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In recent decades historians of philosophy have used the concept of per-
sona to analyse socially recognizable types or offices in historically spe-
cific contexts.1 In an anthology on the philosopher in early modern Europe 
the editors thus argue that philosophical problems are integral to the 
practices through which philosophers are formed; “For this reason, dis-
putes over philosophical problems quickly become disputes over what is 
to count as philosophy and what it is to be a philosopher.”2 Against this 
background a number of influential early modern philosophers have been 
depicted as engaged in a battle over the meaning of philosophy and what 
it meant to be and live as a philosopher. Francis Bacon thus played a vital 
role in launching the natural philosopher as a new kind of sage, René 
Descartes pitted the technocrat as a controlling manipulator of nature 
against the scholastic, and Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz challenged the 
confessional theologian through his account of the self-purifying meta-
physical sage.3 

This article contributes to this strand of research by focusing on the 
influential but surprisingly unknown eighteenth-century German philo-
sopher Georg Friedrich Meier and his portrait of the true and the fashion-
able philosopher.4 The article makes three principal points. First, it argues 
that when Meier published his writings on the true and the fashionable 
philosopher in 1745, he did so in relation to a decades-long debate con-
cerning philosophy and the philosopher that is sometimes referred to as 
the Wolff affair. As a result, the philosopher and philosophical identity 
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formation were very much in the air. Second, it shows that Meier’s some-
times humorous and mocking account of the philosopher reflects his place 
within a new generation of intellectuals who in the wake of the Wolff 
affair used what we might think of as the infotainment genres of the 
emerging public sphere to communicate ideals, norms and patterns of 
behaviour. To use comical and exaggerated types was a successful strategy 
for reaching a broader spectrum of reading middle-class men and women. 
Third, it makes the case that underlying the comical accounts of the phi-
losopher was a serious moral message regarding philosophy as an exercise-
oriented culture of the soul or cultura animi. While this view of philosophy 
also permeated Wolffian thought, the case of Meier provides important 
clues as to how it fed into and became part of a new middle-class identity. 

The true philosopher in the wake of the Wolff affair

Meier’s ideal of the true philosopher took form in the wake of the so-called 
Wolff affair.5 The philosopher Christian Wolff became professor in math-
ematics at the newly founded Halle University in 1706.6 After a modest 
start he became something of a public intellectual when he began the 
publication of a series of textbooks referred to as the German Philosophy in 
the 1710s.7 The German Philosophy united all disciplines under the  umbrella 
of a universal philosophical method. Grand in scope and ambition, this 
approach soon put Wolff on a conflict course with the university theolo-
gians. In 1720 the situation became acute, as Wolff published major trea-
tises on metaphysics and ethics in which he made bold and potentially 
challenging claims. In the following year he further provoked the theolo-
gians by claiming in a prorector speech that the Chinese were fully capa-
ble of leading moral lives quite independently of revelation. The speech 
became the last straw, and after having pursued a successful campaign 
against Wolff, the theologians convinced King Friedrich Wilhelm I to 
expel him from Prussia in November 1723.8 Contrary to expectations, 
however, the expulsion made Wolff into something of a cause célèbre, and 
the Wolffian philosophy became an attractive option for many young 
students. In response to this development the theologians continued their 
efforts, which eventually bore fruit when the king banned the teaching 
and selling of Wolff’s ethics and metaphysics in 1727.9 The ban effec-
tively suppressed the open teaching of the Wolffian philosophy while 
giving it an allure that contributed to its further growth as a more-or-less 
underground movement. While this continued to be the case into the 
early 1730s, the winds gradually changed in favour of the Wolffians. In 
1734 the ban was lifted, and in 1736 a royal commission undertook an 
examination of Wolff’s writings with the result that he was cleared of all 
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charges and the Wolffian philosophy reinstated at the university. When 
Frederick the Great, who actively supported the early German Enlighten-
ment, acceded to the throne in 1740, one of his first actions was to recall 
and reinstall Wolff as professor at Halle University.10 

