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In the summer of 1766, Empress Catherine II (“the Great”) of Russia wrote to 
Voltaire, one of the leaders of the Enlightenment:

It is a way of immortalizing oneself to be the advocate of humanity, the 
defender of oppressed innocence. . . . You have entered into combat 
against the enemies of mankind: superstition, fanaticism, ignorance, 
quibbling, evil judges, and the powers that rest in their hands. Great vir-
tues and qualities are needed to surmount these obstacles. You have 
shown that you have them: you have triumphed.

Over a fifteen-year period Catherine corre-
sponded regularly with Voltaire, a writer who 
at home in France found himself in constant 
conflict with church and state authorities. Her 
admiring letter shows how influential Enlight-
enment ideals had become by the middle of 
the eighteenth century.

Catherine’s letter aptly summed up 
Enlightenment principles: progress for 
humanity could be achieved only by rooting 
out the wrongs left by superstition, religious 
fanaticism, ignorance, and outmoded forms 
of justice. Enlightenment writers used every 
means at their disposal—from encyclope-
dias to novels to personal interaction with 
r ulers—to argue for reform. Everything had 

to be examined in the clear light of reason, and anything that did not promote 
the improvement of humanity was to be jettisoned. As a result, Enlightenment 
writers attacked the legal use of torture to extract confessions, favored the spread 
of education to eliminate ignorance, supported religious toleration, and criticized 
censorship by state or church. The book trade and new places for urban socializing, 
such as coffeehouses and Masonic lodges (social clubs organized around the rituals 
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Catherine the Great
In this portrait by the Danish painter 
Vigilius Eriksen, the Russian empress 
Catherine the Great is shown on 
horseback (c. 1762), much like any 
male ruler of the time. Born Sophia 
Augusta Frederika of Anhalt-Zerbst in 
1729, Catherine was the daughter of a 
minor German prince. When she mar-
ried the future tsar Peter III in 1745, she 
promptly learned Russian and adopted 
Russian Orthodoxy. Peter, physically 
and mentally frail, proved no match for 
her. In 1762, she staged a coup against 
him and took his place when he was 
killed. (Erich Lessing/Art Resource, NY.)
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of masons’ guilds), spread these ideas within a new elite of middle- and upper-class 
men and women.

Rulers pursued Enlightenment reforms that they believed might enhance state 
power, but they feared changes that might unleash popular discontent. For example, 
Catherine aimed to bring Western culture and reforms to Russia, but when faced 
with a massive uprising of the serfs, she not only suppressed the revolt but also 
increased the nobles’ power over their serfs. All reform-minded rulers faced similar 
potential challenges to their authority.

Even though the movement for reform had its limits, governments now needed 
to respond to a new force: public opinion. Rulers wanted to portray themselves 
as modern, open to change, and responsive to the segment of the public that was 
reading newspapers and closely following political developments. Enlightenment 
writers appealed to public opinion, but they still looked to rulers to effect reform. 
Writers such as Voltaire expressed little interest in the future of peasants or lower 
classes; they favored neither revolution nor political upheaval. Yet their ideas paved 
the way for something much more radical and unexpected. The American Dec-

laration of Independence in 1776 showed 
how lofty Enlightenment goals could be 
translated into democratic political prac-
tice. After 1789, democracy would come 
to Europe as well.

The Enlightenment at Its Height
The Enlightenment emerged as an intellectual movement before 1740 but reached its 
peak only in the second half of the eighteenth century. The writers of the Enlight-
enment called themselves philosophes (French for “philosophers”), but that term 
is somewhat misleading. Whereas philosophers generally concern themselves with 
theoretical questions (for example, “What is truth?”), the philosophes were public 
intellectuals dedicated to solving the real problems of the world. They wrote on 
subjects ranging from current affairs to art criticism, and they wrote in every con-
ceivable format. The Swiss philosophe Jean-Jacques Rousseau, for example, wrote a 
political tract, a treatise on education, a constitution for Poland, an analysis of the 
effects of the theater on public morals, a best-selling novel, an opera, and a notori-
ous autobiography.

The philosophes wrote for an educated public of readers who snatched 
up every Enlightenment book they could find at their local booksellers, even 
when rulers or churches tried to forbid publication. Between 1740 and 1789, the 
Enlightenment acquired its name and, despite heated conflicts between the phi-
losophes and state and religious authorities, gained support in the highest reaches 
of government.

CHAPTER FOCUS QUESTION What was 
the infl uence of Enlightenment ideals on public 
opinion and on European rulers?
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The Men and Women of the Republic of Letters

Although philosophe is a French word, the Enlightenment was distinctly cosmo-
politan; philosophes could be found from Philadelphia to Moscow. The  philosophes 
considered themselves part of a grand “republic of letters” that transcended national 
political boundaries. They were not republicans in the usual sense—that is, people 
who supported representative government and opposed monarchy. What united 
them were the ideals of reason, reform, and freedom. In 1784, the German philoso-
pher Immanuel Kant summed up the program of the Enlightenment in two Latin 
words: sapere aude, “dare to know”—have the courage to think for yourself.

The philosophes used reason to attack superstition, bigotry, and religious intol-
erance, which they considered the chief obstacles to free thought and social reform. 
“Once fanaticism has corrupted a mind,” Voltaire proclaimed, “the malady is almost 
incurable. . . . The only remedy for this epidemic malady is the  philosophical 
spirit.” Enlightenment writers did not necessarily oppose organized religion, but 
they strenuously objected to religious intolerance. They believed that the systematic 
application of reason could do what religious belief could not: improve the human 
condition by pointing to needed reforms. Reason meant critical, informed, scientific 
thinking about social issues and problems. Many Enlightenment writers collabo-
rated on a new multivolume Encyclopedia, published between 1751 and 1772, that 

Bookbinding
In this plate from the Encyclopedia, the various stages in bookbinding are laid out from left to right. 
Binding was not included in the sale of books; owners had to order leather bindings from a special shop. 
The man at (a) is pounding the pages to be bound on a marble block. The woman at (b) is  stitching the 
pages with a special frame. The worker at (c) cuts the pages, and at (d) the volumes are pressed to 
 prevent warping. In what ways is this illustration representative of the aims of the Encyclopedia?
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aimed to gather together knowledge about science, religion, industry, and society. 
The chief editor of the Encyclopedia, Denis Diderot (1713–1784), explained the goal: 
“All things must be examined, debated, investigated without exception and without 
regard for anyone’s feelings.”

The philosophes believed that the spread of knowledge would encourage reform in 
every aspect of life, from the grain trade to the penal system. The philosophes wanted 
freedom of the press and freedom of religion, which they considered “natural rights” 
guaranteed by “natural law.” In their view, progress depended on these freedoms. As 
Voltaire asserted, “I quite understand that the fanatics of one sect slaughter the enthusi-
asts of another sect . . . [but] that Descartes should have been forced to flee to Holland 
to escape the fury of the ignorant . . . these things are a nation’s eternal shame.”

Most philosophes, like Voltaire, came from the upper classes, yet Rousseau’s father 
was a modest watchmaker in Geneva, and Diderot was the son of a cutlery maker. 
The French noblewoman Émilie du Châtelet (1706–1749) was one of the rare female 
philosophes. She wrote extensively about the mathematics and physics of Leibniz and 
Newton. (Her lover Voltaire learned much of his science from her.) Few of the leading 
writers held university positions, except those who were German or Scottish. Universi-
ties in France were dominated by the clergy and unreceptive to Enlightenment ideas. 

Enlightenment ideas developed instead through personal contacts; through let-
ters that were hand-copied, circulated, and sometimes published; through informal 
readings of manuscripts; and through letters to the editor and book reviews in peri-
odicals. Salons—informal gatherings usually sponsored by middle-class or aristocratic 
 women—gave intellectual life an anchor outside the royal court and the church-
 controlled universities. Best known was the Parisian salon of Madame Marie-Thérèse 
Geoffrin (1699–1777), a wealthy middle-class widow who had been raised by her 
grandmother and married off at fourteen to a much older man. She brought together 
the most exciting thinkers and artists of the time; her social gatherings provided a 
forum for new ideas and an opportunity to establish new intellectual contacts. In 
the salon, the philosophes could discuss ideas they might hesitate to put into print 
and thus test public opinion and even push it in new directions. Madame Geoffrin 
corresponded extensively with influential people across Europe, including Catherine 
the Great. One Italian visitor commented, “There is no way to make Naples resemble 
Paris unless we find a woman to guide us, organize us, Geoffrinize us.”

Women’s salons helped galvanize intellectual life and reform movements all 
over Europe. Wealthy Jewish women created nine of the fourteen salons in Berlin 
at the end of the eighteenth century, and in Warsaw Princess Zofia Czartoryska 
gathered around her the reform leaders of Poland-Lithuania. Middle-class women 
in London used their salons to raise money to publish women’s writings. Salons 
could be tied closely to the circles of power: in France, for example, Louis XV’s 
mistress, Jeanne-Antoinette Poisson, first made her reputation as hostess of a salon 
frequented by Voltaire and Montesquieu. When she became Louis XV’s mistress 
in 1745, she gained the title Marquise de Pompadour and turned her attention to 
influencing artistic styles by patronizing architects and painters.
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Conflicts with Church and State

Madame Geoffrin did not approve of discussions that attacked the Catholic church, 
but elsewhere voices against organized religion could be heard. Criticisms of reli-
gion required daring because the church, whatever its denomination, wielded enor-
mous power in society, and most influential people considered religion an essential 
foundation of good society and government. Defying such opinion, the Scottish 
philosopher David Hume (1711–1776) boldly argued in The Natural  History of 
Religion (1755) that belief in God rested on superstition and fear rather than 
on reason.

Before the scientific revolution, nearly every European believed in God. After 
Newton, however, and despite Newton’s own deep religiosity, people could con-
ceive of the universe as an eternally existing, self-perpetuating machine in which 
God’s intervention was unnecessary. In short, such people could become either 
atheists, who did not believe in any kind of God, or deists, who believed in God 
but gave him no active role in earthly affairs. For the first time,  writers claimed 
the label atheist and disputed the common view that atheism led  inevitably to 
immorality.

Deists continued to believe in a benevolent, all-knowing God who had designed 
the universe and set it in motion. But deists usually rejected the idea that God 
directly intercedes in the functioning of the universe, and they often criticized 
the churches for their dogmatic intolerance of dissenters. Voltaire was a deist, and 
in his popular Philosophical Dictionary (1764) he attacked most of the claims of 
organized Christianity, both Catholic and Protestant. Christianity, he argued, had 
been the prime source of fanaticism and brutality among humans. Throughout his 
life, Voltaire’s motto was Écrasez l’infâme—“Crush the infamous thing” (the “thing” 
being bigotry and intolerance). French authorities publicly burned his  Philosophical 
Dictionary.

