This concept of progress was essentially a creation of

the later seventeenth century. Medieval and Reforma-
tion thinkers had been concerned primarily with sin and
salvation. The humanists of the Renaissance had em-
phasized worldly matters, but they had looked back-
ward. They had believed it might be possible to equal
the magnificent accomplishments of the ancients, but.
Jhey did pot.ask for more. Fontenelle and like-minded
writers had come to belicve that at least in science and
mathematics, their era had gone far beyond antiquity.
Progress, at least intellectual progress, was very possi-
ble.

Fontenelte and other writers of his generation were also
instrumental in bringing science into conflict with religion.
This was a major innovation because many seventeenth-
century scientists, both Catholic and Protestant, believed
that their work exalted God. They did not draw antirelig-
ious implications from their scientific findings. The great-
est scientist of them all, Isaac Newton, was a devout, if
unorthodox, Christian who saw all of his studies as di-
rected toward explaining God’s message.

Fontenelle, in contrast, was skeptical about absolute
truth and cynical about the claims of organized religion.
Since such unorthodox views could not be stated openly
in an absolute monarchy like Louis XI'V’s France, Fonten-
elle made his point through subtle editorializing about
science. His depiction of the cautious Copernicus as a self-
conscious revolutionary was typical. In Eulogies of Scien-
tists, Fontenelle exploited with endless variations the
fundamental theme of rational, progressive scientists ver-
sus prejudiced, reactionary priests.

The progressive and antireligious implications that
writers such as Fontenelle drew from the scientific revo-
lution reflected a very real crisis in European thought at
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could ever be known with absolute certainty and con-
cluded that it could not. "

The most famous of these skeptics was Pierre Bayle
(1647-1706), a French Huguenot who despised Louis
XIV and found refuge in the Netherlands. A teacher by
profession and a crusading journalist by inclination,
Bayle took full advantage of the toleration and intellec-
tual freedom of his adopted land. He critically examined
the religious beliefs and persecutions of the past in his
Historical and Critical Dictionary, written in French and
published in the Netherlands in 1697. Demonstrating
that human beliefs had been extremely varied and very
often mistaken, Bayle concluded that nothing can ever be
known beyond all doubt. In religion as in philosophy,

humanity’s best hope was open-minded toleration. Bayle’s

skepticism was very influential. Reprinted frequently in
the Netherlands and in England, his four-volume Dictio-
nary was found in more private libraries of eighteenth-
century France than any other bool.

The rapidly growing travel literature on non-European
lands-and cultures was a third cause of uncertainty. In the
wake of the great discoveries, Europeans were learning
that the peoples of China, India, Africa, and the Ameri-
cas all had their own very different beliefs and customs.
Europeans shaved their faces and let their hair grow.
Turks shaved their heads and let their beards grow. In
Europe a man bowed before a woman to show respect.
In Siam a man turned his back on a woman when he met
her because it was disrespectful to look directly at her.
Countless simifar examples discussed in the travel ac-
counts helped change the perspective of educated Euro-
peans. They began to look at truth and morality in
relative, rather than absolute, terms. It anything was pos-
sible, who could say what was right or wrong?

the end of the seventeenth century. This crisis had its
roots in several intellectual uncertainties and dissatisfac-
tions, of which the demolition of Aristotelian-medieval
science was only one.

A second uncertainty involved the whole question of
religious truth. The destructive wars of religion that cul-
minated i the Thicty Years’ War (1618-1648) had been
faught, in part, because religious. freedom was an intoler-
able idea in Europe in the early seventeenth century.
Both Catholics and Protestants had believed that relig-
ious truth was absolute and therefore worth fighting and
dving for. Most Catholics and Protestants also believed
that a strong state required unity in religious faith. Yet
the disastrous results of the many attempts to impose
such religious unity, such as Louis XI'V’s brutal expulsion
of the French Huguenots in 1685, led some people to
ask if ideological conformity in religious matters was
really necessary. Others skeptically asked if religious truth