While it can be debated whether history is always written by the win-
ners, the Wolffians certainly managed to establish what became the stand-
ard narrative of the affair for the next two centuries, as a struggle of reason 
against religious superstition.11 Without delving further into the many 
complex aspects and reversals of the Wolff affair, it here suffices to say that 
it spotlighted and promoted the figure of the Wolffian philosopher.  Given 
that Meier, who was himself a Wolffian philosopher, wrote Abbildung eines 
wahren Weltweisen (Portrait of a true philosopher, 1745) at a time when 
Wolff had come out as the victor, one might have expected him to sail 
with the wind. Instead, however, he raised a warning finger:

Our present times can rightfully be called philosophical times. Philosophy 
is starting to become a fashion. The external society of philosophers is 
already spread far and wide. And, which is unfortunate, most people learn 
philosophy in such a way that they content themselves with unimportant 
and merely illusory parts of philosophers, without adopting the nature and 
essence of a true philosopher. They do not stop at this, which would be 
endurable. Instead, they commit wrongs and follies and believe that they 
have the right to do so as philosophers.12

It was against the background of a philosophy that had outgrown itself 
and become proud and corrupted that Meier deemed it necessary to pro-
vide a template that would both show “how the true philosophers differ 
from their apes” and “provide a pattern that one must follow if one wants 
to become a righteous philosopher.”13 While the Abbildung eines wahren 
Weltweisen provided the road map, the more specific character of the “apes” 
was the subject of Meier’s anonymously published Gründliche Anweisung 
wie jemand ein neumodischer Weltweiser werden könne (Thorough instruction 
on how to become a fashionable philosopher, 1745).14

I say, a fashionable philosopher is a philosophical snob. A snob is a man 
who performs none of the actions that are imposed on him by nature. 
Instead, he prefers to perform actions, to embrace a way of living, expres-
sions, gestures, words, and to order his whole behaviour in such a way that 
it goes against nature. Put concisely, he is an ass to the lyre.15

To become such a person Meier encouraged his readers to follow a num-
ber of rules. The fashionable philosopher should thus speak and write 
Latin, preferably introducing, and claiming the superiority of, new Latin 
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words. He should conceive of himself as a most brilliant person and always 
make sure to smile, showing a good face quite independent of his actual 
mood.

Peter is an excellent example of this rule. Mr. Peter shows everywhere great 
courage and determination through his expressions, gestures, and words, 
even if his mood is rather different. He gives all people the impression that 
he is about to carry out the most important things. He wants to reform 
the sciences, to discover new truths, to write books, and so on. But when 
it comes to it, he either lacks inspiration, or very important obstacles have 
come in the way.16

It is worth noticing at this point that Meier’s satiric style was foreign to 
Wolff and the orthodox Wolffians, whose accounts of the philosopher were 
typically deadly serious, with strokes of personal attacks and biting criti-
cism but rarely with entertaining irony. That Meier used this style was 
neither an expression of an eccentric personality nor a pure matter of gen-
re, but reflected a larger shift connected to a new generation of intellectu-
als who spearheaded new ways of writing and communicating, often by 
using the new media forms of the emerging public sphere. To understand 
this crucial aspect of Meier’s account of the philosopher it is necessary to 
take a closer look at the more immediate context of Meier and his circle. 