Criticism of religious intolerance involved more than simply attacking the 
churches. Critics also had to confront the states to which churches were closely 
tied. In 1761, a judicial case in Toulouse provoked throughout France an outcry that 
 Voltaire soon joined. When the son of a local Calvinist was found hanged (he prob-
ably committed suicide), authorities accused his father, Jean Calas, of murdering 
him to prevent his conversion to Catholicism. (Since Louis XIV’s revocation of the 
Edict of Nantes in 1685, it had been illegal to practice Calvinism publicly in France.) 
The all-Catholic parlement of Toulouse tried to extract the names of accomplices 
through torture—using a rope to pull up Calas’s arm while weighting down his 
feet and then by pouring pitchers of water down his throat (now known as “water 
boarding”)—and then executed him by breaking every bone in his body. Voltaire 
launched a successful crusade to rehabilitate Jean Calas’s good name and to restore 
the family’s properties, which had been confiscated after his death.  Voltaire’s efforts 
eventually helped bring about the extension of civil rights to French  Protestants and 
encouraged campaigns to abolish the legal use of torture.
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Critics also assailed state and church support for European colonization and 

slavery. One of the most popular books of the time was the Philosophical and Politi-
cal History of European Colonies and Commerce in the Two Indies, published in 1770 
by Abbé Guillaume Raynal (1713–1796), a French Catholic clergyman. Raynal and 
his collaborators described in excruciating detail the destruction of native popula-
tions by Europeans and denounced the slave trade. Raynal was forced into exile, and 
his work was banned by both the Catholic church and the French government, but 
the Enlightenment belief in natural rights led many others to denounce slavery. An 
article in the new Encyclopedia proclaimed, “There is not a single one of these hap-
less souls . . . who does not have the right to be declared free . . . since neither his 
ruler nor his father nor anyone else had the right to dispose of his freedom.” Some 
Enlightenment thinkers, however, took a more ambiguous or even negative view. 
Hume judged blacks to be “naturally inferior to . . . whites,” concluding, “There 
never was a civilized nation of any other complexion than white.”

Enlightenment critics of church and state advocated reform, not revolution. 
Although Voltaire, for example, lived near the French-Swiss border in case he had 
to flee arrest, he made a fortune from financial speculations, wrote a glowing history 
called The Age of Louis XIV (1751), and lived to be celebrated in his last years as a 
national hero even by many former foes. Other philosophes also lived respectably, 
believing that published criticism, rather than violent action, would bring about 
necessary reforms. As Diderot said, “We will speak against senseless laws until they 
are reformed; and, while we wait, we will abide by them.” Those few who lived long 
enough to see the French Revolution in 1789 resisted its radical turn, for the phi-
losophes generally regarded the lower classes—“the people”—as ignorant, violent, 
and prone to superstition, hence in need of leadership from above. They pinned 
their hopes on educated elites and enlightened rulers.

Despite the philosophes’ preference for reform, in the long run their books often 
had a revolutionary impact. For example, Montesquieu’s widely reprinted Spirit of 
the Laws (1748) warned against the dangers of despotism, opposed the divine right 
of kings, and favored constitutional government. In his somewhat rosy view, Great 
Britain was “the one nation in the world which has political liberty as the direct 
object of its constitution.” His analysis of British constitutionalism inspired French 
critics of absolutism and would greatly influence the American revolutionaries.

The Individual and Society

In previous centuries, questions of theological doctrine and church organization had 
been the main focus of intellectual and even political interest. The Enlightenment 
writers shifted attention away from religious questions toward the secular study of 
society and the individual’s role in it. In this way, the Enlightenment advanced the 
secularization of European political life that had begun after the Wars of Religion 
of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. At the same time, it laid the foundations 
for the social sciences of the modern era.
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Just as Newton had used his reason to penetrate the laws of nature, so too the 

philosophes hoped to use reason to discern the laws of social life. But they did not 
necessarily agree about the conclusions to be drawn. Among the many different 
approaches were two that proved enduringly influential, those of the  Scottish phi-
losopher Adam Smith and the Swiss writer Jean-Jacques Rousseau. Smith provided 
a theory of modern capitalist society and devoted much of his energy to defending 
free markets as offering the best way to maximize individual efforts. The modern 
discipline of economics took shape around the questions raised by Smith. Rousseau 
set out the principles of a more communitarian philosophy, one that emphasized 
the needs of the community over those of the individual. His work led both toward 
democracy and toward communism and continues to inspire heated debate in polit-
ical science and sociology. A closer look at these two thinkers will demonstrate the 
breadth and depth of Enlightenment thought.

Adam Smith (1723–1790) optimistically believed that individual interests nat-
urally harmonized with those of the whole society. To explain how this natural 
harmonization worked, he published An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the 
Wealth of Nations in 1776. Smith insisted that individual self-interest, even greed, 
was quite compatible with society’s best interest: the market served as an “invisible 
hand” ensuring that individual interests would be synchronized with those of the 
whole society. “By pursuing his own interest,” the merchant “frequently promotes 
that of the society more effectually than when he really intends to promote it.”

Smith rejected the prevailing mercantilist views that the general welfare would 
be served by accumulating national wealth through agriculture or the hoarding 
of gold and silver. Instead, he argued that the division of labor in manufacturing 
would increase productivity and generate more wealth for society and well-being for 
the individual. To maximize the effects of market forces and the division of labor, 
Smith endorsed a concept called laissez-faire (that is, “to leave alone”) to free the 
economy from government intervention and control. He insisted that governments 
eliminate all restrictions on the sale of land, remove restraints on the grain trade, 
and abandon duties on imports. He believed that free international trade would 
stimulate production everywhere and thus ensure the growth of national wealth. 
He argued:

The natural effort of every individual to better his own condition, when 
suffered to exert itself with freedom and security, is so powerful a principle, 
that it is alone, and without any assistance, not only capable of carrying the 
society to wealth and prosperity, but of surmounting a hundred impertinent 
obstructions with which the folly of human laws too often encumbers its 
operations.

Governments should restrict themselves to providing “security”—that is, national 
defense, internal order and a secure framework for market activity, and public 
works.
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Much more pessimistic about the relation between individual self-interest and 

the good of society was Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712–1778). In Rousseau’s view, 
society itself threatened natural rights or freedoms: “Man is born free, and every-
where he is in chains.” Rousseau first gained fame by writing a prizewinning essay 
in 1749 in which he argued that the revival of science and the arts had corrupted 
social morals, not improved them. This startling conclusion seemed to oppose some 
of the Enlightenment’s most cherished beliefs. Rather than improving society, he 
claimed, science and art raised artificial barriers between people and their natu-
ral state. Rousseau’s works extolled the simplicity of rural life over urban society. 
Although he participated in the salons, Rousseau always felt ill at ease in high soci-
ety, and he periodically withdrew to live in solitude far from Paris. Paradoxically, 
his “solitude” was often paid for by wealthy upper-class patrons, who lodged him 
on their estates, even as his writings decried the upper-class privilege that made 
his efforts possible.

Rousseau explored the tension between the individual and society in various 
ways, including his widely influential work on education, Émile (1762), in which a 
boy develops practical skills and independent thinking under the guidance of his 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau
This eighteenth-century engraving of 
Rousseau shows him in his favorite place, 
outside in nature, where he walked, read, 
and, in this case, collected plants. Rous-
seau claimed that he came to his most 
important insights while taking long walks, 
and in Émile he underlines the importance 
of physical activity for children. (© Private 
 Collection/The Bridgeman Art Library.)
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tutor. In The Social Contract (1762), Rousseau proposed a political solution to the 
tension between the individual and society. Whereas earlier he had argued that 
society corrupted the individual by taking him out of nature, in this work  Rousseau 
insisted that individual moral freedom could be achieved only by learning to subject 
one’s individual interests to “the general will”—that is, to the good of the commu-
nity. Individuals did this by entering into a social contract, not with their rulers 
but with one another. If everyone followed the general will, then all individuals 
would be equally free and equally moral because they lived under a law to which 
they had all consented.

These arguments threatened the legitimacy of eighteenth-century governments. 
Rousseau derived his social contract from human nature, not from history, tradi-
tion, or the Bible. He implied that people would be most free and moral under 
a republican form of government with direct democracy, and his abstract model 
included no reference to differences in social status. He roundly condemned slavery: 
“To decide that the son of a slave is born a slave is to decide that he is not born 
a man.” Not surprisingly, authorities in both Geneva and Paris banned The Social 
Contract for undermining political authority. Rousseau’s works would become a 
kind of political bible for the French revolutionaries of 1789, and his attacks on 
private property would inspire the communists of the nineteenth century such as 
Karl Marx. Rousseau’s rather mystical concept of the general will remains contro-
versial. The “greatest good of all,” according to Rousseau, was liberty and equality, 
but he also insisted that the individual could be “forced to be free” by the terms of 
the social contract. He provided no legal protections for individual rights. In other 
words, Rousseau’s particular version of democracy did not guarantee the individual 
freedoms so important to Adam Smith.

Spreading the Enlightenment

The Enlightenment flourished in places where the new public sphere provided an 
eager audience for ideas of constitutionalism and reform. Where constitutionalism 
and the guarantee of individual freedoms were most advanced, as in Great  Britain and 
the Dutch Republic, the movement had less of an edge because there was, in a sense, 
less need for it. Scottish and English writers concentrated on economics, philoso-
phy, and history rather than politics or social relations. Dutch printers made money 
publishing the books that were forbidden in France. In British North America, 
 Enlightenment ideas helped stiffen growing colonial resistance to British rule after 
1763. In places with small middle classes, such as Spain, the Italian states, and Russia, 
governments successfully suppressed writings they did not like. Italian philosophes, 
such as the Milanese penal reformer Cesare Beccaria (1738–1794), got moral support 
from their French counterparts in the face of stern censorship at home.

