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Letters on the English Voltaire is a significant philosophical work that reflects the thoughts and
observations of one of the Enlightenment's most influential figures, François-Marie Arouet, known as
Voltaire. This collection of letters, written during his stay in England from 1726 to 1729, provides
keen insights into the English society, politics, culture, and religion of the time. Voltaire, a fervent
advocate for civil liberties, religious freedom, and freedom of expression, used these letters to
contrast the English way of life with that of his native France. Through his sharp wit and critical eye,
Voltaire addresses various themes that are crucial for understanding the early modern period and
the development of Enlightenment thought.

Historical Context

The Enlightenment Era

The Enlightenment, spanning the late 17th to the 18th century, was a cultural and intellectual
movement that emphasized reason, individualism, and skepticism of traditional authority. Thinkers
of this time, including Voltaire, sought to apply reason to all aspects of life, including politics,
religion, and society. This period was characterized by a questioning of established norms and the
pursuit of knowledge through empirical evidence.

Voltaire's Life and Travels

Voltaire was born in 1694 in Paris, France, and displayed a prodigious talent for writing from an
early age. His early works often drew the ire of the French authorities, leading to his imprisonment
and subsequent exile to England. During his three years in England, Voltaire absorbed the culture
and philosophies that would later influence his own writings. His observations during this period
were pivotal in shaping his views on governance, freedom, and human rights.

Overview of "Letters on the English"

"Letters on the English" (originally "Lettres anglaises") is a series of 24 letters that Voltaire wrote to
his friends and contemporaries in France. The letters reflect his experiences and observations in
England, providing a contrast to French society. Each letter addresses different subjects such as
politics, religion, literature, and social customs.

Structure and Themes

The letters are structured as personal correspondences, each exploring a specific theme or aspect of



English life. Some of the recurring themes in the letters include:

1. Religious Tolerance: Voltaire notes the prevalence of religious tolerance in England, particularly
in comparison to the rigid Catholicism of France.
2. Political Freedom: He praises the constitutional monarchy of England and the relative political
freedoms enjoyed by its citizens.
3. Literary Achievements: Voltaire discusses the English literary tradition, highlighting the works of
Shakespeare and Milton as exemplary.
4. Scientific Progress: The letters reflect the English focus on empirical science and rational
thought, contrasting it with the dogmatic approaches often found in France.

Key Letters and Their Significance

While all the letters provide valuable insights, a few stand out for their importance and the depth of
their analysis.

Letter 1: On Religious Freedom

In this letter, Voltaire discusses the relative lack of religious persecution in England compared to
France. He highlights the coexistence of different faiths, including Protestantism and Catholicism,
and praises the English for their ability to tolerate differing beliefs. This letter is crucial as it lays the
groundwork for Voltaire’s later advocacy for religious freedom and serves as a critique of the
oppressive religious environment in France.

Letter 4: On the English Constitution

Voltaire's examination of the English constitution reveals his admiration for the balance of power
between the monarchy and Parliament. He contrasts this with the absolute monarchy of France,
arguing that the English system allows for greater political participation and justice. This letter
showcases Voltaire's belief in the importance of checks and balances within a government, a
principle that would later influence democratic thought.

Letter 6: On English Literature

In his discussion of English literature, Voltaire expresses his deep admiration for William
Shakespeare. He highlights Shakespeare's ability to capture the human experience and emotions,
which he believes surpasses that of many French playwrights. This letter not only elevates
Shakespeare's status but also reflects Voltaire's broader argument for the value of diverse literary
traditions.



Impact on Enlightenment Thought

The "Letters on the English" significantly contributed to Enlightenment thought in several ways:

Promotion of Tolerance and Freedom

Voltaire’s advocacy for religious and political tolerance influenced future thinkers and movements
advocating for civil liberties. His correspondence highlighted the importance of individual rights and
the need for societies to embrace diversity.