A fourth cause and manifestation of European intellec-
tual turmoil was John Locke’s epoch-making Essay Con-
cerning Human Understanding. Published in 1690---the
same year Locke published his famous Second Treatise of
Civil Government (sce page 554)—Locke’s essay bril-
liantly set forth a new theory about how human beings’
learn and form their ideas. In doing so, he rejected the
prevailing view of Descartes, who had held that all people
are born with certain basic ideas and ways of thinking.
Locke insisted-that all ideas are derived from-expetience.
The human mind at birth is like a blank rablet, or tabula
rasa, on which the environment writes the individual’s
understanding and beliefs. Human development is there-
fore determined by education and social institutions, for
good or for evil. Locke’s Essay Concerning Human Un-
derstanding passed through many editions and transla-
tions. It was, along with Newton’s Principia, one of the
dominant intellectual inspirations of the Enlightenment.
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The Philosophes and the Public

By the time Louis XIV died in 1715, many of the ideas
that would soon coalesce into the new world-view had
been assembled. Yet Christian Europe was still strongly
attached to its traditional beliefs, as witnessed by the
powerful revival of religious orthodoxy in the first half of
the eighteenth century (see pages 681-683). By the out-
break of the American Revoludion in 1775, however, a
large portion of western Europe’s educated elite had em-
braced many of the new ideas. This acceptance was the
work of one of history’s most influential groups of intel-
lectuals, the philosephes. It was the philosophes who
proudly and effectively proclaimed-ehat-they, at long last,
were bringig the light of knowledge to their ignorant
fellow creatures in an Age of Enlightenment.

Philosophe is the French word for “philosopher,” and
it was in France that the Enlightenment reached its high-
est development. There were at least three reasons for
this. First, French was the international language of the
educated classes-in the cighteenth century, and the edu-
cation of the rich and the powerful across Europe often
lay in the hands of French tutors espousing Enlighten-
ment ideas. France’s culeural leadership was reinforced by
the fact that it was still the wealthiest and most populous
country in Europe.

Second, after the death of Louis XIV, French abso-
lutism and religious orthodoxy remained strong, but not
too strong. Critical books were often banned by the cen-
sors, and their authors were sometimes jailed or_exiled—
but not tortured or. burned. Intellectual radicals battled
against powerful opposition in France, but they did not
face the overwhelming restraints generally found in cast-
ern and east-central Europe.

Third, the French philosophes were indeed philoso-
phers, asking fundamental philosophical questions about
the meaning of life, God, human nature, good and evil,
and cause and cffect. But in the traditon of Bayle and
Fontenelle, they were not content with abstract argu-
ments or ivory-tower speculations. They were determined
to reach and influence all the French (and European) eco-
nomic and social elites, many of which were joined to-
gether in the eighteenth-century concept of the educated
or enlightened public, or simply the public.

As a wealth of recent scholarship has shown, the pub-
lic was quite different from the great majority of the pop-
ulation, which was known as the common people, or
simply “the people.” French philosophe Jean le Rond
d'Alembert {1717-1783) characteristically made a sharp
distinction between “the truly enlightened public” and
“the blind and noisy multitude.”!® A leading scholar has

even concluded that the differences between the upper
and comfortable middling groups that made up the
French public were “insignificant™ in comparison with
the great guif between the public and the common
people.!! Above all, the philosophes believed that the
great majority of the commeon people were doomed to
superstiion and confusion because they lacked the
money and leisure to look beyond their bitter seruggle
with grinding poverty (see pages 630-633

Suspicious of the people but intensely committed to
reason, reform, and slow, difficult progress, the great
philosophes and their imitators were not free to write as
they wished, since it was illegal in France to criticize openly
cither church or state. Their most radical works had to cir-
culate in manuscript form. Knowing that direct attacks
would probably be banned or burned, the philosophes
wrote novels and plays, histories and philosophies, dic-
tionaries and encyclopedias, all filled with satire and dou-
ble meanings to spread their message to the public.

One of the greatest philosophes, the baron de Mon-
tesquicu {1689-1755), brilliantly piloneered this ap-
proach in The Persian Letters, an extremely influential
social satire published in 1721. Montesquieu’s work con-
sisted of amusing letrers supposedly written by Perstan
travelers, who see European customs in unique ways and
thereby cleverly criticize existing practices and beliefs.

