Understanding the Enlightenment
A Primary and Secondary Source Analysis

Primary Source
This source that will be analysed is Letter 13 from Voltaire’s Letters on England, ‘On Mr Locke’. It sees Voltaire discuss his admiration for Locke as a philosopher, but also offers an insight into science, religion and the soul. The book is itself of great interest when looking at this period because as Lanson points out, most people more familiar with Voltaire’s Candide. Lanson describes the book as ‘a great event in the intellectual life of the eighteenth century.’[footnoteRef:1] Even though Voltaire moved to England out of necessity he had long admired the country, and this comes out during the Letters. Tancock views the book as ‘the seed of so much of Voltaire’s later thought and was one of the most influential books of the century upon social, economic and political thinking’.[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  G. Lanson, Voltaire (Paris, John Wiley & Sons, 1966). p. 47. ]  [2:  Voltaire, (Ed by L. Tancock) Letters on England (London, Penguin Books, 1980). p. 18. ] 

Voltaire begins the chapter with immediate and glowing praise for Locke, choosing to highlight both his ‘methodical mind’.[footnoteRef:3] Tancock states in his introduction to Letters that Voltaire was determined that any theories should be experimented and proved, otherwise they cannot be considered true, and this is a confirmation early on his respect for Locke’s work. Voltaire takes the reader through Greek philosophers including Aristotle, Plato and Socrates and many modern thinkers in relation to how they saw the body and the soul. This concludes with Voltaire stating that while these men have ‘written the novel of the soul’, it is Locke who ‘has modestly written its history’[footnoteRef:4]. He saw those other men as having declared what they thought the human soul was with total confidence, despite not knowing at all. Voltaire compares Locke’s teachings to that a master on Anatomy explaining a human body. This is an analogy that allies writings about the spiritual with the scientific and factual and presents a strong portrayal of his subject. He also speaks of Locke as someone who dared to doubt things, which Torrey picks up on as a reason for Voltaire’s admiration, as Locke was able to demonstrate to him the limitations of what humanity was able to understand.[footnoteRef:5] This is prevalent through the chapter, with Voltaire praising Locke’s statement that he is not thinking all the time, or more than is possible. Voltaire shares this opinion and praises Locke for being able to change this way of thinking, and for putting forward that the extent of the knowledge human being possess is ultimately in doubt. This marks a change in the focus of the chapter as Voltaire takes aim at the relationship between man and the spiritual.  [3:  Voltaire, p. 62. ]  [4:  Voltaire, p. 63. ]  [5:  N. L. Torrey, The Spirit of Voltaire (Oxford, The Marston Press, 1963). p. 259. ] 

 Voltaire tackles the spiritual by stating ‘The superstitious in society are what cowards are in an army’.[footnoteRef:6] He defends Locke as having no intention in destroying religion but merely offering his philosophical perspective, and this is another example of what Voltaire is praising throughout. To him Locke is merely someone who has put forward a considered and logical argument concerning the nature of thought and whether God can play a part in this. The next few paragraphs concerning immortality and the body are perhaps the most compelling section of the chapter, as he asserts that immortality is something that has been assumed and taken as given without any proof, once again applying the logic he admires so much in Locke. He takes issue with the view of the ‘philosophers of the School’ on the soul, in their argument that the body is matter and the soul cannot be.[footnoteRef:7] Voltaire uses an interesting analogy of an animal, something which has the same organs as a human so therefore it must have a soul, otherwise it is a machine. He leads into crediting the ‘immense power of the creator’ and claims that Locke’s ideas prove the idea of religion as this thinking proves the idea of a spiritual soul.[footnoteRef:8] Even if the reader does not agree with Voltaire’s sentiment, this passage is a thought provoking read and follows a logical and rational argument. This is the theme of the chapter in general, in allying himself to Locke’s ideas Voltaire presents his ideas in this lucid manner which make them compelling to read, but a modern reader will inevitably dismiss the idea of a soul based on a scientific examination of animals. Voltaire concludes the chapter by explaining that philosophers cannot be accused of trying to hurt religion because their writings are not from emotion. He makes an analogy of dividing humanity into twenty pieces and claims that nineteen wouldn’t even be aware of someone like Locke and simply don’t have any intention of causing a major storm. This ending to the chapter of course gives the writing an esoteric feeling, that Voltaire is speaking to this small audience about these complex matters. That his disagreements with his fellow philosophers and veneration of Locke fill much of this chapter support this view. While the book may not have been intended for a mass audience, it stirred enough feeling in France because of its clear criticism of the country for its printing to become forbidden. This potentially suggests a greater reach and potential than Voltaire appears to suggest towards the end of the chapter.  [6:  Voltaire, p. 64. ]  [7:  Voltaire, p. 65. ]  [8:  Ibid,. ] 

