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Content: 
 
The term ‘Enlightenment’ simultaneously refers to an historical period, a philosophical project, and a 
social and political process. The period covered most of the eighteenth century, though scholars 
disagree about when it began and ended. The project promoted reason, experience, and a secular 
‘science of man’ over traditional and institutional sources of moral and intellectual authority, but its 
proponents were often in conflict with each other as much as with their mutual adversaries. The 
process established the modern concepts of liberty, equality, and rights, yet recent critics have 
attacked its initiators as racists, misogynists, and imperialists. Among the major Enlightenment 
thinkers were David Hume, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Immanuel Kant, and Mary Wollstonecraft. For 
better or worse, their hopes for human progress and the future of civilization have shaped the 
contemporary world. 
 
This module will facilitate critical engagement with the complex phenomenon of Enlightenment by 
introducing historical definitions and current theories; exploring and examining central themes and 
texts; and considering and evaluating controversial issues that continue to influence public debate 
today. In the spirit of Enlightenment, the module will equip and encourage students to question 
their assumptions and think for themselves by placing claims to knowledge and power in historical 
and cultural context. 
 
 
Learning Outcomes: 
 
On successful completion of the module a student should be able to: 
 

1. define Enlightenment as an historical, philosophical, and socio-political phenomenon; 
2. recognize distinctions among different stages and aspects of Enlightenment; 
3. critically engage with Enlightenment authors and texts; 
4. actively contribute to current debates about the cultural legacies of Enlightenment. 

 
 
Assessment Details: 
 
One 15-minute presentation (25%); one 3,500-word essay (75%) 
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Provisional Seminar Schedule: 
 

1. Introduction 
Immanuel Kant, ‘What is Enlightenment?’ (1784) 

 
2. Reason and Prejudice 

John Toland, Letters to Serena (1704) 
 

3. Virtue and Vice 
Bernard Mandeville, The Fable of the Bees (1714) 

 
4. East meets West 

Montesquieu, Persian Letters (1721) 
 

5. The Public Sphere 
David Hume, Essays, Moral and Political (1741) 
 

6. Nature and Culture 
Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Discourse on the Origin of Inequality (1755) 

 
7. Reading Week 

No class 
 

8. The Choice of Life 
Samuel Johnson, The Prince of Abissinia (1759) 

 
9. Political Theatre 

Beaumarchais, The Barber of Seville (1775) 
 

10. Slavery and Race 
Ignatius Sancho, The Letters of the Late Ignatius Sancho, an African (1782) 

 
11. The Rights of Woman 

Mary Wollstonecraft, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792) 
 

12. Conclusion 
Michel Foucault, ‘What is Enlightenment?’ (1984) 

 

 

Please note: 

• Curricular information is subject to change. 
• Information is only displayed for guidance purposes, relates to the current academic year 

only and is subject to change. 


