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New Economic Thinking 
Thinkers called physiocrats 
focused    on economic reforms.  
Like the philosophes, physiocrats 
looked for natural laws to define 
a rational economic system. 

Physiocrats rejected 
mercantilism in favor of a policy 
called laissez faire. 

Laissez faire means allowing 
businesses to run with little or 
no government interference.  

 
 

The first page of the Wealth of 
Nations, 1776 London edition 

Adam Smith 

In The Wealth of Nations, Adam Smith argued 
that the free market should be allowed to 
regulate business activity.  Smith supported 
laissez faire, but also believed that a 
government had a duty to protect society, 
administer justice, and provide public works. 



The Philosophies and Society 

 Thinkers called philosophes believed that the use 
of reason could lead to reforms of government, 
law, and society. 

 The philosophes were not so much philosophers 
as men who sought to apply reason and common 
sense to nearly all the major institutions and 
mores of the day.  

 They all sought reform for the sake of human 
liberty.  

 They provided a major source of ideas that could 
be used to undermine existing social and political 
structures.  



Philosophes Outlook 

 The philosophes drew on three main sources for 
their outlook: 

– Intellectually, they were indebted to the physics of 
Isaac Newton, which emphasized empirical experience 
and the rationality of the natural world.  

– They also profited greatly from the psychological 
theory of John Locke, who had argued that man's 
nature is changeable and can be improved by his 
environment.   

– Politically, they admired Great Britain, which seemed 
to exemplify a society in which enlightened reform 
served the common good.  



Voltaire 
 Francois Marie Arouet , (pen name Voltaire), was 

the most influential philosophe and an admirer of 
English government and Newton.  

 France with its decadent absolutism and political 
and religious censorship, seemed to prove the need 
for reform.   

 France became the center for the Enlightenment.  

 He also defended the principle of 
freedom of speech. 

– Used wit to expose abuses and 
corruption.  

– Opposed the slave trade and 
religious prejudice. 

– Offended the French government 
and Catholic Church and was 
imprisoned and exiled. 



Philosophies and Religion 

 The philosophes considered established churches, esp. 
Roman Catholicism, to be obstacles to mankind's 
improvement and happiness.   

 Instead, offered its own religious creed, Deism, 
favoring a rational deity and a rational morality.   

 Although religious toleration was a positive 
contribution of the Enlightenment, the philosophes’ 
criticisms of traditional religion often reflected an 
implicit contempt not only for Christianity, but for 
Judaism and Islam as well.   

 Two Jewish writers played key roles in the debate over 
religion and the place of Jews in European life:  Baruch 
Spinoza and Moses Mendelsohn.  



Baruch Spinoza 
 Baruch (or Benedictus) Spinoza is one of the most 

important philosophers—and certainly the most radical—
of the early modern period.  

 His thought combines Cartesian metaphysical and 
epistemological principles with elements from ancient 
Stoicism and medieval Jewish rationalism into a 
nonetheless highly original system.  

 His naturalistic views on God, the world, the human 
being and knowledge serve to ground a moral philosophy 
centered on the control of the passions leading to virtue 
and happiness. 

 They also lay the foundations for a strongly democratic 
political thought and a deep critique of the pretensions 
of Scripture and sectarian religion. 

 Of all the philosophers of the seventeenth-century, 
perhaps none have more relevance today than Spinoza. 

branch of 
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deals with first 
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knowledge, esp. 
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methods, validity, 
and scope 

Associated with the teachings of Descartes 



Moses Mendelsohn 
 Moses Mendelssohn (b. 1729, d. 1786) 

was a creative and eclectic thinker whose 
writings on metaphysics and aesthetics, 
political theory and theology, together 
with his Jewish heritage, placed him at 
the focal point of the German 
Enlightenment for over three decades. 

 Dubbed “the Jewish Luther,” Mendelssohn also campaigned 
for Jews' civil rights and translated the Pentateuch and the 
Psalms into German. 

 As a Jew with an unwavering belief in the harmonizing 
effects of rational analysis and discourse, Mendelssohn 
rankled both institutional and self-appointed advocates of 
Christianity as well as Judaism. 



The Encyclopedia 
 Denis Diderot, as editor, worked for 25 years to produce a 

28-volume Encyclopedia. 

 Over 100 people contributed to the encyclopedia. 

 The project tried to secularize learning and replace the 
intellectual assumptions of the Middle Ages & Reformation 

– Wanted “to change the general way of 
thinking” by explaining the new ideas on 
topics such as government, philosophy, 
and religion. 

– Denounced slavery, praised freedom of 
expression, and urged education for all. 