The debate surrounding the soul that Voltaire discusses, was one of the most controversial of this time. Mornet describes how Diderot for instance, did not believe in the existence of the soul, and includes a quote from Diderot concerning a peasant who associates a watch with spirits, claiming they are no less ignorant than a spiritualist.[footnoteRef:9] He was another philosopher who valued experiments and proof. He saw the moral as an extension of the physical, if someone is feeling ill or sick then they are inevitably going to think from a darker place. This is a contrast to Voltaire’s argument, that the idea that there is thinking in matter, which proves the existence of the creator, while Diderot sees matter and the body being the same but rejects the spiritual. In the seventeenth century, Margaret Cavendish would address these themes through her poetry and writing. Nelson cites one of Cavendish’s works, Philosophical Letters, in which she sets out her view on the idea of the ‘supernatural soul’, if it were to exist, stating it would be given to humanity by God, and its location and origin cannot be understood.[footnoteRef:10] Nelson notes that she was sceptical about the idea of a soul from the supernatural at all, despite the fact Cavendish was a Christian and did believe in God. In comparing these three writers this debate is extremely complex, the idea of the body being made of matter, and whether this enables the spiritual is an argument that ultimately has no proof, but it is fascinating to see the way that the philosophers both explained and debated it. What we can see from Voltaire that differs from the other writers discussed, is he uses the debate as proof of the existence of a supreme creator, while Diderot and Cavendish offer a less concrete explanation. Even a religious individual like Cavendish was unable to have the same certainty that Voltaire had, and much of his confidence on the issue appears to come from Locke’s work.  [9:  D. Mornet, French Thought in the Eighteenth Century (Archon Books, 1969). p. 64. ]  [10:  H. F. Nelson, “A Good Christian, and a Good Natural Philosopher, Margaret Cavendish's Theory of the Soul(s) in the Early Enlightenment.” Studies in Philology, Vol. 113, No. 4, 2016, p. 960. ] 

This chapter from Voltaire gives an insight into the enlightenment in a few, key areas. His admiration for Locke is a window into a major aspect of this movement; the experimental and the scientific. During the chapter Voltaire makes repeated mention to the need to prove certain ideas, and how Locke was able to do this. This is especially interesting considering Voltaire allies this desire for reason and logic with his belief in a supreme being, showing that during the enlightenment religion and the sciences could co-exist without a major issue. What is also enlightening is to read a writer who has the reputation that Voltaire possesses speaking so eloquently about his admiration for Locke and seeing how much he was able to take from him. This even takes the form of admitting his own ignorance on certain subjects.  While Voltaire feels the work of a philosopher has such a small and harmless range, it is also important to accept Tancock’s condition in his introduction that the book is still a work of propaganda. Voltaire had been exiled from France and clearly had his criticisms of his home country. We know of his intense dislike of the Catholic Church also, and there is a clear Deist agenda in the text, accusing some of ignorance in not recognising the Creator’s power. The chapter is a fascinating read even without an in-depth exploration of Voltaire’s work, and is written in a compelling and lucid way. It is an insight into not only one of the greatest enlightenment thinkers, but two, and specifically the influence of Locke and his work. 
Secondary Source
The secondary source that will be analysed is from the 1972 book The Enlightenment and was written by Lester G. Crocker in 1959. The excerpt is titled ‘An Age of Crisis: Man and World in Eighteenth-Century French Thought’. In introducing the excerpt Marsak states that there are criticisms to be levelled at his argument but that it is presented well, and it is reasonable that it would not have been included in the book had the editor not deemed it compelling and thought provoking enough. The excerpt touches on many significant considerations when looking at the Enlightenment, such as the relationship between man and the morality, reason, pessimism and self-interest of individuals. 
The main body of Crocker’s excerpt concerns the idea of optimism during the Enlightenment. He argues that the optimism during this time was due to what human beings could achieve through enlightenment ideas rather than coming from human nature itself. He claims it was the idea of society that caused the pessimism amongst philosophers. He uses the example of Rousseau, deeming his idea of his ‘solution’ to this question of society an illusion and a detriment.[footnoteRef:11] Deneys-Tunney see Rousseau’s theory concerning the ‘general will’ as the only way that man can truly be free, because the only way someone can fit into the organisation of society is if they understand their individual will comes after the will of the majority.[footnoteRef:12] In reading Rousseau’s work, he sees the progress that society has made as a negative and a limit to true humanity, which is of course a pessimistic viewpoint.[footnoteRef:13] Mornet sees the philosophers first as having been ‘carefully reasoned optimism’, meaning life is indeed good if arranged ‘rationally’.[footnoteRef:14] He cites Voltaire as someone who saw the world optimistically, that even if today has been full of difficulty then tomorrow could and will be better. He also cites Candide as reflecting this, stating that the character after enduring so much still has the strength to ‘tend to his garden’.[footnoteRef:15] Optimism surrounding morality would go through a change during this time due to the debates surrounding religion and faith, going back to an earlier observation by Crocker that man had achieved much more morally if you believe that it was not being guided by God, as the good and rejection of evil had therefore come from within. Crocker sums this up by asserting that the Philosophers were aware of the dangers of man and self-interest but were unaware of how difficult it is to control this.  [11:  L. G. Crocker. The Enlightenment (London, John Wiley & Sons, 1972) p. 181.]  [12:  A. Deneys-Tunney, Rousseau shows us that there is a way to break the chains – from within (15th July 2012) https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2012/jul/15/rousseau-shows-us-way-break-chains [Last Accessed: 9th October 2018]. ]  [13:  J.J Rousseau, (Ed by Brumfitt, J. H. and Hall, J. C.) The Social Contract and Discourses (London, David Campbell Publishers, 1973). p. 171. ]  [14:  Mornet, p. 54. ]  [15:  Mornet, p. 56. ] 

