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Abstract. 

  The Enlightenment period in English literature, is a fascinating time. The Enlightenment, also 

known as the Age of Reason, was an intellectual and cultural movement that flourished in 

Europe from the late 17th to the 18th century. It was characterized by a focus on reason, 

scientific inquiry, individualism, and skepticism of traditional authority. Enlightenment 

thinkers emphasized the power of reason and logic in understanding the world. This rational 

approach influenced literature by promoting clear, logical writing and arguments 
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The Enlightenment occurred after the Renaissance and during a period in which life 

was significantly improving. Progress was being seen in a wide variety of fields, and the 

scientific method was a hallmark of that progress. Independent thought was an important 

feature of the Enlightenment as was an emphasis on new values, a celebration of the human 

mind, science, and skepticism. Thinkers were no longer as bound by the church or governments 

in regard to their research and publications. Literacy rates were also on the rise throughout 

Europe as more people had access to better educations.  

         

Key Characteristics of the Enlightenment Period in English Literature: 

     1. Scientific Influence: The scientific discoveries of the time, such as those by Isaac Newton 

and others, inspired writers to explore themes of progress, discovery, and the natural world in 

their works. 

  2. Humanism: The Enlightenment celebrated human potential and placed an emphasis on 

human rights, ethics, and individual freedom. This humanistic approach influenced the themes 

and characters in literature of the period. 

    3. Satire and Critique: Writers used satire and wit to critique the social and political systems 

of their time. Works like Jonathan Swift's "Gulliver's Travels" and Alexander Pope's satirical 

poetry are prime examples of this. 

   4. Emphasis on Empirical Observation: The Enlightenment encouraged writers to base their 

arguments on empirical observation and evidence, leading to a focus on realism in literature. 

   Notable Writers of the Enlightenment in English Literature are John Locke, Voltaire, Mary 

Wollstonecraft,  Samuel Johnson .  John Locke is Known for his influential works on 

philosophy and politics, such as "An Essay Concerning Human Understanding," Locke's ideas 

about natural rights and the social contract had a significant impact on literature and thought 

of the time. 

Voltaire was a leading figure of the French Enlightenment, Voltaire's writings, including plays, 

essays, and letters, critiqued religious intolerance and promoted freedom of thought.  
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Mary Wollstonecraft is considered a pioneer of feminist thought, Wollstonecraft's works, such 

as "A Vindication of the Rights of Woman," challenged traditional gender roles and advocated 

for women's rights. 

Samuel Johnson is known for his wit and literary criticism, Johnson's works, including his 

dictionary and essays in "The Rambler," helped shape the literary landscape of the period. 

       So, the Enlightenment period in English literature was a time of intellectual ferment, where 

writers engaged with philosophical, scientific, and social ideas to create works that reflected 

the changing world around them. It was a time of questioning, exploration, and the celebration 

of human reason and potential. 

Absolutely, let's delve into the concept of rationalism during the Enlightenment period! 

    In essence, the Enlightenment period's emphasis on reason was a revolutionary shift in how 

knowledge was pursued, disseminated, and applied. It celebrated the human capacity for 

rational thought, encouraging individuals to question, analyze, and seek understanding through 

logical inquiry. This elevation of reason as a beacon of truth and progress continues to resonate 

in contemporary thought, serving as a guiding principle for intellectual pursuits and societal 

advancement. 

Literature analysis. 

 John Locke's "An Essay Concerning Human Understanding" is a remarkable work that 

has left a lasting impact on philosophy and epistemology.  

 "An Essay Concerning Human Understanding" by John Locke was published in 1689, 

Locke's work is a cornerstone of Enlightenment philosophy, promoting the idea that all 

knowledge comes from experience. The essay seeks to explore the origins of human 

knowledge, the nature of understanding, and the limitations of human perception.    Locke is 

known for his theory of empiricism, which asserts that knowledge is derived from sensory 

experience rather than innate ideas. 

 He famously introduced the concept of "tabula rasa," or the blank slate, suggesting that the 

mind is initially devoid of content and is shaped by experience.   Locke's essay delves into his 

theory of ideas, categorizing them as simple or complex and tracing their origins to either 

sensory experiences or mental reflection. He argues that our understanding is built upon these 

basic ideas, which are then combined, compared, and abstracted to form more complex 

thoughts. 

 Locke challenges the notion of innate ideas proposed by thinkers like Descartes, arguing that 

knowledge is not preexisting in the mind but rather developed through interactions with the 

external world. By rejecting innate knowledge, he opens the door to a more empirically 

grounded approach to understanding human cognition and perception.  Locke's ideas in "An 

Essay Concerning Human Understanding" laid the groundwork for modern empiricism and 

influenced subsequent philosophers such as David Hume, George Berkeley, and Immanuel 

Kant.  His emphasis on empirical observation, the importance of experience, and the limitations 

of human knowledge continues to shape epistemological debates to this day. 

    Locke emphasizes the role of sensory perception in shaping our understanding of the world. 

He explores how simple ideas combine to form complex thoughts and how we develop abstract 

concepts through reflection. 

   Locke's rejection of innate ideas challenges traditional views of knowledge 

acquisition, paving the way for a more empirical and experiential approach. 
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In sum, "An Essay Concerning Human Understanding" stands as a foundational text in 

modern philosophy, emphasizing the significance of experience, observation, and reflection in 

shaping human knowledge. Locke's ideas continue to spark debates and influence 

contemporary discussions on perception, cognition, and the nature of understanding. 

 

References. 

1.Ritchie Robertson, "The Enlightenment: The Pursuit of Happiness, 1680–1790." (2020) ch. 

1 

2. Conrad, Sebastian (1 October 2012). "Enlightenment in Global History: A istoriographical 

Critique". The American Historical Review. 117 (4): 999–

1027. doi:10.1093/ahr/117.4.999. ISSN 0002-8762. 

3. Outram, Dorinda (2006), Panorama of the Enlightenment, Getty Publications, 

p. 29, ISBN 978-0892368617 

4. Zafirovski, Milan (2010), The Enlightenment and Its Effects on Modern Society,  

5. Jacob, Margaret C. The Secular Enlightenment. Princeton: Princeton University Press 2019  

6. "The Enlightenment". Encyclopædia Britannica. Retrieved 16 November 2023. 

 

 

 

https://academic.oup.com/ahr/article/117/4/999/33183
https://academic.oup.com/ahr/article/117/4/999/33183
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Doi_(identifier)
https://doi.org/10.1093%2Fahr%2F117.4.999
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ISSN_(identifier)
https://www.worldcat.org/issn/0002-8762
https://books.google.com/books?id=A84nA7Ae3t0C&q=%22Panorama%20of%20the%20Enlightenment%22&pg=PA29
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ISBN_(identifier)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Special:BookSources/978-0892368617
https://www.britannica.com/topic/Western-philosophy/The-Enlightenment

