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Who was who in the English Enlightenment?

There are several philosophers or thinkers from the United Kingdom that deserve to be

named and studied. Nevertheless because of our deadlines and preprogramed scheduled, we won´t 

dig in building a profile card for them today. However, we wish to name them, for your further 

reference and your own personal revision/reading.

a) William Robertson (1721-1793). Scottish historian and Presbyterian minister. He is regarded, along with 

David Hume and Edward Gibbon, as one of the most important British historians of the 18th century.

b) Samuel Clarke (1675-1729). Theologian, philosopher, and exponent of Newtonian physics, remembered 

for his influence on 18th-century English theology and philosophy.

c) Henry More (1614-1687). English poet and philosopher of religion who was perhaps the best known of 

the group of thinkers known as the Cambridge Platonists.

d) Edward Gibbon (1737-1794). English rationalist historian and scholar

e) Edmund Burke, (1729-1797). British statesman, parliamentary orator, and political thinker prominent in 

public life from 1765 to about 1795 and important in the history of political theory. He championed 

conservatism in opposition to Jacobinism in Reflections on the Revolution in France (1790).

f) Jeremy Bentham (1748-1832). A critic of law and of judicial and political institutions.

g) Samuel Taylor Coleridge (1772 -1834). English lyrical poet, critic, and philosopher.

h) William Frend (1757 –1841). English clergyman (later Unitarian), social reformer and writer.

i) William Godwin (1756-1836). Social philosopher, political journalist, and religious dissenter. Pro-atheism, 

anarchism, and personal freedom.
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Who was who in the English Enlightenment?

Photo sources: from several public websites.

j) Edward Herbert, 1st Baron Herbert of Cherbury (1583-1648). English courtier, soldier, diplomat, 

historian, metaphysical poet, and philosopher (“the father of English Deism”).

k) Charles Blount (1654–1693). English deist, freethinker, and controversial writer on religion and politics.

l) George Berkeley, (1685-1753). Anglo-Irish Anglican bishop, philosopher, and scientist best known for his 

empiricist and idealist philosophy.

There are other North American-British descendants' philosophers, these will be accordingly named once we 

discover the North-American colonies.
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John Toland

1670-1722

Who was who in the English Enlightenment?

Photo source and recommended reading

https://www.britannica.com/biography/John-Toland

https://www.dib.ie/biography/toland-john-a8584

Chapter 33. Radical Enlightenment. J. Israel

Chapter 14. Enlightement Contested. J. Israel

Chapter 7. Democratic Enlightenment. J. Israel.

Pantheism as the 

universal 

philosophical 

religion

Churches are 

power brokers 

based on 

obfuscation and 

secrecy

Questioned the 

authenticity of the 

New Testament, and 

offered new 

apocryphal writings

The motion is 

inherent in matter, 

so make the world 

without God

There is no 

immortality of the 

soul, nor a future 

state of rewards 

and punishments

• Toland is one of the radical enlightenment Irish free-thinkers that had the 

opportunity to study, learn, and publish  about the verification of the Bible, 

and the disconnection of the Christian religious dogmas that hurt human 

reason. 

• Toland was raised to roman catholic, then converted to Anglican, and then his 

publications show him as radical British deist, and as a Pantheistic as well.

• He studied at Glasgow, Edinburgh, Leiden and Oxford between 1687-1695. 

Then as a diplomatic messenger he familiarized with erudite and publishing 

circles in Hanover and Berlin, Amsterdam and The Hague. He is mentioned in 

the German Aufklärung constantly. He got to know Leibniz, and the Queen of 

Prussia , Sophia Charlotte. He also mingled in the Dutch deistic circle of 

Eugene of Savoy and Baron Hohendorf. 

• His publications touched the origin of Moses, relating him as a kind of 

pantheist ancient Spinoza. He also wished to de-christianize Christianity and 

remodel a new model of republican civic religion, teaching morality to 

common people.

• His personality: superficiality, unreliability and charlatanism dogged him until 

his death.

https://www.britannica.com/biography/John-Toland
https://www.dib.ie/biography/toland-john-a8584
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Anthony Collins

1676-1729

Who was who in the English Enlightenment?

Reference sources for your Reading:

https://www.taylorfrancis.com/books/edit/10.4324/97813155

48395/varieties-seventeenth-early-eighteenth-century-

english-radicalism-context-david-finnegan-ariel-hessayon

https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/collins/

Chapter 33 Radical Enlightenment. J. Israel.

