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Lecture #2- The Enlightenment
The Enlightenment (or the “age of reason”): A movement of thought that spread throughout Europe in the mid-1700s

I Beginnings- the earlier scientific revolution paved the way for people to apply reason 
and the scientific method to all aspects of society-government, religion, 
economics and education

II Applying Reason- the philosophers believed that people could apply reason to all 
aspects of life. Their philosophy had 5 core concepts:


A. Reason: truth could be discovered through reason or logical thinking; when 
using reason there is no prejudice in ones thinking


B. Nature: what was natural was good and reasonable; natural laws existed for 
economics and politics

C. Happiness: If you believed by nature’s law, you would find happiness; well 
being on earth was possible

D. Progress: It was possible for society to improve and with the use of the 
scientific method, society and humankind could be perfected

E. Liberty: the rest of Europe envied the freedom in England; if used reason 
society could be set free.

III Changing Ideas


A. the Right to Govern



1. Old idea- monarch’s rule justified by divine right (God gives the right 

to rule)



2. New idea- a government’s power comes from the permission of those 

being governed


B. Government Power



1. Old idea- monarch rules with absolute authority



2. New idea- separation of government powers among an executive, 

legislative and judicial branch

IV Lasting Effects of the Enlightenment

Philosophers challenged the long-held beliefs, particularly divine right of monarch, the union of the church and state, and unequal social classes. Using arguments of reason they found these ideas unreasonable. 3 other affects included:


A. Belief in progress


B. A more secular (worldly not religious) outlook


C. Importance of the individual
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