Chapter 17: The Enlightenment – Lesson 1

The Philosophes and their Program of Reform 1690-1776

Opening the Lesson:

1. What is meant by the Age of Enlightenment?

a. Human reason can answer all questions and solve all problems

b. “Dare to Know” – have the courage to use your own understanding was the motto of the Enlightenment

2. Why was this a revolutionary idea?

a. It rejected the philosophers of the Middle Ages and the Renaissance who had looked to the ancients and to Christianity for guidance and answers

b. It rejected accepting beliefs based on faith

3. Enlightenment thinkers, philosophes, ( the philosophes were not all philsophers in the traditional sense; instead, many were critics of the Old Regime, the Old Order) shared a belief in certain broad concepts that together make up the philosophy of the Enlightenment. The three most important concepts that make up the Enlightenment philosophy are:

a. Reason

1) Nothing was to be accepted on faith

2) The scientific method should be applied to all aspects of life in order to understand it fully

3) This approach brought a head-on collision with established churches which rested their beliefs on the Bible and Christian theology

b. Nature

1) Nature is governed by a few simple and unchangeable laws; this is why the En. thinkers revered Newton; he had discovered the law of gravity, etc.

2) Those who think they can change one of these laws – praying, for example, to bring rain during a time of drought – are dupes 

c. Change/Progress – progresive change

1) Believed that it was possible to create better societies and better people

2) Change should not be viewed with distrust

3) Human beings are naturally good, but religion, by teaching original sin has distorted human thinking; people were good, but had been corrupted by existing institutions

4. What did the Enlightenment thinkers see as their role in society?

a. Discredit what they considered misleading myths and outworn institutions and create a new view of the world and a new society

b. Emphasize the power of critical thought – reason – for it could change the world

5. What is the connection between the Scientific Revolution and the Enlightenment?

a. If laws could be found to govern the workings of the universe, then laws could be found to govern human society

b. The latter would be achieved through reason; by use of the scientific method – investigation, experiment, conclusion – this is the empirical method of study – empricism

c. Progress would be achieved ---- thus you have the 3 key concepts
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Developing the Lesson:

I: French Leadership

A. The Enlightenment Reached Its Highest Development in France. Why?

1. French was the international language of the educated classes

a. Education of the wealthy and powerful was in the hands of French tutors

b. Reinforced by the fact that France was the wealthiest and most populous country in Europe

2. Writers flourished in France, even though the ideas of absolutism and religious orthodoxy remained strong

a. Critical books were burned, and authors were jailed but not tortured or executed

b. Did not face restraints found in central and eastern Europe

c. Wrote novels and plays, histories, dictionaries, encyclopedias all filled with satire and double meanings

3. The French philosophes were determined to influence as many as possible

B. The Encyclopedie
1. Organized by Denis Diderot, it was the organ by which the philosophes reached the people

2. The first volume appeared in 1751 and the last of the 30+ volumes in 1772

3. What was its purpose?

a. It was intended to question everything and let people know that almost anything could be understood or clairfied through reason

b. It was to serve as a positive force for social progress

4. Its subject matter covered everything; politics, religion, the arts, science

a. Its articles attacked religious intolerance, political corruption and inequality

b. Many articles on crafts, industry and science that popularized Newtonian physics and Newtonian methods

c. Articles encouraged the use of modern techniques and a rationalist view of the world

5. What was the reaction?

a. The government and Church saw it as a threat to the status quo

b. The government censored it and halted its publication

c. The pope placed it on the Index and pronounced excommunication on those who read or bought it

(Skip to IV. The Attack on Religion – it seems to follow the above)
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IV. The Attack on Religion

A. The Philosophes and Religion

1. First, the philosophes were opposed to all organized religion

2. They generally viewed priests of all religions as lazy, useless, vicious, intolerant, and ignorant

B. Goals of the Philosophes

1. They wanted to eliminate superstition 

a. For example, the devil should be viewed as some moral evil rather than a specific horned creature with a pitchfork

b. Voltaire had a simple line of reasoning – everything that goes beyond the acknowledgement and worship of a Creator, and the practice of decency toward your fellow man was superstition

c. All institutions that sustained superstition had to be destroyed

2. They wanted to focus on reverence for the Creator and on the moral teachings of the Bible

3. Tolerance for all religions

a. Religious freedom was not tolerated in 17th C. Europe; it was one of the reasons for the 30 Years’ War

b. Both Catholics and Protestants also believed that a strong state required religious unity

c. Events of the war, the revocation of the Edict of Nantes, etc., led many to ask if such conformity was necessary and others asked if religious truth could ever be known with absolute certainity

