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3a: The late 18th and early19th centuries


Student Resource 1[LA]: The Age of Reason: Enlightenment


The 18th century witnessed a huge increase in human knowledge -- an ENLIGHTENMENT. Knowledge would, it was hoped, conquer fear, superstition, enthusiasm, prejudice and even death itself. For this to happen, there had to be criticism of the existing social and political systems of the West – the Old Order.

The English chemist and Presbyterian minister, Joseph Priestley (1733-1804), who in a letter to Edmund Burke (1729-1797) wrote:

How glorious, then, is the prospect, the reverse of all the past, which is now opening upon us, and upon the world. Government, we may now expect to see, not only in theory and in books but in actual practice, calculated for the general good, and taking no more upon it than the general good requires, leaving all men the enjoyment of as many of their natural rights as possible, and no more interfering with matters of religion, with men's notions concerning God, and a future state, than with philosophy, or medicine…

Facing the Enlightenment was the past -- and in terms of its intellectual history, the Enlightenment had to abandon ("reverse") its past. One of the first things to go was metaphysics, a branch of philosophy that deals with ulitimate questions of our existence. It had to go -- it was medieval. In its place, came epistemology, the study of knowledge. What is knowledge? How do we know? What does it mean to know something? This was the main concern of the scientific revolutionaries. If the medieval social and political order had collapsed then something had to take its place. Human knowledge was to serve man but first man had to verify his knowledge. 

For Plato and for Descartes, although for different reasons, man has ideas present in his mind at birth. The English philosopher John Locke (1632-1704) who was most responsible for providing an alternative view -- the empirical point of view […]. Together with his fellow countryman Newton, it was Locke who provided the 18th century with its epistemological Bible. In his two volume Essay Concerning Human Understanding, published in 1690, Locke expressed the idea that experience was the foundation of all knowledge. Here's how Locke put the case: 

Let us suppose the mind to be, as we say, white paper, void of all characters, without any ideas:--How comes it to be furnished? Whence comes it by that vast store which the busy and boundless fancy of man has painted on it with an almost endless variety. Whence has it all the materials of reason and knowledge? To this I answer, in one word, from EXPERIENCE. In that all our knowledge is founded; and from that it ultimately derives itself. Our observation employed either, about external sensible objects or about the internal operations of our minds perceived and reflected upon by ourselves, is that which supplies our understandings with all the materials of thinking. These two are the fountains of all knowledge, from whence all the ideas we have, or can naturally have, do spring. 

So, for Locke, the human mind was a blank slate upon which experience records itself as human knowledge. 

The Enlightenment saw no problem with knowledge. That is, there was no problem of how knowledge of the world is possible. One had to only open their eyes -- knowledge was all around -- NATURE! Nature is reasonable -- Nature can be understood. Nature is rational. Man is part of Nature, therefore, man can be understood. Without a doubt Nature and Reason became the most heavily used and abused words in the 18th century vocabulary. 

If it can be said that the aim of the Enlightenment was social reform, how was social reform to be achieved? The answer was more than clear -- by man. By the 18th century, man believed himself to be master of Nature, no longer its victim. The first question, then, was what is man? No doubt this was a difficult question to answer. The 18th century came to no consensus over this question. What the Enlightenment thinkers did agree upon was that theology held no answers. Man was not a sinful creature who could only be saved by self-denial while patiently awaiting death and ultimately salvation.
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