Source Portfolio

In this portfolio I will include a collection of three different sources that are focused on the enlightenment. After due consideration I have decided to include one primary source, this being ‘What is Enlightenment’ by Immanuel Kant, and two secondary sources, these being ‘What is Enlightenment’ by Michel Foucault also ‘Europe in the 18th Century’ by M.S. Anderson. What I then intend on doing is analysing the different interpretations that these different sources have on the enlightenment. What I then intend on doing is highlighting certain points of interest or points that I feel are of importance and then embodying them in this portfolio. This will enable me to compare the sources of my choice with other sources that are available, sources I can also use as part of my research.

I would now like to turn my attention towards my first choice of material, this being my primary source ‘What is Enlightenment’ by Immanuel Kant. The extract I am taking comes from “An Answer to the Question: What is Enlightenment?”[footnoteRef:1] which is obviously a question that Kant was attempting to address, and it is dated back to the year 1784[footnoteRef:2], it is also noted that it was written in Prussia, Koingsberg to be precise, the birthplace and home of Kant if I recall my research correctly. The fact it was written is extremely interesting as it was one of the countries that played great significance during this period. As I recall from my studies the King of Prussia at the time, the well-known Frederick the great was a very enlightened individual, and his ways of thinking supported the changes that would occur.  From my research and my studies of the enlightenment, I would suggest that the work I am referring to here by Kant is most definitely the most famous and highly influential works of the time. In his work Kant describes the enlightenment and its thinkers as an immaturity, he describes it as an immaturity which is imposed by men, “self-imposed”[footnoteRef:3] is how he puts it. The way that I originally read this interpretation by Kant is that people who lived during this time were either ignorant to the changes that were happening, not that I am saying they did not know what was happening rather they did not realise the great extent of them , either that or they were easily influenced by others. This could well be due to the way’s people mind worked during this period, here I am referring to Eric Hobsbawm’s view on individual’s minds. He writes in his book ‘The Age of Revolution’, “the fact remains that human physique was then, by our standards, very poor…”[footnoteRef:4]. What I feel must be understood here is that apart from the scholars of the time and the enlightenment thinkers of the time, would everyday folk have really understood and grasped what was going on at the meaning of these changes? In many documents, books and other sources the enlightenment it is often described as radical, in my opinion some of the changes that occurred could well be noted under this statement. And therefore, it could well be that these events and the individuals involved in them influenced a great majority of the people and therefore get categorised as immature, influenced individuals by Kant. In Kant’s opinion it then became difficult for people to think for themselves as the enlightenment had affected their abilities, alienated people’s judgement. The way he puts it in his writing “it is difficult for any individual man to work himself out of immaturity that has all but become his nature”[footnoteRef:5], insinuating that people had changed, their lives and ways of thinking had changed, and as an observer he could see this change gradually developing. The way he saw things at the time people had come content with the way things were. In his writing Kant seems to be writing from an observer’s point of view, an observer of the people, you can see from the writing he has done here that he himself is very aware of the enlightenment era. You can see that he is aware of the enlightenment thinkers and the effects on the people, in his opinion “a public can only attain enlightenment slowly”[footnoteRef:6]. In comparison with some sources, Kant displays the enlightenment as a calm and gradual occurrence, whereas there is a plethora of sources that describe it as a radical a rampant one. However, these differences in opinion about the enlightenment are not uncommon it would appear, as Dorinda Qutram says in her book ‘The Enlightenment’, “The Enlightenment has been defined in many different ways”[footnoteRef:7]. One point that must be raised at this point is how Kant has presented his work here, his approach is professional and his knowledge and observations fall in well, and flow well in the body of his writing, clearly drawing the reader’s attention to his points and opinions. What I feel Kant successfully grasps in his writing is that the enlightenment was not a specific event that happened at a specific place and time as it could well be mistaken as. What he seems to get across is that it was a new way of thinking, living understanding, a new way of social and political life. Human beings changing the ways of living, it effects huge walks of life, for example the Monarchy, religion, science, technology, everyday life and so on. What I believe Kant is trying to say in his answer is that changes on people’s lives will prevail and people must accept them within reason. What must be acknowledged here is this could lead to two things either complete improvement of lives and improvements in the list of things I have listed that were affected, or they could well have ended up in disastrous circumstances. The reason I suggest this is because Kant makes it clear “The public use of one’s reason must be free, and it alone can bring about enlightenment among mankind”[footnoteRef:8]. [1:  Kant, I, ‘An Answer to the Question: What is Enlightenment’, (30TH September 1784), Available; (https://www.stmarys-ca.edu/sites/default/files/attachments/files/Kant--What%20Is%20Enlightenment_.pdf), {Accessed 08/10/18}.]  [2:  Kant, I, ‘An Answer to the Question: What is Enlightenment’, (30TH September 1784).]  [3:  (Ibid)]  [4:  Hobsbawm, E, ‘The Age of Revolution’, (London, ABACUS, 1962), p.21.]  [5:  (Ibid)]  [6:  (Ibid)]  [7:  Qutram, D, ‘What is Enlightenment’, (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2012), (Third Addition), P.1.]  [8:  Kant, I, ‘An Answer to the Question: What is Enlightenment’, (30TH September 1784).
 (Ibid)] 


