
Aim #2: How did the Enlightenment thinkers 
answer the basic question of the 18th century: 
How does one make mankind happy, rational 

and free? 

 



The Background/Historical Context  



European Society by 1750 
Questions 

What are you concerned about in 1750?  What do you hope will happen in the next hundred 
years?  

Monarchs 

I’m concerned with maintaining absolute power and gaining 

more wealth from exploration and colonies, and I’m worried 

what the people will learn from the Scientific Revolution and 

Protestant Reformation. 

I hope that the people in my country will obey my laws and 

serve me well. 

Catholic Clergy I’m concerned that the Catholic Church doesn’t have as 

much power as it used to because the Protestant 

Reformation and Scientific Revolution cast doubt on the 

church. 

I hope that people will come back to the Catholic Church and 

that we can rise in power again.  

Nobles I’m concerned that merchants are becoming more important 

than nobles and that landowning will not make me as 

wealthy as trade. I am also worried that absolute monarchs 

will prevent me from having more power. 

I hope that my monarch will loosen up his grip on power so I 

can control those who live on the land that I own like I could 

under Feudalism. 

Merchants I’m concerned that absolute monarchs might try to tax my 

new wealth.  

I hope that exploration to new parts of the world will open up 

new trade routes and that I’ll be able to make money by trading 

new goods from those places. 

Intellectuals I am concerned about the absolute power that monarchs 

have and the power that the Catholic Church still has on the 

freedom of thought.  

I hope that I’ll be free to read and write about what I want and 

that I’ll be able to use the printing press to spread my ideas.  

Peasants  I’m concerned about my position in society. My family and I 

are poor and we do not have a lot of opportunities.  

I hope that my family and I will have a better life in the future 

and society with be more equal.  



Scientific Revolution 
• Scientific Revolution 
Influenced by Renaissance, time period when thinkers 

began to question old ideas about the natural world 

• Scientific Method 
New approach to science that relied on experimentation 

& observation; Natural Laws governed the Universe  

• Individuals of  Scientific Revolution 
Nicolaus Copernicus- proposed Heliocentric theory   

Rene Descartes- deductive reasoning  

Francis Bacon- Father of Scientific Method & inductive 
reasoning  

Galileo Galilei- proved Heliocentric theory        

Isaac Newton- Gravity  
 



Can we apply it to anything else? 







Enlightenment- Age of Reason 

 'Dare to know! Have courage to use 
your own reason!‘- Immanuel Kant  



• .  
 

Enlightenment- Age of Reason 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=k0ZV-lhHd1A  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=k0ZV-lhHd1A
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=k0ZV-lhHd1A
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=k0ZV-lhHd1A
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=k0ZV-lhHd1A


In Europe, in the mid-1600s to late 1700s scholars inspired by the Scientific Revolution started 
to ask questions like, “What is the purpose of government?,” “What is the best way for a 
government to rule its people?,” and “Are people born with rights? If so, should they be 
protected by a government?” The philosophers writing about these questions were part of the 
Enlightenment.  
 
The Enlightenment 
a period of time (mid-1600s to the late 1700s) in Western Europe when philosophers and 
writers applied the scientific idea of reason to answer political questions. The Enlightenment is 
sometimes known as the Age of Reason. 
 
The writers who took part in the Enlightenment are called Enlightenment Thinkers, sometimes 
known as philosophes, the French word for philosophers. Just as scientists challenged the 
claims of the Catholic Church, Enlightenment Thinkers often challenged the claims of absolute 
monarchs. We study them because of the actions that their ideas inspired later in history. 

What was the Enlightenment? 



               THIS CHART IS IN YOUR TEXTBOOK 



Enlightenment Thinkers: Thomas Hobbes 

 



Enlightenment Thinkers: John Locke 

 



JOHN LOCKE 
 

"Man being . . . by nature all free, equal and independent, no 
one can be put out of this estate and subjected to the 
political power of another without his own consent" 

 
"All men have certain rights: the right to life. liberty and 

property" 
 

"The purpose of government exist to serve the people, and 
when it no longer does so, the people may set up a new 
government" 



What points of view did Enlightenment 
Thinkers have about the best government? 

John Locke (1632-1704) 
Historical Context 
John Locke was an English philosopher and writer. He lived 
through the English Civil War and the Glorious Revolution in 
England both of which heavily influenced his ideas and he 
lived for a time in France during the reign of Louis XIV. 
Locke was a religious Protestant Christian and believed in 
freedom of religion. Combining his Christian beliefs with 
reason and the examination of evidence that scientists 
used, he wrote about the government, its purpose, and the 
best way to govern. 
His most popular and influential book was Two Treatises of 
Government. A treatise is a written work dealing with a 
specific subject. The book explains Locke’s view on the 
purpose of government and the natural rights of people. It 
influenced Thomas Jefferson’s writing of the Declaration of 
Independence.  

 

• Government should 
protect people’s Natural 
Rights (life, liberty, and 

property) 
• Government should be 

based on the Consent of 
the Governed. This means 

that the people (the 
governed) should give 

their permission (consent) 
to the government, usually 

through voting.  
 

Video Biography from CloudBiography 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bjIwkvhGsoo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bjIwkvhGsoo


Excerpts from Two Treatises of Government 1690 by John Locke 

If man in the state of nature is free, if he is absolute 
lord of his own person and possessions [things that 
he owns], why will he give up his freedom? Why will 
he put himself under the control of any person or 
institution [an organization created for a religious, 
educational, social, or political purpose]? The 
obvious answer is that rights in the state of nature 
are constantly exposed to the attack of others. Since 
every man is equal and since most men do not 
concern themselves with equity and justice, the 
enjoyment of rights in the state of nature is unsafe 
and insecure. Hence each man joins in society with 
others to preserve his life, liberty, and property.  
 
