
letters on the english voltaire

letters on the english voltaire represent a remarkable collection of correspondence that sheds light on

the intellectual exchange between the French Enlightenment philosopher Voltaire and his English

contemporaries. These letters are a significant resource for understanding the cross-cultural influences

between France and England during the 18th century, highlighting Voltaire's admiration for English

society, politics, and philosophy. The correspondence reveals Voltaire’s engagement with English

thinkers and his reflections on English literature, science, and governance. This article explores the

historical context, thematic elements, and literary significance of the letters on the English Voltaire. It

also examines how these letters contributed to the broader Enlightenment discourse and the legacy

they left in both English and French literary traditions. Following this introduction is a detailed table of

contents to guide the exploration of this fascinating subject.
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Historical Context of Voltaire’s English Letters

The letters on the English Voltaire emerged during a pivotal period in the early 18th century when

Voltaire lived in England from 1726 to 1729. This exile followed his conflict with the French authorities,



and it provided him an opportunity to immerse himself in English intellectual life. The correspondence

from this time reflects Voltaire's observations and critiques of English institutions, culture, and thought.

These letters serve as a window into the political and philosophical climate of England, as well as

Voltaire’s evolving ideas that would influence his later writings.

Voltaire’s Exile and Arrival in England

Voltaire arrived in England after being imprisoned in the Bastille and subsequently banished from Paris

due to his satirical writings. His stay in England was marked by extensive engagement with English

intellectuals, including philosophers, scientists, and writers. The letters he sent during this period

illustrate his adaptation to English customs and his admiration for the country’s emphasis on reason

and liberty.

Correspondence Network and Key Recipients

The letters on the English Voltaire were addressed to a variety of correspondents, ranging from fellow

philosophers to political figures and literary acquaintances. Notable recipients included English thinkers

such as Alexander Pope and members of the Royal Society. This network facilitated an exchange of

ideas that transcended national borders and contributed to the Enlightenment’s transnational character.

Thematic Analysis of the Correspondence

The letters on the English Voltaire encompass diverse themes that reflect his intellectual curiosity and

critical engagement with English life. Key topics include political philosophy, religious tolerance,

scientific inquiry, and literary criticism. Through these themes, the letters reveal Voltaire’s efforts to

reconcile French and English Enlightenment ideals.



Political Philosophy and Governance

Voltaire’s letters frequently address the comparative analysis of English constitutional monarchy versus

French absolutism. He admired the English system's checks and balances and its promotion of civil

liberties. These reflections informed his later advocacy for political reform in France.

Religious Tolerance and Critique

Religious themes permeate the correspondence, with Voltaire praising England’s relative religious

tolerance compared to France’s rigid Catholic orthodoxy. His letters critique religious fanaticism and

advocate for freedom of conscience, themes that became central to his philosophical writings.

Science and Rational Inquiry

The letters also highlight Voltaire’s interest in English scientific advancements, particularly those of

Isaac Newton. Voltaire’s enthusiasm for empirical science and rationalism is evident as he discusses

recent discoveries and promotes the spread of scientific knowledge.

Voltaire’s Views on English Society and Politics

Voltaire’s letters provide a nuanced perspective on English society and its political institutions. He

evaluated the strengths and weaknesses of English governance, social customs, and legal systems,

often contrasting them with the French context to underscore the potential for reform in his homeland.

The English Constitutional Monarchy

Voltaire was deeply impressed by the English constitutional monarchy, which he saw as a model for

liberty and justice. He appreciated the role of Parliament, the rule of law, and the protection of

individual rights, which contrasted with the centralized power of the French monarchy.



Social Customs and Intellectual Life

The letters describe English social customs with a combination of admiration and critical observation.

Voltaire noted the civility, public discourse, and the vibrant intellectual salons that fostered debate and

innovation. These observations influenced his views on societal progress and education.

Legal and Judicial Systems

Voltaire’s correspondence also touches on the English legal system, praising its fairness and

procedural safeguards. He saw the English judiciary as an important institution for protecting freedoms,

setting an example for judicial reforms in Europe.

Literary and Philosophical Influences

The letters on the English Voltaire reveal the profound impact of English literature and philosophy on

his thought. His engagement with English writers and philosophers enriched his own literary style and

philosophical outlook, contributing to the development of his unique voice within the Enlightenment.

Influence of English Philosophers

Voltaire admired the works of John Locke, Francis Bacon, and Isaac Newton. Their emphasis on

empiricism, skepticism, and scientific method deeply influenced his critique of superstition and dogma.

The letters often reference these thinkers as foundational to his evolving philosophy.

English Literary Inspiration

Voltaire’s exposure to English literature, including the poetry of Alexander Pope and the drama of

Shakespeare, informed his own literary creations. He praised the clarity, wit, and moral engagement of

English literature, integrating these qualities into his writings.



Philosophical Dialogue and Debate

The correspondence facilitated a philosophical dialogue that transcended national borders. Voltaire

used his letters to debate ideas, critique prevailing doctrines, and promote Enlightenment values such

as reason, tolerance, and progress.

