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Did Thomas Jefferson Plagiarize?
Directions: Read to determine importance. Your purpose is to identify three main effects of the Enlightenment and supporting details of those effects.

As you have been sitting in class these past few weeks, you may have been wondering why we’re still analyzing the Enlightening more than two centuries after it ended. We study the Enlightenment today because we are still feeling the effects of the Enlightenment. The Enlightenment was a true revolution, a significant change of ideas that led to different actions around the world. The three main ways the Enlightenment changed the world is by minimizing monarchs and inspiring revolutions in the Americas and in Europe.


How were monarchs minimized? Monarchs lost power because the Enlightenment philosophers gave more power to the people. Every time Locke said that people were born with natural rights, every time Voltaire said people had certain freedoms, every time Montesquieu said government should be divided into branches was a time when absolute monarchs lost some of their power. The Enlightenment challenged monarchs because it took the power they had held and distributed it amongst more people. 


Monarchs faced a decision. One option was competing with the philosophers and trying to defeat them. The monarchs could ban and burn the philosophers’ books and try to make sure their citizens did not get a chance to learn these new ideas. Another option was to compromise with the philosophers, and this option was far more popular with European monarchs. Absolute monarchs became enlightened monarchs (also known as enlightened despots) as they started to include some of the philosophers’ ideas into their government. In Russia, for example, Catherine the Great, made the laws apply to all people, not just some people, which meant more equality. 

Other monarchs allowed more freedom for the media or more religious tolerance. The Enlightenment’s effect on monarchs’ power has been long-lasting; there are very few powerful kings or queens still ruling in the world today. 


Another way the Enlightenment had an impact was by influencing our Founding Fathers. When Thomas Jefferson wrote in the Declaration of Independence 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,” he was referencing Locke. Montesquieu deserved credit when our Constitution established a government with three separate but equal branches. Voltaire would have been proud of our Bill of Rights, which protects our freedom of speech, freedom to practice religion and many other freedoms. In other words, our country was the first to adopt the ideas of the Enlightenment and make them the law of the land.


Finally, the Enlightenment inspired revolutions in Europe. The most significant revolution was in France in 1789, when a large group of poor citizens applied Locke’s radical idea. After King Louis XVI (16th) continued to violate these people’s natural rights, they launched a revolution and King Louis XVI ended up with his head chopped off. Haiti was a French colony at the time, and when the Haitians learned what the French had done they launched a revolution, too. The Haitians were also having their natural rights violated, but they had not taken any action because they did not know what was possible. The French Revolution opened their eyes and the eyes of millions of people around the world.

What did you just read? Summarize the reading in fewer than five sentences: 