The hot spot of the Enlightenment was France. French writers published the 
most daring critiques of church and state and suffered the most intense harass-
ment and persecution. Voltaire, Diderot, and Rousseau all faced arrest, exile, or 
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even imprisonment. The Catholic church and royal authorities routinely forbade 
the publication of their books, and the police arrested publishers who ignored their 
warnings. Yet the French monarchy was far from the most autocratic in Europe, 
and Voltaire, Diderot, and Rousseau all were revered as cultural heroes. France 
seems to have been curiously caught in the middle during the Enlightenment: with 
fewer constitutional guarantees of individual freedom than Great Britain, it still 
enjoyed much higher levels of prosperity and cultural development than most other 
 European countries. In short, French elites had reason to complain, the means to 
make their complaints known, and a government torn between the desires to censor 
dissident ideas and to appear open to modernity and progress.

The government in France controlled publishing—all books had to get official 
permission—but not as tightly as in Spain, where the Catholic Inquisition made 
up its own list of banned books, or in Russia, where Catherine the Great allowed 
no opposition. In the 1760s and 1770s, a growing flood of works printed abroad 
poured into France and circulated underground. In the Dutch Republic and Swiss 
cities, private companies made fortunes smuggling illegal books into France over 
mountain passes and back roads. Foreign printers provided secret catalogs of their 
offerings and sold their products through booksellers who were willing to market 
forbidden texts for a high price—among them not only philosophical treatises of 
the Enlightenment but also pornographic works and pamphlets (some by Diderot) 
lampooning the Catholic clergy and leading members of the royal court.

Whereas the French philosophes often took a violently anticlerical and com-
bative tone, their German counterparts avoided direct political confrontations with 
authorities. Gotthold Lessing (1729–1781) complained in 1769 that Prussia was still 
“the most slavish society in Europe” in its lack of freedom to criticize government 
policies. As a playwright, literary critic, and philosopher, Lessing promoted  religious 
toleration of Jews and spiritual emancipation of Germans from foreign, especially 
French, models of culture, which still dominated. Lessing also introduced the 
 German Jewish writer Moses Mendelssohn (1729–1786) into Berlin salon society. 
Mendelssohn labored to build bridges between German and Jewish culture by argu-
ing that Judaism was a rational and undogmatic religion. He believed  persecution 
and discrimination against the Jews would end as reason triumphed.

Reason was also the chief focus of the most influential German thinker of the 
Enlightenment, Immanuel Kant (1724–1804). A university professor who lectured 
on everything from economics to astronomy, Kant wrote one of the most important 
works in the history of Western philosophy, The Critique of Pure Reason (1781). He 
admired Adam Smith and especially Rousseau, whose portrait he displayed proudly 
in his lodgings. Just as Smith founded modern economics and Rousseau modern 
political theory, Kant in The Critique of Pure Reason set the foundations for modern 
philosophy. In this complex book, Kant established the doctrine of idealism, the 
belief that true understanding can come only from examining the ways in which 
ideas are formed in the mind. Ideas are shaped, Kant argued, not just by sensory 
information (a position central to empiricism, a philosophy based on John Locke’s 
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writings) but also by the operation on that information of mental categories such as 
space and time. In Kant’s philosophy, these “categories of understanding” were nei-
ther sensory nor supernatural; they were entirely ideal and abstract and located in 
the human mind. For Kant the supreme philosophical questions—Does God exist? 
Is personal immortality possible? Do humans have free will?—were unanswerable 
by reason alone. But like Rousseau, Kant insisted that people could achieve true 
moral freedom only by living in society and obeying its laws.

The Limits of Reason: Roots of Romanticism and Religious Revival

In reaction to what some saw as the Enlightenment’s excessive reliance on the 
authority of human reason, a new artistic movement called romanticism took root. 
Although it would not fully flower until the early nineteenth century, romanticism 
traced its emphasis on individual genius, deep emotion, and the joys of nature to 
thinkers like Rousseau who had scolded the philosophes for ignoring those aspects 
of life that escaped and even conflicted with the power of reason. Rousseau’s autobio-
graphical Confessions, published posthumously in 1782, caused an immediate sensa-
tion because it revealed so much about his inner emotional life, including his sexual 
longings and his almost paranoid distrust of other Enlightenment figures.

The appeal to feelings and emotions also increased interest in the occult. In the 
1780s, a charismatic Austrian physician turned “experimenter,” Franz Mesmer, awed 
crowds of aristocrats and middle-class admirers with his demonstrations in Paris of 
“animal magnetism.” He passed a weak electrical current through tubs filled with 
water or iron filings, around which groups of his disciples sat, holding hands; with 
this process of “mesmerism” he claimed to cure their ailments. (The word  mesmerize, 
meaning “hypnotize” or “hold spellbound,” is derived from Mesmer’s name.)

A novel by the German writer Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (1749–1832) cap-
tured the early romantic spirit with its glorification of emotion. The Sorrows of 
Young Werther (1774) tells of a passionate youth who reveres nature and rural life 
and is unhappy in love. When the woman he loves marries someone else, he falls 
into deep melancholy and eventually kills himself. Reason cannot save him. The 
book spurred a veritable Werther craze: there were Werther costumes, Werther 
engravings and embroidery, Werther medallions, and a perfume called Eau de 
Werther. Tragically, there were even a few imitations of Werther’s suicide. The 
young Napoleon Bonaparte, who was to build an empire for France, claimed to 
have read Goethe’s novel seven times.

Religious revivals underlined the limits of reason in a different way. Much 
of the Protestant world experienced an “awakening” in the 1740s. In the German 
states, Pietist groups founded new communities, and in the British North American 
colonies, revivalist Protestant preachers drew thousands of fervent believers in a 
movement called the Great Awakening. In North America, bitter conflicts between 
revivalists and their opponents in the established churches prompted the leaders on 
both sides to set up new colleges to support their beliefs. These included Princeton, 
Columbia, Brown, and Dartmouth, all founded between 1746 and 1769.
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Revivalism also stirred eastern European Jews at about the same time. Israel 
ben Eliezer (1698–1760) laid the foundation for Hasidism in the 1740s and 1750s. 
He traveled the Polish countryside offering miraculous cures and became known 
as the Ba’al Shem Tov (meaning “Master of the Good Name”) because he used 
divine names to effect healing and bring believers into closer personal contact with 
God. He emphasized mystical contemplation of the divine, rather than study of 
Jewish law, and his followers, the Hasidim (Hebrew for “most pious” Jews), often 
expressed their devotion through music, dance, and fervent prayer. Their practices 
soon spread all over Poland-Lithuania.

Most of the waves of Protestant revivalism ebbed after the 1750s, but in Great 
Britain the movement known as Methodism continued to grow. John Wesley 
(1703–1791), the Oxford-educated son of an Anglican cleric, founded Methodism, a 
term evoked by Wesley’s insistence on strict self-discipline and a methodical approach 
to religious study and observance. In 1738, Wesley began preaching a new brand of 
Anglicanism, with some similarities to Calvinism, that emphasized an intense per-
sonal experience of salvation and a life of thrift, abstinence, and hard work. Travel-
ing all over the British Isles, Wesley would mount a table or a box to speak to the 
ordinary people of the village or town. He slept in his followers’ homes and treated 
their illnesses with various remedies, including small electric shocks for nervous 
diseases. (Wesley eagerly followed Benjamin Franklin’s experiments with electricity.) 

George Whitefi eld
One of the most prominent preachers of 
the Great Awakening in the British North 
American colonies was the English  Methodist 
George Whitefi eld, painted here by John 
 Wollaston in 1742. Whitefi eld visited the 
North American colonies seven times, 
sometimes for long periods, and drew tens 
of thousands of people to his dramatic and 
emotional open-air sermons. (National Portrait 
Gallery, London.)
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In fifty years, Wesley preached forty thousand sermons, an average of fifteen a week. 
When the Anglican authorities refused to let him preach in the churches, Wesley 
began to ordain his own clergy. Nevertheless, during Wesley’s lifetime the Methodist 
leadership remained politically conserva-
tive. Wesley himself denounced political 
agitation in the 1770s because, he said, it 
threatened to make Great Britain “a field 
of blood” ruled by “King Mob.”

Society and Culture in an Age of Enlightenment
Religious revivals and the first stirrings of romanticism show that all intellectual 
currents did not flow in the same channel. Similarly, some social and cultural devel-
opments manifested the influence of Enlightenment ideas, but others did not. The 
traditional leaders of European societies—the nobles—responded to Enlightenment 
ideals in contradictory fashion: many simply reasserted their privileges and resisted 
the influence of the Enlightenment, but an important minority embraced change 
and actively participated in reform efforts. The expanding middle classes saw in the 
Enlightenment a chance to make their claim for joining society’s governing elite. 
They bought Enlightenment books, joined Masonic lodges, and patronized new 
styles in art, music, and literature. The lower classes were more affected by economic 
growth. Continuing population increases contributed to a rise in prices for basic 
goods. At the same time, peasants had to face rising rents, which created resentment 
of upper-class privileges.

The Nobility’s Reassertion of Privilege

Nobles made up about 3 percent of the European population, but their numbers and 
way of life varied greatly from country to country. At least 10 percent of the popula-
tion in Poland and 7 to 8 percent in Spain was noble, in contrast to only 2 percent 
in Russia and between 1 and 2 percent in the rest of western Europe. Many Polish 
and Spanish nobles lived in poverty; a title did not guarantee wealth. The wealthiest 
European nobles luxuriated in almost unimaginable opulence. Many of the English 
peers, for example, owned more than ten thousand acres of land (the average western 
European peasant owned about five acres), invested widely in government bonds and 
trading companies, kept several country residences with scores of servants as well as 
houses in London, and occasionally even had their own private orchestras, libraries 
of expensive books, greenhouses for exotic plants, kennels of pedigree dogs, and 
collections of antiques, firearms, and scientific instruments.

In the face of the commercialization of agriculture and the inflation of prices, 
European aristocrats converted their remaining legal rights (called seigneurial dues, 
from the French seigneur, for “lord”) into money payments and used them to sup-
port an increasingly expensive lifestyle. Peasants felt the squeeze as a result. French 

REVIEW Why was France the center of the 
Enlightenment, and in what ways was it surprising 
that the philosophes and new ideas fl ourished there?
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peasants, for instance, paid a wide range of dues to their landlords—including pay-
ments to grind grain at the lord’s mill, bake bread in his oven, and press grapes in 
his winepress—and various inheritance taxes on the land. In addition, peasants had 
to work on the public roads without compensation for a specified number of days 
every year. They also paid taxes to the government on salt, an essential preservative, 
and on the value of their land; customs duties if they sold produce or wine in town; 
and the tithe on their grain (one-tenth of the crop) to the church.