The true and the fashionable philosopher 
in the German civic Enlightenment

Meier was born in March 1718 in Ammendorf, close to Halle.17 In the late 
1720s he was sent to Halle to receive his basic education at August Her-
mann Francke’s orphanage. Founded by Francke in the second half of the 
1690s, the orphanage developed into a key institution that in 1727 engaged 
thousands of people and included numerous institutions and facilities.18 
While the orphanage has traditionally been considered a Pietist strong-
hold with little room for philosophy and science, recent scholars have 
shown that practices in mathematics, natural philosophy and craft were 
vital and well incorporated in the curriculum.19 One of the things that 
Francke did in order to implement science in the orphanage’s pedagogical 
program was to engage the leading mathematician Christoph Semler.20 
Semler established a cabinet of curiosity where students could observe 
and engage with natural objects as well as with concrete models and de-
vices used to teach mathematics and natural philosophy. In addition, 
Semler turned his own house into a school and workshop filled with 
equipment. It was in this setting that Meier would find his home when he 
came to Halle as a boy. He studied with Semler from the late 1720s and 
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would eventually be taken in more permanently in 1730.21 It was through 
Semler’s teaching that Meier first came into contact with Wolff’s writings 
on mathematics, which were not included in the ban. “So, I developed 
very early a love of the scientific way of thinking, and in my thirteenth 
year I could demonstrate all the propositions in Wolff’s excerpt of the 
mathematical sciences, which regarded arithmetic, geometry, and 
trigonometry.”22 Having first discovered Wolff’s mathematics, Meier’s 
interest gradually came to include metaphysics and ethics as well. In 1735 
Meier started his academic studies, which included, among other subjects, 
logic, metaphysics, ethics, natural law and theology. At this time, he also 
started following the lectures of the Baumgarten brothers, whom he knew 
from his time at the orphanage. Together with the Baumgartens and a 
handful of other intellectuals, Meier would form a new generation of 
highly eclectic Hallean philosophers.23 

Characteristic for the new generation was that the members had all 
absorbed both the Pietist culture around Francke and the Wolffian phi-
losophy. Rather than taking sides, however, the members combined fea-
tures of both to fuel the exploration of the beautiful and sensible. In the 
dissertation Meditationes philosophicae de nonnullis ad poema pertinentibus 
(Reflections on poetry, 1735), Alexander Gottlieb Baumgarten thus broke 
with the dominant epistemology of Wolff and many others by arguing 
that sensual knowledge, rather than being of value only as a stepping stone 
to higher forms of knowledge, possessed a unique richness or extensive 
clearness that qualified it as the basis of aesthetics or the science of per-
ception.24 In the second half of the 1730s this reassessment became the 
epistemological basis of literary reform.25 While poets and writers such as 
Meier’s close friend Samuel Gotthold Lange and Immanuel Jakob Pyra 
had first gravitated towards pious expressions of God’s presence, the 
 Pietist bent was gradually replaced by considerably lighter topics of the 
happy Epicurean life.26 Rather than capturing God’s presence, the aim of 
the Epicurean “carpe diem” poetry was to celebrate the present moment 
in all its sensible richness. In the 1740s the originally literary ideal became 
part of a broader attempt—communicated in published collections of 
 edited letters, moral weeklies, journals and other key media of the emerg-
ing public sphere—to explore, shape and communicate the new ideal to 
reading middle-class men and women.27 As a consequence, the focal point 
shifted from specialized questions of aesthetic and literary style to broad-
er topics of middle-class sociability, friendship and selfhood.

As a key figure in this development Meier adopted the new literary style, 
addressed relevant topics and advanced some of the genres of the emerg-
ing public sphere. Most notably, together with his close friend Lange, he 
edited no fewer than four moral weeklies published continuously from 
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1748 to 1768.28 A typical feature of the moral weekly was the treatment of 
serious topics of middle-class morality, identity and selfhood in a humor-
ous tone, often accentuated through the use of character types.29 In a 
contribution in the weekly Der Gesellige (The sociable), on how minor 
events impact our daily life, Meier and Lange used characters to illustrate 
the role of small details in storytelling:

Cajus has a special gift for lively story telling; He knows how to convey a 
minor and indifferent event to the whole society with gestures and the 
raising of his voice in such a way that everyone takes a special part in it. 
The young Curius not only imitates the expressions, but also the voice and 
tone of everyone; and he does this so naturally that when I was last time 
standing outside a room to visit some friends, I did not open the door 
because he imitated a man whose presence I had not suspected; a loud 
laugh relieved me of my mistake.30

In another related part on jesting Meier and Lange stressed that “the gift 
of fiery and happy jokes is indisputably one of the shimmering decorations 
of a good companion.”31 The authors further argued that a good sociable 
joke must be “fiery” and made without “malice, enmity, pride or ambition.”32 
The short piece on jesting in Der Gesellige reflects Meier’s Gedancken von 
Schertzen (Thoughts on jesting, 1744). In a manner typical of the infotain-
ment project, Meier stressed that it had been composed to improve the 
otherwise rowdy taste that dominated German society.33 In the treatise 
Meier emphasized that humour is intimately connected to the ability to 
correctly represent things and the relations between them.34 A joke thus 
becomes laughable when it takes a well-known phenomenon and either 
changes a detail or establishes an unexpected likeness with another radi-
cally different phenomenon.35 When made successfully it gives rise to a 
sudden drastic change in imagination that we experience as enjoyable. 