Having gained fame by using wit as a weapon against
cruelty and superstition, Montesquieu settled down on
his family estate to study history and politics. His interest
was partly personal, for, like many members of the high
French nobility, he was dismayed that royal absolutism
had triumphed in France under Louis XIV. Bur Mon-
tesquieu was also inspired by the example of the physical
sciences, and he set out to apply the critical method to
the problem of government in The Spirit of Laws (1748).
The result was a complex comparative study of republics,
monarchies, and despotisms—a great pioneering inquiry
in the emerging social sciences.

Showing that forms of government were shaped by
history, geography, and customs, Montesquieu focused
on the conditions that would promote liberty and pre-
vent tyranny. He argued that despotism could be avoided
if there was a separation of powers, with political power
divided and shared by a variety ofclasses and legal estates
holding unequal rights and privileges. A strong, inde-
pendent upper class was especially important, according
to Montesquieu, because in order to prevent the abuse of
power, “it is necessary that by the arrangement of things,
power checks power.” Admiring greatly the English bal-
ance of power among the king, the houses of Parliament,
and the independent courts, Montesquieu believed that



in France the thirteen highrtourts—the parlements—
were frontline defenders of liberty against royal despotism.
Apprehensive about the uneducated poor, Montesquieu
was clearly no democrat, but his theory of separation
of powers had a great impact on France’s wealthy, well-
educated elite. The constitutions of the young United
States in 1789 and of France in 1791 were based in large
part on this theory.

The most famous and in many ways most representa-
tve philosophe was Fran¢ois Marie Arouet, who was
known by the pen name Voltaire (1694-1778). In his
long career, this son of a comfortable middle-class family
wrote more than seventy witty volumes, hobnobbed with
kings and queens, and died a millionaire because of
shrewd business speculations. His early career, however,
was turbulent. In 1717 Voltaire was imprisoned for
eleven months in the Bastille in Paris for insulting the re-
gent of France. In 1726 a barb from his sharp tongue led
a great French nobleman to have him beaten and ar-
rested. This experience made a deep impression on
Voleaire. All his kife he struggled against legal injustice
and unequal trearment before the law. Released from
prison after promising to leave the country, Volraire lived
in England for three years and came to share Mon-
tesquien’s enthusiasm for English institutions.

Returning to France and soon threatened again with
prison in Paris, Voltaire had the great fortune of meeting
Gabrielle-Emilie Le Tonnelier de Breteuil, marquise du
Chitelet (1706-1749), an intellectually gifted woman
from the high aristocracy with a passion for science.
Inviting Voltaire to live in her country house at Cirey in
Lorraine and becoming his long-time companion (under
the eyes of her tolerant husband), Madame du Chételet
stiedied physics and mathematics and published scientific
articles and transltations.

Perhaps the finest representative of a small number of
elite Frenchwomen and their scientific accomplishments
during the Enlightenment, Madame du Chiteler suf
fered nonetheless because of her gender. Excluded on
principle from the Royal Academy of Sciences and from
stimulating interchange with other scientists because she
was a woman, she depended on private tutors for in-
struction and became uncertain of her ability to make
important scientific discoveries. Madame du Chdtelet
therefore concentrated on spreading the ideas of others,
and her translation with an accompanying commentary
of Newton’s Principia into French for the first {and only)
time was her greatest work. But she, who had patiently
explained Newton’s complex mathematical proofs to Eu-
rope’s foremost philosophe, had no doubt that women’s
limited scientific contributions in the past were duc to
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Madame du Chitelet was fascinated by the new world
system of Isaac Newton. She helped to spread Newton’s ideas
in France by translating his Principia and by influencing
Voleaire, her companion for fifteen years until her death.
(Giraudon/Art Resource, NY) .

limited and unequal education. She once wrote that if
she were a ruler, “I would reform an abuse which cuts
off, so to speak, half the human race. T would make
women patticipate in all the rights of humankind, and
above all in those of the intellect.”!?

