


 The Enlightenment 
and the scientific 
revolution changed 
people’s concepts 
of the universe and 
their place within it 

 Enlightenment 
ideas affected 
politics, music, art, 
architecture, and 
literature of Europe 

 



 Believed that governments get their authority from 
the consent of the people, not from God 

***Spoke out against Divine right*** 

 Main purpose of government was to protect the 
rights of the people, if the government did not 
protect the rights of the people, the people have 
the right to overthrow the government 

 People have natural rights: Life, Liberty, and 
Property 

 Writings influenced Thomas Jefferson when he 
wrote the Declaration of Independence 

 Influenced the leaders of the American and French 
Revolution. 



 The “philosophes” 
formed ideas that 
included natural 
rights and 
suggested that 
society could be 
changed for the 
better, especially 
through the use of 
reason  
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 The Enlightenment was 
a time of optimism 

 European philosophers 
believed government 
should reflect reason 

 Natural law, not the 
arbitrary rule of divine 
right theory would 
shape their ideas about 
government 

NATURAL LAW: 
 This philosophy goes 

as far back as ancient 
Greece.  

 It is the view that there 
is a higher law to 
which specific written 
laws of a government 
must be compared.  

 This higher law or 
natural law, was 
universally valid and 
thus applied to all 
governments.  

  



 English philosopher that 
wrote “life, liberty, and 
property” were natural 
rights 

 Locke believed people 
gave up total freedom for 
the protection of a ruler 

 Locke also stated that if 
that ruler failed to 
protect the people, men 
had a responsibility to 
overthrow the 
government 

 



 In his Spirit of Laws, 
(1748) Montesquieu 
favored the separation 
of government into 
three branches: 
executive, legislative, 
and judicial 

 The main idea was to 
prevent any one 
individual from 
becoming too powerful 

 



 Voltaire admired 
the English system 
of government 

 Voltaire argued that 
the best form of 
government was a 
monarchy bound by 
a constitution, a 
parliament, and 
civil rights for 
everyone 

 



 Rousseau was one 
of the most radical 
Enlightenment 
thinkers 

 In his book, The 
Social Contract, he 
proposed a system 
where government 
is driven by the 
collective will of the 
people 

 



 Living just before or even during the American Revolution, 
Enlightenment thinkers had a profound impact on the 
founding ideas of the United States 

 The philosophies of John Locke had a particular impact, 
whose logic formed the intellectual basis for going to war 
with Britain in 1775 and the writing of the Declaration of 
Independence 

 

 



 Who were the four principle Enlightenment 
philosophers? 

 What is the difference between arbitrary and 
natural law? 

 According to Locke, how are the responsibilities of 
the Social Contract divided? 

 Why did Montesquieu argue for three branches of 
government? 

 How is Voltaire’s ideal government similar to that 
which is practiced in the United States today? 

 Based on Locke’s reasoning, what is the difference 
between “freedom” and “liberty?” 

 



 Most of Europe was 
ruled by absolute 
monarchs 

Enlightened Monarchs 

• Frederick II, Prussia 

• Catherine the Great, Russia 

• Maria Theresa, Austria 

• Joseph II, Holy Roman Empire 

• Gustav III, Sweden 

• Napoleon I, France  



 Believed the best form 
of government was a 
monarchy in which the 
ruler respected the 
people’s rights 

 Tried to convince 
monarchs to rule justly 

 

Voltaire advised Fredrick the Great 



 Some monarch’s embraced  the new ideas 
and made reforms that reflected the 
enlightenment ideals 

 However, they had no intention of giving up 
any power 

 The changes they made were motivated by 
two desires: 
◦ to make their countries stronger 
◦ to make their own rule more effective  



• Enlightened Reforms 

• Granted religious freedoms 

• Reduced censorship 

• Improved education 

• Reformed the justice system 

• Abolished the use of torture 



Old Idea 

 As Louis XIV 
reportedly said “I 
am the state.” 

 

 The state and its 
citizens exist to 
serve the monarch. 

 

New Idea 

 As Fredrick the 
Great said, a ruler 
is only “the first 
servant of the 
state.” 

 The monarch exists 
to serve the state 
and support 
citizen’s welfare. 

 



 Fredrick believed that serfdom was wrong but 
did nothing to end it since he needed the 
support of the wealthy landowners 

 As a result, he never tried to changed the 
existing social order 

 This demonstrates the limitations of his 
devotion to Enlightenment ideals 

 



 Most important 
contribution was his 
attitude toward being 
king 

 Called himself “the first 
servant of the state” 

 His goal was to serve 
and strengthen his 
country 

 Wanted to transform 
Prussia into a modern 
state 



 Took over the government 
after she had her husband 
arrested and confined 

 Determined to “westernize” 
Russia 

 Introduced Enlightened 
ideals to the Russian elite 

 Backed efforts to 
modernize industry and 
agriculture 



 In 1767, she formed a commission to review 
Russia’s laws  

 Proposed reforms to the legal code based on 
the ideas of Montesquieu 

 She recommended allowing religious 
toleration and abolishing torture and capital 
punishment 

 The commission accomplished none of her 
goals 



 She did little to improve the lives of the 
Russian peasants 

 Her views about enlightened ideas changed 
after a massive uprising by serfs in 1773 

 After the revolt, she was convinced she 
needed the support of the nobles to 
maintain her throne 
◦ She gave the nobles absolute power over the serfs, 

who lost all freedom 



 Greatest contribution 
was land expansion 

 Controlled the 
northern shore of the 
Black Sea 

 Gained access to the 
Mediterranean sea 
through the Ottoman 
controlled straights 

 Expanded westward in 
to Poland 



 Most radical royal 
reformer 

 Reforms 
•Legal reforms 
•Freedom of the press 
•Freedom of worship 
 



 Most radical reform was the abolition of 
serfdom 

 He ordered all peasants be paid for their 
labor in cash 

 The nobles firmly resisted the change 

 After his death, many of his reforms were 
undone 


