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The Enlightenment:

The Age of Reason
&

Enlightened Despots
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The Roots of the 
Enlightenment

- Grew out of the Scientific Revolution
- Sometimes called the �Age of Reason�
- General time period
- Newton�s publication - 1687 through the death 

of Louis XIV in 1715

- Core belief
- Natural law could be used to examine and 

understand all aspects of society
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A Profoundly Secular 
Movement

- The Scientific Method could explain laws 
of society and human nature

- Philosophers convinced that they could 
solve all problems
- Could create a better society and people
- Progress was inevitable

- Free from restraints of religion
- Focused on improving social & economic 

conditions
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Enlightened Thinkers:

Thomas Hobbes
&
John Locke
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Thomas Hobbes:
1588 - 1679

- Englishman
- Applied 

experimentation to the 
political realm

- Wrote at time of 
English Civil War
- Fled to Paris in 1648

- Feared for his life
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Leviathan:
1651

- Title from sea monster from 
biblical book of Job

- Humans were unhappy in their 
original state

- In a state of nature…
- Man was quarrelsome, turbulent 

and at war with everyone

- Supported gov�t of an absolute 
monarch
- NOT divine right theory
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Enters Into Contract

- Absolute monarchy 
because…
- Man needs protection 

from destroying self
- All powerful ruler best

- Enters into a �Social 
Contract�
- Surrender freedoms to 

maintain law & order
- No right to rebellion, 

ruler could quash with 
any means necessary
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John Locke:
1632 - 1704

- Interested in the world 
of science

- Two Treatises on 
Government, 1690
- Philosophical 

justification for the 
Glorious Revolution
- Bloodless overthrow of 

James II in 1689
- End of absolutism
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The Social Contract

- Theory of government
- Man is basically good
- As such he has certain natural 

rights of life, liberty and 
property

- People enter into a social 
contract to create a gov�t of 
limited power
- People had a right to revolt if 

rights not protected or gov�t 
exceeded its powers
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The Consent of the Governed

- Consent of the 
governed along with a 
social contract and the 
right to revolt inspired 
the US Declaration of 
Independence & the 
US Constitution

- Foundations for 
criticisms of French 
absolutism
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France:
The Peak of the Enlightenment

- French was the international language of the 
educated class

- Wealthy & well populated
- Cultural center of Europe

- Punishments less severe for intellectuals
- Jail or exile rather than torture or execution
- French censors still active
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The French Enlightenment
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Who were the Philosophes?

- �Thinkers� of the age
- Committed to bringing new thought to all of 

Europe
- Educate the economic / social elite
- Published books, plays, novels, dictionaries, 

encyclopedias
- Used satire & double meaning
- Prevented books from being burned/banned
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Who were the Salonnieres?

- French Salons organized by 
wealthy women
- Mme de Geoffrin
- Sophie Condorcet

- In large rooms in home
- Philosophers avoided conflict 

w/ authorities
- Facilitated debate and 

discussion
- Women have power?

- Encouraged proper etiquette
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French Philosophes:

Montesquieu
Voltaire
Rousseau
Diderot
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Baron de Montesquieu:
1689 - 1755

- French aristocrat
- Wanted to limit royal 

absolutism
- Spirit of Laws, 1748
- Separation of 3 

branches of gov�t
- Idea of checks and 

balances
- Great influence on 

framers of US 
Constitution
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Francois-Marie Arouet, 
Voltaire

- �Greatest of all 
Enlightened 
philosophes�

- Jesuit educated, 
challenged Catholic 
Church

- God was a distant 
deistic God, created a 
universe operating 
under laws of science
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Voltaire:
Core Beliefs

- Hated religious 
intolerance

- Urged religious freedom
- Religion crushed the 

human spirit
- Perfect God does not have 

to exist, otherwise the 
world would be perfect 
too
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Candide, 1759
- �Optimism�
- Adventure Novel
- Satire
- Describes the evils of 

organized religion
- Pangloss and student 

Candide
- Mockery of a perfect 

world and of speculation
- Too chaotic of a world
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Treatise on Toleration, 1763