I would now like to divert my attention towards my first choice of a secondary source, ‘What is Enlightenment’ by Michel Foucault which is dated to the year “1984”[footnoteRef:9] before I begin assessing Foucault and his work I would firstly like to praise him for his open mind, and open ways of thinking which can clearly be seen in his writing.  Also the popularity of Foucault’s work has been overwhelming in my research, there is a wealth of online sources of his work and I would imagine that university libraries and everyday libraries would likely have copies of his work. When compared with Kant, I would suggest that Michel Foucault is equally as acknowledged, but under different circumstances. I am not for one minute comparing him with Kant as a renowned philosopher, I am merely suggesting that he also is renowned for his writings and understandings of the enlightenment period. One point I would like to highlight before broadening my analysis of Michael Foucault’s writing and that is the date this source was published, the year 1984. This date could be one of two things in my opinion, a positive or a negative. On the one hand in a positive perspective Foucault could be writing in a time that was so long after the enlightenment that he had a wealth of knowledge and evidence to enable him to get a clear and accurate view of what the enlightenment really was. On the other hand, it could also well be the case that he is interpreting the history in a completely different way to how things happened, and therefore comparing his work with the likes of Kant is completely pointless. It could well be the fact that unless one lived through it one can not imagine it. Nevertheless, in the discipline of history, I personally believe that things are very rarely black and white, especially when it comes to comparing historical writings. What I would also like to point out here is that the enlightenment as I have established previously in this portfolio was a different period for everyone, therefore would naturally mean that there would be different interpretations by historians in the years which would follow. Whatever the case was in Foucault’s case the first observation I would like to make on him after reading this piece of work is that he comes across as an extremely critical individual. Not only is he critical of the period he is writing about, he is also critical of Immanuel Kant and his work. It is evident to me that the reason this was written was to criticize Kant and his belief, and to highlight it to other historians interested in the period. The general opinion that Foucault conveys in his writing is the failure of Kant, the failure in his opinion to answer the set question that many philosophers and politicians were stunned by during the eighteenth century, what is enlightenment? If I recall the lecture on Foucault correctly, the enlightenment was a period that fascinated him, this could well be why he chooses Kant’s work to criticise. Seeing Foucault as an opinionated approach towards the matter, maybe it is possible that it would be better to take Norman Hampson’s approach in his book ‘The Enlightenment’ which is “There does not seem to me much point in attempting any general definition of the movement”[footnoteRef:10]. However, he does not categorise it as a happening, he sees it as something that effected behaviour, thinking and a variety of life aspects. However, one area that I do agree with Foucault is that Kant is interpretation of the enlightenment is not the clearest explanation to understand but in all due respect neither is he. One of the things that he highlights about Kant is that he is writing negatively and basing all his opinions on the present time he was living in, Foucault felt the need to look positively towards the future regarding the enlightenment. It is possible that Foucault is correct to criticise Kant in this respect, I have read a number of sources which suggest that Kant was out of touch with the world and what was going on around him, however, in my personal opinion I believe he has a pretty good grasp on what he’s talking about. [9:  Foucault, M, ‘What is Enlightenment’, (1884), Available: (https://leap.colostate.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/24/2017/01/Foucault-What-is-enlightenment.pdf), {Accessed 08/10/18}.]  [10:  Hampson, N, ‘The Enlightenment’, (London, Penguin Books, 1990), P.115 (Kindle Version).] 


