
The Enlightenment 
Source Readings 

 
Reason 
 1. Reason is for the philosopher what grace is for the Christian. – Encyclopedie 
 2. I shall die with the three theological virtues which are my consolation: the faith which I have in human reason which is 
beginning to develop in the world; the hope that ministers in their boldness and their wisdom will at length will destroy customs 
which are as ridiculous as they are dangerous; the charity which makes me grieve for my neighbor, complain of his bonds and long 
for his deliverance.  So with faith, hope and charity, I end my life a good Christian. – Voltaire (1768) 
 
Natural Law 
 3. Let us then suppose the mind to be….white paper, void of all characters, without any ideas. How comes it to be 
furnished? To this I answer, in one word, from EXPERIENCE. – Locke, Essay Concerning Human Understanding. (1690) 
 4. Because you are a great nobleman, you think yourself a great genius! Nobility, fortune, rank position: all these make one 
so proud! What have you done to win so many advantages? You have taken the trouble to be born, and nothing more! For the rest, 
you are a man ordinary enough! While, as for me, lost in the obscure crowed, I have had to use more knowledge and planning merely 
to exist than have been expended over the last hundred years governing all of Spain. 
 – Beaumarchais, Marriage of Figaro. (1784) 
 5. When in the course of human events, it becomes necessary for one people to dissolve the political bands which have 
connected them with another, and to assume among the powers of the earth, the separate and equal station to which the Laws of 
Nature and of Nature’s God entitle them, a decent respect to the opinions of mankind requires that they should declare the causes 
which impel them to the separation. – We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by 
their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness. – That to secure these 
rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed. 
-- Jefferson, Declaration of Independence. (1776)  
 6. According to the system of natural liberty, the sovereign has only three duties to attend to;…first, the duty of protecting 
the society from the violence and invasion of other independent societies; secondly, the duty of protecting, as far as possible, every 
member of the society from the injustice and the oppression of every other member of it, or the duty of establishing an exact 
administration of justice; and thirdly, the duty of erecting and maintaining certain public works and certain public institutions, which 
it can never be for the interest of any individual, or small number of individuals, to erect or maintain. 
 – Smith, Wealth of Nations. (1776) 
 
Progress 
 7. We may believe that reason and industry will always progress more and more; that the useful arts will be improved; that 
of the evils which afflict men, prejudices - which are not their least scourge - will gradually disappear among all those who govern 
nations; and that philosophy, universally diffused, will give some consolation to the human spirit for the calamities which it will 
experience in all ages. – Voltaire 
 
Vehicles of the Enlightenment 
 8. The circle was formed of people who were not linked together. She had taken them from here and there, but chosen so 
well that when they were together they harmonized like the strings of an instrument tuned by a cunning hand…She played on this 
instrument with an art that was almost genius; she seemed to know what sound the string she was going to touch would give: I mean 
that so well were our characters and minds known to her, that she had only to say one word to bring them into play. Nowhere was 
conversation livelier, or more brilliant, or better controlled…The minds she worked upon were neither shallow or weak…Her gift for 
throwing out an idea, and giving it to men of this type to discuss; her gift for discussing it herself, like them, with precision, and 
sometimes with eloquence; her gift for bringing in new ideas and varying the conversation…; are not those of an ordinary woman. 
 – Memoirs of Marmontel. 
 9. Today, when philosophy advances with giant steps, when it submits to the empire all the objects of its interests, when 
its voice is the dominant voice, and it begins to break the yoke of authority and tradition, to hold to the laws of reason… 
 -- Encyclopedie 
 10. No man has received from nature the right of commanding others. – Encyclopedie 
 
The Enlightened Despot 
 11. Princes, sovereigns, kings are not clothed with supreme authority to plunge with impunity into debauchery and 
luxury…[The prince] should often remind himself that he is a man just as the least of his subjects. If he is the first judge, the first 
general, the first financier, the first minister of the nation…it is in order to fulfill the duties which these titles impose upon him. He is 
only the first servant of the state, obliged to act with fairness, wisdom, and unselfishness, as if at every instant he would have to 
render an account of his administration to his citizens. – Frederick the Great  (King of Prussia 1740-1786) 