Crocker then delves into debate surrounding the French Revolution, when discussing the idea of the general will. He argues that Robespierre saw himself at the outset of the revolution as a moralist, and who campaigned for the end of the death penalty. He argues that Robespierre’s change to a totalitarian figure is because his morality was based in ‘social unity’ and not ‘ethical principle’.[footnoteRef:16] Crocker sees this as proof that all those totalitarian leaders or governments in history considered themselves the one who understands the collective will of the people. This reputation as a corrupted hypocrite is disputed in part by Linton. She sees him as a figure who saw the execution as Louis XVI as a necessary evil despite his opposition to the death penalty, and that it was for the greater good.[footnoteRef:17] Crocker describes the execution in cutting terms stating, ‘It was God was guillotined on January 21, 1793.’[footnoteRef:18] Linton also views the power that Robespierre gained as having changed his attitude in the way it does to all politicians who make the change from opposition to government.[footnoteRef:19] She also describes the way that he genuinely thought the actions of the Terror would bring about the society he wanted, and his moral convictions were still in effect, especially in his personal life. While this may be true, and it is difficult to justify someone having a deep-rooted virtue while overseeing so many executions, it is a fair point that so many people in the past have sacrificed their beliefs when they come to power, and Linton reminds the reader of the difficult political climate that Robespierre entered. She also mentions that he created the ‘festival of the supreme being’, an event based in enlightenment and deist thought.[footnoteRef:20] Her study of Robespierre is more nuanced than that of Crocker, the example of Napoleon for instance as someone who still maintains a heroic reputation despite sending many men to war for his own gain, whilst Robespierre remains a hated figure is a compelling one. It is in this instance that it is fair to question Crocker’s assertion that Robespierre’s morality did not have an ethical basis, because prior to gaining power we can argue that it did.  [16:  Crocker, p. 180. ]  [17:  M. Linton, Robespierre and the Terror Vol. 56, 2006. p. 25.]  [18:  Crocker p. 181. ]  [19:  Linton, p. 25. ]  [20:  Linton, p. 28. ] 

The final part of the excerpt relates to the philosophes themselves. In the introduction to the piece Marsak claims that it is Crocker’s intention to lay blame on them for their ideas helping to break down religion during the eighteenth century, giving us the world and the problems that have been experienced since.  This is perhaps not completely fair however as Crocker does clarify that it would be ‘absurd’ to lay the blame at the philosophes, explaining that the legacy they left presented the world with new opportunities, even if they were not fully realised. It is since the French revolution, he claims, that this hope for humanity has been lost. It is a fair point that there have been many difficult moments from humanity since then, but it seems odd to bemoan the fact a perfect social situation had never not realised. The philosophers themselves did not have a consensus on what the ideal social order was, Voltaire and Rousseau for instance would have very different views on what that constituted. Rather than seeing the revolution as a moment of something ending, you can, as Wilder states, see the legacy it left.[footnoteRef:21] This includes a democracies that represent its people, social equality among those people as well as the church and state becoming separate entities. It appears that the ending to this passage from Crocker is itself rather pessimistic and without the hope for tomorrow someone like Voltaire would have.  [21:  R. Wilde, The French Revolution, Its Outcome, and Legacy (3rd May 2018) https://www.thoughtco.com/consequences-of-the-french-revolution-1221872 [Last Accessed: 8th October 2018].] 

This excerpt is valuable to understanding the enlightenment as it takes on key themes from the time, namely morality and human nature. Naturally it is important to keep in mind this is a piece of text taken from a book which the editor describes as rather lengthy, so we do not have more of Crocker’s work to analyse, and this text will have been picked a certain reason. This is probably down to its thought-provoking nature and the fact Marsak does not completely agree with all its sentiments, giving his book a more rounded perspective. The text itself deals with the complex nature of human nature in a readable and manageable way that presents plenty to debate on. The aim of the text appears to be to join the historical debate surrounding this period, specifically around the French enlightenment. The arguments surrounding religion and optimism were the most agreeable parts of the text, particularly the parts that discussed mans basic state and the corruption of self-interest. The arguments concerning Robespierre and the revolution may have benefited from being more in depth, and on another occasion, it would be interesting to read more from this author and others on the nature on the historiography on the Terror. Overall, the text was a valuable insight into enlightenment thought, and dealt with the complex nature of humanity and society in a compelling manner. 
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