A Model of Enlightenment
"Enlightenment," like "humanism" or "romanticism," is a big general term through which we try to build up a mental construct out of a very great number of facts. No such construct can possibly include without exception all the facts of eighteenth-century culture. We might attempt to take a single real individual, and build from his life and work a man "typical" of the Enlightenment. Were we to do we could do much worse than to pick Thomas Jefferson. Even
more representative would he combination of Jefferson Franklin and Thomas Paine; in fact, the construction of a nonexistent but  "typical" enlightened man is by no means a bad approach to this classic problem. (It should be noted that colonial and early national America was very much a part of the Enlightenment.) Here, however, we shall deal directly with ideas in order to construct a kind of "model" of the world view of the Enlightenment, fully aware that in fact we are not constructing a model even in the sense now fashionable in such social sciences as economics, but are using an old and well-tried literary device-that is, empirical, even commonsensical, generalization.

Three key clusters of ideas form our model of the world view of the Enlightenment: Reason, Nature, Progress. 

REASON. Reason as to the enlightened man a kind of common sense sharpened and made subtler by training in logic and "natural philosophy" (science). Like any other physiological function, reason was held to work always and in substantially the
 same way in all human beings as Nature designed them.  But--and this is important--to enlightened eyes, environment conditions (institutional and cultural environment, rather than physical environment--in temperate climates at any rate), had in the West in the eighteenth century corrupted the normal physiological working of Reason in most human beings.  For this corruption the eighteenth century held especially responsible the wider culture environment. Church, state, social, and economics class, superstition, ignorance, prejudice, poverty, and vice all seemed to work together to impede the proper functioning of Reason. The philosophes, could they have been polled in the modern way, would probably have ranked the Roman Catholic church—indeed, all Christian churches--as the greatest single corrupting influence. Priests were selfish cruel intolerant. Voltaire's "crush the infamous thing” (ecrasez l’infame) rang through the century. But at bottom the great evil of the church, for the enlightened, was its transcendental and supernatural base, which put faith and revelation above reason.

In the great French Encyclopedie, under the article on philosophe, appears the revealing sentence, "Reason is to the philosophe what grace is to the Christian." And just as grace is available to the true Christian, so Reason, for the philosophe, is available to the truly enlightened, once the proper environmental conditions are achieved. The philosophes and their followers certainly held that the necessary environmental changes would take some time and effort, though Condorcet in his Sketch for a Historical Picture of the Human Mind (Esquisse d'un tableau 

historique des progres de l'esprit humain, 1794) held that Western man was on the threshold of the final push into a wholly reasonable world. Moreover, in this reasonable world, if there might persist some inequalities in reasoning power among men, these would not be considerable.  Helvetius, in his Concerning the Mind (De l’Esprit, 1758), is convinced that potentially all men have roughly equal powers of understanding.

Locke, in his Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1690), provided the philosophical and psychological foundation on which the philosophes constructed their faith in Reason. For Locke denied all "innate ideas," among which were the Christian truths of revelation, and held the mind to be a tabula rasa on which experience (that is, environment) inscribed a content. Obviously, if you can control this experience you can control the formation of the mind, the character--all that counts in a man. This sturdy faith in "cultural engineering," new, as a widespread one, in its assertion of the possibility of changing all human beings for the good by changing their environment, and in particular their education, from infancy on, has survived in diminished forms to this day.

Nature. Nature, the second great cluster of ideas in our model of Enlightenment, is closely meshed with that of Reason. In perhaps over simple terms, Reason, properly working, enabled human beings to discover, or rediscover, Nature beneath the concealing corruptions of religion, social structure, convention, and indeed, beneath the often misleading impressions of sense experience not properly organized by Reason. Though the average enlightened man would not have admitted it, this Nature was in part a hypostatized conception of the beautiful and the good. It must be understood against two antitheses. First, there is the "super-" or "supranatural"-the miracle, the revealed truths of religion. For the enlightened, all these are simply figments of the imagination, nonexistent, indeed at bottom priestly inventions designed to keep men ignorant of the ways of Reason and Nature. Second, there is the "unnatural." Unlike the supernatural, the unnatural does indeed exist. The unnatural, the artificial, the burdens of irrational customs and traditions accumulated through historic time, are for the enlightened the form evil takes in this world. It must be noted that in simple naive logic the enlightened had as much trouble over the problem of the origin of evil as did the Christian. How the natural got to be unnatural was a question as difficult to answer as how all all-powerful, all-knowing, and all-good God allowed Adam to bite into the apple. Rousseau, for example, in the Essay on the Origin of Inequality (1754), blames the lapse from the state of Nature on the first man to fence in a piece of land and say, "This is mine." He does not explain why this natural man acted so unnaturally.

Nature then, is quite simply the “good"--a set of ethical and aesthetic goals or standards. In specific content these standards were not in fact greatly different from those of the Judaeo-Christian tradition. There was no doubt a strong touch of Hellenism in the eighteenth, as in the sixteenth, century. The Enlightenment was this-worldly enough, and by no means ascetic. Its characteristic ethics (Helvetius again, or Jeremy Hentltam, will do as samples) was hedonist and instrumentalist. Yet only among a few circles of court and nobility was the eighteenth century a time of moral looseness, cynicism, and corruption; and even in such circles, there often cropped up what we should call the strain of social consciousness. The enlightened despot (Joseph II of Austria), the enlightened nobleman (Lafayette), were hardly self-indulgent sensualists. There was, in fact, a touch of puritanism in the enlightened, as in almost all who really hope to make men over completely.