Critique of Absolutism

Through his sharp critiques of absolutism and the French government, Voltaire laid the groundwork
for later revolutions, particularly the French Revolution. His ideas about governance and the rights
of citizens resonated with those seeking change in oppressive regimes.

Literary Influence

Voltaire’s praise for English literature encouraged a broader appreciation for literary diversity and
the value of different cultural expressions. His recognition of Shakespeare’s genius helped solidify
Shakespeare's place as one of the greatest writers in the Western canon.

Legacy of "Letters on the English"

The "Letters on the English" remains a pivotal work in understanding not only Voltaire's philosophy
but also the broader Enlightenment movement. The letters demonstrate how travel and exposure to
different cultures can profoundly influence thought and encourage critical reflection on one's own
society.

Influence on Future Philosophers

Voltaire's ideas found resonance in the works of later philosophers, such as Montesquieu and
Rousseau, who further developed concepts of civil liberties, government structure, and the
importance of cultural relativism. The letters serve as a bridge between the early Enlightenment and
the more radical ideas that emerged in the latter half of the 18th century.

Continued Relevance



Today, the themes explored in "Letters on the English" remain relevant as societies grapple with
issues of tolerance, freedom of expression, and the relationship between religion and politics.
Voltaire’s insights encourage ongoing dialogue about the importance of these principles in
contemporary discourse.

Conclusion

In conclusion, "Letters on the English" by Voltaire is a rich and insightful work that offers a critical
examination of English society through the lens of a French philosopher. The letters not only reflect
Voltaire’s keen observations but also serve as a powerful critique of the social and political
structures of his time. By promoting ideas of tolerance, freedom, and the importance of literature,
Voltaire's work laid important groundwork for the Enlightenment and the development of modern
democratic thought. His letters continue to inspire discussions about the values of freedom,
individual rights, and the power of literature to transcend cultural boundaries.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Letters on the English' by Voltaire?
The main theme of 'Letters on the English' is the critique of French society through the lens of
English culture, emphasizing ideas of freedom, tolerance, and the importance of reason.

How does Voltaire compare English and French society in
'Letters on the English'?
Voltaire contrasts the English emphasis on individual liberty and religious tolerance with the French
focus on absolutism and censorship, highlighting the benefits of a more open and progressive
society.

What impact did 'Letters on the English' have on
Enlightenment thought?
The work significantly influenced Enlightenment thought by promoting ideas of rationalism,
skepticism of authority, and the advocacy for civil liberties, inspiring later thinkers and
revolutionaries.

In what ways does Voltaire address religion in 'Letters on the
English'?
Voltaire discusses the role of religion in society, praising the religious tolerance in England while
critiquing dogmatism and intolerance prevalent in France, advocating for a more rational approach
to faith.



What literary style is used in 'Letters on the English'?
Voltaire employs a conversational and satirical style, blending personal anecdotes, sharp wit, and
philosophical insights to engage readers and provoke thought.

Why did Voltaire write 'Letters on the English'?
Voltaire wrote 'Letters on the English' to share his observations and experiences during his time in
England, aiming to enlighten his fellow French citizens about the advantages of English customs and
governance.

How does Voltaire's perspective in 'Letters on the English'
reflect his broader philosophical beliefs?
Voltaire's perspective in the letters reflects his broader beliefs in freedom of expression, the
importance of reason, and the critique of tyranny, showcasing his commitment to Enlightenment
ideals.

What specific criticisms does Voltaire make about French
government in 'Letters on the English'?
He criticizes the French government for its authoritarianism, lack of freedom of speech, and
oppressive censorship, arguing that such conditions stifle intellectual and cultural progress.

How did 'Letters on the English' influence modern views on
democracy?
The letters contributed to modern views on democracy by advocating for the principles of individual
liberty, representative government, and the rule of law, serving as a precursor to democratic ideals.

What role does satire play in 'Letters on the English'?
Satire plays a crucial role in 'Letters on the English' as Voltaire uses humor and irony to critique
societal norms, challenge authority, and provoke his readers to rethink their beliefs and values.
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