• Collins was a wealthy free-thinker, deist and materialist.

• He belonged to an affluent gentry upper-class, educated at Eton and King´s college of 

Cambridge. His social status came from heritage in Essex, and from his first wife dowry. 

• Collins literature production was motivated by an aversion to religious persecution, and by the 

expression of freedom around religion. Nevertheless, his writings show an anti-Catholic writing.

• His travels offered access to radical literature published in the Hague and Amsterdam. This 

allowed him to connect to other Spinozist figures, to influence other English free-thinkers.

• Voltaire defines Collins as the best of English deism, a noble minded blend of Hobbes Naturalism 

and Locke´s empiricism, but an enemy of the Christian religion.

• He self-proclaimed as apostle of “freethinking”. Collins met several Dutch and British radical 

and/or moderate philosophers: Locke, Clarke, Toland, Sallengre, Marchand, Leclerc,  and Des 

Maizeaux, Berkeley, Swift, Eugene of Savoy, etc.

• He was elected treasurer of the County of Essex

• Collins possessed a plentifully stocked library. One of the greatest in Britain. Full of texts around 

the Enlightenment ideas.  He seems to be drawing on Spinoza, not Hobbes, in relation to the 

doctrine of human freedom and necessity.

• His critic to the Bible is linked to deny satanic power, and spiritual explanations of learning. 

Progress of scholarship and science are the liberation against the prodigious ignorance imposed 

by the priests.

• Attacking revelation, Collins was a polemicist that maintained that the prophecies of the Hebrew 

Bible (Old Testament) failed of fulfillment in Jesus.

Total rejection of

the religious 

mysteries

There are no 

truths beyond 

reason.

Humans have the 

right to think 

freely

No acceptance of 

the Trinity Doctrine
The mind is 

inherent in matter

Collins tried to 

demonstrate that 

Jesus wasn´t able to 

fulfill the Messianic 

expectations

https://www.taylorfrancis.com/books/edit/10.4324/9781315548395/varieties-seventeenth-early-eighteenth-century-english-radicalism-context-david-finnegan-ariel-hessayon
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/books/edit/10.4324/9781315548395/varieties-seventeenth-early-eighteenth-century-english-radicalism-context-david-finnegan-ariel-hessayon
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/books/edit/10.4324/9781315548395/varieties-seventeenth-early-eighteenth-century-english-radicalism-context-david-finnegan-ariel-hessayon
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/collins/
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Matthew Tindal

1657-1733

Who was who in the English Enlightenment?

References for continue Reading:

https://searchworks.stanford.edu/view/

6333703

https://journals.openedition.org/episte

me/4223

• Born around 1657 to a well-off family, Tindal matriculated at Lincoln College, Oxford. 

Tindal then moved to Exeter College. He held a law fellowship at All Souls until his death 

and earned a Bachelors of Law plus Doctor of Civil Law degree in 1685. He became an

advocate of Arches Court of Canterbury (dealing with matters of ecclesiastical law).

• Tindal is considered the most learned of the English Deists. 

• He switched from Anglican to Catholicism and then to Anglican to keep his Fellowship

at Oxford.

• Tindal was considered a notorious glutton, able to be academically influential and 

effective in transmitting the ideas of others.

• Tindal was influenced by Spinoza, mainly his publications reflected many of Spinoza´s 

ideas.

• He argued that the essential part of Christianity is its ethics, which, being clearly 

apparent to natural reason, leaves revelation superfluous.

• Tindal is considered one of the three most famous English Deists along with Toland and

Collins.

Plea for a 

universal, impartial 

and inviolable 

toleration for 

religion

The more 

superstition the 

easier people may 

be imposed by 

ecclesiastics

Perfection and 

happiness  consists 

in living up to the 

dictates of own 

nature

Tindal questioned 

the authority of 

the Scriptures and 

divine revelation

No sort of 

privileges of divine 

institution exist in 

the Bible

https://searchworks.stanford.edu/view/6333703
https://searchworks.stanford.edu/view/6333703
https://journals.openedition.org/episteme/4223
https://journals.openedition.org/episteme/4223
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Anthony Ashley Cooper  

3rd Earl of Shaftesbury 

1671-1713

Who was who in the English Enlightenment?