In Britain, the landed gentry could not claim these same onerous dues from 
their tenants, but they fiercely defended their exclusive right to hunt game. The 
game laws kept the poor from eating meat and helped protect the social status of 
the rich. The gentry enforced the game laws themselves by hiring gamekeepers 
who hunted down poachers and even set traps for them in the forests. According 
to the law, anyone who poached deer or rabbits while armed or disguised could be 
sentenced to death. After 1760, the number of arrests for breaking the game laws 
increased dramatically. In most other countries, too, hunting was the special right 
of the nobility and a cause of deep popular resentment.

Even though Enlightenment writers sharply criticized nobles’ insistence on spe-
cial privileges, most aristocrats maintained their marks of distinction. The male 
court nobility continued to sport swords, plumed hats, makeup, and powdered 
hair; middle-class men wore simpler and more somber clothing. Aristocrats had 
their own seats in church and their own quarters in the universities. Frederick II 
(“the Great”) of Prussia (r. 1740–1786) made sure that nobles dominated both the 
army officer corps and the civil bureaucracy. Catherine II of Russia (r. 1762–1796) 
granted the nobility vast tracts of land, the exclusive right to own serfs, and exemp-
tion from personal taxes and corporal punishment. Her Charter of the Nobility of 
1785 codified these privileges in exchange for nobles’ political subservience to the 
state. In many countries, including Spain and France, the law prohibited aristocrats 
from engaging directly in retail trade. In Austria, Spain, the Italian states, Poland-
Lithuania, and Russia, most nobles consequently cared little about Enlightenment 
ideas; they did not read the books of the philosophes and feared reforms that might 
challenge their dominance of rural society.

In France, Britain, and the western German states, however, the nobility proved 
more open to the new ideas. Among those who personally corresponded with 
 Rousseau, for example, half were nobles, as were 20 percent of the 160 contributors 
to the Encyclopedia. It had not escaped their notice that Rousseau had denounced 
inequality. In his view, it was “manifestly contrary to the law of nature . . . that 
a handful of people should gorge themselves with superfluities while the hungry 
multitude goes in want of necessities.”

The Middle Class and the Making of a New Elite

The Enlightenment offered middle-class people an intellectual and cultural route to 
social improvement. The term middle class referred to the middle position on the 
social ladder; middle-class families did not have legal titles like the nobility above 
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them but did not work with their hands like the peasants, artisans, or workers below 
them. Most middle-class people lived in towns or cities and earned their living in the 
professions—as doctors, lawyers, or lower-level officials—or through investment in 
land, trade, or manufacturing. In the eighteenth century, the ranks of the middle 
class—also known as the bourgeoisie (after bourgeois, the French word for “city 
dweller”)—grew steadily in western Europe as a result of economic expansion. In 
France, for example, the overall population grew by about one-third in the 1700s, 
but the bourgeoisie nearly tripled in size. Although middle-class people had many 
reasons to resent the nobles, they also aspired to be like them.

Nobles and middle-class professionals mingled in Enlightenment salons and 
joined the new Masonic lodges and local learned societies. The members of Masonic 
lodges were known as Freemasons because that was the term given to apprentice 
masons when they were deemed “free” to practice as masters of their guild. The 
Freemasons quickly lost any connection to guild life, however; they held secret ritu-
als and meetings devoted to philanthropy and the discussion of new ideas. Although 
not explicitly political in aim, the lodges encouraged equality among members, and 
both aristocrats and middle-class men could join. Members wrote constitutions for 
their lodges and elected their own officers, thus promoting a direct experience of 
constitutional government.

Freemasonry arose in Great Britain and spread eastward: the first French and 
Italian lodges opened in 1726; Frederick II of Prussia founded a lodge in 1740; and 
after 1750, Freemasonry spread in Poland, Russia, and British North America. In 
France, women set up their own Masonic lodges. Despite the papacy’s condemna-
tion of Freemasonry in 1738 as subversive of religious and civil authority, lodges 
continued to multiply throughout the eighteenth century because they offered a 
place for socializing outside of the traditional channels and a way of declaring one’s 
interest in the Enlightenment and reform. In short, Freemasonry offered a kind of 
secular religion. After 1789 and the outbreak of the French Revolution, conserva-
tives would blame the lodges for every kind of political upheaval, but in the 1700s 
many high-ranking nobles became active members and saw no conflict with their 
privileged status.

Shared tastes in travel, architecture, and the arts helped strengthen the links 
between nobles and members of the middle class. “Grand tours” of Europe often 
led upper-class youths to the recently discovered Roman ruins at Pompeii and Her-
culaneum in Italy. The excavations aroused enthusiasm for the neoclassical style 
in architecture and painting, which began pushing aside the rococo and the long 
dominant baroque. Urban residences, government buildings, furniture, fabrics, 
wallpaper, and even pottery soon reflected the neoclassical emphasis on purity and 
clarity of forms. The English potter Josiah Wedgwood (1730–1795) almost single-
handedly created a mass market for domestic crockery by appealing to middle-class 
desires to emulate the rich and royal. His designs of special tea sets for the British 
queen, for Catherine the Great of Russia, and for leading aristocrats allowed him to 
advertise his wares as fashionable. By 1767, he claimed that his Queensware pottery 



576  C h a p t e r  1 5   The Promise of Enlightenment 1740–1789[ ]

had “spread over the whole Globe,” and indeed by then his pottery was being mar-
keted in France, Russia, Venice, the Ottoman Empire, and British North America.

This period also supported artistic styles other than neoclassicism. Frederick II 
of Prussia built himself a palace in the earlier rococo style; gave it a French name, 
Sans-souci (meaning “worry-free”); and filled it with paintings and sculptures by the 
French masters of the rococo. The new emphasis on emotion and family life was 
reflected in a growing taste for moralistic family scenes in painting. The paintings 
of Jean-Baptiste Greuze (1725–1805), much praised by Diderot, depicted ordinary 
families at moments of domestic crisis. Such subjects appealed in particular to the 
middle-class public, which now attended the official painting exhibitions in France 
that were held regularly every other year after 1737.

Although wealthy nobles still patronized Europe’s leading musicians, music too 
began to reflect the broadening of the elite, and the spread of Enlightenment ide-
als as classical forms replaced the baroque style. Complex polyphony gave way 
to melody, which made music more accessible to the ordinary listener. The first 
subscription concerts open to the public took place in London in the 1670s and in 
Frankfurt in 1712, and the German city of Leipzig opened the first public orchestra 
hall in 1781. The public concert gradually displaced the private recital, and a new 
attitude toward “the classics” developed: for the first time in the 1770s and 1780s, 
concert groups began to play older music rather than simply playing the latest 
commissioned works. This laid the foundation for what we still call classical music 
today—that is, a repertory of the greatest music of the eighteenth and early nine-
teenth centuries. Because composers now created works that would be performed 
over and over again as part of a classical repertory, rather than occasional pieces for 

Neoclassical Style
In this Georgian interior of Syon 
House on the outskirts of London, 
various neoclassical motifs are 
readily apparent: Greek columns, 
Greek-style statuary on top of 
the columns, and Roman-style 
mosaics in the fl oor. The Scottish 
architect Robert Adam created 
this room for the duke of 
 Northumberland in the 1760s. 
Adam had spent four years in Italy 
and returned to London in 1758 
to decorate homes in the “Adam 
style,” meaning the neoclassical 
manner. (© The Fotomas Index, U.K./
The Bridgeman Art Library.)
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the court or noble patrons, they deliberately attempted to write lasting works. As a 
result, the major composers began to produce fewer symphonies: the Austrian com-
poser Franz Joseph Haydn (1732–1809) wrote more than one hundred symphonies, 
but his successor Ludwig van Beethoven (1770–1827) would create only nine.

The two supreme masters of the new musical style of the eighteenth century 
show that the transition from noble patronage to classical concerts was far from 
complete. The Austrians Haydn and Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart (1756–1791) both 
wrote for noble patrons, but by the early 1800s their compositions had been incor-
porated into the canon of concert classics all over Europe. Incredibly prolific, both 
excelled in combining lightness, clarity, and profound emotion. Both also wrote 
numerous Italian operas, a genre whose popularity continued to grow: in the 1780s, 
the Papal States alone boasted forty opera houses. Haydn spent most of his career 
working for a Hungarian noble family, the Eszterházys. Asked why he had written 
no string quintets (at which Mozart excelled), he responded simply, “No one has 
ordered any.”

Jean-Baptiste Greuze, Broken Eggs (1756)
Greuze made his reputation as a painter of moralistic family scenes. In this one, an old woman (per-
haps the mother) confronts the lover of a young girl and points to the eggs that have fallen out of a 
basket. The broken eggs are a symbol of lost virginity. Denis Diderot praised Greuze’s work as “moral-
ity in paint,” but the paintings often had an erotic subtext. (© Francis G. Mayer/Corbis.)
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Interest in reading, like attending public concerts, took hold of the middle 

classes. Shaped by coffeehouses, Masonic lodges, and public concerts more than by 
formal schooling, the new reading public fueled a frenzied increase in publication. 
By the end of the eighteenth century, six times as many books were being pub-
lished in the German states, for instance, as at the beginning of the century. One 
Parisian author commented that “people are certainly reading ten times as much 
in Paris as they did a hundred years ago.” Provincial towns in Britain, France, the 
Dutch Republic, and the German states published their own newspapers; by 1780, 
thirty-seven English towns had local newspapers. Newspapers advertised arithme-
tic, dancing, and drawing lessons—and potions to induce abortions and cures for 
venereal disease. Lending libraries multiplied, and in England especially, even small 
villages housed book clubs. Women benefited as much as men from the spread of 
print. As one Englishman observed, “By far the greatest part of ladies now have a 
taste for books.”

The novel had become a respectable and influential genre. Among the most widely 
read novels were those of the English printer and writer Samuel  Richardson (1689–1761). 
In Clarissa Harlowe (1747–1748), a long novel in eight volumes,  Richardson tells the 
story of a young woman from a heartless upper-class family who is torn between her 
family’s choice of a repulsive suitor and her attraction to Lovelace, an aristocratic rake. 
Although she runs off with Lovelace to escape her family, she resists his advances; 
after being drugged and raped by Lovelace—despite the frantic pleas of readers of the 
first volumes to spare her—Clarissa dies of what can only be called a broken heart. 
One woman complained to Richardson, “I verily believe I have shed a pint of tears, 
and my heart is still bursting.” Richardson claimed that he wrote Clarissa Harlowe 
as a kind of manual of virtuous female conduct, yet critics nonetheless worried that 
novels undermined morals with their portrayals of lowlife characters, the seductions 
of virtuous women, and other examples of immoral behavior.

