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Theorizing Terror: The Aikins on Terror and 
Burke on the Sublime 

 
While we often think of the 18th century as the Age of Reason, or the Enlightenment 
Era, being dominated by scientific rationality, many thinkers and writers during this 
period were equally intrigued with the role of human emotions and often saw those 
emotions as essential to the proper functioning of the individual and society. Above all, 
many philosophers and authors emphasized the importance of moral sensibility, the 
ability to identify and sympathize with others. Others, however, focused on the pleasure 
derived from what might otherwise seem to be painful experiences, especially the 
experience of terror. This exploration, as much as it might seem to lie outside of the 
general tendencies of the Enlightenment, with its accentuation of the human capacity to 
overcome irrationality, fits within the larger project of exploring and explaining nature, 
including human nature, in all of its facets. Two of the most important accounts of terror 
from the 18th century come from Edmund Burke’s Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin 
of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful, first published in 1757, and from Anna Letitia 
Aikin and John Aikin’s “On the Pleasure Derived from Objects of Terror,” first published 
in 1773. Burke, who would go on to become an important politician and political 
philosopher, drew on the empiricist epistemology of Locke to ground his considerations 
in human physiology, offering a more philosophical discussion in producing one of the 
most influential accounts of the sublime. Writing in the wake of Walpole’s Castle of 
Otranto and the emergence of popular Gothic literature in the 1760s, the Aikins created 
what was often seen as one of the first defenses of the new form. Anna Aikin would 
become one of the most famous women poets of the era under her married name, Anna 
Letitia Barbauld. 
 
Central to the discussions on the sublime and terror is the contrast between those 
experiences or emotions that we can readily understand as being pleasurable because 
they soothe us and make us feel content as they are related to clarity and order (for 
Burke, the beautiful) and those that seem to defy logic in giving us pleasure. For Burke, 
the sublime is defined by a feeling of astonishment, which he defines as a state “in 
which all [the mind’s] motions are suspended,” because “the mind is so entirely filled 
with its object that it cannot entertain any other” (Burke 1757). When confronted by a 
sublime scene in nature—a majestic mountain, a deep canyon, a powerful waterfall—
our minds are frozen, unable to contemplate anything except the overwhelming 
experience of that object. It disables our reason, rather than calling it forth, preventing 
us from fully apprehending the object we behold. Burke explicitly connects the sublime 
with the terrifying, for terror evokes the possibility of pain and/or death and like the 
sublime a natural object “robs the mind of all its powers of acting and reasoning” (Burke 
1757). Following the logical chain, he continues that terrifying objects are obscure—the 
more we can fully comprehend something, the less terrifying it becomes. Thus, Burke 
explains, we can understand the terrifying nature of supernatural creatures for which we 
cannot form a fully developed idea and we can understand why despotic powers and 
superstitious religions rely on keeping leaders or idols out of sight.   
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What brings these ideas together is the point that phenomena that remain obscure 
affect us more powerfully. While Burke recognizes that many will reject this idea, he 
contends that it makes sense, because obscure objects always hint at eternity or infinity 
as we cannot comprehend or define their limits. When we are able to delineate the 
boundaries of something, to define it fully, it no longer has the same pull on the mind. 
This contention also follows upon Burke’s idea that pain naturally has a greater effect on 
us than pleasure. What most conveys the idea of potential pain is incredible power. 
Thus, according to Burke, all sublime objects are suggestive of power that can inflict 
pain. As Burke explains in parts of the Enquiry not included in our excerpts, while the 
sublime object suggests this danger, a force that is so immense or overwhelming as to 
potentially kill us, creating a terror so powerful it demolishes our reason, in our 
apprehension of the sublime object, we actually remain in a place of safety. It is that 
distance that separates the sublime experience from merely the experience of terror 
and that enables us to feel a kind of pleasure. In essence, we are able to feel the 
intensity of pain without actually being in danger of pain, even if we sometimes are 
unable to recall our safety.   
 
The Aikins directly address the creation of such feelings through literature, but similarly 
start with the contrast to feelings of pleasure. They begin their consideration of terror 
with an idea directly derived from those thinkers who emphasize human moral 
sensibility and sympathy: we derive pleasure from helping people who are in trouble, 
because the natural system is set up to help promote the general welfare. They note 
that we come to desire to see scenes of suffering, because it allows us to derive a 
greater pleasure from extending our sympathy to the sufferers. They contend that the 
pleasure we derive from terror is much more complex. 
 
That we gain pleasure from terror cannot be denied, and while the Aikins note that 
critics dismiss some terrifying literature as absurd, terror plays a central role in 
Shakespeare, in classical tragedy, and in Milton, among other canonical texts. The 
Aikins’ first explanation is that we do not actually derive pleasure from the terrifying; 
rather, we are following “the irresistible desire of satisfying curiosity” and are willing to 
accept the pain of the terrifying in order to reach some sort of conclusion. Yet that 
solution, they contend, does not satisfy for “the well-wrought scenes of artificial terror 
which are formed by a sublime and vigorous imagination” (Aikin and Aikin 1773). In 
those cases, we gain pleasure from the “surprise” of “new and wonderful objects” (Aikin 
and Aikin 1773). Those amazing creations of another imagination then stimulate our 
imagination, making us enjoy and explore its power in such a way that “the pain of terror 
is lost in amazement” (Aikin and Aikin 1773). In such cases, the more the scene 
conforms to our normal sense of the world then the less pleasure we have. At the end of 
their discussion, the Aikins append a fragmentary tale of the adventure of Sir Bertrand; 
with its vaguely medieval setting and its supernatural elements involving mysterious 
powers, possible seduction, and terror, the adventure of Sir Bertrand epitomizes the 
kind of Gothic romance they see as giving popular expression to the pleasures they 
theorize.    
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For the Aikins, the pleasure of the Gothic comes from it surprising us and spurring our 
imaginations to elaborate the fantastic world described. On the other hand, Burke 
emphasizes that the terror associated with the sublime derives from the shortcomings of 
our mental faculties, including our imaginations. It is our inability to grasp an event or 
phenomena that yields the terror of the sublime. Thus, while both texts emphasize our 
feelings of astonishment and awe or wonder, they offer contrasting accounts of the role 
our imaginations play in attempting to deal with or in reacting to the shock of something 
overwhelming, incomprehensible, or unusual. To some extent, that difference can be 
seen as delineating a distinction between Gothic texts that evoke our imaginative 
response as we follow a narrative and the sublime, as often elaborated by Romantic 
poets, as something beyond our ability to comprehend, as an experience beyond 
understanding. 
 
Summary 
 

• While the Enlightenment often appears exclusively focused on human reason 
and its capacity to overcome undisciplined emotions, many 18th-century thinkers 
emphasized the centrality of human emotion.  

• Unlike thinkers who emphasized sympathy as an important emotional capacity at 
the core of social relations, some writers explored how obscurity, terror, and pain 
gave rise to a kind of pleasure. 

• Edmund Burke’s Philosophical Enquiry provides one of the most influential and 
important accounts of the sublime as an experience of terror based in the mind’s 
inability to make full sense of or fully apprehend an object of such immense 
power that it overwhelms our reason. 

• Anna Letitia Aikin and John Aikin offer one of the first accounts of the workings 
of Gothic fiction, ascribing its power to its ability to surprise and astonish us in a 
way that evokes an imaginative response. 
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