References for further reading:

https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/shaftesbury/

https://www.britannica.com/biography/Anthony-

Ashley-Cooper-3rd-Earl-of-Shaftesbury

Chapter 3 and 33. Radical Enlightenment. J. Israel

Chapter 14. Enlightenment Contested. J. Israel

• English Politician and philosopher, grandson of the famous 1st Earl of Shaftesbury. 

Educated under John Locke as a tutor. He attended Winchester College.

• He was born in a noble family, a privileged birth that didn´t help him to avoid an 

illness. As a politician, serving the Parliament,  his weak health curtailed his 

political career at the age of 30 years old. This caused him to become a prolific 

author. His final book “Characteristics of Men, Manners, Opinions, Times” reflect 

his philosophy.

• Lord Ashley is well known as the “originator of the moral sense theory, a deist 

who passionately believed there is an objective basis for morality and the public 

good separate from that decreed by revealed religion”.

• For him, the purpose of philosophy is to make us better people: to improve 

ourselves, to regulate our governing fancies, passions and humors. “It is the art of 

learning to live well”

• He criticized the radical free thinkers, the rigid methods of the past scholastics, 

and also Descartes, including some features of Locke”.

• Shaftesbury is a Deist with a vision of a novel society ruled not by heritage, but 

by an elite of the most cultured, well-meaning and intellectuals. In this society 

liberty and toleration is the basis for success. 

Balance is 

possible between 

self-interest 

private and public 

good. 

To be moral 

equals to the love 

of beauty

A person is free if 

she/he acts from her 

highest principles, or 

positive freedom or 

self-mastery.

A person with 

virtues  is 

committed to 

certain values 

who motivate 

to act 

accordingly

Virtue is the 

promotion of the 

good of all 

humankind

https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/shaftesbury/
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Anthony-Ashley-Cooper-3rd-Earl-of-Shaftesbury
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Anthony-Ashley-Cooper-3rd-Earl-of-Shaftesbury
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Robert Boyle

1627-1691

Who was who in the English Enlightenment?

Photo and references

Read more:

https://iep.utm.edu/robert-boyle/

https://www.britannica.com/biography/Robert-Boyle

https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/boyle/

http://galileo.rice.edu/Catalog/NewFiles/boyle.html

Chapters 14, 27, Radical Enlightenment J. Israel

Chapter 14, Enlightenment Contested. J. Israel

Chapter 2. Revolution of the Mind. J. Israel

• An Anglo-Irish science discoverer and author, and philosopher.

• The last son of the wealthy Earl of Cork, Aristocrat and Anglican.

• Even though he did not graduate formally from a University, he studied in 

Eton, and then had access to excellent tutors. He spent more than 12 years 

in Oxford, receiving an honorary degree.

• Boyle was a “champion of experimental science, any theory should conform 

to observation and advocating openness in the publication of experimental 

returns”.

• Boyle was a polymath with diverse interests and pursuits: animal 

husbandry, underwater respiration, study of ancient languages, philosophy, 

chemistry, and Christianity.

• Through all his life he devoted years to write and demonstrate ways in 

which science and Christianity were mutually supportive. 

• He was  granted an appointment at the Board in the East India Company by 

King Charles II.

• Founder of the Royal Society, and it is considered the Father of modern 

chemistry.

The matter is 

passive, no 

source of  

internal motion

God 

maintains 

the laws of 

motion by 

divine will

Three books of 

wisdom for humans: 

1-Book of scripture

2-Book of nature 

and 3-Book of 

Conscience

God has 

established the 

laws of motion 

for the matter 

and natural 

phenomena

Pro-dualism 

universe consist of 

purely material 

and nonphysical 

souls

https://iep.utm.edu/robert-boyle/
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Robert-Boyle
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/boyle/
http://galileo.rice.edu/Catalog/NewFiles/boyle.html
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John Locke

1632-1704

Who was who in the English Enlightenment?

References and recommended Reading:

https://www.britannica.com/biography/John-Locke

https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/locke/

https://iep.utm.edu/locke/

Chapters 15,27,33 Radical Enlightenment, J. Israel

Chapters 2, 6 Enlightenment Contested, J. Israel

Chapters 1 and 6: Democratic Enlightenment, J. Israel

• English Philosopher whose books and treaties were the base of our modern philosophical 

empiricism and political liberalism. A strong moderate in religious Christianity.

