
Chapter 17

The Eighteenth Century:

An Age of Enlightenment

HS201/European History Mr. Manno



Philosophes

Key players of The Enlightenment

Professed an optimistic creed

Many were not French and few were philosophers 

in the strict sense.

Critics, Publicists, Economists, Political Scientists, 

Social Reformers

Main current of the age was optimismébut there 

was a crosscurrent of pessimism. People could 

correct the errors of their ways once these errors 

had been pointed out to them.



The Age of Enlightenment in Europe
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The Enlightenment

Paths to Enlightenment

ñDare to knowò ïImmanuel Kant 

Scientific method to understand life

Popularization of Science ïuse of ñreasonò

A New Skepticism

ÅAttacked superstition, religious intolerance, and dogmatism 
(unfounded positivenessin matters of opinion)

ÅSkepticism about religion and growing secularization (separate from 
religious or spiritual connection or influences) 

The Impact of Travel Literature

Travel books became very popular / Geographic Adventures

ÅCaptain James Cook ïdiscovered Tahiti, New Zealand,

Australia ïfascination with ñexoticò peoples ïdifferent           
customs/cultures around the world

ÅLiterature on China



The Legacy of Locke & Newton

Newton

Newton had disclosed the natural force

gravitation ïthat held the universe together ï

in so doing, he made the universe make sense.

Comparable natural laws that govern politics, economics justice, religion, 

and the artsé..these laws would help to explain human activity.

Locke, Essay Concerning Human Understanding, The Second Treatise of 

Government

People are by nature free, equal, and independent, and that they submit to 

government because they find it convenient to do so.

Two ñFountains of Knowledgeò ïEnvironment (rather than hereditary) 

and Reason (rather than faith)

Human reason, though unable to account for everything, could explain all 

that one needs to know. 

Tabula Rasa



Condorcet ïOptimistic Outlook

ñNature has placed no 

bounds on the perfecting 

of the human faculties, and 

the progress of this perfectibility is limited    

only by the duration of the globe on which 

nature has placed us.ò

Believed we would have a higher standard 

or living, more leisure time, and more 

equality among people. 


