
The Enlightenment:  Philosophy and Politics 
 

OLD Enlightenment NEW 

¨ “Divine Right” of Kings 
¨ Warfare is constant—power is not 

“checked” by the people—only by 
the brute force of another feudal 
army; the average Joe or Judy is 
caught in between 

 

Power / 
Government 

¨ Absolute power corrupts absolutely 
¨ Government is a matter of consent by 

those governed 
¨ Government should help society 

progress and individuals be free 
¨ Montesquieu: Separation of Powers 
¨ Locke: the right to abolish unjust 

government 
¨ Rousseau: Social Contract is an 

agreement between free individuals 
(consent) to form a government 

¨ Rousseau: Direct Democracy 

¨ Restricted 
¨ Rights belonged to only those of 

the privileged Aristocracy 
 

Rights ¨ Locke: Life, Liberty & Happiness 
¨ Natural Rights should be guaranteed 

politically (free speech, free press, free 
religion, free association) 

¨ Social Class: Aristocracy (2-3%) 
and Everyone else 

 

Individuals ¨ People begin turning away from the 
old sources of truth and guidance 
(Church, Monarchy) and begin looking 
inside. 

¨ Lowest segment of any social class 
(whether Aristocrat or Poor)  

¨ Restricted social mobility 
¨ Restricted occupation 
¨ Wife, Mother 
 

Women ¨ Philosophes were “Enlightened”, but 
not necessarily about Women! 

¨ Wollstonecraft: Education can 
make women virtuous and useful 

¨ Women’s Rights movements (1850-
1920) 

¨ Imprisoned without being 
charged 

¨ Enemies of the King are first to 
go! 

¨ No trial, summary execution 

Torture / 
Punishment 

¨ Beccaria: Accused receive speedy 
trial—witnesses. If convicted, 
punishment should be humane. 

¨ Capital Punishment should be 
abolished 

¨ We’ve come as far as we can (or 
God will allow); we’re already 
“perfect” 

 

Progress ¨ Look at what we didn’t know! Science, 
Exploration, new inventions 

¨ Inevitable: Human Reason can and 
will solve problems. 

¨ Cured by the Church 
 

Social Problems ¨ Cured by government, freedom, 
science 

¨ “Capricious”, brutal, filled Nature 
 

¨ Can be known through direct 
observation and measurement 

¨ Source of truth about God 

¨ Church dominates 
¨ People are not free to worship 

differently than the King 
¨ Unholy Alliance between Church 

and King 

Religion 
 

¨ Voltaire: much of the bad in society 
has been done in the name of religion 

¨ Freedom to worship any God, 
including no God at all (atheism) 

 


