cal to the maintenance of the status quo. … The refusal of theory is the refusal of any project of radical transformation, a project which is either judged empty and abstract because of its transcendence vis-à-vis the existing social-political system, or it is ruinous and appalling because of its pretence to concretely realise, even through harsh struggles, a new social-political order’.

Seen in the context of the widespread reaction against the ‘epidemical’ and ‘atheistical’ fanaticism of the French revolution, and namely against the part played within the latter by abstraction and metaphysics, Kant’s philosophy appears far less politically moderate than its contemporary image might suggest. An important index of this is to be found in Nietzsche’s famous attacks on the prejudicial prerogatives of transcendent morality in what he scornfully termed ‘Königsbergian Chinadom’.
 Much of Nietzsche’s genealogical war on the view of Truth and the Good as disincarnate principles immune from conflict and contest is in effect founded on a sui generis continuation of the Enlightenment’s, and especially Voltaire’s, condemnation of le fanatisme. For Nietzsche, however, this is not primarily to be understood in terms of religious sectarianism or superstition, but as a fanaticism of reason – one that can already be detected in Socrates and Plato.
 As he had noted in his lectures on Plato, speaking of philosophy’s ‘tyrannical tendency’, ‘the conviction that one possesses the truth makes one fanatic.
 Characteristically eliding moral, political and epistemological certainties – all of which he regards as founded on the same nihilistic belief in a true world behind the illusory, apparent one – Nietzsche juxtaposes two forms of intellectual life, that of the ‘men of conviction’, on the one hand, and that of vigorous free-thinking sceptics, on the other. ‘Convictions are prisons’, he writes, arguing that those who live in dutiful fidelity to an idea, who require ‘some unconditional Yes and No’, abdicate their ‘sovereignty’, become mere instruments, weak slaves of a higher will. What’s more, the man of conviction is prey to a performative contradiction: ‘Conviction is the backbone of the man of conviction. Not to see many things, not to be impartial in anything, to be party through and through, to view all values from a strict and necessary perspective – this alone is the condition under which such a man exists at all. But he is thereby the antithesis, the antagonist of the truthful man – of truth…’. Recognising such a contradiction would mean ‘immediate destruction’. Truly great intellects are for Nietzsche instead driven not by belief but by a ‘grand passion’ which translates into the freedom to posit and destroy values, unconstrained by allegiance to any one given truth. For them conviction is merely a means. What we have here, in light of our discussion of thymos in Chapter 1, is a contrast between two articulations of affect and truth: while the Nietzschean free spirit takes pride in his capacity to adopt and discard truths at will, the passions of the man of conviction, who is also, as the above quote suggests, a partisan man, are inextricable from his beliefs. This is why he is for Nietzsche a fanatic. The historical figures he selects for the sake of exemplification signal that for Nietzsche too, fanaticism is a politico-religious phenomenon: ‘The pathological conditionality of his perspective makes of the convinced man a fanatic – Savonarola, Luther, Rousseau, Robespierre, Saint-Simon – the antithetical type of the strong, emancipated spirit. But the larger than life attitudes of these sick spirits, these conceptual epileptics, impresses the great masses – fanatics are picturesque, mankind would rather see gestures than listen to reasons…’.
 Such polemical, and psycho-pathological,  uses of the idea fanaticism are revealing of Nietzsche’s tactical stance towards the Enlightenment, redeploying its criticisms of irrational convictions and other-worldly attachments, while disputing any univocal claim to truth or universality. 

But the political character of Nietzsche’s employment of fanaticism as a smear-word becomes more evident if we turn to his criticisms of Kant. Unlike many contemporary commentators, Nietzsche regards Kant as an unalloyed supporter of the French revolution. Kant’s execrably disembodied and life-denying moral doctrine is depicted as inseparable from the universalising impetus of the French revolution – which Nietzsche saw as part of the ‘last great slave rebellion’,
 ‘the daughter and continuation of Christianity’,
 with its levelling ‘superstition of “equal men”’.
 In both cases notions of duty and virtue abstracted from the concrete differences between peoples, groups and individuals, between different wills and affirmations. The raising of universal standards is ‘mortally dangerous’, since it cannot but ultimately lead to an exhaustion of life, a quashing of that very instinctual and natural ‘joy’ which is the precondition for any affirmation. Though his ends and motivations differ markedly, Nietzsche here follows quite closely in the footsteps of the counter-revolutionary anti-fanatical tradition that has its principal source in Burke’s Reflections. The target remains the role of abstraction in politics and morality, understood as the artificial denial of some kind of nature, where the latter is synonymous with hierarchy, difference and domination. For Nietzsche, the very idea of a universalisable categorical imperative constitutes a ‘sacrifice to the Moloch of abstraction’.
 The differential affirmation of life, as an embodied activity of valuation, a struggle between wills to power, is neutralised, which is to say equalised, at the political level by the ascendancy of ‘French fanaticism’.
 