Meier’s analysis of jesting provides an important background espe-
cially to his account of the fashionable philosopher.36 What Meier did was 
to heavily exaggerate the current situation of the triumphant Wolffian 
philosophy by painting the ironic picture of a city ruled by mad philoso-
phers. His rules for how to become such a philosopher were not taken out 
of the blue but were the opposites of the rules that the true philosopher 
should follow. Hence, the fashionable philosopher should speak gladly and 
often about himself, and never admit a mistake. To improve his chances 
of winning the quarrels that this would inevitably give rise to, he should 
make sure to learn fashionable key terms such as “monad, sufficient reason, 
preestablished harmony, best world and so on.”37 In addition to sharpen-
ing his verbal arsenal, he should also be a fierce writer who does not 
hesitate to steal ideas from others and present them as his own. He marks 
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those who are of other opinions as heretics, although he himself uses his 
knowledge mainly to point out alleged but sophistic contradictions and 
to make fun of these.38

Meier further escalates the farcical account by painting the picture of 
how he himself once lived downstairs from two fashionable philosophers 
who “struck the table so violently that I could not hold my thoughts  
 together. I often feared for my life, as the stamping of their feet caused 
large pieces of lime to fall off the walls.”39 When he confronted his tormen-
tors, they reacted in a way typical to fashionable philosophers: “They 
yelled straight in my face so that I could better smell what these gentlemen 
had eaten than I could understand what they said.”40 In order to avoid 
situations like these, Meier suggests that “in every considerable city in 
Germany should be selected a territory or a street that could be called the 
Quarter of the Snobs or Snob Street.”41 Having their own quarter or street, 
the fashionable philosophers would be free to live out their passions as 
they wish. “In this street they may make noise, yell, scream, and offend as 
they like, that would not concern anyone else […]. The words absurd, 
stupid, foolish, however, listen up, definition, demonstration would be 
heard endlessly with a crushing emphasis.”42 

Taken out of its context Meier’s portrait of the fashionable philosopher 
may appear as merely entertaining fiction. Situated in the context of his 
theory of jesting, however, it comes into view as an application of its 
principles. Hence, what made the account effective was precisely its way 
of connecting to but tweaking the real state of affairs. That is, only by 
tapping into people’s experience and conceptions of the Wolffian philo-
sopher would the text cause the desired end: an enjoyable contrast effect 
in readers’ minds. 

To summarize so far, Meier’s account of the philosopher did not con-
stitute an extension of the Wolff affair, but in style and topic it rather 
reflected the new generation of writers to which Meier belonged. Working 
in the intersection between philosophy and aesthetics, academic writing 
and literature, they explored and communicated topics of identity and 
selfhood to the reading middle class, often by using the infotainment 
genres of the emerging public sphere. Meier was a key figure in this 
 development, whose success was also reflected through his popularity at 
the university. Having defended his dissertation in 1739, Meier started 
teaching on a broad range of philosophical subjects, sometimes attracting 
an audience of around three hundred persons.43 That the now aged Wolff, 
who occupied a chair in natural law, reportedly remarked that “the  aesthete 
[Meier] will ruin everything in philosophy” is indicative of the genera-
tional change.44 



