
Legacy of the Enlightenment 
 
Over a span of a few decades, Enlightenment writers challenged long-held ideas about society. They examined such principles as the 
divine right of monarchs, the union of church and state, and the existence of unequal social classes. They held these beliefs up to the 
light of reason and found them in need of reform. 
The philosophes mainly lived in the world of ideas. They formed and popularized new theories. Although they encouraged reform, they 
were not active revolutionaries. However, their theories eventually inspired the American and French revolutions and other 
revolutionary movements in the 1800s. Enlightenment thinking produced three other long-term effects that helped shape Western 
civilization. 

Belief in Progress  

The first effect was a belief in progress. Pioneers such as Galileo and Newton had discovered the key for unlocking the mysteries of 
nature in the 1500s and 1600s. With the door thus opened, the growth of scientific knowledge seemed to quicken in the 1700s. 
Scientists made key new discoveries in chemistry, physics, biology, and mechanics. The successes of the Scientific Revolution gave 
people the confidence that human reason could solve social problems. Philosophes and reformers urged an end to the practice of 
slavery and argued for greater social equality, as well as a more democratic style of government. 

A More Secular Outlook  

A second outcome was the rise of a more secular, or non-religious, outlook. During the Enlightenment, people began to question 
openly their religious beliefs and the teachings of the church. Before the Scientific Revolution, people accepted the mysteries of the 
universe as the workings of God. One by one, scientists discovered that these mysteries could be explained mathematically. Newton 
himself was a deeply religious man, and he sought to reveal God’s majesty through his work. However, his findings often caused 
people to change the way they thought about God. 
Meanwhile, Voltaire and other critics attacked some of the beliefs and practices of organized Christianity. They wanted to rid religious 
faith of superstition and fear and promote tolerance of all religions. 

Importance of the Individual  

Faith in science and in progress produced a third outcome, the rise of individualism. As people began to turn away from the church and 
royalty for guidance, they looked to themselves instead. 
The philosophes encouraged people to use their own ability to reason in order to judge what was right or wrong. They also emphasized 
the importance of the individual in society. Government, they argued, was formed by individuals to promote their welfare. The British 
thinker Adam Smith extended the emphasis on the individual to economic thinking. He believed that individuals acting in their own self-
interest created economic progress.  

 

New Artistic Styles 

The Enlightenment ideals of order and reason were reflected in the arts—music, literature, painting, and 
architecture. European art of the 1600s and early 1700s had been dominated by the style called baroque, 
which was characterized by a grand, ornate design. Baroque styles could be seen in elaborate palaces such 
as Versailles and in numerous paintings. 
Under the influence of the Enlightenment, styles began to change. Artists and architects worked in a simple 
and elegant style that borrowed ideas and themes from classical Greece and Rome. The artistic style of the 
late 1700s is therefore called neoclassical (“new classical”). 

Changes in Music 

Music styles also changed to reflect Enlightenment ideals. The music scene in Europe had been dominated by such composers as 
Johann Sebastian Bach of Germany and George Friedrich Handel of England. These artists wrote dramatic organ and choral music. 
During the Enlightenment, a new, lighter, and more elegant style of music known as classical emerged. Three composers in Vienna, 
Austria, rank among the greatest figures of the classical period in music. They were Franz Joseph Haydn, Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, 
and Ludwig van Beethoven. 

 

Enlightenment and Monarchy 

From the salons, artists’ studios, and concert halls of Europe, the Enlightenment spirit also swept through Europe’s royal courts. Many 
philosophes, including Voltaire, believed that the best form of government was a monarchy in which the ruler respected the people’s 
rights. The philosophes tried to convince monarchs to rule justly. Some monarchs embraced the new ideas and made reforms that 
reflected the Enlightenment spirit. They became known as enlightened despots. Despot means “absolute ruler.” 



The enlightened despots supported the philosophes’ ideas. But they also had no intention of giving up any power. The changes they 
made were motivated by two desires: they wanted to make their countries stronger and their own rule more effective. The foremost of 
Europe’s enlightened despots were Frederick II of Prussia and Catherine the Great of Russia. 

Frederick the Great  

Frederick II, the king of Prussia from 1740 to 1786, committed himself to reforming Prussia. He granted many religious freedoms, 
reduced censorship, and improved education. He also reformed the justice system and abolished the use of torture. However, 
Frederick’s changes only went so far. For example, he believed that serfdom was wrong, but he did nothing to end it since he needed 
the support of wealthy landowners. As a result, he never tried to change the existing social order. 
Perhaps Frederick’s most important contribution was his attitude toward being king. He called himself “the first servant of the state.” 
From the beginning of his reign, he made it clear that his goal was to serve and strengthen his country. This attitude was clearly one 
that appealed to the philosophes.  

Catherine the Great  

The ruler most admired by the philosophes was Catherine II, known as Catherine the Great. She ruled 
Russia from 1762 to 1796. The well-educated empress read the works of philosophes, and she 
exchanged many letters with Voltaire. She ruled with absolute authority but also sought to reform Russia. 
In 1767, Catherine formed a commission to review Russia’s laws. She presented it with a brilliant 
proposal for reforms based on the ideas of Montesquieu and Beccaria. Among other changes, she 
recommended allowing religious toleration and abolishing torture and capital punishment. Her 
commission, however, accomplished none of these lofty goals. 
Catherine eventually put in place limited reforms, but she did little to improve the life of the Russian 
peasants. Her views about enlightened ideas changed after a massive uprising of serfs in 1773.  

Catherine Expands Russia  

Peter the Great, who ruled Russia in the early 1700s, had fought for years to win a port Black Sea. In two 
wars with the Ottoman Turks, her armies finally won control of the northern shore of the Black Sea. Russia also gained the right to send 
ships through Ottoman- controlled straits leading from the Black Sea to the Mediterranean Sea. 
Catherine also expanded her empire westward into Poland. In Poland, the king was relatively weak, and independent nobles held the 
most power. The three neighboring powers—Russia, Prussia, and Austria—each tried to assert their influence over the country. In 
1772, these land-hungry neighbors each took a piece of Poland in what is called the First Partition of Poland. In further partitions in 
1793 and 1795, they grabbed up the rest of Poland’s territory. With these partitions, Poland disappeared as an independent country for 
more than a century. 