C. Deism: the religious faith of the philosophes

1. They accepted God as the creator of the universe

a. It did not come about into being by accident; some infinite divine being must have set it in motion

b. However, mortal human beings cannot comprehend the infinite 

c. Therefore, God is unknowable

2. God is impersonal

a. God, once he set his universe into motion, he does not mess with it or with human beings

b. Humans function on their own without hope or fear of divine intervention and without the threat of hell or the hope of eternal salvation

c. God was no more than the inventor of the rules of the game, but the game had to be played by man alone – humans are in charge

3. Religion is matter of private contemplation and not public worship

D. Reaction of the Christian Church to Deism

1. They could not accept it

a. God is active in the universe and his ways are revealed thru religious literature and institutions

a. Faith is a valid alternative to reason

2. Works were censored and placed on the Index
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E. Voltaire (1694-1778)

1. Who was he?

a. He was the most influential of the philosophes and the easiest to read

b. Imprisoned in the Bastille for 11 months in 1717 for insulting the regent and exiled to England on his release where in lived for 3 years

c. Became an admirer of English government and tolerance

d. Was admired by Madame du Pompadour and Frederick the Great

2. What kind of person was Voltaire?

a. He was a reformer and a radical; not a revolutionary

b. Had a personality that captivated everyone he met which had much to do with the fact that he managed to survive even though his ideas were radical

3. How did he expound on his ideas?

a. Wrote poetry, drama, history, essays, letters from which he made a fortune

b. His special targets were the Catholic Church and Christian institutions

4. Voltaire was a Deist

a. He clearly believed in God but accepted only those religious beliefs about God that were based on reason and common sense

1) He saw God as the clockmaker who built an orderly universe and then stepped aside to let it run

2) He clearly undermined the teachings of the Church

b. Hated all forms of religious intolerance; the best way to worship God was to rid self of intolerance and superstition

c. Christ’s commandment, “love God and your neighbor as yourself” was religion enough

5. Voltaire’s political and social ideas

a. He was pessimistic regarding politics and government

1) The best one could hope for was a good monarch

2) Democracy was not good because people are not capable or worthy of governing themselves; had low opinion of humans in general

b. Through education people become more enlightened and tolerant; they are improved by civilization

c. The idea of servants being the equals of their masters was absurb and impossible

Concluding the Lesson:

1. Candide

a.
Published in 1759, it was Voltaire’s most famous work

b.
It was a satire and biting critique on the idea that this was the best of all possible worlds

c.
The characters and incidents in the novel exposed the idiocy and cruelty that he saw in European society

Chapter 17: The Enlightenment – Lesson 1 (con’t.)

The Philosophes and Their Program of Reform 1690-1776

Opening the Lesson:

1. Science deals with what does or has existed. Politics and economics deals not only with what does exist but with what ought to exist – what policies, what measures, etc. ought to be put in place.

2. Politics and economics were influenced by the scientific view that the ideas of right and law are universal; they are the same for all.What are these universal rights and laws? Knowledge of them can be achieved through reason.

3. The field of justice was also influenced by the scientific view of the world. It took the form of reliance on the word “evidence.” Why? evidence is what allows one to believe a thing to be true. To believe without evidence was a sign of primitive thinking. At the time, evidence did not always matter in the law. The more horrible the crime, the less evidence should be necessary in arriving at a guilt verdict. This was thought necessary to protect society. 

4. This lesson examines the field of politics, economics and justice.

Developing the Lesson:

II. Laissez-Faire Economics

A. Physiocrats

1. They were strong believers in the law of nature and opposed to mercantilism

a. Riches do not consist of gold and silver; they consist of goods and the use of those goods to produce more goods

b. Opposing mercantilism meant that they believed that there should be no government interference in the economy; let nature take its course – laissez-faire

2. Quesnay was a leading physiocrat and advocate of free trade; also physician for Lousi XV

B. Adam Smith

1. Wrote The Wealth of Nations in which he spelled out the laissez-faire philosophy

a. Attacked mercantilism and the role of government in economics

b. People should be allowed to freely compete for their wealth

c. Each person would not only contribute to his own wealth but to all society

1) Self interest would serve society

2) Distressed by greed but knew of no means to stop it

d. Attacked the idea of tariffs and promoted the idea of free trade which was completely alien to mercantilism

e. Promoted the law of supply and demand – this was the natural law that would govern economics