22 · andreas rydberg

Philosophical cultura animi 
in the age of infotainment

Taken out of its contexts Meier’s discourse on the philosopher may appear 
as mere entertainment without any deeper message or underlying ambi-
tion whatsoever. As scholars have pointed out, however, the jesting and 
sometimes farcical appeal was a rather brilliant strategy to reach out and 
morally educate the reading middle class.45 This tendency is particularly 
striking in the case of Meier, whose production included several multi-
volume treatises on metaphysics, ethics, aesthetics and theology. As  Meier 
worked in parallel on lighter texts such as those published in the moral 
weeklies, he typically picked out and popularized aspects of the heavier 
academic works.46 

If Meier and his colleagues used infotainment to morally educate the 
middle class, what message were they communicating and what was the 
overall context? In Meier’s case a central context is that of philosophy as 
a culture of the soul or cultura animi. Drawing on the French historian of 
philosophy Pierre Hadot’s reading of ancient philosophy as a way of life 
organized around spiritual exercise, recent historians have argued that this 
view also applies to much early modern philosophy.47 The cultura animi 
approach to philosophy as a regimen of a soul perceived as diseased and 
perturbed by the passions thus constituted the immediate contexts of 
Bacon’s discussion of the idols of the mind and of the new natural phi-
losophy more broadly.48 In a similar vein, Descartes arguably developed 
his epistemology in direct relation to the Christian spiritual exercises that 
he had been trained in during his time as a child and student at the  Jesuit 
school in La Flèche.49 A third, and in this context particularly relevant, 
case is Leibniz.50 According to Leibniz, man is obliged to contribute to 
the fulfilment of God’s great plan for a perfect universe. By perfecting the 
self through philosophy and science, the philosopher contributed to this 
vision in a double sense: first, by making himself more perfect (thereby 
increasing the perfection of the world), and second, by making the knowl-
edge of the world more perfect and complete (by adding new and more 
perfect knowledge).51 Leibniz’s metaphysics of perfection constitutes the 
immediate context for Wolff’s philosophy. In the Vernünfftige Gedancken 
von der Menschen Thun und Lassen (German ethics, 1720) Wolff thus argued 
that “nature obliges us to do what makes us and our state more perfect 
and to avoid that which makes us and our state imperfect.”52 To follow 
this precept the philosopher shall systematically cultivate and perfect 
especially the higher cognitive faculties, for instance by training and refin-
ing the ability to form clear and distinct concepts and definitions and to 
conduct scientific demonstrations.53 He should also maintain a regimen 
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of systematic daily self-examinations through which he maintains a sys-
tematic plan and evaluates progress and failures.54

Although Baumgarten and Meier were reformers rather than orthodox 
Wolffians, the overall project was nevertheless that of philosophy as the 
systematic, exercise-oriented perfection of the self. What Baumgarten did 
when he made sensual knowledge into a basis for aesthetics as the science 
of sensual knowledge was not to break with the idea of perfection but 
rather to open up philosophical and aesthetic or sensual knowledge as two 
distinct realms of perfection.55 Whereas the philosopher focused on the 
higher cognitive faculties, the aesthetician or poet perfected the sensual 
and partly also the affectual faculties. While the traditional cultura animi 
typically conceptualized the senses and the passions as obstacles to knowl-
edge and often as the very roots of evil, the poet must learn how to em-
brace and channel the passions into poetic creativity. In the monumental 
Aesthetica (Aesthetics, 1750/1758), Baumgarten thus stressed that “The 
general character of the happy aesthetician… requires… aesthetic 
enthusiasm (the wonderful excitement and ignition of the soul, the 
inner force, ecstasy, rage, enthusiasm and divine inspiration).”56

In the case of Meier, it is strikingly clear that he contributed to both 
endeavours. In the preface to Theoretische Lehre von den Gemüthsbewegungen 
überhaupt (Theoretical doctrine of the emotions in general, 1744) Meier 
thus stated that his ambition was to provide a systematic scientific account 
of the role of the emotions in aesthetics.57 He stressed that the practical 
part of this doctrine “teaches us when we need to awaken a passion, to 
nourish, to increase, to decrease, to still and to prevent.”58 In his later 
three-volume work Anfangsgründe aller schönen Wissenschaften (Basic prem-
ises of all the fine arts and sciences, 1748–1750), which was essentially a 
popularization of Baumgarten’s aesthetics, he stressed the ethical function 
of aesthetics:

