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In the course of the 17th century an ever-growing confidence in reason and its perceived potential became apparent, based on the observation of the external world and on a scientific, experimental method, which promised to establish solid foundations for the study and knowledge of the natural world. This scientific and philosophical curiosity finds its ‘internal’ counterpart in the attention it brings to bear on the workings of the mind and ‘soul’. Man at once questions the world and himself. Technological advances such as the microscope and telescope opened up seemingly limitless horizons. As the poet Edward Young was later to write with enthusiasm but also with Pascalian dread: “Where, begin / The Suburbs of Creation?” (Night Thoughts, 9.1519-20).

All the genres address, in one way or another, the question of ‘human nature’ in the eighteenth century. The term ‘human’, for instance, appears in the titles of Locke, Berkeley and Hume. Pope, too, places man firmly at the forefront in his Essay on Man (‘Of the Nature and State of Man…’). There seems, at this time, to be a significant shift from ‘soul’ to ‘self’, though both terms remain problematic. It is a change that animates theological, anthropological and ethical debates, from Locke’s writings, to the Christian defence of the Boyle Lectures, as well as reactions to deist ideas.
The affirmation of the ‘in-dividual’ becomes central — a kernel which enables the subject, the author, the citizen, the accused (innocent until proven guilty) to speak, to exist and even to find him/her self. In general the construction, the recognition and the fiction of the ‘self’ hold good. What are the figures of the ‘self’ in literature and in other areas in the eighteenth century? How is a ‘self’ created and represented in literature, in fiction, in poetry, in theatre, in autobiography and life writing?

The word ‘self’ enjoys a central role in the course of the century, a pivotal term which seems to designate by turns a nucleus, an impregnable core, and a fragility at once unreliable and indefinable. The ‘self’ seems to be transformed into an object. But what sort of object and how is it represented? 

We propose to revisit these questions, which have long been debated, notably by Patricia Meyer Spacks, Stephen D. Cox, Douglas Lane Patey and Christopher Fox in the 1970s and 80s. In re-examining the epistemology of ‘selfhood’, along with related notions such as self-consciousness, the soul, personal identity, subjectivity and individuality, we hope to gain a broad perspective of how the self is represented in the period.
This study project will hinge on two central themes: theory and representation(s). Among the possible lines of inquiry in literature, the history of ideas and, art history (the portrait and the self-portrait) the following can be mentioned:

· rationality and irrationality

· day and night 

· limits and the limitless

· self and sensibility

· the individual and the collective / society

· reason and the passions

· continuity and discontinuity / fracture
· stability and fragmentation / dissolution
The publication of a volume of selected papers is planned.