Although he himself grew up reading novels with his father, Rousseau discour-
aged novel reading in Émile. Still, he helped change attitudes in the new elite toward 
children by offering an educational approach for gently drawing the best out of chil-
dren rather than repressing their natural curiosity and love of learning. Paintings 
now showed individual children playing at their favorite activities rather than for-
mally posed with their families. Books about and for children became popular. The 
Newtonian System of the Universe Digested for Young Minds, by “Tom Telescope,” 
was published in Britain in 1761 and reprinted many times. Toys, jigsaw puzzles, 
and clothing designed for children all appeared for the first time in the 1700s. 
At the same time, however, the Enlightenment’s emphasis on reason, self-control, 
and childhood innocence made parents increasingly anxious about their children’s 
sexuality. Moralists and physicians wrote books about the evils of masturbation, 
“proving” that it led to physical and mental degeneration and even madness. One 
English writer linked masturbation to debility of body and of mind; infertility; epi-
lepsy; loss of memory, sight, and hearing; distortions of the eyes, mouth, and face; 
a pale,  sallow, and bluish complexion; wasting of the limbs; idiotism; and death 
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itself. While the Enlightenment thus encouraged excessive concern about children 
being left to their own devices, it nevertheless taught the middle and upper classes 
to value their children and to expect their improvement through education.

Life on the Margins

Even more than worrying about their children, the upper and middle classes worried 
about the increasing numbers of poor people. Although booming foreign trade—
French colonial trade, for example, increased tenfold in the 1700s—fueled a dramatic 
economic expansion, the results did not necessarily trickle all the way down the 
social scale. The population of Europe grew by nearly 30 percent, with especially 
striking gains in England, Ireland, Prussia, and Hungary. Even though food pro-
duction increased, shortages and crises still occurred periodically. Prices went up 
in many countries after the 1730s and continued to rise gradually until the early 
nineteenth century; wages in many trades rose as well, though less quickly than 
prices. Peasants who produced surpluses to sell in local markets and shopkeepers 
and artisans who could increase their sales to meet growing demand prospered. But 
those at the bottom of the social ladder—day laborers in the cities and peasants with 
smallholdings—lived on the edge of dire poverty, and when they lost their land or 
work, they either migrated to the cities or wandered the roads in search of food 
and work. In France alone, 200,000 workers left their homes every year in search of 
seasonal employment elsewhere. At least 10 percent of Europe’s urban population 
depended on some form of charity.

The growing numbers of poor people overwhelmed local governments and cre-
ated fears about rising crime. In some countries, officials sent beggars and vaga-
bonds to workhouses. The expenses for running these overcrowded institutions 
increased 60 percent in England between 1760 and 1785. After 1740, most German 
towns began to set up workhouses that were part workshop, part hospital, and part 
prison. Such institutions also appeared for the first time in Boston, New York, and 
Philadelphia. To supplement the inadequate system of religious charity, offices for 
the poor, public workshops, and workhouse-hospitals, the French government cre-
ated dépôts de mendicité, or “beggar houses,” in 1767. The government sent people 
to these new workhouses to labor in manufacturing, but most were too weak or sick 
to work, and 20 percent of them died within a few months of incarceration.

Those who were able to work or keep their land fared better. An increase in 
literacy, especially in the cities, allowed some lower-class people to participate in new 
tastes and ideas. One French observer insisted, “These days, you see a waiting-maid 
in her backroom, a lackey in an ante-room reading pamphlets. People can read in 
almost all classes of society.” In France, however, only 50 percent of men and 27 per-
cent of women could read and write in the 1780s (although that was twice the rate 
of a century earlier). Literacy rates were higher in England and the Dutch Republic, 
much lower in eastern Europe. About one in four Parisians owned books, but the 
lower classes overwhelmingly read religious books, as they had in the past.
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Whereas the new elite might attend salons, concerts, or art exhibitions, peasants 

enjoyed their traditional forms of popular entertainment, such as fairs and festivals, 
and the urban lower classes relaxed in cabarets and taverns. Sometimes pleasures 
were cruel. In Britain, bullbaiting, bearbaiting, dogfighting, and cockfighting were 
all common forms of entertainment that provided opportunities for organized gam-
bling. Even “gentle” sports frequented by the upper classes had their violent side, 
showing that the upper classes had not become so different as they sometimes 
thought. Cricket matches, whose rules were first laid down in 1744, were often 
accompanied by brawls among fans (not unlike soccer matches today, though on a 
much smaller scale). Many British enjoyed what one observer called a “battle royal 
with sticks, pebbles and hog’s dung.”

As population increased and villagers began to move to cities to better their 
prospects, sexual behavior changed, too. The rates of births out of wedlock soared, 
from less than 5 percent of all births in the seventeenth century to nearly 20 per-
cent at the end of the eighteenth. Historians have disagreed about the causes and 
meaning of this change. Some detect in this pattern a sign of sexual liberation and 
the beginnings of a modern sexual revolution: as women moved out of the control 
of their families, they began to seek their own sexual fulfillment. Others view this 
change more bleakly, as a story of seduction and betrayal: family and community 
pressure had once forced a man to marry a woman pregnant with his child, but 
now a man could abandon a pregnant lover by simply moving away.

Increased mobility brought freedom for some women, but it also aggravated the 
vulnerability of those newly arrived in cities from the countryside. Desperation, not 
reason, often ruled their choices. Women who came to the city as domestic servants 
had little recourse against masters or fellow servants who seduced or raped them. 
The result was a startling rise in abandoned babies. Most European cities established 
foundling hospitals to care for abandoned children in the 1700s, but infant and child 
mortality was 50 percent higher in such institutions than for children brought up 
at home. For women of this era who wanted to terminate a pregnancy, the options 
were limited and usually handled in secrecy. Some women tried herbs, laxatives, 
or crude surgical means of abortion; a few, usually servants who would lose their 
jobs if their employers discovered they had borne a child, resorted to infanticide. 
Reformers criticized the harshness of laws against infanticide, but they showed no 
mercy for “sodomites” (as male homosexuals were called), who in some places, 
in particular the Dutch Republic, were systematically persecuted and imprisoned 
or even executed. Male homosexuals attracted the attention of authorities because 
they had begun to develop networks and special meeting places. The stereotype 

of the effeminate, exclusively homosexual 
male seems to have appeared for the first 
time in the eighteenth century, perhaps as 
part of a growing emphasis on separate 
roles for men and women.

REVIEW What were the major diff erences in 
the impact of the Enlightenment on nobles, the 
middle classes, and the lower classes?
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State Power in an Era of Reform
Rulers turned to Enlightenment-inspired reforms to improve life for their subjects 
and gain commercial or military advantage over rival states. Historians label many of 
the sovereigns of this time enlightened despots or enlightened absolutists, for they 
aimed to promote Enlightenment reforms without giving up their absolutist powers. 
Catherine the Great’s admiring relationship with Voltaire showed how even the most 
absolutist rulers championed reform when it suited their own goals. Foremost among 
those goals was the expansion of a ruler’s territory.

War and Diplomacy

Europeans no longer fought devastating wars over religion that killed hundreds of 
thousands of civilians; instead, professional armies and navies battled for control of 
overseas empires and for dominance on the European continent. Rulers continued to 
expand their armies; the Prussian army, for example, nearly tripled in size between 
1740 and 1789. Widespread use of flintlock muskets required deployment in long 
lines, usually three men deep, with each line in turn loading and firing on command. 
Military strategy became cautious and calculating, but this did not prevent the out-
break of hostilities. The instability of the European balance of power resulted in two 
major wars, a diplomatic reversal of alliances, and the partition of Poland-Lithuania 
among Russia, Austria, and Prussia.

The War of the Austrian Succession (1740–1748) broke out when Holy Roman 
Emperor Charles VI died in 1740 without a male heir. Most European rulers recog-
nized the emperor’s chosen heiress, his daughter Maria Theresa, because Charles’s 
Pragmatic Sanction of 1713 had given women the right to inherit the Habsburg 
crown lands. The new king of Prussia, Frederick II, who had just succeeded his 
father a few months earlier in 1740, saw his chance to grab territory and immediately 
invaded the rich Austrian province of Silesia. France joined Prussia in an attempt 
to further humiliate its traditional enemy Austria, and Great Britain allied with 
Austria to prevent the French from taking the Austrian Netherlands (Map 15.1). 
French and British colonials in North America soon fought each other all along 
their boundaries, enlisting native American auxiliaries. Britain tried but failed to 
isolate the French Caribbean colonies during the war, and hostilities broke out 
in India, too. Maria Theresa (r. 1740–1780) survived only by conceding Silesia to 
 Prussia in order to split the Prussians off from France. The Peace of Aix-la-Chapelle 
of 1748 recognized Maria Theresa as the heiress to the Austrian lands, and her 
husband, Francis I, became Holy Roman Emperor, thus reasserting the integrity of 
the Austrian Empire. 

In 1756, a major reversal of alliances reshaped relations among the great powers. 
Prussia and Great Britain signed a defensive alliance, prompting Austria to overlook 
two centuries of hostility and ally with France. Austrian and French willingness to 
put aside their long-standing dynastic rivalry in favor of more immediate strategic 
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interests prompted some to call this a “diplomatic revolution.” Russia and Sweden 
soon joined the Franco-Austrian alliance. When Frederick II invaded Saxony, an 
ally of Austria, with his bigger and better-disciplined army, the long-simmering 
hostilities between Great Britain and France over colonial boundaries flared into a 
general war that became known as the Seven Years’ War (1756–1763).

