EDMUND BURKE - The Sublime and Beautiful
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that does not act in conformity to our will; but to act agreeably to our will, it must
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EDMUND BURKE (1729-1797) was an Irish philosopher and politici
in the British Parliament during the eighteenth century. In the ;t;uanw
notoriety in Great Britain for his public support of the American c7(')
conflict with England. In later years, he became even better known fo:)h-
to the French Revolution, which he outlined in his most famous bOOklso St
on the Revolution in France (1790). In Reflections, Burke argued that sorcf?eﬂe%ns
when necessary, should occur gradually in a way that does not destro):atlh??n )
ab

society—an argument that has become central to modern cong rie
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Before entering politics, Burke_made. hié living by writing works of historicy)
philosophical criticism. It was during this time that he wrote his influentia) ang
A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beauj:;sf
a sustained meditation on human aesthetic responses. For the purpose of his l::
ment, Burke divided aesthetic objects into two kinds: the beautiful, which givegu;
emotional pleasure by evoking positive feelings; and the sublime, which overwhely
our consciousness with their largeness, power, and capacity for destruction.

For Burke, sublime objects have a greater potential to move us emotionaly
because they are based on our primal instinct to fear what can kill us. When such
fear-inspiring phenomena are contained at a safe distance, they retain their power
to overwhelm our emotions even though we know intellectually that they poseno
real danger. This is why we derive such pleasure from things like roller coaster
horror movies, and dangerous animals at the zoo.

Burke's idea of the sublime had a tremendous influence on English literature of
the Romantic period, and especially on writers such as William Blake (p. 262) Samue

Taylor Coleridge, Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley, and Lord Byron. The works of these

writers are full of things that Burke would consider sublime: expansive fandscapes:
d supernatural evil. Governec

wild animals, terrifying monsters, immense spaces, an

largely by Burke's theories, the Romantics believed that it was better to QVefWhe’:S
readers with immensity and terror than merely entertain them with pleasing mes
and well-constructed verses.
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