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The Philosophy of the Enlightenment       Lecture 1 

The Importance of the Enlightenment 

‘Enlightenment’ is the characteristic philosophy of eighteenth century Europe, particularly of the 

thinkers associated with the Encyclopédie project. This was ostensibly just a collection of 

scholars, many of them amateurs, conscripted by its tireless editors, Denis Diderot (1713-1784) 

and Jean Le Rond d’Alembert (1717-1783) to compose an improved version of Chambers’ 

Encyclopedia, to gathering together the received theoretical and practical wisdom of the age. In 

practice, however, it became a politico-philosophical movement, a concerted attempt to 

replace the old theological-cum-political order with one based on scientific reason and human 

rights.  

 There are many interpretations of what Enlightenment philosophy actually consisted in. 

Some, like the neo-Kantian scholar Ernst Cassirer (1874-1945), have seen it as beginning in 

England and France “by breaking down the older form of philosophical knowledge, the 

metaphysical systems” (vii), and replacing them with a critical philosophy based on reason. As 

we shall see, there is much truth to this. Certainly, it is how the Enlightenment thinkers liked to 

think of themselves. Voltaire (1694-1778) and Maupertuis (1698-1759) began this trend, 

returning from trips to England completely won over by the democratic ways of the English, in 

religion as well as in politics, which they ascribed to the empiricist outlook of English scientists 

and philosophers like John Locke (1632-1704) and Isaac Newton (1643-1727 NS). Second 

generation thinkers continued this trend: Étienne Bonnot de Condillac (1714-1780) attacked 

the philosophies of René Descartes (1596-1650), Nicolas Malebranche (1638-1715) and 

Gottfried Leibniz (1646-1716) as dogmatic metaphysical systems that needed to be overthrown, 

especially insofar as they supported the political status quo, and d’Alembert and Leonhard Euler 
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(1697-1783) tried to purge natural science and mathematics of what they saw as unnecessary 

and corrupting metaphysical underpinnings. In Cassirer’s words, 

Instead of confining philosophy within the limits of a systematic doctrinal structure, instead of tying it 

to definite immutable axioms and deductions from them, the Enlightenment wants philosophy to 

move freely and in this immanent activity to discover the fundamental form of reality, the form of all 

natural and spiritual being. (vii) 

This could serve as a good definition of modernism, the dominant outlook of the twentieth 

century, the philosophy against which postmodernism defines itself. The emphasis is on free 

enquiry, unencumbered by prejudices or conformity to the status quo; and especially on 

philosophical investigation that is aligned with science, with the mathematizing of all important 

variables, and with the social control of knowledge. It assumes that this can be achieved, and 

that it will better the lot of humankind.  

 As Cassirer himself knew well enough, though, the sketch he gives is something of a self-

serving caricature. The eighteenth century thinkers at the centre of the Enlightenment were if 

anything more dogmatic than those they were trying to displace. You only need to compare the 

materialist dogmatism of Julien La Mettrie (1709-1751) with the open-ended nature of Leibniz’s 

projects, or indeed the hands-on approach of Newton and Leibniz, who designed and built 

telescopes, calculating machines, pumps for mines, and so forth, with the armchair approach to 

theoretical science of the philosophes.  

 The important thing, though, is that this self-understanding of the philosophes involves a 

transformation of the role of philosophy. Instead of being thought of as a discipline for 

generating the correct concepts and problems, it transforms these concepts and problems 
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“from fixed and finished forms into active forces, from bare results into imperatives”. On this 

reading, the significance of the thought of the Enlightenment is “revealed not so much in any 

particular thought content as in the use the Enlightenment makes of philosophic thought, and 

the position and task it assigns to such thought.” (Cassirer, vii). What this means is that the 

thinkers we shall be studying are acutely aware of the social and political implication of the 

positions they adopt; and, in the case of someone like Voltaire, you could say that the social and 

political implication determine the content of the philosophy. 

 At any rate, the three heroes of the enlightenment, following the lead of Voltaire in 

particular, are Francis Bacon (1561-1626), Newton and Locke (—hero-worship still to be seen 

in an article in a recent Scientific American, since these three are also heroes of the American 

Revolution: Benjamin Franklin was part of the French Enlightenment!) Bacon stands for the 

utility of knowledge, for its being contextual and serving the greater good. Newton is the 

paradigm for how to do science, following Bacon by beginning with the observation of 

phenomena, then applying mathematics, and only venturing hypotheses tentatively after these 

bedrocks have been established. In fact, as Cassirer observes, the 18th century is in awe of 