Fighting soon raged around the world (Map 15.2). The French and British 
battled on land and sea in North America (where the conflict was called the French 
and Indian War), the West Indies, and India. The two coalitions also fought each 
other in central Europe. At first, in 1757, Frederick the Great surprised Europe with 
a spectacular victory at Rossbach in Saxony over a much larger Franco-Austrian 
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Map 15.1 The War of the Austrian Succession, 1740–1748
The accession of a twenty-three-year-old woman, Maria Theresa, to the Austrian throne gave the new 
king of Prussia, Frederick II, an opportunity to invade the province of Silesia. France joined on Prussia’s 
side, Great Britain on Austria’s. In 1745, the French defeated the British in the Austrian Netherlands 
and helped instigate a Jacobite uprising in Scotland. The rebellion failed, and British attacks on French 
overseas shipping forced the French to negotiate. The peace treaties guaranteed Frederick’s conquest 
of Silesia, which soon became the wealthiest province of Prussia. France came to terms with Great 
Britain to protect its overseas possessions; Austria had to accept the peace settlement after a formal 
public protest.
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army. But in time, Russian and Austrian armies encircled his troops. Frederick 
despaired: “I believe all is lost. I will not survive the ruin of my country.” A fluke 
of history saved him. Empress Elizabeth of Russia (r. 1741–1762) died and was 
succeeded by the mentally unstable Peter III, a fanatical admirer of Frederick and 
things Prussian. Peter withdrew Russia from the war. (He was soon mysteriously 
murdered, probably at the instigation of his wife, Catherine the Great.) In separate 
peace treaties with Russia and Austria, Frederick kept all his territory, including 
Silesia.
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Map 15.2 The Seven Years’ War, 1756–1763
In what might justly be called the fi rst worldwide war, the French and British fought each other in 
 Europe, the West Indies, North America, and India. Skirmishing in North America helped precipi-
tate the war, which became more general when Austria, France, and Russia allied to check Prussian 
infl uence in central Europe. The treaty between Austria and Prussia simply restored the status quo 
in Europe, but the changes overseas were much more dramatic. Britain gained control over Canada 
and India but gave back to France the West Indian islands of Guadeloupe and Martinique. Britain was 
now the dominant power of the seas. For more help analyzing this map, see the map activity for this 
chapter in the Online Study Guide at bedfordstmartins.com/huntconcise.
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The Anglo-French overseas conflicts ended more decisively than the con-

tinental land wars. British naval superiority, fully achieved only in the 1750s, 
enabled Great Britain to rout the French in North America, India, and the West 
Indies. In the Treaty of Paris of 1763, France ceded Canada to Great Britain and 
agreed to remove its armies from India, in exchange for keeping its rich West 
Indian islands. Eagerness to avenge this defeat would motivate France to support 
the British North American colonists in their War of Independence just fifteen 
years later.

Although Prussia suffered great losses in the Seven Years’ War—some 160,000 
Prussian soldiers died either in action or of disease—the army helped vault 
Prussia to the rank of leading powers. In 1733, Frederick II’s father, Frederick 
William I, had instituted the “canton system,” which enrolled peasant youths in 
each canton (or district) in the army, gave them two or three months of training 
annually, and allowed them to return to their family farms the rest of the year. 
They remained “cantonists” (reservists) as long as they were able-bodied. In this 
fashion, the  Prussian military steadily grew in size. By 1740, Prussia had the 
third- or fourth-largest army in Europe even though it was tenth in population 
and thirteenth in land area. Under Frederick II, Prussia’s military expenditures 
rose to two-thirds of the state’s revenue. Almost every nobleman served in the 
army, paying for his own support as an officer and buying a position as company 
commander. Once retired, the  officers returned to their estates, coordinated the 
canton system, and served as local officials. In this way, the military permeated 
every aspect of rural society, fusing army and agrarian organization. The army 
gave the state great power, but the militarization of Prussian society also had 
a profoundly conservative effect: it kept the peasants enserfed to their lords, 
and it blocked the middle classes from access to estates or high government 
positions.

Prussia’s power grew so dramatically that in 1772 Frederick the Great proposed 
the division of large chunks of Polish-Lithuanian territory among Austria, Prussia, 

and Russia. Despite the protests of the Austrian 
empress Maria Theresa that the partition would 
spread “a stain over my whole reign,” she agreed to 
split one-third of Poland-Lithuania’s territory and 
half of its people among the three powers. Austria 
feared growing Russian influence in Poland and in 
the Balkans, where  Russia had been successfully 
battling the  Ottoman Empire. Conflicts among 
Catholics, Protestants, and Orthodox Christians 
in Poland were used to justify this cynical move. 
Russia took over most of Lithuania, e ffectively 
ending the large but weak Polish-Lithuanian 
commonwealth.
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State-Sponsored Reform

In the aftermath of the Seven Years’ War, all the belligerents faced pressing needs 
for more money to fund their growing armies, to organize navies to wage over-
seas conflicts, and to counter the impact of inflation. To make tax increases more 
palatable to public opinion, rulers appointed reform-minded ministers and gave 
them a mandate to modernize government. As one adviser to Joseph II of Austria 
(r. 1780–1790) put it, “A properly constituted state must be exactly analogous to 
a machine . . . and the ruler must be the foreman, the mainspring . . . which sets 
everything else in motion.” Such reforms always threatened the interests of tradi-
tional groups, however, and the spread of Enlightenment ideas aroused sometimes 
unpredictable desires for more change.

Legal reform, both of the judicial system and of the often disorganized and 
irregular law codes, was central to the work of many reform-minded monarchs. 
Although Frederick II favored all things French in culture—he insisted on speaking 
French in his court and prided himself on his personal friendship with Voltaire—he 
made Prussian justice the envy of Europe. His institution of a uniform civil justice 
system created the most consistently administered laws and efficient judiciary of 

Dividing Poland, 1772
In this contemporary depiction, Cathe-
rine the Great, Joseph II, and Frederick 
II point on the map to the portion of 
Poland-Lithuania each plans to take. 
The artist makes it clear that Poland’s 
fate rested in the hands of neighbor-
ing rulers, not its own people. Can you 
infer the sentiments of the artist from 
the content of this engraving? (Mansell/
Time Life Pictures/Getty Images.)
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the time. Joseph II also ordered the compilation of a unified law code, a project 
that required many years for completion. Catherine II of Russia began such an 
undertaking even more ambitiously. In 1767, she called together a legislative com-
mission of 564 deputies and asked them to consider a long document called the 
Instruction, which represented her hopes for legal reform based on the ideas of 
Montesquieu and the Italian writer Cesare Beccaria. Montesquieu had insisted that 
any punishment should fit the crime; he also criticized the use of torture and brutal 
corporal punishment. In his influential book On Crimes and Punishments (1764), 
Beccaria argued that laws should be printed for everyone to read and adminis-
tered in rational procedures, that torture should be abolished as inhumane, and 
that the accused should be presumed innocent until proven guilty. Despite much 
discussion and hundreds of petitions and documents about local problems, little 
came of Catherine’s commission because the monarch herself—despite her regard 
for Voltaire and his fellow philosophes—proved ultimately unwilling to see through 
far-reaching legal reform.

Rulers everywhere wanted more control over church affairs, and they used 
Enlightenment criticisms of the organized churches to get their way. In Catholic 
countries, many government officials resented the influence of the Jesuits, the major 
Catholic teaching order. The Jesuits trained the Catholic intellectual elite, ran a 
worldwide missionary network, enjoyed close ties to the papacy, and amassed great 
wealth. Critics mounted campaigns against the Jesuits in many countries, and by 
the early 1770s the Society of Jesus had been dissolved in Portugal, France, and 
Spain. In 1773, Pope Clement XIV (r. 1769–1774) agreed under pressure to dis-
band the order, an edict that held until a reinvigorated papacy restored the society 
in 1814. Joseph II of Austria not only applauded the suppression of the Jesuits but 
also required Austrian bishops to swear fidelity and submission to him. Under 
Joseph, the Austrian state supervised seminaries, reorganized diocesan boundaries, 
abolished contemplative monastic orders, and confiscated their property to pay for 
education and poor relief.

Enlightened absolutists also tried to gain greater state authority over educa-
tion, even while extending education to the lower classes. Joseph II launched the 
most ambitious educational reforms of the period. In 1774, once the Jesuits had 
been disbanded, the General School Ordinance in Austria ordered state subsi-
dies for local schools, which the state would regulate. By 1789, one-quarter of the 
school-age children attended school. In Prussia, the school code of 1763 required 
all children between the ages of five and thirteen to attend school. Although 
not enforced uniformly, the Prussian law demonstrated Frederick II’s belief that 
 modernization depended on education. Catherine II of Russia also tried to expand 
elementary education—and the education of women in particular—and founded 
engineering schools.

No ruler pushed the principle of religious toleration as far as Joseph II of 
Austria, who became Holy Roman Emperor and co-regent with his mother, Maria 
Theresa, in 1765 and then ruled alone after 1780. In 1781, he granted freedom of 
religious worship to Protestants, Orthodox Christians, and Jews. For the first time, 
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these groups were allowed to own property, build schools, enter the professions, 
and hold political and military offices. The efforts of other rulers to extend reli-
gious toleration proved more limited. Louis XVI signed an edict in 1787 restoring 
French Protestants’ civil rights—but still they could not hold political office. Great 
Britain continued to deny Catholics freedom of open worship and the right to sit 
in Parliament. Most European states limited the rights and opportunities available 
to Jews. In Russia, only wealthy Jews could hold municipal office, and in the Papal 
States, the pope encouraged forced baptism. The leading philosophes opposed the 
persecution of Jews in theory but often treated them with undisguised contempt. 
Diderot’s comment was all too typical: Jews, he said, bore “all the defects peculiar 
to an ignorant and superstitious nation.”

Limits of Reform

When enlightened absolutist leaders introduced reforms, they often faced resistance 
from groups threatened by the proposed changes. The most contentious area of 
reform was agricultural policy. Whereas Frederick II and Catherine II reinforced the 
authority of nobles over their serfs, Joseph II tried to remove the burdens of serfdom 
in the Habsburg lands. In 1781, he abolished the personal aspects of serfdom: serfs 
could now move freely, enter trades, or marry without their lords’ permission. Joseph 
abolished the tithe to the church, shifted more of the tax burden to the nobility, and 
converted peasants’ labor services into cash payments.

The Austrian nobility furiously resisted these far-reaching reforms. When 
Joseph died in 1790, his brother Leopold II had to revoke most reforms to appease 
the nobles. On his deathbed, Joseph recognized the futility of many of his efforts; 
as his epitaph he suggested, “Here lies Joseph II, who was unfortunate in all his 
enterprises.” Prussia’s Frederick II, like Joseph, encouraged such agricultural innova-
tions as planting potatoes and turnips (new crops that could help feed a growing 
population), experimenting with cattle breeding, draining swamplands, and clearing 
forests. But Prussia’s noble landlords, the Junkers, continued to expand their estates 
at the expense of poorer peasants, and Frederick did nothing to ameliorate serfdom 
except on his own domains.