• His education was privileged at Westminster School, and then at Christ Church College of 

Oxford. His association with the 1st Earl of Shaftesbury helped him to open doors of trust for 

future positions in the promotion of the North American Colony of Carolina (1669).Locke was 

also member of King William II board of Trade in the colonies.

• Locke was influenced by Boyle, Newton and other members of the Royal Society.

• His most important work “Essay concerning human understanding” and the “Two treatises of 

Government”.

• He suffered of exile in France, and also in Holland, given the context of dissension over the 

succession of Charles II´s brother James II. Once the Glorious revolution  took place and James 

II was overthrown, Locke´s accompanied William III and Mary II to the throne of England. 

• He was essentially protestant Christian, fearing the political dimensions of Catholicism.

• All his writings cover different topics: from a new definition of political moral power, a social 

contract for legitimacy of freedom, a creation of a property framework labour, organization of 

the government, and education.

• He differentiated legitimate slavery from illegitimate slavery.

• Locke was religious and faith in God was crucial, but there were serious limits to it. 

• His work Essay (4 books)  about human understanding, knowledge, reason, religion-toleration, 

faith and enthusiasm are the core philosophy of his life:

All our ideas 

come from 

experience: 

quality of them

Personal 

Identity consists 

in continuity of 

consciousness

First distinction 

between real 

essence & nominal 

essence of 

substances.

Jesus fulfilled the 

predictions as the 

coming Messiah 

who performed 

miracles

Salvation occurs 

when we believe  the 

truth that Jesus is the 

Messiah

Language 

communicates but 

can be 

misunderstood 

without contexts

Our 

knowledge is 

not innate

https://www.britannica.com/biography/John-Locke
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/locke/
https://iep.utm.edu/locke/
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Thomas Hobbes

Who was who in the English Enlightenment?

References: Read more at

• https://iep.utm.edu/hobmeth/

• https://www.britannica.com/biography/Thomas-

Hobbes

• https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/hobbes/

• Chapters 8,15, 33, Radical Enlightenment J. Israel

• For Jonathan Israel, Hobbes wasn’t a radical enlightenment thinker. He has classified him as a 

kind of moderate representative of the enlightenment with certain radical features related to 

political philosophy and materialism.

• However, in Britain, some writers classified Hobbes as a promotor of freethinking, irreligion 

and incredulity or as the father of scepticism

• Author of the book “Leviathan”, in which his work was the founding of the modern social 

contract theory. He incorporated Enlightenment conceptions of the relation of the individual 

to the state. For Hobbes, political authority is grounded not in the conquest, natural or 

divinely instituted hierarchy or in obscure myths/traditions; but in a scientific approach on 

how political society must be organized, promoting secularization and rationalization instead 

of a God divinely order.

• Hobbes viewed government primarily as a device for ensuring collective security. The political 

authority  is justified as the responsible for the safety and well-being for all the citizens.

• Scientist with great contributions in the field of optics. A mechanical materialist (nothing but 

material things are real).

• For Hobbes: (1) competition, (2) distrust, and (3) the desire for glory—throw humankind into 

a state of war, which is for Hobbes the natural condition of human life, the situation that 

exists whenever natural passions are unrestrained.

• Hobbes thinks that understanding is a sort of imagination.

• Other Books that explain Hobbes System: A trilogy: “De corpore”. “De Homine”. “De Cive”

Knowledge is 

not attained 

by appealing 

authority

Motion is 

the  universal 

cause of all 

things

Defense of 

Political 

Absolutism. 

Pessimistic about 

human nature

Total liberty 

invites to war

Liberty of the 

individual is reduced 

to the sphere the 

sovereign do not 

seek control.

Knowledge is 

attained by 

appropriate 

objective 

methods.

Considered 

the founder 

of Science of 

politics

https://iep.utm.edu/hobmeth/
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Thomas-Hobbes
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Thomas-Hobbes
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/hobbes/
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David Hume

1711-1776

Who was who in the English Enlightenment?

References for further reading:

https://www.britannica.com/biography/David-

Hume

https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/hume/

https://iep.utm.edu/hume-causation/

https://iep.utm.edu/hume-ima/

https://iep.utm.edu/humemora/

https://iep.utm.edu/hume-rel/

Chapter 8 Democratic Enlightenment. J. Israel.

Chapter 5 Radical Enlightenment. J. Israel

Chapter 2. Enlightenment Contested. J. Israel.