- Argument for religious 
toleration

- Denounced organized 
religion
- Exploited ignorance & 

superstitions
- Deism mean to be based on 

reason and natural law (a 
natural religion)

- Ecrasez l�infame
- Crush the horrible thing
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Exiled to Great Britain

- Like Montesquieu, 
admired British system of 
gov�t

- Promoted political 
freedom for all

- Supported Enlightened 
Despotism

�I disapprove of what you say, but I will defend to the
death your right to say it.�
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Jean Jacques Rousseau:
1712 - 1778

- Committed to 
individual freedom

- Attacked civilization 
as destructive to the 
liberation of man
- Man needed to be 

protected from 
civilization which  
corrupted man, who 
was born naturally 
good
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The Social Contract, 1762

- �All men are born free but 
everywhere they are in 
chains�

- Social inequalities are 
inevitable

- Man enters into a Social 
Contract to surrender rights in 
order to be free

- Gov�t is a necessary evil 
which carries out the general 
will
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Emile, 1762
- Attacked civilization
- New theory on education

- Criticized edu for focus on 
reason & logical thinking

- Advocated love, tenderness, 
kindness to children

- Allow children to develop 
naturally and spontaneously
- Explore nature
- Raise emotional awareness
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Denis Diderot:
1713 - 1784

- Encyclopedia, 1751 - 72
- 25 volume collection
- Critique of politics & society

- Abuses of French gov�t
- Religious intolerance & unjust 

taxation
- Articles by himself, Voltaire and 

Montesquieu…

- 18th c. belief that all knowledge 
could be organized in a 
systematic & scientific fashion
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Physiocrats:
Thinkers of Economics
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Physiocrat, Adam Smith:
1727 - 1790

- Father of Modern Economics
- Wealth of Nations, 1776
- Economic system of �capitalism�

- Division of labor was positive
- Laissez-faire, free market
- Individuals to pursue own 

economic gain
- State to intervene only when 

necessary
- �Invisible Hand�

- Supply, demand and competition
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Enlightened Despots:

Frederic the Great
Peter the Great
Catherine the Great
Maria Theresa
Joseph II
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Enlightened Despots

- Favorite of Philosophes
- �Enlightened Monarchs�
- Justified absolute rule by ruling in the 
�peoples interest�

- Encouraged by Philosophes like Voltaire
- No trust in the masses
- Change had to come from above
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Frederick the Great of Prussia:
r. 1740 - 1786

- Invited Voltaire, wanted to 
learn how to be �enlightened�

- Removed torture
- Improved education 

(elementary for all)
- promoted religious tolerance, 

industry, commerce and 
agriculture

- Civil Service
- Prussia became best ruled 

nation in Europe



10/25/19

6

31

Sanssouci

32

The Potato King
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Peter the Great of Russia:
r. 1682  1725

- Technically, not an 
Enlightened Despot

- Sought to make Russia part of 
Europe
- Westernization

- Introduced western science, 
education, military training, 
industry & dress

- St. Petersburg
- �The Window To The West�
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Catherine the Great of Russia:
r. 1762 - 1796

- German wife of czar Peter III 
whom she deposed

- Read Montesquieu & Voltaire, 
invited Diderot

- Further westernized Russia
- Codified Russian law, patron of the 

arts, hospitals & public welfare

- Pugachev Uprising, 1773
- Serf uprising, reversed course, gave 

absolute power back to nobles
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Maria Theresa of Austria:
r. 1740 - 1780

- Inherited throne of a 
weak Austria

- Reformer
- National army
- Limited Catholic Church
- Revised tax system
- Reduced power of lords

- Serfs greater power

- Improved education
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Joseph II of Austria:
r. 1780 - 1790

- Son of Maria Theresa
- State = greatest good, for 

greatest number
- Furthered her reforms

- Abolished serfdom
- Uniform taxes

- A physiocratic idea
- Religious tolerance

- Lutherans, Cavinists, Jews

- Abolished capital punishment
- Education / Justice reform
- Established hospitals
- Freedom of press