Referring specifically to passages in the Critique of Judgment and to the Conflict of the Faculties, Nietzsche adduces allegiance to the French Revolution precisely as proof of the dangers inhering in Kantian morality: ‘Did Kant not see in the French Revolution the transition from the inorganic form of the state to the organic? Did he not ask himself whether there was an event which could be explained in no other way than by a moral predisposition on the part of mankind, so that with it the “tendency of man to seek the good” would be proved once and for all? Kant’s answer: “The Revolution is that”. The erring instinct in all and everything, anti-naturalness as instinct, German decadence as philosophy – that is Kant! –’.
 Elsewhere, Nietzsche even sketches a criticism of the very notion of enthusiasm, so central to the Kantian approach to the Revolution, ‘that gruesome farce’, he writes, ‘which, considered closely, was quite superfluous, though noble and enthusiastic [schwärmerischen] spectators from all over Europe contemplated it from a distance an interpreted it according to their own indignations and enthusiasms [Begeisterungen] for so long, and so passionately, that the text finally disappeared under the interpretation’. A central category of Nietzsche’s thinking, interpretation, is thus enlisted to strip Kant’s account of enthusiasm of its universality, questioning not just its fidelity to the ‘text’, to factual historical truth, but turning it into a pathologically perspectival phenomenon (‘their own indignations and enthusiasms’), as also signified by Nietzsche’s avoidance of Kant’s own term, Enthusiasmus.  
To the extent that just like Robespierre, he was ‘bitten by the moral tarantula Rousseau’, and ‘harboured in the depths of his soul the idea of … moral fanaticism’, Kant’s profound sympathy and affinity for the French Revolution is evident for Nietzsche, who also notes that inevitably Kant had to translate his revolutionary enthusiasm in a peculiarly ‘German’ way, to with by positing an ‘undemonstrable world, a logical “Beyond”’.
 The French fanatics of equality were thus greeted at a distance by a fanatic of the ought, of the ‘thou shalt’.
 Though Nietzsche condescends to recognising Kant’s merit in making ‘the epistemological scepticism of the English possible for Germans’, his portrait is unforgiving: ‘Kant: inferior in his psychology and knowledge of human nature; way off when it comes to great historical values (French Revolution); a moral fanatic [Moral-Fanatiker] à la Rousseau; a subterranean Christianity in his values; a dogmatist through and through but ponderously sick of this inclination, to such an extent that he wished to tyrannize it, but also weary right away of scepticism; not yet touched by the slightest breath of cosmopolitan taste and the beauty of antiquity’.
 Demonstrating the remarkable plasticity of fanaticism as a term of disparagement and diagnosis, the sworn enemy of fanaticism, Kant, is tarred with the same brush. But it is crucial to keep the reasons in mind: it is not an unwarranted claim to divine inspiration or to communion with spirits that Kant is engaged in; nor is Nietzsche accusing Kant of an undue extension of the claims of reason beyond its proper domain (as Kant did with regard to Spinoza). Rather, Nietzsche attacks Kant on two fronts, both intimately connected with his broader response to political philosophies of egalitarianism, viewed as Christian in their origin and nihilist in their consequences. Kant’s moral fanaticism stems from two operations of dissimulation: on the one hand, a particular valuation is hypostasised through abstraction as transcendent, thereby crushing the joyful and affirmative difference of life; on the other, Kant’s commitment to truth is undermined when viewed as an episode in the ‘psychology of conviction’ – the categorical imperative is merely the persuasion of a ‘party man’ which mendaciously disavowed by linking morality to supreme motives, and ultimately to God.
 It is of interest that Nietzsche uses against Kant a term that the latter had introduced into the Critique of Practical Reason, where ‘moral fanaticism’ denotes behaviour undertaken not from duty alone but for reasons of spontaneous inclination, because of the ‘self-conceit’ that would regard certain actions as commendable for their merit or nobility. Though it can also be said that Nietzsche is not off the mark, since the very vocabulary that Kant uses to distinguish dutiful from fanatical action is one of partisanship: ‘this proper moral condition in which [the subject] can always be is virtue, that is, moral disposition militant, and not holiness in the fancied possession of a perfect purity of the disposition of the will’. Militant virtue, in the subjection to the abstract and universal law, and not ennobling sanctity or valor (indulging in ‘dreams of imaginary moral perfections’), this is Kant’s rather Robespierrean recommendation.   
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