While living at Cirey, Voltaire wrote various works
praising England and popularizing English scientific
progress. Newton, he wrote, was history’s greatest mai,
for he had used his genius for the benefit of humanity. “It
is,” wrote Voltaire, “the man who sways our minds by the
prevalence of reason and the native force of truth, not
they who reduce mankind to a state of slavery by force
and downright violence . . . that claims our reverence and
admiration.”? In the true style of the Enlightenment,
Voltaire mixed the glorification of science and reason with
an appeal for better individuals and institutions.

Yet like almost all of the philosophes, Voltaire was a re-
former, not a revolutionary, in social and political matters.
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He was eventually appointed rayal-historfan-in 1743, and
his Age of Louis XIV portrayed Louis as the dignifed
leader of his age. Voltaire also began a long correspon-
dence with Frederick the Great and, after the death of his
beloved Emilie, accepted Frederick’s invitation to come
brighten up the Prussian court in Berlin. The two men
later quarreled, but Voltaire always admired Frederick asa
free thinker-and-an.enlightened monarch.

Unlike Montesquieu, Voltaire pessimistically con-
cluded that the best one could hope for in the way of
government was a good monarch, since human beings
:ﬁmkﬂtﬁﬁmaréoadrﬁo govern—themselves.” Nor did
he believe in social and economic equality in human af-
fairs. The idea of making servants equal to their masters
was “absurd and impossible.” The only realizable equal-
ity, Voltaire thought, was that “by which the citizen only
depends on the faws which protect the freedom of the
feeble against the ambitions of the strong.”'*

Voltaire’s philosophical and religious positions were
much more radical. In the tradition of Bayle, Voltaire’s
voluminous writings challenged, often indirectly, the
Catholic church and Christian theology at almost every
point. Though he was considered by many devout Churis-
tians to be a shallow blasphemer, Voltaire’s religious
views were influential and quite typical of the mature En-
lightenment. Voltaire clearly believed in God, but his was
a distant, deistic God, the great Clockmaker who built an
orderly universe and then stepped aside and let it run.
Above all, Voltaire and most of the philosophés hiated all
forms of religious intolerance, which they believed often
led to' fanaticism and savage, inhuman action. Simple
piety and human kindness—as embodied in Christ’s
great commandments to “love God and your neighbor
as yourself”—were religion enough, even Christianity
enough, as may be seen in Voltaire’s famous essay on re-
ligion. (See the feature “Listening to the Past: Volraire
on Religion™ on pages 626-627.)

The ultimate strength of the French philosophes lay
in their number, dedication, and organization. The
philosophes felt keenly thar they were engaged in a com-
mon undertaking that transcended individuals. Their
greatest and most representative intellectual achievement
was, quite fittingly, a group effore—the seventeen-volume
Encyclopedia: The Rational Dictionary of the Sciences, the
Arts, and the Crafts, edited by DenisBiderot (1713-1784)
and Jean le Rond d’Alembert. Diderot and d’Alembert
made a curious pair. Diderot began his career as a hack
writer, first attracting attention with a skeptical tract on
religion that was quickly burned by the judges of Paris.
D’Alembert was one of Europe’s leading scientists and
mathematicians, the orphaned and illegitimate son of cel-

ebrated aristocrats. From different circles and with differ-
ent interests, the two men set out to find coauthors who
would examine the rapidly expanding whole of human
knowledge. Evén more fundamentally, they sct out to
teach people how to think critically and objectively abourt
all matters. As Diderot said, he wanted the Encyclopedia
to “change the general way of thinking.”®

The editors of the Encyclopedia had to conguer innu-
merable obstacles. After the appearance in 1751 of the
first volume, which dealt with such controversial subjects
as atheism, the soul, and blind people (all words begin-
ning with @ in French), the government temporarily
banned publication. The pope later placed the work on
the Catholic church’s index of forbidden works and pro-
nounced excommunication on alt who read or bought it.
The timid publisher watered down some of the articles in
the last ten volumes without the editors’ consent in an at-
tempt to appease the authorities. Yet Diderot’s unwaver-
ing belief in the importance of his mission held the
encyclopedists together for fifteen years, and the enor-
mous work was completed in 1765. Hundreds of thou-
sands of articles by leading scientists, famous writers,
skilled workers, and progressive priests treated every as-
pect of life and knowledge.