Reforming ministers also tried to stimulate agricultural improvement in France. 
Unlike most other western European countries, France still had about 100,000 serfs; 
though their burdens weighed less heavily than those in eastern Europe, serfdom 
did not entirely disappear until 1789. A group of economists called the physiocrats 
urged the French government to deregulate the grain trade and make the tax system 
more equitable to encourage agricultural productivity. In the interest of establishing 
a free market, they also insisted that urban guilds be abolished because they pre-
vented free entry into the trades. Their proposed reforms applied the Enlightenment 
emphasis on individual liberties to the economy; Adam Smith took up many of the 
physiocrats’ ideas in his writing in favor of free markets. The French government 
heeded some of this advice and gave up its system of price controls on grain in 1763, 
but it had to reverse this decision in 1770 when grain shortages caused a famine.
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French reform efforts did not end there. To break the power of the parlements 

(the thirteen high courts of law that had led the way in opposing royal efforts to 
increase and equalize taxation), Louis XV appointed a reform-minded chancellor who 
in 1770 replaced the parlements with courts in which the judges no longer owned 
their offices and thus could not sell them or pass them on as an inheritance. Justice 
would then be more impartial. Nevertheless, the judges of the displaced parlements 
aroused widespread opposition to what they portrayed as tyrannical royal policy. 
The furor calmed down only when Louis XV died in 1774 and his successor, Louis 
XVI (r. 1774–1792), yielded to aristocratic demands and restored the old parlements. 
Louis XV died one of the most despised kings in French history, resented both for his 
high-handed reforms and for his private vices. Underground pamphlets lampooned 
him, describing his final mistress, Madame du Barry, as a prostitute who pandered to 
the elderly king’s well-known taste for young girls. This often pornographic literature 
linked despotism to the supposedly excessive influence of women at court.

Louis XVI tried to carry out part of the program suggested by the physiocrats, 
and he chose one of their disciples, Jacques Turgot (1727–1781), as his chief minister. 
Turgot pushed through several edicts that again freed the grain trade, suppressed 
many guilds, converted the peasants’ forced labor on roads into a money tax payable 
by all landowners, and reduced court expenses. He also began making plans to intro-
duce a system of elected local assemblies, which would have made government much 
more representative. Faced with broad-based resistance led by the parlements and his 
own courtiers, as well as with riots against rising grain prices, Louis XVI dismissed 
Turgot, and one of the last possibilities to overhaul France’s monarchy collapsed.

The failure of reform in France paradoxically reflected the power of Enlighten-
ment ideas; everyone now endorsed Enlightenment ideals but used them for different 
ends. The nobles in the parlements blocked the French monarchy’s reform efforts 
using the very same Enlightenment language spoken by the crown’s ministers. But 
unlike Austria, the other great power that faced persistent aristocratic resistance to 
reform, France had a large middle-class public that was increasingly frustrated by 
the failure to institute social change, a failure that ultimately helped undermine the 
monarchy itself. Where Frederick II, Catherine II, and even Joseph II used reform 

to bolster the efficiency of absolutist gov-
ernment, attempts at change in France 
backfired. French kings found that their 
ambitious programs for reform succeeded 
only in arousing unrealistic hopes.

Rebellions against State Power
Although traditional forms of popular discontent had not disappeared, Enlighten-
ment ideals and reforms changed the rules of the game in politics. Governments had 
become accountable for their actions to a much wider public sphere than ever before. 
In Britain and France, ordinary people rioted when they perceived  government as 

REVIEW What prompted enlightened 
absolutists to undertake reforms in the second 
half of the eighteenth century?
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failing to protect them against food shortages. The growth of informed public opin-
ion had its most dramatic consequences in the North American colonies, where a 
struggle over the British Parliament’s right to tax turned into a full-scale war for 
independence. The American War of Independence showed that once put into 
 practice, Enlightenment ideals could have revolutionary implications.

Food Riots and Peasant Uprisings

Population growth, inflation, and the extension of the market system put added pres-
sure on the already beleaguered poorest classes of people. Seventeenth-century 
peasants and townspeople had rioted to protest new taxes. In the last half of the eigh-
teenth century, the food supply became the focus of political and social conflict. Poor 
people living in the villages and towns believed it was the government’s responsibility 
to ensure that they had enough food, and many governments did stockpile grain to 
make up for the occasional bad harvest. At the same time, in keeping with Adam 
Smith’s and the French physiocrats’ free-market proposals, governments wanted to 
allow grain prices to rise with market demand, because higher profits would motivate 
producers to increase the supply of food.

Free trade in grain meant selling to the highest bidder even if that bidder was 
a foreign merchant. In the short run, in times of scarcity, big landowners and farm-
ers could make huge profits by selling grain outside their hometowns or villages. 
This practice enraged poor farmers, agricultural workers, and city wageworkers, 
who could not afford the higher prices. Lacking the political means to affect policy, 
they could enforce their desire for old-fashioned price regulation only by rioting. 
Most did not pillage or steal grain, but rather forced the sale of grain or flour at a 
“just” price and blocked the shipment of grain out of their villages to other markets. 
Women often led these “popular price fixings,” as they were called in France, in 
desperate attempts to protect the food supply for their children.

Such food riots occurred regularly in Britain and France in the second half 
of the eighteenth century. One of the most turbulent was the so-called Flour War 
in France in 1775. Turgot’s deregulation of the grain trade in 1774 caused prices 
to rise in several provincial cities. Rioting spread from there to the Paris region, 
where villagers attacked grain convoys heading to the capital city. Local officials 
often ordered merchants and bakers to sell at the price the rioters demanded, only 
to find themselves arrested by the central government for overriding free trade. The 
government brought in troops to restore order and introduced the death penalty 
for rioting.

Frustrations with serfdom and hopes for a miraculous transformation provoked 
the Pugachev rebellion in Russia beginning in 1773. An army deserter from the 
southeast frontier region, Emelian Pugachev (1742–1775) claimed to be Tsar Peter 
III, the dead husband of Catherine II. Pugachev’s appearance seemed to confirm 
peasant hopes for a “redeemer tsar” who would save the people from oppression. 
He rallied around him Cossacks like himself who resented the loss of their old 
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tribal independence. Now increasingly enserfed 
or forced to pay taxes and endure army service, 
these nomadic bands joined with other serfs, 
rebellious mineworkers, and Muslim minorities. 
Catherine dispatched a large army to squelch 
the uprising, but Pugachev eluded them, and the 
fighting spread. Nearly three million people even-
tually participated, making this the largest single 
rebellion in the history of tsarist Russia.

When Pugachev urged the peasants to attack 
the nobility and seize their estates, hundreds of 
noble families perished. Foreign newspapers called 
it “the revolution in southern Russia” and offered 
fantastic stories about Pugachev’s life history. 
Finally, the army captured the rebel leader and 
brought him in an iron cage to Moscow, where he 

was tortured and executed. In the aftermath, Catherine tightened the nobles’ control 
over their serfs and harshly punished those who dared to criticize serfdom.

A Cossack
Emelian Pugachev and many of his 
followers were Cossacks, Ukrainians 
who set up nomadic communities of 
horsemen to resist outside control, 
whether from the Turks, Poles, or 
Russians. This eighteenth-century 
engraving captures the common 
view of Cossacks as horsemen 
always ready for battle but with a 
fondness for music, too. For more 
help a nalyzing this image, see 
the visual activity for this chap-
ter in the Online Study Guide at 
b edfordstmartins.com/huntconcise. 
(© The Bridgeman Art Library.)
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Public Opinion and Political Opposition

Peasant uprisings might briefly shake even a powerful monarchy, but the rise of 
public opinion as a force independent of court society caused more enduring changes 
in European politics. Across much of Europe and in the North American colonies, 
demands for broader political participation reflected Enlightenment notions about 
individual rights. Aristocratic bodies such as the French parlements, which had no 
legislative role like that of the British Parliament, insisted that the monarch consult 
them on the nation’s affairs, and the new educated elite wanted more influence, too. 
Newspapers began to cover daily political affairs, and the public learned the basics 
of political life, despite the strict limits on political participation in most countries.

Monarchs turned to public opinion to seek support against aristocratic groups 
that opposed reform. Gustavus III of Sweden (r. 1771–1792) called himself “the first 
citizen of a free people” and promised to deliver the country from “insufferable 
aristocratic despotism.” Shortly after coming to the throne, Gustavus proclaimed a 
new constitution that divided power between the king and the legislature, abolished 
the use of torture in the judicial process, and ensured some freedom of the press.

In France, both the parlements and the monarch appealed to the public through 
the printed word. The crown hired writers to make its case; the magistrates of the 
parlements wrote their own rejoinders. French-language newspapers published in 
the Dutch Republic provided many people in France with detailed accounts of polit-
ical news and also gave voice to pro-parlement positions. One of the new French-
language newspapers printed inside France, Le Journal des Dames (The Ladies’ 
Journal), was published by women and mixed short stories and reviews of books 
and plays with demands for more women’s rights.

The Wilkes affair in Great Britain showed that public opinion could be mobilized 
to challenge a government. In 1763, during the reign of George III (r. 1760–1820), 
John Wilkes, a member of Parliament, attacked the government in his newspaper, 
North Briton, and sued the crown when he was arrested. He won his release as well 
as damages. When he was reelected, Parliament denied him his seat, not once but 
three times.

The Wilkes episode soon escalated into a major campaign against the corrup-
tion and social exclusiveness of Parliament, complaints the Levellers had first raised 
during the English revolutions of the late 1640s. Newspapers, magazines, pamphlets, 
handbills, and cheap editions of Wilkes’s collected works all helped promote his 
cause. Those who could not vote demonstrated for Wilkes. In one incident, eleven 
people died when soldiers broke up a huge gathering of his supporters. The slo-
gan “Wilkes and Liberty” appeared on walls all over London. Middle-class voters 
formed the Society of Supporters of the Bill of Rights, which circulated petitions 
for Wilkes; they gained the backing of about one-fourth of all the voters. The more 
determined Wilkesites proposed sweeping reforms of Parliament, including more 
frequent elections, more representation for the counties, the elimination of “rot-
ten boroughs” (election districts so small that they could be controlled by one big 
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patron), and restrictions of pensions used by the crown to gain support. These 
demands would be at the heart of agitation for parliamentary reform in Britain for 
decades to come.

Popular demonstrations did not always support reforms. In 1780, the Gordon 
riots devastated London. They were named after the fanatical anti-Catholic crusader 
Lord George Gordon, who helped organize huge marches and petition campaigns 
against a bill the House of Commons passed to grant limited toleration to Catho-
lics. The demonstrations culminated in a seven-day riot that left fifty buildings 
destroyed and three hundred people dead. Despite the continuing limitation on vot-
ing rights in Great Britain, British politicians were learning that they could ignore 
public opinion only at their peril.

