

The Enlightenment and its Consequences
Q: Where did the ideas of the Enlightenment come from?

Q: How were they linked to economic and political changes?

Q: What impact did they have on Britain, America, France, and other countries on the continent?

Q: How can it be argued that modern western society is a “creature of the Enlightenment?”

I. The ideas of the scientific revolution promoted a paradigm shift in thinking that became known as the “Enlightenment,” or the “Age of Reason.”


A. Application of scientific methods to all aspects of life



1.Use of “skepticism,” “reason” and scientific methods




a.Nothing accepted on faith alone


B. Through Reason and science man could harmonize with nature’s 
laws



1.This would lead to “progress” and progress would lead to



“happiness”




a.Goal was the most possible happiness for the largest




number of people possible




b.The laws of nature were universal—one system—



accessible to all and for all



2. Caution: Did not always translate into egalitarian behavior




a. Servants




b. Effort to help lower orders


C.Words that were dominant in the 18th C—not new, but a new 
“zeitgeist”


Words aquired their modern meaning.



1.Nature



2.Reason



3.Progress



4.Capitalism



5.Society



6.Nation



7.People (caution)


D.Profoundly secular but not opposed to God (some exceptions)



1.Against superstition




a.Everything had a scientific explanation



2.Many “philosophes” or “illuminaires” were opposed to 



organized religion




a.Voltaire constantly in trouble with political and 




religious



3.The universe as a “watch” set in motion by a creator



a.Many philosophers were “deists”
II. Background


A. 18th century: crops bigger, cities grew, merchants and lawyers


    more powerful



1. Growth of bourgeoisie in West propelled the ideas of 



the philosophers




a.Growing in power and self-confidence



2. With growth of capitalism, growth of individualism


3. Montesqieu—The Persian Letters  (1721) two ambassadors



   to Paris analyzing common habits…see as absurd




a.Relativistic



4. Voltaire—Candide (1759) bitter satire of humankind



   and philosopher’s view world


B. England was developing fast—sea power and empire coupled


  with ideology (constitutional monarchy—liberty, capitalism)



1.Spared worst ravages of wars on continent



2.Trade made them rich, being rich made them free, being



free stimulated trade, and all of this made them powerful




a. Add Scottish philosophers




b. Voltaire and others marveled at England:




prosperity and liberty



3.This was just what the bourgeois wanted




***a.But not presented as bourgeois, but rather as




“universal”




b. Declaration of the Rights of Man, Decl. Ind., 




Bill of Rights



**4. Our notion of “human rights” is derived from the 




18th C. bourgeoisie

III. Spread of Enlightenment


A. The bourgeoisie thought that what was good for the bourg. was 


   good for everyone



1.Ideas spreading faster and faster with more connections



between regions and countries




a.Broadsheets, gazettes, feuilletons, newspapers,




b.Clubs, books, pamphlets, drawing rooms, cafes,




debating societies, secret societies (Masons)



2.Many philosophers were Masons; some aristocrats as well




a.Duc d’Orleans, Frederick the Great, Mozart, 




Washington, Franklin



3. It was a “cult of humanity”—believed in a creator, but



no specific god




a. Deists obsessed with “reason” and “progress”



4.Clubs served as conduits to spread enlightenment ideas



5.Philosophers began to harness “public opinion”




a.Voltaire acted as a publicist for enlightenment




b.Often clashed with church/exiled


B. Diderot and d’Alembert—“encyclopedias” 1750s


1.Articles on everything



2.Approach completely secular



*3.Defined the people as “the most numerous and necessary



    part of a nation.”


C.Within encyclopedias there was a lot of science



1. Science became “fashionable”

Progress, utility, enl despotism, the West