2. His ideas influenced the course economics for the next 150 years
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III. Justice and Education


A. Philosophes and the Justice System

1. They viewed three natural laws of justice

a. speedy trials

b. Punishment should aim to prevent the criminal from doing further harm, but this did not mean torture or death penalty

c. Crimes are more effectively prevented by the certainty of punishment and not the severity of punishment

2. They also supported such things as a simplified legal code

B. Philosophes and Education

1. What reforms did they seek?

a. Less control of education by the Church

b. More science and less theology

c. Modern languages in place of Greek and Latin

d. More emphasis on modern history and less on ancient

2. The salons

V. Political Thought

A. Baron de Montesquieu (1689-1755)

1. Published The Spirit of the Laws in 1748 in which there are two important principles:

a. First, the forms of government vary according to circumstances

1) What is good for one region is not necessarily good for another

2) Forms of government are shaped by history, georgraphy and customs

3) Absolute monarchies are best for large countries, limited monarchies are best for mid-size countries, and republics are best for small countries

4) There is no one single ideal, practical system

b. Secondly, the separation of powers, and checks and balances

1) In his concern for liberty, these were best to prevent tyranny

2) These two concepts are considered his greatest contribution to the idea government

3) He came upon these ideas by studying the British system

2. Montesquieu was not a revolutionary

a. He simply wanted to check the power of the French kings and believed the aristocracy had a sacred obligation to serve

b. The mass of the people were unfit for government

B. John Locke (1632-1704)

1. Published Second Treatise of Government in 1694

2. His ideas became the foundation of the American government
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C. Jean Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778)

1. He is considered the most profound writer of the age and the most revolutionary

2. The Social Contract
a. Opens with the words: “All men are born free, but everywhere they are in chains.”

b.  Discusses the state of nature as a condition in which people are free, equal, and happy

c. Problems begin when people try to stake out a plot of land and say “this is mine”

d. In order to assure freedom and happiness, people enter into a contract with one another; a people-to-people contract

e. In this contract, the people sacrifce their self-interests to the needs of the community – the general will

1) One does what one ought to do; not what one wants to do

2) One is guided conscience; not selfish interests

f. Rousseau’s social contract differed from Locke’s in that Locke emphasize the the rights of the individual while Rousseau emphasized the need to conform to the general will

g. Rousseau not only promoted the idea of the general will but also popular sovereignity

1) The people vote directly on issues to determine the general will; not through elected representatives

2) The ideal government was like that of ancient Greece

3. 
Problems with The Social Contract

a. Rousseau was never clear on how the general will would operate in actual practice other than to say that everyone determines the general will and then it is executed by a small group

b. He left the problem of minority rights unresolved

3. Rousseau was not popular among other philosophes

a. He was considered dangerous and revolutionary

1) He proposed that private property should be abolished because it leads people to take advantage of others

2) All property should be owned by the government and managed for the common good

b. He attacked reasoning

1) Above reasoning is one’s feelings and instincts which should be trusted more than critical thought because evils are due to listening to the mind and not the heart

2) He was a forerunner of Romanticism
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Concluding the Lesson:

1. The philosophes and slavery

a. They were strangely ambivalent on the subject in the first half of the century

1) They agreed that slavery would not exist in an ideal world, but . . . 

2) Diderot thougth slavery was immoral but concluded that since it was important in the colonies it was not the time to try and abolish it

3) Locke condoned slavery and his writings were used to justify it

b. The era of the En. did bring the subject to the forefront of discussion

1) If the principle held that human happiness was the greatest good, then how could slavery be justified?

2) In the second half of the century a new generation of philosophes began to attack slavery

a) Rousseau saw it as a violation of human rights

b) France outlawed slavery in the colonies in 1794

2. The philosophes and social equality

a. Social inequalities were obvious in the 18th Century

1) Dress, speech, body gestures and smell told all

2) The poor were visible underfed

3) Workers wore the costumes of their trade

4) Aristocrats wore wigs, silks, jewels and lace

5) Calvinists wore black and only their rings or headpieces betrayed their status

b. Women had few rights, but Mary Wollstonecraft and A Vindication of the Rights of Women was the beginning of the women’s rights movement

c. The En. put human equality on the agenda 