It is one of the most noble duties that we have to observe towards our soul 
that we must improve all our sensual powers of the soul. But now it is a 
wretched morality which tells us what to do, but not how we can accomplish 
it. If, then, the philosophical moral doctrine is to be complete, one must 
know how to improve the sensual part of the soul. This, however, is what 
aesthetics do.”59 

The perfection of the sensual soul was, furthermore, also the immediate 
context of both Gedancken von Schertzen and Abbildung eines Kunstrichters 
(Portrait of an art critic, 1745).60 That the latter was published parallel to 
the Abbildung eines wahren Weltweisen is indicative of the way in which the 
perfection of the intellectual and the sensual soul corresponded to the 
cultivation of two different personae.  
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While Meier’s aesthetical writings focused on the sensual soul, the per-
fection of the higher cognitive faculties was at the core of his  philosophical 
writings. This is striking in terms of both the negative mirror image pro-
vided in the Gründliche Anweisung and the positive account of the  Abbildung 
eines wahren Weltweisen. As for the latter, the message was that the  Wolffian 
philosophy had now became a fashion that attracted poseurs. To remedy 
this negative development Meier attempted to show “what belongs to the 
true and well-developed sons of philosophy” or, as he also put it, “how to 
distinguish the true philosophers from their apes.”61 Second, although it 
was important to separate the wheat from the chaff in a time when phi-
losophy had become a “fashion,” it was equally important to provide a 
road map for those who were serious in their aspirations to become true 
philosophers: “I will take on the task of providing a road map that they 
must use when they educate themselves if they wish to become righteous 
philosophers. They will be able to deduce from it the rules that they must 
exercise if they want to […] belong to the society of philosophers.”62 The 
bulk of the book was devoted to the presentation and discussion of eight 
such rules, to be observed by those who wish to become true philosophers:

A true and righteous philosopher is the one who seeks to know 1) as many, 
2) as noble, and 3) as fruitful philosophical truths as is possible for him, 
and who knows them 4) in the clearest way, 5) in the right way, 6) with the 
most certainty, and 7) in the most living way, as is possible. These efforts 
of his will be so strongly and diligently made as it is possible for him, and 
through all these efforts he will let himself be 8) moved to imitate the will 
of God and to honour him.63

In the preface Meier states that the work draws on Baumgarten’s Ethica 
philosophica (Philosophical ethics, 1740) as well as the shorter De vitiis 
quasiphilosophorum ethicis (On the ethical vices of the quasiphilosophers, 
1742).64 The latter contains a passage so similar to the one quoted above 
that it may have constituted the model for Meier’s own phrasing:

He who studies philosophy and the philosopher, as such, §. I. should, in 
order to befit a man, devote himself, as much as possible, to 1) the truer 2) 
clearer 3) more certain 4) more living knowledge 5) about more 6) greater 
or fruitful and noble qualities 7) in many 8) larger things 9) without con-
fidence to gain knowledge of these, i.e., properties through 10) more 11) 
and more certain reasons.65

The duty to cultivate the soul with regard to these epistemic virtues reflects 
the metaphysics and ethics of perfection as well as the larger context of 
philosophy as continuous work on the self.66 To be a philosopher was to 
devote oneself to this work, which as Meier pointed out, included insights 
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into both perfections and imperfections. When rightly conducted, it pro-
vided an effective bulwark against the lurking passions. “Through this 
usage it is possible to reach a lasting state of vigilance through which a 
philosopher will be protected from all pride, thereby remaining a modest 
and humble philosopher.”67 Again we see how Meier’s account of the true 
philosopher reflects the cultura animi framework of philosophy as an 
exercise-oriented regimen of a tormented mind. 

