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Enlightenment Ideals of Reason and Rational Nature

The Enlightenment placed huge amounts of emphasis on the ability to think and reason. Also known as “The Age of Reason” and the “Neo-Classic Period,” the Enlightenment contained people who believed that reason could explain everything. They believed that nature, including the universe and also human nature, could be explained through reason alone. A common idea of the time is that the universe is like an enormous clock. The universe, like the clock, is constructed with very delicate details, very structured, predictable, as well as logical. Using reason, people can dissect the universe and understand its inner workings. The main ideals contained in this era dealt with man’s ability to reason, the idea of a completely rational and moral universe, and for the first time, that the church should not be the sole way of defining the world around us. Literary works produced during the Enlightenment were typically based around the basic ideas of the Enlightenment. Alexander Pope’s Essay on Man and Jean-Baptiste Moliere’s Tartuffe represent much of the Enlightenment thoughts and ideals.


Common sense and reason are both extremely important during the era of the Enlightenment. Jean-Baptiste Moliere wrote Tartuffe as a satire meant to shed light on religious hypocrisy of the time. While the play certainly accomplishes this goal, it also includes many of the thoughts and ideas that were prevalent during the Enlightenment. The character Cleante provides a perfect depiction of the most important idea of the era, reason. Cleante is a wise character who remains level-headed during the course of the play, while the rest of the characters let their passions and emotions guide much of their actions. As the voice of common sense and reason, Cleante confronts Orgon about his faithfulness to Tartuffe. Cleante compares him to a goose for blindly following Tartuffe. Cleante soon after points out that man is “seldom content to follow Nature […] often, by transgressing Reason’s laws, / Perverts a lofty aim or noble cause” (Act 1, 5, 82-86). By pointing this out to Orgon, Cleante is trying to make Orgon listen to reason and understand Tartuffe’s false pretenses. Also by saying this, Cleante mentions two of the age’s insights: the reasonableness of nature and also the laws of reason. When Orgon finally sees through Tartuffe’s lies and deceits, he jumps from trying to be extremely pious to exclaiming that he is finished with pious men and will subsequently hate them. Being the continuous voice of reason, Cleante interjects by saying, “Why can you not be rational? / You never manage to take the middle course” (Act V, 2, 35-36). Cleante wholly represents the Enlightenment ideal of common sense and reason in Moliere’s Tartuffe. 

Alexander Pope’s Essay on Man encompasses the thoughts and ideas of the Enlightenment. At the very beginning of his Essay on Man, Pope urges his audience to use reason, the foremost idea of the Enlightenment. He desires to delve deep into detail in the “mighty maze” of the nature of man. “Together let us beat this ample field, / Try what the open, what the covert yield” proclaims Pope, trying to excite the reader into using their reason to explore places left unchartered, such as human nature(9-10). Pope advises that people should “vindicate the ways of God to man”, meaning that people should stop blindly accepting what the church tells them and start justifying what it says with reason and use their own judgment on what to believe or not to believe (16). In the second stanza, Pope conveys that with reason, people can “see worlds on worlds compose one universe” (24). One of the biggest ideas of the Enlightenment was that the mind holds vast powers and Pope is trying to help his audience understand the wonders that can be uncovered with the power of the mind. Pope wants people to ask questions and to contemplate the world around them more than ever before. He wants to know why “oaks are made / Taller or stronger than the weeds they shade?” because people have never questioned such things before (39-40). People before the Enlightenment always just accepted everything around them as they were told to by kings, rulers, or the church. When faced with the question of why man is imperfect, Pope says, “If to be perfect in a certain sphere, / What matter, soon or late, or here or there?” (73-74). Man only holds the knowledge available to him at that certain time and place. Therefore, Pope believes that man is as perfect as he can be. This is all a part of the Enlightenment idea of the chain of being, in which the universe is a great chain that starts with God and goes down to the smallest life form. The great thinkers of the Enlightenment truly believed in this chain and that the universe is extremely systematic and with the immense powers of the mind, understandable.
The Enlightenment completely changed the way people thought. It signaled the beginning of true progress for humankind. Alexander Pope’s Essay on Man and Jean-Baptiste Moliere’s Tartuffe portray the major ideas held during the Enlightenment. The ideas that were thought of during this era are timeless. Some historians believe that part of the Enlightenment ideals have been upheld through history, some even intact to this day. 
This should be minimum 1200 words!

Grade: 75%