[bookmark: _GoBack]I would now like to move on to my final secondary source’ Europe in the Eighteenth Century 1713-1789’. As I have previously mentioned I do not wish to analyse the whole of this book, I have diverted my attention to chapter fifteen, ‘The Enlightenment and its Components’[footnoteRef:11]. This book explores aspects of life in Europe during the eighteenth century, therefore applies nicely to the topic of enlightenment and therefore fitted in very well to this portfolio in my opinion. In the chapter I have read the author M.S. Anderson agrees with what Kant is saying to some extent. I feel that after reading his work Anderson also plainly portrays that the enlightenment is a period rather than an event which took place during a certain period.  What he conveys in his writing is that the enlightenment was a different experience for different individuals, it meant different things to different people. What he also says that these differences do not just apply on the different continents but in different parts of the country also. It also depended on the individuals according to Anderson, in his opinion the greater impacts of the enlightenment was on the individuals of a scholarly status, he sees it effecting grater on “the educated and opinion-forming sections of society”[footnoteRef:12], which also supports a point I that was raised during my focus on Kant’s work, did the lower classes and uneducated people in society fully understand this period they were living in? Going back to the fact the enlightenment meant different things to different people, this may well be the reason why M.S. Anderson sees the enlightenment thinkers as an ununified school. What I also found interesting about Anderson’s work is that the enlightenment was a period or a specific happening in time, the way he sees it is there was enlightenments that took place during the eighteenth century. I suppose in many respects this could well be true, he suggests that there was more than one enlightenment that all had knock-on effects leading to one another, moreover he believes that influence was an integral part of this. An equally interesting suggestion that Anderson makes in my opinion is that there were signs of the enlightenment before Lois XIV’s death, he even suggests there were signs before the year 1700. Having researched and studied the enlightenment, I do not recall a suggestion like this until now, but I have only come across the suggestion twice, in this book and in Norman Hampson’s book which I previously mentioned when it is suggested that the signs were there during the later seventeenth century, and some would argue before that.  In this chapter we can learn that M.S. Anderson sees the enlightenment as an influential occurrence. He does not specify whether he believes the changes were slow or drastically quick, he does however state that he believes that it originated in France and that its influential effects and ideas spread throughout Europe and I suppose this in many respects could have been what kindled the flame from which the French revolution finally sparked from. [11:  Anderson, M, ‘Europe in the Eighteenth Century 1713- 1789’, (Fourth Edition), (New York, Routledge 2000), P.336.]  [12:  Anderson, M, ‘Europe in the Eighteenth Century 1713- 1789’, P.336.] 




To conclude I would just like to reflect over my sources and the different interpretations that the authors had. One thing I believe has become evidently plain within this portfolio of sources is that the enlightenment was a period of big changes. Not only was it a change in political and social life, but in religion, philosophy, technology, and the way of human thinking and rational. I mean there is a plethora of sources about the enlightenment and the things that happened during it for example, changes in religion, there was a Methodist revival here in Britain and in America also. Another example would be technology, the guillotine, a more effective and humane way of killing individuals. Another important point one should consider when analysing pieces of work is that question of Historiography and influence. I can assure you that the authors of these sources were most definitely influenced by something or someone at the time they were writing. Therefore, I believe enlightenment could well be what one makes it, I would go as far to agree that it meant different things for different people. 
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