In the previous section we saw how Meier’s account of the philosopher 
reflected the German civic Enlightenment project of communicating new 
ideals of sociability and selfhood to the reading middle class by using the 
infotainment genres connected to the emerging public sphere. Typical 
stylistic strategies were to use humour and irony and to illustrate various 
norms and patterns of behaviour by using personifications and types. In 
this section we have seen how a considerable part of Meier’s production 
reflects the cultura animi conception of philosophy as a moral-psycholog-
ical therapy. Although Meier was more open to embracing and channelling 
the passions than the traditional cultura animi was, the notion of phi-
losophy and aesthetics as practical regimens of the mind constituted the 
underlying message of his sometimes humorous presentations. 

While Meier’s early work, from the 1740s, was dominated mainly by 
aesthetics, the topic of philosophy as spiritual exercise would be much 
more pronounced in the following decade. In the monumental five-vol-
ume Philosophische Sittenlehre (Philosophical ethics, 1753–1761) more than 
a thousand pages were devoted to the duties towards the self. “Self-knowl-
edge,” Meier remarked, “requires time, and we must strive to advance it 
daily and bit by bit.”68 For this reason a person must “suspend certain 
times in which he gathers his mind from all distraction, sets aside all 
other doings, knocks all other things out of his mind, and then occupies 
himself with the contemplation of himself in order to know himself 
better.”69 In a manner resembling both ancient philosophical and Chris-
tian spiritual exercises, Meier further suggested that one should make “a 
reasonable and virtuous plan for the whole day,” taking time to reflect on 
“one’s present state” and “compare it with the plan that was made early 
in the morning, and examine if one has conducted oneself accordingly.”70 
In the evening one should finally “consider one’s past life, especially the 
past day in order to examine how one has spent the time and, what good 
one has done, where one has failed, how one could have done better, so 
that one becomes wiser and is better able to plan the next day and act 
accordingly.”71 Meier also advised his readers to further structure the 
examination of the self by keeping a diary. Such “reasonable and prag-
matic history of [one’s] own heart and life” should compose “an orderly, 
coherent and true account of our moral attitude.”72
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Two points are particularly worth noticing here. First, Meier’s account 
of the cultivation of the self provides an important key to understanding 
his conception of philosophy and the philosopher: to follow the kind of 
road map depicted already in the Abbildung eines wahren Weltweisen was a 
matter of subordinating oneself to a regimen of regular spiritual exercises. 
Second, for Meier there was no strict dividing line between the duties 
pertaining to the philosopher and those pertaining to moral life more 
generally. Although the philosopher must make them the guiding prin-
ciples of life, the regimen of the mind that Meier presented was also 
broadly applicable to reading middle-class men and women.73 Rather than 
advocating a state of philosopher-kings, Meier’s message thus seems to 
be that everyone should be a little more like philosophers. That Meier 
actually communicated his ethics to a broader audience of readers becomes 
clear in the moral weeklies and particularly in those parts where the duties 
towards the self were discussed. In volume three of Der Gesellige (1749), he 
thus addressed this view of philosophy in a piece on self-knowledge: “It 
is not possible for someone to socialize well with others if he cannot so-
cialize well with himself.”74 In a mode characteristic of the infotainment 
genre he also  illustrated this way of life by using character types: “The 
excellent Mr. Prudentius has his passions and desires in such order that 
his mind and face resemble a smooth and level sea, over which the winds 
shy away from storming, and in which the sun and the blue sky are 
reflected.”75 

Another case in point is a contribution in volume four of the moral 
weekly Der Mensch (Man, 1752) in which the author addressed the neces-
sity of keeping a moral journal. The metaphor was that of life as travel 
and persons as travellers or wanderers who are in need of a map. “A person 
who lives carelessly and at best considers his actions only after they have 
occurred: he acts very foolishly. Without consideration he plunges into a 
ruin he could easily have avoided and only notices this when he is already 
there.”76 To avoid this, Meier and Lange recommended the systematic 
keeping of a moral journal: “If only a person got used to writing down 
his or her moral life every day; then he would be urged to behave from 
morning to evening in such a way that he could go about this work with 
pleasure in the evening, and that he had no reason to be ashamed of him-
self at the description of his life story.”77 That the philosophical exercise 
and examination of the soul appeared in the moral weeklies is indicative 
of the way in which Meier transformed the culture of the soul from a 
relatively restricted philosophical matter to a fundamental part of a civic 
morality. In doing this he played down the more repressive features of the 
classical philosophical and Christian cultura animi in favour of a more 
life-affirming approach that embraced the happy Epicurean life. 
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Conclusions