– Attacked divine right theory and 
traditional religions. 



The Philosophes and Society (cont.) 

 Mary Wollstonecraft argued that 
a woman should be able to 
decide what is in her own 
interest and should not be 
completely dependent on her 
husband.  

– Accepted that a woman’s first duty 
was to be a good mother, however, 
she argued that women were being 
excluded from the social contract . 

– Called for equal education for girls 
and boys.  

– Only education could give women 
the tools they needed to participate 
equally with men in the public life. 

– In 1792, published Vindication of 
the Rights of Women. 

 

 

Mary Wollstoncraft 
Otto Scholderer's Young 
Girl Reading (1883); in 

both Mary and The 
Wrongs of Woman, 

Wollstonecraft criticizes 
women who imagine 

themselves as 
sentimental heroines. 
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Jean-Jacques Rousseau 
 Rousseau was a Genevan 

philosopher, writer, and composer 
of 18th century Romanticism. 

 He believed that people were 
basically good.  

– In 1762, in The Social Contract, he 
argued that government controls 
should be minimal and should only be 
imposed by a freely elected 
government.  

– Felt the good of the community should 
be   placed above individual interests.  



“The first man who, having fenced in a piece of land, 
said „This is mine,‟ and found people naïve enough to 
believe him, that man was the true founder of civil 
society. From how many crimes, wars, and murders, 
from how many horrors and misfortunes might not 
any one have saved mankind, by pulling up the stakes, 
or filling up the ditch, and crying to his fellows: Beware 
of listening to this impostor; you are undone if you 
once forget that the fruits of the earth belong to us all, 
and the earth itself to nobody.” 

 
 -- Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Discourse on Inequality, 1754 

 



Baron de Montesquieu 
 Baron de Montesquieu taught that the separation of powers 

is the best way to protect liberty.  
 

– He saw two types of governmental power: the 
sovereign and administrative. 

– Administrative powers were the executive, the 
legislative, and the judicial. 

– Each branch of government should be separate and 
serve as a check on the others.  

– This was radical because it eliminated the Estates-
General, erasing the last vestige of feudalism. 

 His philosophy of history minimized the role of individual 
persons and events. 

 He popularized the terms feudalism and Byzantine Empire. 
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Rococo Art 
 By the mid 1700s, artists and designers developed the rococo 

style, which was personal, elegant, and charming. 

  Artists gave up their symmetry and became increasingly ornate, 
florid, and playful. 

 Rooms were designed as              
total works of art with          
elegant and ornate                  
furniture, small sculptures,             
ornamental mirrors, and       
tapestry complementing            
architecture, reliefs, and               
wall paintings.  

A Rococo interior in Gatchina. 



Rococo Architecture 

The Rococo Basilica at Ottobeuren (Bavaria): architectural 
spaces flow together and swarm with life 

 This is a style 
of 18th 
century 
French art 
and interior 
design. 

 It was largely 
supplanted 
by the 
Neoclassic 
style. 
 

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/7/74/BasilikaOttobeurenHauptschiff02.JPG


Examples of Rococo Art 

Antoine Watteau, Pilgrimage on the Isle of Cythera (1717, Louvre) captures the 
frivolity and sensuousness of Rococo painting. 

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/d/d4/The_Embarktion_for_Cythera.jpg


The Roles of Censorship and Salons 

Government and church officials tried to protect 
the old order. To defend against the attacks of the 
Enlightenment, they used censorship, the 
restricting of access to ideas and information. They 
banned and burned books and imprisoned writers.  

 

Salons were informal social gatherings where 
writers, artists, philosophes, and others exchanged 
ideas.  

Section 
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Enlightened Despots 

Enlightened despots were absolute rulers who used their power 
to bring about political and social change. 

 
FREDERICK THE GREAT, 

King of Prussia 
CATHERINE THE GREAT, 

Tsarina of Russia 
JOSEPH II, 

Hapsburg Emperor 

Exerted tight control 
over subjects, but saw 
himself as a “servant 
of the state.” 
 

Tolerated religious 
differences.  
 

Distributed seeds and 
tools to peasants.  

Was interested in 
Enlightenment ideas but 
intended to give up no 
power. 

Made some limited reforms 
in law and government.  
 
Granted nobles a charter of 

rights. 
 
Criticized the institution of 

serfdom.  

 Most radical of 
enlightened despots.  

 Granted toleration to 
Protestants and Jews.  

 Ended censorship and 
tried to control the 
Catholic Church. 

 Sold church property to 
build hospitals.  

 Abolished serfdom. 