Some writers, especially in the second half of the century, were "primitivists." They held that there had once been on earth a state of Nature in which men lived free from evil. Some placed this state of Nature in a distant, semiclassical past, the Golden Age of Hellenistic tradition. Others found this state of nature in their own time, though far from Europe, in the South Seas, among those wise Chinese who believed in decency, not in a theistic God, and among those noble savages, the Red Indians of America. But for the most part, eighteenth-century writers seem to have had at most no more than a half belief in the historical reality of an idyllic state of nature; even Rousseau seemed aware that the state of nature is what we would now call a myth, a useful form of what we would now call propaganda for a new order. So too was that very popular political concept, the "social contract"; this device brought "natural" ethics into practical politics as the natural rights of man.

Progress. The third cluster of ideas is summed up in the word "Progress. Americans especially are so accustomed to accepting the notion of Progress as something self-evident that they find it hard to realize how new this doctrine really is. The central doctrine of development in the Judaeo-Christian tradition is that of a lapse from an original perfect state, that of the Garden of Eden; and in so representative a Christian view of world history as Augustine's City of God, a better state, though seen to be ahead as well as behind, is not one attained by the steady improvement of man's lot on this earth in the civitas terrena, but by a promise of a Second Coming of Christ. The Hellenistic tradition favored a variety of cyclical theories, with a Golden Age degenerating to a Silver Age and thence to an Iron Age before the process started all over again. The humanists of the Renaissance, as well as the leaders of the Protestant Reformation were trying to recapture a past they both believed much superior to their present.

The clearest beginnings of a belief that the present is better than the past came in the late seventeenth century in what in France was called the "quarrel of the ancients and the moderns" and in England the "battle of the books." The issue was a literary one: can a writer in the late seventeenth century achieve work equal to, perhaps better than, that of the great writers of Greece and Rome? At the moment the battle wits no more than it draw, but in the early eighteenth century the moderns began to will out in public opinion. The French reformer and philosophe, "I'urgot, in a speech at the Sorbonne "On the Successive Advances of the Human Mind" ("lliscours sur les progres successifs de l'esprit humain," 1750), outlined a complete doctrine of progress, which at the hands of his friend and disciple Condorcet in the above-mentioned Sketch for a Historical Picture of the Human Mind becomes an extraordinarily optimistic utopia of indefinite progress toward what has been called a doctrine of "natural salvation"-the attainment by everyone of immortality in this flesh on this earth.

The average man, even though enlightened, could hardly fly as high as did Condorcet. Moreover, the eighteenth ' century lacked what Darwin in the nineteenth century was to provide, a systematic theoretical explanation of the biological workings of an evolutionary process from "lower" to "higher," interpreted as Progress. The enlightened man tended toward a simple view that the agent of progress is the increasingly effective application of Reason to the control of the physical and cultural environment. Education became one of the major ways in which Reason was to do its work of reform. From Locke to Rousscau and Pestalozzi, the Enlightenment produced a series of very important writings on educational theory, and saw the beginnings of serious experimentation in the field.

This is hardly the place to attack the knotty problem of the relation between the key ideas of the Enlightenment and the complex currents of the full historical record of the period. There is clearly no single one-way "cause" involved, but many, among them the example of natural science, clearly cumulative and "progressive"; the beginnings of the extraordinary technological advances of our Western civilization; a very considerable and widespread economic growth-of course not evenly distributed as to class and geographical location, but still much greater, in France above all, than historians once believed; and reinforcing all, a "climate of opinion" favorable to enterprise. These factors, and many others which are by no means well understood, helped make the Enlightenment the take-off point of modern Western civilization, so unique in its concrete material achievements.

MODIFICATIONS OF THE MODEL

This model--an optimistic, this-worldly belief in the power of human beings, brought  up rationally from infancy on as nature meant them to be, to achieve steady and unlimited progress toward material comfort and spiritual happiness for all men on this earth-must be qualified and amended in many ways.

Christian survivals. First, in this extreme form Enlightenment is a repudiation, and in some respects all antithesis, of much of Christian belief. Enlightened denial of any kind of transcendence of the external world, of personal immortality, of the whole fabric of Christian sacraments, and enlightened rejection of the dogma of original sin, as well as much more in the Enlightenment, is quite incompatible with orthodox Christianity, (Catholic Mid Protestant alike. In fact, must of our own contemporary world views which reject Christianity for some form of secularist faith-positivism, materialism (notably Marxism), rationalism, humanism, "ethical culture," and the rest----have their origin in the enlightenment....
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The strongest argument that Franklin was a pure exemplar of the Enlightenment, is in historian Carl Becker's masterful essay on him in the Dictionary of American Biography (New York: Scribner's, 1933), in which he called Franklin "a true child of the Enlightenment, not indeed of the school of Rousseau, but of Defoe and Pope and Swift, of Fontenelle and Montesquieu and Voltaire. He spoke their language, although with a homely accent . . . He accepted without question all the characteristic ideas [of the Enlightenment]: its healthy, clarifying skepticism; it, passion for freedom and its humane sympathies; its preoccupation with the world that is evident to the senses; its profound faith in common sense, in the efficacy of Reason for the solution of human problems and the advancement of human welfare." See also Stuart Sherman, "Franklin and the Age of Enlightenment,” in Sanford.
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