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Chapter 3 Significant ideas: The influence of the Enlightenment

Chapter review
Developing clear definitions

Write your own definition of each of the following key terms:

· Enlightenment

· philosophe

· encyclopaedia
· reason
Practising paragraph answers

1 What were the main political ideas expressed in Rousseau’s The Social Contract?
2 To what extent is it true to say that Diderot’s Encyclopaedia was a serious attack on the institutions of the old regime?
3 In what way did Montesquieu’s The Spirit of the Laws suggest a change to the system of absolute royal power?
Analysing historical interpretations
Professor Alison Patrick was one of Australia’s most eminent scholars of French history and a pioneer of French revolutionary studies at the University of Melbourne. As an historian, she accepted the argument that, while the Enlightenment did question the old regime, it did not directly cause the French Revolution. She later re-examined the question and asked what exactly the Enlightenment did contribute to the revolution. She concluded:
[When] in 1789 the National Assembly got to work on its program of reform, the debates were conducted within an accepted framework of political ideas. For example, there was no serious support of divine-right monarchy. There was no argument over whether or not the legislature should be elected; the question was who should have the vote. No one defended the relics of personal serfdom in France, or the chaos of the old judicial system; freedom of speech, freedom of the press, religious toleration were all taken for granted by most deputies … The philosophes had formulated the ideas which were taken for granted by the revolutionaries of 1789; and in this sense it can be said that the revolution was indeed their work. (From ‘The Philosophes and the French Revolution’, Agora, July 1966, p. 3)
1 What, according to Alison Patrick, were the political and social ideas that the patriots of 1789 accepted almost as ‘common sense’?
2 Why do you think that the existence of a body of generally accepted ideas might have assisted the process of decision-making and reform during the first stage of the revolution?
Practice essay question
Describe the nature of the Enlightenment’s criticism of the old regime and evaluate the degree to which these criticisms might have caused the crisis of 1789.
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