Newton, and adopts what he claims is his methodology: hypotheses non fingo: “I do not invent 

hypotheses”: deduces laws from the phenomena (Newton’s Rules of Philosophizing). Many 

thinkers, not least David Hume (1711-1776), were inspired by Newton’s success to try 

something similar in the sphere of moral philosophy. Montesquieu (1689-1755) also tries to do 

a Newton in politics: it is not enough to understand politics statically, we must account for any 

political equilibrium in terms of a balance of forces: freedom is only possible when every force 

is limited and counterbalanced by an opposing force. Which of Newton’s laws? Histories of 

nations are but sequences of individual laws. But in epistemology and political philosophy, 
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Locke’s thought was a predominant influence. In epistemology, his emphasis on experience and 

sensation sat well, so well that it was thought that his and Bacon’s kind of empiricism was at the 

heart of the success of Newtonian science.  Condillac accepts Locke’s claim that the content of 

the mind comes from the senses, but insists that the mind is not passive, but its faculties 

themselves are formed though interaction with the environment: his statue.  

 This identification of sense-data empiricism as the foundation of the scientific revolution’s 

success, however, is a mistake, and it has taken the refutation of logical positivism to 

demonstrate this. For positivism is very much a formulation and development of this aspect of 

enlightenment thought, based as it is on a strict empiricism on the one hand, and a reduction of 

mathematical reasoning to logic on the other. But there are two distinct kinds of empiricism 

here: a foundation in terms of sense data privileges sensation, while experimental philosophy 

depends on the creation of crucial experimental tests of hypotheses: without hypotheses, 

experiments cannot be conceived to test them. On the one hand, the reduction of ideas to 

sensations or sense data is too simplistic an epistemology, and on the other, experiments are 

not at all incompatible with the creative formulation of hypotheses. 

 In fact, we need to disentangle 2 strands here:  

1. what actually took place in the 17th century, and what methodologies actually went into 

the making of modern science.  

2. how Newton and Locke, as well as 18th C figures like Voltaire and Condillac, often with 

a political agenda, interpreted these developments for their own purposes. 
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1. Contributions of  

Galileo Galilei (1564-1642) (observation and reason, thought experiment with the two stones 

dropped from the tower, analysis of the projectile’s path as a parabola, primary vs. secondary 

qualities);  

Johannes Kepler  (1571-1630) (precision + emphasis on realistic interpretation of hypotheses);  

René Descartes (movable extensions, geometrically described, extirpation of spirits and souls 

from natural philosophy: huge impact by creation of the mechanical philosophy); 

Isaac Newton (reintroduction of force, refines Descartes’ laws, Galileo’s analysis of trajectories, 

Kepler’s emphasis on precision, Bacon’s emphasis on induction: deduction of laws from the 

phenomena, hypotheses for causal explanations come afterwards) 

Gottfried Leibniz: attacks Newton’s action at a distance in the name of the mechanical 

philosophy, provides new foundations for mechanics with his philosophy of force (energy), 

posits new principles of conservation of energy, and of least action, introduces calculus and 

differential equations. 

But Voltaire and Condillac downplay some key contributions of the scientific revolution 

by figures such as Descartes, Leibniz, and portray them as rationalists who dogmatically 

adopted a priori premises, rather than beginning with experience. They very much take on 

credit Newton’s and Locke’s description of the empirical philosophy (note that these are not at 

all the same). In contrast, Descartes, Spinoza, Malebranche and Leibniz had identified reason as 

essentially divine, with us partaking in it. The eternal truths are those in the divine mind, and 

insofar as we can access them, we are able to intuit a priori truths, such as those of 
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mathematics. As Cassirer says, Voltaire and Condillac and others reinterpret reason as “the 

original intellectual force which guides the discovery and determination of truth” (13), rather 

than what is encapsulated in a grand metaphysical system of deductions. In actual fact, this is 

very unfair on Leibniz, who was every inch a Baconian concerning the supreme utility of 

knowledge, empirical research, and reason as the Art of Discovery; whereas Newton was much 

more of a dogmatist concerning the relation of God to the world.  

 It was Locke’s attack on innate ideas, though, which so appealed to the philosophes. For the 

association is simple: if there is an established order of ideas, one established by God, no less, 

then this lends support to the idea that there is also an established social and political order. 

The divine right of innate ideas, so to speak, was assimilated to the divine right of kings. This 

explains the impetus and ambition of the Enlightenment: to refute the idea that there is an 

established order, and to reject any theological foundations for knowledge. 

With Voltaire a central thrust of Enlightenment thought is the detachment of scientific 

thought from a theological foundation. But this does not mean that all the philosophes were 

atheists—as we shall see, some of them are Abbés! It is this detachment from theological 

foundations rather than an antipathy to reason that characterizes the movement. And many of 

those involved are not atheists, e.g. Voltaire, who is a deist. But as is indicated by his motto, 

“ecrasez l’infame!”, he is an implacable enemy of the priesthood.  