Impact and Legacy of the Letters on the English Voltaire

The letters on the English Voltaire have enduring significance for literary history, philosophy, and the

study of the Enlightenment. They document an important phase in Voltaire’s intellectual development

and illustrate the transnational dialogue that shaped modern thought.

Contribution to Enlightenment Thought

The letters helped disseminate Enlightenment ideas across Europe by bridging French and English

intellectual traditions. They embody the spirit of inquiry and critique that defined the era, promoting

ideals of liberty, reason, and secularism.

Influence on Later Writers and Philosophers

Subsequent generations of writers and philosophers drew upon the insights found in Voltaire’s English

letters. The correspondence influenced debates on governance, religious freedom, and scientific

progress well into the 19th century.

Preservation and Study of the Correspondence

Today, the letters are preserved in various archives and have been the subject of extensive scholarly

research. Their study enriches understanding of 18th-century intellectual history and the dynamic

cultural exchanges between England and France.
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Frequently Asked Questions

What are the 'Letters on the English' by Voltaire?

The 'Letters on the English,' also known as 'Letters Concerning the English Nation,' is a series of

essays written by Voltaire during his exile in England, where he reflects on English society,

government, religion, and philosophy.

When were Voltaire's 'Letters on the English' published?

The 'Letters on the English' were first published anonymously in 1733.

Why did Voltaire write the 'Letters on the English'?

Voltaire wrote the 'Letters on the English' to share his observations and admiration of English political

freedoms, religious tolerance, and scientific progress, contrasting them with French society.



How did Voltaire's 'Letters on the English' influence the

Enlightenment?

The letters helped spread Enlightenment ideas by promoting reason, liberty, and criticism of traditional

institutions, inspiring reform and intellectual debate across Europe.

What topics are covered in Voltaire's 'Letters on the English'?

The letters cover topics such as English government, the separation of powers, religious tolerance, the

scientific method, and the works of English philosophers like Locke and Newton.

How did the French government react to Voltaire's 'Letters on the

English'?

The French government censored the 'Letters on the English' due to their critical views on French

institutions and promotion of ideas seen as subversive.

In what ways did Voltaire admire English society in his letters?

Voltaire admired English constitutional monarchy, freedom of speech, religious tolerance, and the

country's advancements in science and philosophy.

Are Voltaire's 'Letters on the English' still relevant today?

Yes, they remain relevant as they offer historical insight into Enlightenment thinking and continue to

inspire discussions on freedom, tolerance, and the role of reason in society.

Additional Resources

1. Letters on the English

This classic work by Voltaire offers a witty and insightful critique of English society in the early 18th

century. Through a series of letters addressed to a fictional friend, Voltaire explores English politics,



religion, philosophy, and culture. The book contrasts English customs with those of France, highlighting

the virtues of English tolerance and liberty.

2. Epistolary Exchanges: Voltaire’s Correspondence on England

A collection of Voltaire’s personal letters concerning his observations and experiences in England.

These letters reveal his admiration for English thinkers like Locke and Newton, as well as his

reflections on the political climate. The correspondence offers a more intimate understanding of

Voltaire’s intellectual journey.

3. Voltaire’s English Letters: A Study of Enlightenment Thought

This book analyzes the themes and ideas presented in Voltaire’s letters on England, situating them

within the broader context of the Enlightenment. It discusses how Voltaire’s time in England influenced

his advocacy for reason, freedom, and secularism. The study also explores the impact of these letters

on European intellectual history.

4. The English Voltaire: Letters and Essays

A curated anthology combining Voltaire’s letters with essays inspired by his views on English society.

The volume provides readers with both primary texts and critical commentary, making it accessible for

students and scholars alike. It highlights Voltaire’s role in bridging French and English Enlightenment

thought.

5. Letters from England: Voltaire’s Journey through a New World

This narrative recounts Voltaire’s travels in England and his observations, as expressed through his

letters. The book paints a vivid picture of 18th-century England, from bustling cities to intellectual

salons. It emphasizes how the experience shaped Voltaire’s philosophical outlook.

6. Voltaire’s Epistles on English Liberty

Focusing on Voltaire’s reflections on English political freedoms, this book dives into his praise for

constitutional monarchy and parliamentary governance. It contrasts these systems with the absolutism

of France, advocating for reform and tolerance. The letters serve as a testament to the power of

political critique.



7. Philosophical Letters on England

A detailed examination of Voltaire’s philosophical letters, highlighting his engagement with English

empiricism and scientific progress. The book explores his admiration for figures like Isaac Newton and

John Locke. It also discusses how these ideas influenced Voltaire’s own writings and the

Enlightenment movement.

8. Voltaire’s English Correspondence: Letters of Wit and Wisdom

This compilation showcases Voltaire’s sharp wit and intellectual prowess through his letters written

during his stay in England. The letters cover a range of topics including religion, science, and society,

reflecting Voltaire’s critical and humorous style. The book offers a rich insight into his mind and the

era’s intellectual climate.

9. Enlightenment Letters: Voltaire’s Views on England and Beyond

Expanding beyond just England, this book situates Voltaire’s letters within the larger framework of

Enlightenment ideals. It discusses how his English letters influenced his thoughts on human rights,

education, and governance. The work underscores the enduring relevance of Voltaire’s epistolary

contributions to modern philosophy.
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