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The Age of Enlightenment, often referred to simply as the Enlightenment, was an intellectual and
philosophical movement that emerged in Europe during the late 17th and 18th centuries. This era is
characterized by a shift from traditional, religious explanations of the world to a reliance on reason,
empirical evidence, and individualism. The Enlightenment laid the groundwork for modern scientific
inquiry, political theory, and human rights, influencing revolutions and reforms across the globe. In
AP World History, understanding the Enlightenment is crucial as it provides context for subsequent
historical developments, including the American and French Revolutions, the rise of liberalism, and
the eventual emergence of modern democracies.

Historical Context

The Enlightenment arose in a context marked by several significant historical events and cultural
shifts:

The Scientific Revolution

- The Enlightenment was heavily influenced by the Scientific Revolution of the 16th and 17th
centuries.
- Thinkers such as Copernicus, Galileo, and Newton challenged traditional views of the cosmos and
nature.
- The emphasis on observation and experimentation encouraged Enlightenment thinkers to apply
similar methods to philosophy, politics, and society.

Political and Religious Turmoil

- The Enlightenment was also a response to the political upheaval of the time, including the English
Civil War and the Glorious Revolution.



- These events led to the questioning of absolute monarchy and divine right, fostering ideas about
governance based on reason and consent.
- Religious conflicts, such as the Thirty Years' War, prompted calls for tolerance and secular
governance.

Economic Changes

- The rise of capitalism and the growth of trade during the early modern period contributed to new
ways of thinking about society and economics.
- Mercantilism began to give way to ideas of free trade and individual economic rights, which were
championed by Enlightenment philosophers.

Key Philosophers and Their Ideas

The Enlightenment is marked by the contributions of numerous philosophers whose ideas shaped
modern thought:

John Locke (1632-1704)

- Advocated for the concept of the social contract and natural rights (life, liberty, and property).
- His work, "Two Treatises of Government," argued against absolutism and for government by
consent.
- Locke’s ideas influenced the American founding fathers and the development of democratic
principles.

Voltaire (1694-1778)

- A champion of civil liberties and freedom of speech, Voltaire criticized the Church and advocated
for religious tolerance.
- His satirical writings, particularly "Candide," highlighted the absurdities of society and the
importance of reason.

Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778)

- Explored the concept of the general will and the social contract in "The Social Contract."
- Argued that individuals should be free and equal, and that government should reflect the collective
will of the people.
- His ideas influenced revolutionary movements, particularly in France.



Montesquieu (1689-1755)

- Known for his work "The Spirit of the Laws," Montesquieu advocated for the separation of powers
within government.
- His ideas on checks and balances greatly influenced the structure of modern democratic
governments.

Mary Wollstonecraft (1759-1797)

- An early advocate for women's rights, Wollstonecraft authored "A Vindication of the Rights of
Woman."
- She argued for the education of women and their equality in society, laying the groundwork for
future feminist movements.

Impact on Society and Politics

The Enlightenment had profound effects on various aspects of society:

Political Revolutions

- The Enlightenment's emphasis on reason and individual rights fueled revolutionary movements.
- Key revolutions influenced by Enlightenment ideas include:
1. The American Revolution (1775-1783) - Emphasized liberty and self-governance.
2. The French Revolution (1789) - Sought to overthrow the monarchy and establish a republic based
on Enlightenment principles.
3. The Haitian Revolution (1791-1804) - Inspired by Enlightenment ideas of liberty and equality,
enslaved people fought for their freedom.

Scientific and Intellectual Advancements

- The Enlightenment encouraged the pursuit of knowledge and the scientific method, leading to
advancements in various fields.
- Notable contributions include:
- Developments in physics, chemistry, and biology.
- Progress in social sciences, including economics and sociology.

Secularism and Religious Tolerance

- The Enlightenment promoted ideas of secular governance and religious tolerance.
- Thinkers argued for the separation of church and state, influencing modern democratic societies.



Enlightenment Ideas in Practice

The principles of the Enlightenment were not only theoretical but also found expression in various
social and political reforms:

Legal Reforms

- Many Enlightenment thinkers criticized the legal systems of their time, advocating for more
humane treatment of individuals.
- Reforms influenced by Enlightenment ideas include:
- Abolition of torture and the death penalty in various countries.
- Establishment of legal rights for individuals.

Education and Literacy

- The Enlightenment emphasized the importance of education and rational thought.
- Establishment of public education systems and libraries became common, promoting literacy and
access to knowledge.

Human Rights and Social Justice

- The notion of human rights emerged during the Enlightenment, influencing later documents such
as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.
- Ideas about equality and social justice began to take root, setting the stage for future movements.

Critiques and Limitations of the Enlightenment

While the Enlightenment significantly advanced human thought and society, it was not without its
critiques and limitations:

Exclusion of Marginalized Groups

- Many Enlightenment thinkers failed to consider the rights of women, enslaved people, and non-
European cultures.
- The emphasis on reason often neglected emotional and cultural dimensions of human experience.

Colonialism and Imperialism



- Enlightenment ideas were sometimes used to justify colonialism and the exploitation of non-
Western societies.
- The doctrine of "civilizing missions" emerged, rationalizing the subjugation of other cultures under
the guise of enlightenment.

Conclusion

The Enlightenment was a transformative period that reshaped the landscape of thought, politics, and
society. Its emphasis on reason, individual rights, and empirical evidence laid the foundation for
modern democratic ideals and scientific inquiry. The movement spurred revolutions that challenged
traditional power structures and inspired calls for equality and justice. However, it is essential to
recognize the limitations and critiques of Enlightenment thought, particularly concerning its
exclusion of marginalized groups and its role in colonialism. Understanding the complexities of the
Enlightenment is vital for students of AP World History, as it serves as a pivotal chapter in the
narrative of human progress and social change.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the Enlightenment?
The Enlightenment was an intellectual and cultural movement in the 17th and 18th centuries
emphasizing reason, individualism, and skepticism of traditional authority.

Who were some key figures of the Enlightenment?
Key figures include philosophers like John Locke, Voltaire, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Immanuel Kant,
and Montesquieu, who contributed significantly to political theory and human rights.

How did the Enlightenment influence modern democracy?
The Enlightenment introduced ideas about natural rights and the social contract, which laid the
groundwork for modern democratic principles and the structure of governments.

What role did the Enlightenment play in the American
Revolution?
Enlightenment ideas about liberty and equality inspired American colonists to challenge British rule,
culminating in the Declaration of Independence and the principles of governance.

How did Enlightenment thinkers view religion?
Many Enlightenment thinkers advocated for secularism and criticized organized religion, promoting
a rational approach to ethics and morality instead.



What is the significance of the social contract theory?
Social contract theory, famously articulated by Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau, posits that
governments derive their authority from the consent of the governed, influencing political thought.

In what ways did the Enlightenment affect the arts and
sciences?
The Enlightenment encouraged a focus on empirical evidence and rational thought, leading to
advancements in science, literature, and the arts, and the questioning of traditional beliefs.

How did the Enlightenment contribute to the Industrial
Revolution?
Enlightenment ideals of progress and innovation fostered a climate that encouraged scientific
inquiry and technological advancement, which were crucial to the Industrial Revolution.

What is the legacy of the Enlightenment in contemporary
society?
The Enlightenment's legacy includes the promotion of human rights, democratic governance, and
the importance of reason and critical thinking in addressing societal issues.
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