• David Hume, Scottish, regarded as one of the most important philosophers of England. He was of “good 

family” origin, not wealthy but well connected.

• Even though Hume is considered as a sceptic, he also is considered a “moderate atheist”.   

• Hume observed that the increase of riches and commerce in one nation (Britain), promotes the riches and

commerce of all its neighbors.  He also implied that “those with less trade and industry are buried in 

ignorance, sloth and barbarism”.

• Through all his appointments in life: scholar, librarian, philosopher, author, tutor, historian of England, 

private secretary and affairs manager to the British Ambassador in Paris, France; ultimately to retire in 

Edinburgh to finish his last books and review his previous works.

• Influenced by Bayle and Newton, his philosophical project was always human nature: his aim to bring the 

scientific method to bear on the study o human nature, with an empirical approach. He rejected every 

system which is not founded in facts and observations (evidence).

• Hume distinguished perceptions as mental content, divided in 2 categories: impressions and ideas. He 

studied with detail the last to explain the mind´s operations.

• To be continued next page…

• To my view Hume´s observations about the social classes, wealth and 

the impact of commerce in societies, as much as his moderate ideas in 

relation to government and well-being of the population are still 

omnipresent and outstanding to our days. Hume was able to see the 

initial impact of trade (imports-exports) in the inaugural prosperity of 

the British Empire. 

• 300 years later, it is up to us to observe the consequences (particularly 

our concerns of imbalance trade, the negative digital excessive 

influence in our brains and the continuum of inequality) which have 

overridden the middle-class and domestic artisan manufacturers.

https://www.britannica.com/biography/David-Hume
https://www.britannica.com/biography/David-Hume
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/hume/
https://iep.utm.edu/hume-causation/
https://iep.utm.edu/hume-ima/
https://iep.utm.edu/humemora/
https://iep.utm.edu/hume-rel/
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David Hume

1711-1776

Who was who in the English Enlightenment?

References for further reading:

https://www.britannica.com/biography/David-Hume

https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/hume/

https://iep.utm.edu/hume-causation/

https://iep.utm.edu/hume-ima/

https://iep.utm.edu/humemora/

https://iep.utm.edu/hume-rel/

Chapter 8 Democratic Enlightenment. J. Israel.

Chapter 5 Radical Enlightenment. J. Israel

Chapter 2. Enlightenment Contested. J. Israel.

• Continuation…

• Hume championed religious toleration and liberty of press. He also curbed theology´s sway, never 

pronouncing it wholly unreasonable to believe in miracles.

• Hume´s limited the range of philosophy 'applicability in the search for truth: For him, morals have an 

influence on the actions and affections, so they can´t be derived from reason.

• Hume´s work is as singular as the one comprehended by Adam´s Smith. Hume´s as an economist

probably did not framed a complete system of economic theory as Smith, but Hume was the “real 

initiator” of the ideas around which the classical economics of the 18th century were built. That is why 

we certainly remark that if we want to fix the troubles of our modern economic-strategy frameworks, 

we need to revisit each and all of the works of Hume.

• The economics of Hume are still outstanding in our digital era, and in the wrong design of our  global 

value chains which are generating tremendous troubles to the poor nations who are still living in the 

agricultural phase with limited industries in developing nations. Many Hume´s premises must be 

reviewed and critically modified.

• The whole mind  human nature definitions of Hume in relation to three principles of association:

resemblance, contiguity, in time and place and causation; sentiments, beliefs, necessary connection, 

moral philosophy, self-interests, justice and religion needs urgent revision in our current XXIst century. 

The same applies to Adam Smith. For example: the racist premise of Hume in which he reinforced that 

black (and other 4 colour species of men) are naturally inferior to the whites. Many supremacists who 

lead at the top of this planet still think as Hume.

Nature had 

formed the races 

in an inherently 

unequal hierarchy

Belief is a sort of 

liveliness or 

vividness that 

accompanies the 

perception an idea

Moral decisions 

are grounded in 

moral sentiment

Hume´s 

enlightenment  

detached from 

theology.

The mind 

doesn’t create any 

ideas but derives 

them from 

impressions

Our 

knowledge 

always derives 

from 

experience

https://www.britannica.com/biography/David-Hume
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/hume/
https://iep.utm.edu/hume-causation/
https://iep.utm.edu/hume-ima/
https://iep.utm.edu/humemora/
https://iep.utm.edu/hume-rel/
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