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  The “Enlightenment” or “Age of Reason”
For the past couple of days, we’ve been discussing the Scientific Revolution and the way that it changed the way people thought about our place in the universe.  Scientists of the mid-1500s used observation and mathematical calculation to prove their theories of a heliocentric universe.  What does heliocentric mean?  During the Scientific Revolution, scientists such as Copernicus, Galileo, and Newton used reason to explain why things happened in the physical universe.  This success inspired great confidence in the power of reason.  What is “reason”?  What does it mean to be “reasonable”?


The Scientific Revolution, with its emphasis on observing, experimenting, investigating, and speculating, was a new approach to solving problems and thinking about the world.  Eventually, this scientific method of thinking about things started to be used in philosophy.  What does philosophy mean?  Does anyone remember any philosophers we discussed last year?

Philosophy


Philosophy is the study of general problems about the meaning of life, our values, or what we believe.  It is a way of discussing these questions critically and systematically – in other words, in a “reasonable” way.  The word “philosophy” come from the Greek “philosophia”, which means “love of wisdom.”  Due to the fact that men started to think in a methodical way, looking for answers to issues of the day, this time period became known as the “Enlightenment.”  Can anyone guess why this period became known as the Enlightenment?  What did we learn last year about enlightenment?  Does anyone remember when we discussed this topic (hint, it was in our unit on religion). The philosophers of this time came to define the way we think about things today.
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Rene Descartes and Human Reasoning


Frenchman and philosopher Rene Descartes challenged the idea that new knowledge should be made to fit existing traditional ideas.  Descartes emphasize the power of human reasoning.  He believed that reason, rather than tradition, should be the way to discover truth.  He is famous for the quote, “I think, therefore I am.”  Can anyone tell me what you think this means?  The ideas of Descartes and other thinkers of the Scientific Revolution paved the way for other changes that would occur in Europe in the 1700s.

The “Enlightenment” or “Age of Reason”


The Scientific Revolution, which caused people to change their views about the universe, led directly to the Enlightenment, in which philosophers applied reason to society and government. The Enlightenment, also known as the Age of Reason, was a time when man began to use his reason to discover the world, casting off the superstition and fear of the medieval world. During this time, people were trying to discover the natural laws that governed the universe. By applying the scientific method of investigation and observation, scholars thought they could solve the problems of society.

This way of thinking led to the Enlightenment, the period in the 1700s in which people challenged and rejected traditional ideas and supported a belief in human reason.  The Enlightenment introduced new ways of viewing authority, power, government and law.

Leading Thinkers of the Enlightenment
Four of the most influential Enlightenment philosophers were John Locke, Baron de Montesquieu, Voltaire, and Jean-Jacques Rousseau.
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John Locke


John Locke, an English thinker of the late 1600s, believed that all people possess natural rights.  These rights, he said, include the rights to life, liberty and property.  Do these words sound familiar to anyone?  Where have we heard this before?  According to Locke, people form governments to protect their rights.  If a government does not protect these rights, people have the right to overthrow it.  Think about any revolutions/wars that you’ve studied throughout history.  Is there any nation/colony that you can think of that followed Locke’s lead?
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Montesquieu
In the 1700s, French thinker Baron de Montesquieu wrote that the government should be separated into three branches – can you guess what those branches might be?  Yes, you are correct!  Legislative, executive and judicial!  He believed that this separation of powers would prevent tyranny (abuse o f authority/government) by creating what is called a system of checks and balances.  Each branch could keep the other two from gaining too much power.  Which country was the first to try out this new way of thinking?

[image: image6.png]


Voltaire
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Voltaire was a French thinker of the 1700s who believed that free speech was the best weapon against bad government.  He used his sharp wit to criticize the French government and the Catholic Church for their failure to permit religious toleration (what is “tolerance”?) and intellectual freedom.  He believed that people should be able to practice whatever religion (if any) they wanted to practice. One of the most famous statements attributed to him is, “I may disapprove of what you say, but I will defend to the death your right to say it.”  What do you think this means?
Rousseau
Jean Jacques Rousseau, another French philosopher of the 1700s, wrote a book called “The Social Contract.”  He believed that people were basically good, and that society, and its unequal distribution of wealth, was the cause of most problems. He believed that government should be run according to the will of the majority, which he called the  “General Will”.  He claimed that this General Will would always act in the best interest of the people.  In other words, he believed that what is good for everyone is more important than what is good for one person.  What do you think? 