At the core of the social constructivist account of persona as an office is 
the assumption that philosophical identities are indistinguishable from 
the philosophical practices and the philosophical problems produced 
through these. John Cottingham captures this meaning of persona when 
stressing that “we are moving to a richer and more positive sense of the 
term persona: one that takes us away from masks and acting towards some-
thing more ‘personal’, something connected not just with a ‘career’, but 
with the full moral and psychological dimensions of someone’s chosen 
form of life.”78 One consequence of this usage of persona has been that 
conflicts over philosophical problems have come into view as conflicts over 
philosophy and what it means to be a philosopher. Following this ana-
lytical strand, recent scholars have highlighted how, by advancing certain 
philosophies, early modern philosophers such as Bacon, Descartes, Leib-
niz and many others also advanced and defended certain views of the 
philosopher. 

On the one hand, Meier’s account of the philosopher provides an ad-
ditional example of how this dynamic plays out in specific historical con-
texts. In the wake of the Wolff affair his account of the philosopher emerg-
es as a reformed version of the Wolffian exemplar, engaged in the cognitive 
and moral perfection of the self. The larger context was that of the early 
modern cultura animi conception of the soul in need of a therapeutic 
regimen to remove diseases or obstacles to knowledge. In this respect, 
Meier’s approach to philosophy was shared by many of the most promi-
nent philosophers. 

On the other hand, Meier’s project is also significantly different from 
those of many of his predecessors. Both Pietism and Wolffian philosophy 
fed into his project of the beautiful and sensible. By blending philosophy 
with aesthetics and poetry, he found a way of cultivating and perfecting 
the higher cognitive faculties in tandem with the lower. In the 1740s what 
had been a fairly narrow intellectual project developed into a broad  moral 
educational one. Rather than promoting an exclusively philosophical per-
sona, the vision was that of a society where people are just a bit more like 
philosophers. To communicate this message Meier adopted and further 
explored the styles and genres of the infotainment of the emerging public 
sphere. He became a master of wrapping philosophical and particularly 
aesthetic and ethical ideals in entertaining, humorous and often farcical 
accounts. While this was the case already in his writings on the philoso-
pher from the 1740s, attempts to launch a civic culture of the soul became 
more pronounced in his later ethical works and in the moral weeklies. This 
tendency makes Meier highly interesting and relevant in relation to  other 
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Abstract
Georg Friedrich Meier and the promotion of the philosopher in the German civic Enlightenment. 
Andreas Rydberg, PhD in History of Science and Ideas, Department of History of 
Science and Ideas, Uppsala University, Sweden, andreas.rydberg@idehist.uu.se

This article contributes to the analysis of the persona of the early modern philosopher 
by focusing on the eighteenth-century German philosopher Georg Friedrich Meier. 
The article pursues three lines of argument. First, it argues that Meier’s work took 
form in relation to the decades-long early Enlightenment debate regarding philosophy 
and the philosopher that is sometimes referred to as the Wolff affair. Second, it shows 
that Meier belonged to a new generation of intellectuals, poets and writers, who 
steered philosophy towards the exploration of identity and selfhood. As this happened 
the figure of the philosopher and of philosophy became part of a broader moral-edu-
cational project, where norms and patterns of behaviour were communicated in a 
light-hearted literary style, often by using the infotainment genres of the emerging 
public sphere. Third, underlying Meier’s sometimes humorous and satiric account of 
the philosopher was a serious message regarding philosophy as a methodological and 
partly therapeutic regimen for a soul perturbed by passion and desire. While this 
aspect of early modern philosophy has received increasing scholarly interest, the case 
of Meier offers a glimpse of how it fed into and became part of a broader middle-class 
identity. 

Keywords: persona, identity, cultura animi, early German Enlightenment, Georg 
Friedrich Meier, Christian Wolff, Alexander Gottlieb Baumgarten