Political opposition also took artistic forms, particularly in countries where 
governments restricted organized political activity. A striking example of a play with 
a political message was The Marriage of Figaro (1784) by Pierre-Augustin Caron de 
Beaumarchais (1732–1799), a watchmaker, a judge, a gunrunner in the American 
War of Independence, and a French spy in Britain. The Marriage of Figaro was 
first a hit at court, when Queen Marie-Antoinette had it read for her friends. But 
when her husband, Louis XVI, read it, he forbade its production on the grounds 
that “this man mocks at everything that should be respected in government.” When 
finally performed publicly, the play caused a sensation. The chief character, Figaro, 
is a clever servant who gets the better of his noble employer. When speaking of 
the count, he cries, “What have you done to deserve so many rewards? You went 
to the trouble of being born, and nothing more.” Two years later, Mozart based an 
equally famous but somewhat tamer opera on Beaumarchais’s story.

Revolution in North America

Oppositional forms of public opinion came to a head in Great Britain’s North 
 American colonies, where the result was American independence and the establish-
ment of a republican constitution that stood in stark contrast to most European 
regimes. The successful revolution was the only blow to Britain’s increasing domi-
nance in world affairs in the eighteenth century, and as such it was another aspect 
of the power rivalries existing at that time. Yet many Europeans saw the American 
War of Independence, or the American Revolution (1775–1783), as a triumph for 
Enlightenment ideas. As one German writer exclaimed in 1777, an American victory 
would give “greater scope to the Enlightenment, new keenness to the thinking of 
peoples and new life to the spirit of liberty.”

The American revolutionary leaders had been influenced by a common 
 Atlantic civilization; they participated in the Enlightenment and shared political 
ideas with the opposition Whigs in Britain. Supporters demonstrated for Wilkes 
in South Carolina and Boston, and the South Carolina legislature donated a sub-
stantial sum to the Society of Supporters of the Bill of Rights. In the 1760s and 
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1770s, both British and American opposition leaders became convinced that the 
B ritish  government was growing increasingly corrupt and despotic. British radi-
cals wanted to reform Parliament so the voices of a broader, more representative 
segment of the population would be heard. The colonies had no representatives 
in Parliament, and the colonists claimed that “no taxation without representation” 
should be allowed. Indeed, they denied that Parliament had any jurisdiction over 
the colonies, insisting that the king govern them through colonial legislatures and 
recognize their traditional British liberties. The failure of the “Wilkes and Liberty” 
campaign to produce concrete results convinced many Americans that Parliament 
was hopelessly tainted and that they would have to stand up for their rights as 
British subjects.

The British colonies remained loyal to the crown until Parliament’s encroach-
ment on their autonomy, and the elimination of the French threat at the end of 
the Seven Years’ War transformed colonial attitudes. Unconsciously perhaps, the 
colonies had begun to form a separate nation. Their economies generally flourished 
in the eighteenth century, and between 1750 and 1776 their population almost 
doubled. More slaves were imported during that quarter-century than at any other 
time in American history. With the British clamoring for lower taxes and the colo-
nists paying only a fraction of the tax rate levied on the Britons at home, Parliament 
passed new taxes, including the Stamp Act in 1765, which required a special tax 
stamp on all legal documents and publications. After violent rioting in the colo-
nies, the tax was repealed, but in 1773 a new Tea Act revived colonial resistance, 
which culminated in the so-called Boston Tea Party of 1773. Colonists dressed as 
Indians boarded British ships and dumped the imported tea (by this time an enor-
mously popular beverage) into Boston’s harbor. The British government tried to 
clamp down on the unrest, but British troops in the colonies soon found themselves 
fighting locally organized militias.

Political opposition in the American colonies turned belligerent when Britain 
threatened to use force to maintain control. In 1774, the First Continental  Congress 
convened, composed of delegates from all the colonies, and unsuccessfully peti-
tioned the crown for redress. The next year the Second Continental Congress 
organized an army with George Washington in command. After actual fighting 
had begun, in 1776, the congress proclaimed the Declaration of Independence. 
An eloquent statement of the American cause written principally by Thomas 
 Jefferson, a delegate from Virginia, the Declaration of Independence was couched 
in the language of universal human rights, which enlightened Europeans could be 
expected to understand. George III denounced the American “traitors and rebels.” 
But European newspapers enthusiastically reported on every American response 
to “the cruel acts of oppression they have been made to suffer.” Two years after 
the Declaration was issued, France boosted the American cause by entering on the 
colonists’ side in 1778. Spain, too, saw an opportunity to check the growing power 
of Britain, though without actually endorsing American independence out of fear 
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of the response of its Latin American colonies. Spain declared war on Britain in 
1779. The following year, Britain declared war on the Dutch Republic in retaliation 
for Dutch support of the rebels. The worldwide conflict that resulted was more 
than Britain could handle. The American colonies achieved their independence in 
the peace treaty of 1783.

The newly independent states still faced the challenge of republican self-
government. The Articles of Confederation, drawn up in 1777 as a provisional 
constitution, proved weak because they gave the central government few powers. 
In 1787, a constitutional convention met in Philadelphia to draft a new constitu-
tion. It established a two-house legislature, an indirectly elected president, and an 
independent judiciary. The Constitution’s preamble insisted explicitly, for the first 
time in history, that government derived its power solely from the people and did 
not depend on divine right or on the tradition of royalty or aristocracy. The new 
educated elite of the eighteenth century had now created a government based on 
a “social contract” among male, property-owning, white citizens. It was by no 
means a complete democracy, and women and slaves were excluded from politi-
cal participation. But the new government represented a radical departure from 
European models. In 1791, the Bill of Rights, outlining the essential rights (such 
as freedom of speech) that the government could never overturn, was appended to 
the Constitution. Although slavery continued in the American republic, the new 
emphasis on rights helped fuel a movement for its abolition in both Britain and 
the United States.

Interest in the new republic was greatest in France. The U.S. Constitution and 
various state constitutions were published in French with commentary by leading 
thinkers. Even more important in the long run were the effects of the American war. 
Dutch losses to Great Britain aroused a widespread movement for political reform 
in the Dutch Republic, and debts incurred by France in supporting the  American 

colonies would soon force the French 
monarchy to the edge of bankruptcy and 
then to revolution. Ultimately, the entire 
European system of royal rule would be 
challenged.

Conclusion
The American Revolution was the most profound practical result of the gen-
eral European movement known as the Enlightenment. When Thomas Jefferson 
looked back many years later on the Declaration of Independence, he said he 
hoped it would be “the signal of arousing men to burst the chains under which 
monkish ignorance and superstition had persuaded them to bind themselves.” 

REVIEW Why did public opinion become a 
new factor in politics in the second half of the 
eighteenth century?
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Mapping the West Europe and the World, c. 1780
Although Great Britain lost control over its North American colonies, which became the new United 
States, European infl uence on the rest of the world grew dramatically in the eighteenth century. The 
slave trade linked European ports to African slave-trading outposts and to plantations in the Carib-
bean, South America, and North America. The European countries on the Atlantic Ocean benefi ted 
most from this trade. Yet almost all of Africa, China, and Japan and large parts of India still resisted 
European incursion, and the Ottoman Empire, with its massive territories, still presented Europe with 
a formidable military challenge.

What began as a cosmopolitan movement of a few intellectuals in the first half 
of the eighteenth century reached a relatively wide audience among the  educated 
elite of men and women. The spirit of reform swept from the salons and cof-
feehouses into the halls of government. Reasoned, scientific inquiry into the 
causes of social misery and laws defending individual rights and freedoms gained 
 adherents everywhere.

For most Europeans, however, Enlightenment remained a promise rather than 
a reality. Rulers such as Catherine the Great had every intention of retaining their 
full, often unchecked, powers, even as they corresponded with leading philo sophes, 
announced support for their causes, and entertained them at their courts. More-
over, would-be reformers often found themselves thwarted by the resistance of 
nobles, by the priorities rulers gave to waging wars, or by popular resistance to 
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deregulation of trade that stripped away protection against the uncertainties of the 
market. Yet even the failure of reform contributed to the ferment in Europe after 
1770. Peasant rebellions in eastern Europe, the “Wilkes and Liberty” campaign 

in Great Britain, the struggle over reform 
in France, and the revolution in America 
all occurred at about the same time, and 
their conjunction convinced many Euro-
peans that the world was in fact chang-
ing. Just how much it had changed, and 
whether the change was for better or for 
worse, would become more evident in the 
next decades.

For practice quizzes and other study tools, see the Online Study Guide at 
bedfordstmartins.com/huntconcise.
For primary-source material from this period, see Chapter 18 of 
Sources of The Making of the West, Third Edition. 

CHAPTER REVIEW QUESTIONS
1.  Why would rulers feel ambivalent about the 

Enlightenment, supporting reform on the one 
hand, while clamping down on political dissent 
on the other?

2.  Which major developments in the second half 
of the eighteenth century ran counter to the 
infl uence of the Enlightenment?

17601740 1750

T I M E L I N E

1740–1748 War of the Austrian 
Succession: France and Prussia 
versus Austria and Great Britain

■ 1764 
Voltaire, 
Philosophical 
Dictionary

■ 1762 Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau, The Social 
Contract and Émile

1756–1763 Seven Years’ War fought in 
Europe, India, and the American colonies

1751–1772 Encyclopedia published in France
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Suggested References

The interpretive study by Gay remains useful, but the Kors volumes offer the most 
up-to-date views on the Enlightenment. As the autobiography of Equiano (Allison) 
shows, the influence of new ideas spread far and wide.
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17901770 1780

■ 1785 Catherine the Great’s 
Charter of the Nobility grants 
nobles exclusive control over 
their serfs in exchange for 
subservience to the state

■ 1787 Delegates from 
the states draft a new 
U.S. Constitution

■ 1781 Immanuel Kant, 
The Critique of Pure Reason; 
Leipzig opens first public 
orchestra hall

■ 1780 Joseph II of Austria assumes 
sole power and undertakes wide-reaching 
reform; Gordon (anti-Catholic) riots 
in London

■ 1773 Pugachev rebellion 
of Russian peasants

■ 1772 First partition of Poland

■ 1770 Louis XV of France fails to break 
the power of the French law courts

■ 1776 American Declaration of 
Independence from Great Britain; 
Adam Smith, The Wealth of Nations

■ 1775 Flour War in France


