
Daily life in the colonies 

• The Enlightenment 

o period beginning around 1700 in Europe 

o emphasis on acquiring knowledge through reason 

o by using reason, humans could strive to make sense of God's orderly creation 

o Enlightenment thinkers believed they could understand human behavior as well as 

nature--began to develop new political theories to explain relationships between 

people 

o Leading thinkers of the enlightenment included 

� Isaac Newton in science 

� John Locke--argued rulers had a duty to the people and if the ruler violated 

that duty then he/she could be ousted 

o Enlightenment influenced many of the colonial elite, both political and religious 

o Benjamin Franklin’s work: lightning rod; the best collection of scientific books in 

the American colonies; founded school which became University of Pennsylvania 

• Education in colonial America 

o bare rudiments of writing, reading, and ciphering (arithmetic) were considered a 

basic education 

o barely half the men in the country received enough education to master the basics 

o a majority of the women in the colonies were illiterate 

o thus, education represented status in the colonies (although could sometimes 

mean person met with distrust) 

• Oral culture 

o lack of literacy created an oral culture among most colonists 

o information was passed on by word of mouth--frequently through stories and 

songs 

• Elite culture 

o business, planter, and political elite among colonists began to develop a different 

culture 

o went to England and New England for their education 

o gentry wanted to set themselves apart from ordinary people, they did so through: 

� education 

� entertainment on large, lavish scale 

� building large residences  

� fashion--clothing, powdered wigs, etc. 

� manners 

� culture of deference 

� elite expected commoners to be deferential to them -- respect their 

position in society and their opinions 

� many ordinary people complied because of their economic 

dependence on the elite 

• Religion 

o some religions--Congregationalists, Episcopalian in particular--worship took place 

in a hierarchical setting 

o wealthy families could purchase their own pews--in some churches, almost all 

pews would be purchased, excluding poorer classes and newcomers 

o this system helped reinforce social strata 

o Quakers were more open to everyone 

� meetings were informal 

� men and women both actively participated in church services 

o most people living in colonial North America did not attend church regularly--

many lived too far from churches or pastors 



o churches still played major influence in colonial society because most business 

and political leaders attended church 

• The Great Awakening 

o Factors leading to the Great Awakening 
� The Enlightenment--intellectually, many educated people found Deism and 

skepticism more appealing 

� Prosperity of some Puritan and Quaker merchants in Boston and 

Philadelphia caused some people to worry that Satan was tempting them 

� People living in the back-country had few or no ministers to preach or 

administer sacraments 

� By the 1730s, a sense of falling away from the faith prepared the way for a 

revival 

o Beginnings – Prelude 

� 1734-35, spiritual revival occurred in the Puritan congregation led by 

Jonathan Edwards 

� He was convinced Christians had become too preoccupied with 

making and spending money 

� religion had become too intellectual, it had lost its zeal and 

emotional force 

� By 1735, Edwards, with his descriptions of the delights of heaven and 

tortures of hell, had helped rekindle the spiritual fervor in his congregation 

� "Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God" 

� describes the anger of God for such sinners as the people are:  

"...natural men are held in the hand of God, over the pit of hell; 

they have deserved the fiery pit, and are already sentenced to it; 

and God is dreadfully provoked...all that preserves theme every 

moment is the ... unobliged forebearance of an incensed God." 

� shows how redemption from God's wrath may be had:  "you have 

an extraordinary opportunity, a day wherein Christ has thrown the 

door of mercy wide open, and stands in calling and crying with a 

loud voice to poor sinners...Therefore, let everyone that is out of 

Christ, now awake and fly from the wrath to come." 

� One witness said there was "such a breathing of distress, and 

weeping," that Edwards had to ask for silence so that he may be 

heard 

o George Whitefield sparks the Great Awakening 

� Whitefield a 27 year-old minister who had developed a reputation as a 

spellbinding evangelist 

� He claimed "congregations are lifeless because dead men preach to them" 

� up to 6,000 people listened to his sermons in Philadelphia 

� made a revival trip from Georgia to New England -- even Ben Franklin 

went to hear him and was impressed enough to donate to the ministry 

� Jonathan Edwards heard Whitefield and found himself moved and 

revitalized spiritually 

o Great Awakening sparked division among many churches 
o Spiritualism of Great Awakening clashed with reasoning of Enlightenment 
educated ministers 

o Great Awakening was democratic--emphasis on spiritualism of everyone 

NOTE:  In different ways, both the Enlightenment and Great Awakening 
emphasized the individual. 

 