Not every article was daring or original, but the overall
effect was little short of revolutionary. Science and thein-
dustrial arts were exalted, religion and immorrality ques-
tioned. Intolerance, legal injustice, and out-of-date social
institutions were openly criticized. More generally, the
writers of the Encyclopedia showed that human beings
could use the process of reasoning to expand human
knowledge. The encyclopedists were convinced that
greater knowledge would result in greater buman happi-
ness, for knowledge was useful and made possible eco-
nomic, social, and political progress. The Encyclopedia
was widely read, especially in less expensive reprint edi-
tions published in Switzerland, and it was extremely influ-
ential in France and throughout western Europe as well.
It summed up the new world-view of the Enlightenment.

The Later Enlightenment

After about 1770, the harmonious unity of the phi-
losophes and their thought began to break down. As
the new world-view became increasingly accepted by the
educated public, some thinkers sought originality by ex-
aggerating certain Enlightenment ideas to the exclusion
of others. These latter-day philosophes often built rigid,
dogmatic systems.

In his System of Nature (1770) and other works, the
wealthy German-born but French-educated Baron Paul
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Tiustrating the Encyclopedia: “The Print Shop” Diderot wanted to present alf valid knowledge—
that is, knowledge based on reason and the senses and not on wadition and authority. This plate, one
of 3,000 detailed illustrations accompanying the 70,000 essays in the Encyclopedia, shows (from left to
right) compositors setting type, arranging lines, and blocking down completed forms. Printed sheets
dry above. (Division of Rare & Manuscript Collections, Cornell University Library}

d’Holbach (1723-1789) argued that human beings were
machines completely determined by outside forces. Free
will, God, and immortality of the soul were foolish myths.
D’Holbach’s aggressive atheism and determinism, which
were coupled with deep hostility toward Christianity and
all other religions, dealt the uniry of the Enlightenment
movement a severe blow. Deists such as Voltaire, who be-
Heved in God but not in established churches, were re-
pelled by the inflexible atheism they found in the Sysrem
of Nature. They saw in it the same dogmatic intolerance
they had been fighting all their lives.

»Holbach published his philosophically radical works
anonymously in the Netherlands to avoid possible prose-
cution in France, and in his lifetime he was best known to
the public as the generous patron and witty host of writ-
ers and intellectuals. At his ewice-weekly dinner parties,
an inner circle of regulars who knew the baron’s secret

exchanged ideas with aspiring philosophes and distin-

guished visitors. One of the most important was Scottish
philosopher David Hume {1711-1776), whose carefully
argued skepticism had a powerful long-term influence.
Building on Locke’s teachings on learning, Hume ar-
gued that the human mind is really nothing but 2 bundle
of impressions. These impressions originate only in sense
experiences and our habits of joining these experiences to-
gether. Since our ideas ultimately reflect only our sense
experiences, our reason cannot tell us anything about
questions that cannot be verified by sense experience (in
the form of controlled experiments or mathematics), such
as the origin of the universe or the existence of God. Para-
doxically, Hume’s rationalistic inquiry ended up under-
mining the Enlightenment’s faith in the power of reason.
Another French aristocrat, Marie-Jean Caritat, the mar-
quis de Condorcet (1743-1794), transformed the En-
lightenment belief in gradual, hard-won progress into
fanciful utopianism. In his Progress of the Human Mind,
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written in 1793 during the French Revolution {see Chapter
21), Condorcet hypothesized and tracked nine stages of
human progress that had alreacdy occurred and predicted
that the tenth would bring perfection. Ironically, Con-
dorcet wrote this work while fleeing for his life. Caught
and condemned by revolutionary extremists, he preferred
death by his own hand to the blade of the guillotine.