...as far as we have any light from history, we have 
reason to conclude, that all peaceful beginnings of 
government have been laid in the consent 
[permission] of the people. 
 
[When] the legislature shall . . . grasp [for] 
themselves, or put into the hands of any other, an 
absolute power over their lives, liberties, and estates 
of the people, . . . they forfeit [give up] the power 
the people had put into their hands for quite 
contrary [opposite] ends, and it [passes] to the 
people, who have a right to resume their original 
liberty. . . .  

1. What do you think Locke means by “state of 
nature?” 
 
2. According to John Locke, why would a person “put 
himself under the control of any person or institution,” 
like a government? 
 
3. What does Locke mean when he says, “the 
enjoyment of rights in the state of nature is unsafe and 
insecure?” Can you think of an example of this? 
 
4. What are the three natural rights that Locke lists at 
the end of this excerpt?  
 
5. According to Locke, what have “all peaceful 
beginnings of government” had in common? Why do 
you think that might lead to a more peaceful 
government? 
 
6. According to Locke, when does a legislature, or 
government, lose its right to rule?  
 
 
 



Enlightenment Thinkers:  John Jacques Rousseau 

 





Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778) 
 Video Biography from CloudBiography 

Historical Context 
Jean-Jacques Rousseau was born in Geneva, Switzerland. He 
spent much of his adult life travelling first as a teacher and the 
secretary of the French ambassador in Venice, Italy. He spent 
time in Paris where he met and socialized with other 
Enlightenment philosophers including Voltaire and Diderot. 
Rousseau returned to Switzerland when his relationships with 
other Enlightenment Thinkers became strained.  
 
While in Geneva, Switzerland, he wrote his most famous book, 
The Social Contract. In the book, Rousseau argues that as 
members of a society we enter an agreement, the social 
contract, in which we promise to  follow the “general will” of the 
members of the society as expressed by the laws made by the 
government. In exchange, we receive the liberty to do what we 
want as long as we do not break those laws.  
 
The Social Contract was banned in France and Switzerland. To 
avoid arrest for his views, Rousseau moved to England. Eventually 
he returned to Paris where he lived until his death and continued 
to write books that were politically controversial.  
 
His writings, which were heavily influenced by John Locke, 
inspired the leaders of the French Revolution which started 
shortly after his death.  

Social Contract Theory 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VqOaG24aPSc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VqOaG24aPSc


Excerpts from The Social Contract, 1762 by Jean-Jacques Rousseau 

I...regard the establishment of the political 
body as a real contract between the people 
and the chiefs chosen by them: a contract by 
which both parties bind themselves to 
observe the laws therein expressed, which 
form the ties of their union. 
From whatever side we approach our 
principle [belief], we reach the same 
conclusion, that the social compact [contract] 
sets up among the citizens an equality of such 
a kind, that they all bind themselves to 
observe the same conditions and should 
therefore all enjoy the same rights. 

 
1. According to this excerpt from The Social Contract, what do the people and the government agree to as a 
part of the contract? 
 
2. According to Rousseau, what is one advantage of the social contract? 



Enlightenment Thinkers: Baron de Montesquieu    

 



Baron de Montesquieu  (1689-1755) 

Historical Context 
Charles de Secondat was born to a noble family of 
modest wealth in France. He inherited the title 
“Baron de Montesquieu” when his uncle died and 
is now most commonly referred to by that name. 
Montesquieu was a lawyer but later devoted his 
life to political study and writing. He lived during 
the English Civil War and the reign of Louis XIV, 
both of which influenced his writing.  
Montesquieu’s most well known book, De l'Esprit 
des Lois (The Spirit of the Laws) was critical of 
absolute monarchy. The kings and queens of 
Europe and their supporters disagreed with his 
claims and it was banned by the Catholic Church. It 
was very popular among opponents of monarchy, 
especially in England and the British colonies in 
North America where it heavily influenced the 
writing of the United States Constitution.  

Separation of 
Powers- there should 
be three branches of 

government- one that 
makes laws, one that 

enforces laws, and 
one that interprets 

laws 



Excerpts from The Spirit of Laws, 1748 by Baron de Montesquieu 

Political liberty is to be found only in 
moderate governments; and even in these it 
is not always found. It is there only when 
there is no abuse of power: but constant 
experience shows us that every man 
invested with power is apt to abuse it, and 
to carry his authority as far as it will go. To 
prevent this abuse, it is necessary, from the 
very nature of things, that power should be 
a check to power...In order to have this 
liberty, it is requisite [required] the 
government be so constituted [created] as 
one man need not be afraid of another. 
When the legislative and executive powers 
are united in the same person, or in the 
same body of magistrates [government 
employees], there can be no liberty. . . . 
Again, there is no liberty if the judiciary 
power be not separated from the legislative 
and executive… 

 

 

 

1. According to Montesquieu, when is “political liberty” 
found in a government? 
 
 
2. Explain what Montesquieu means when he writes, 
“every man invested with power is apt to abuse it, and 
to carry his authority as far as it will go?” Do you agree 
or disagree? Why? 
 
 
3. According to Montesquieu, how can the “abuse” of 
power be prevented in a government? 
 
 
4. What three branches of government does 
Montesquieu say must be separated to have liberty? 



Enlightenment Thinkers: Voltaire 

 