Other thinkers and writers after about 1770 began to
attack the Enlightenment’s faith in reason, progress, and
moderation. The most famous of these was the Swiss
Jean-Facques Rousseau (1712-1778), a brilliant and dif-
ficult thinker, an appealing but neurotic individual. Born
into a poor family of watchmakers in Geneva, Rousscau
went to Paris and was greatly influenced by Diderot and
Voltaire. Always extraordinarily sensitive and suspiciots,
Rousseau came to believe that his philosophe friends and
the women of the Parisian salons were plotting against
him. In the mid-1750s, he broke with them personally
and intellectually, living therfeafter as a lonely outsider
with his uneducated common-law wife and going in his
own highly original direction.

Like other Enlightenment thinkers, Rousseau was pas-
sionately committed to individual freedom. Unlike them,
however, he attacked rationalism and civilization as de-
stroying, rather than liberating, the individual. Warm,
spontaneous feeling had to complement and correct cold
intellect. Moreover, the basic goodness of the individual
and the unspoiled child had to be protected from the
cruel refinements of civilization. These ideas greatly in-
fluenced the early romantic movement (sec pages 766~
770), which rebelled against the culture of the Enlight-
enment in the late cighteenth century. They also had a
powerful impact on the development of child psychology
and modern education.

Rousseaw’s contribution to political theory in The So-
cial Contract (1762) was equally significant. His contri-
bution was based on two fundamental concepts: the
general will and popular sovereigney. According to
Rousseay, the general will is sacred and absolute, re-
flecting the-common interests of all the people, who have
displaced the fonarch as the holder of sovereign power.
The general will is not necessarily the will of the majority,
however. At times the general will may be the authentic,
long-term needs of the people as correctly interpreted by
a_farseeing minority. Littie noticed before the French
Revolution, Rousseau’s concept of the general will ap-
pealed greatly to democrats and nationalists after 1789.
The concept has also been used since 1789 by many dic-
tators claiming that they, rather than some momentary
majority of the voters, represent the general will and thus
the true interests of democracy and the sovereign masses.

£/

Urban Culture and Public Opinion

The writings and press campaigns of the philosophes
were part of a profound cultural transformation. The ob-
ject of impressive ongoing research and scholarly debate
in recent years, this transformation had several interre-
lated aspects.

Of great importance, the European market for-books
grew dramatically in the eighteenth century. In Germany
the number of new titles appearing annually grew sub-
stantially and at an accelerating rate, from roughly six
hundred new titles in 1700 to about eleven hundred in
1764 and about twenty-six hundred in 1780. Well-studied
France, which was indicative of general European trends,
witnessed an explosive growth in book consumption. A
modest increase in literacy was partly responsible, as the
popular classes bought more penny tracts and escapist
stories (sce pages 669-671). Yer the solid middle class,
the clergy, and the aristocracy accounted for most of the
change. The umber of books in the hands of these priv-
ileged groups increased eightfold to tenfold between the
1690s and the 1780s, when the private library of the typ-
ical noble contained more than three hundred volumes.
Moreover, a much more avid French reader purchased a
totally transformed product. The number of religious
and devotional books published legally in Paris declined
precipitously, from one-half of the total in the 1690s to
one-tenth of the rotal in the 1780s. History and law held
constant, while the proportion of legally published books
treating the arts and sciences surged. .

Even these figures understate the shift in French taste
because France’s unpredictable but pervasive censorship
cansed many books to be printed abroad and then smug-
gled back into the country for “under-the-cloak” sale.
Experts believe that perhaps the majority of French
books produced between 1750 and 1789 came from
publishing companies located outside France. These
publishers, located primarily in the Netherlands and
Switzerland but also in England and a few small west
German principalities, also smuggled forbidden books in
French and other languages into the absolutist states of
central, southern, and%astern Europe. The recently dis-
covered catalogues of some of these foreign publishers re-
veal a massive presence of the famous French philosophes,
reaffirming the philosophes’ central role in the spread of
critical secular attitudes.

The illegal book trade in France also featured an aston-
ishing growth of scandalmongering denunciations ofhiglh
political figures and frankly pornographic works. These
licerary forms frequently came together in scathing
pornographic accounts of the moral and sexual depravity




