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1

Prologue

The Enlightenment was an eighteenth- century movement 
of ideas and practices that made the secular world its point of 
departure. It did not necessarily deny the meaning or emotional 
hold of religion, but it gradually shifted attention away from 
religious questions toward secular ones. By seeking answers 
in secular terms— even to many religious questions— it vastly 
expanded the sphere of the secular, making it, for increasing 
numbers of educated people, a primary frame of reference. In 
the Western world, art, music, science, politics, and even the 
categories of space and time had undergone a gradual process 
of secularization in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries; 
the Enlightenment built on this process and made it into an 
international intellectual cause. By asserting this expansion of 
secularity, I do not mean to downplay the many religious man-
ifestations found in the age. This book does not claim that reli-
gion was en route to being cast aside like bad bacteria waiting 
to be knocked out by an antibiotic of deism or atheism.

The chapters ahead do claim that attachment to the world— 
the here and the now— to a life lived without constant reference  
to God, became increasingly commonplace and the source of 
an explosion of  innovative thinking about society, government, 
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2 P r o l o g u e

and the economy, to mention but a few areas of inquiry. In 
attaching to the world, many people lost interest, or belief, 
in hell. Its proprietor, the devil, still haunted popular beliefs 
but was no longer invoked on a daily basis by the literate and 
educated.

Areas of human behavior once explained by concepts like 
miracles or original sin now received explanations inspired by 
physical science or the emerging studies of social and economic 
relations. Space and time were cleared of their Christian mean-
ing, and people became more concerned with reorganizing the 
present and planning for the future than in their fate after death. 
They could enter churches not to pray but to admire the archi-
tecture, spend Sunday mornings reading a newspaper, cast a 
cold eye on clergy of every persuasion, and read risqué books 
to their heart’s content.1 The secular- minded and literate could 
pursue their economic or commercial success, become inno-
vative in science or technology, take up the liberal professions, 
work long hours in business or household, and imagine their 
successes or failures as the reward for their actions or the result 
of blind economic or social forces.

In a secular setting, the purpose of human life takes shape 
without necessary reference to a transcendent order; temporal 
well- being is the end being sought, now more readily managed by 
the increasing use of pocket watches. Where once the deeply reli-
gious monitored time to identify their shortcomings and assess 
their chances at salvation, the secular man lived a punctual life 
that found pleasure in work or social life. The secular woman, 
when not caring for home and domestic life, read novels, enter-
tained in gatherings with an agenda— the abolition of the slave 
trade, the news from France or America— and died without fear 
of what might come next. Fathers and mothers sought to educate 
children so that they might find temporal happiness.
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P r o l o g u e  3

It is one thing to say that increasingly secular values and pur-
suits can be observed in the course of the eighteenth century; it 
is another to assert that a teleological process took hold partic-
ularly in the Western world and it is here to stay. Most recently, 
such an assertion allows its believers to look down upon Islam, 
for example. It also assumes that nation- states making it first to 
the finish line of secularization would be immune to the dark 
forces of totalitarianism or fascism.2

In this book, readers will hear a cacophony of rich voices 
new to the age. We will be introduced to freethinkers, low 
and high Anglican churchmen, Hobbes, Spinoza, Locke, 
Newton, moderate Scots Presbyterians, French materialists, 
Rousseauian idealists, pornographers, Lutheran pantheists, 
and deeply anticlerical Catholics. As a result of their writings 
about politics, society, or religion, after 1750 a new generation 
of Europeans and American colonists could imagine entirely 
human creations such as republics and democracies. So much 
of this creative energy occurred in cities— hence the focus in 
many chapters on major urban settings. They did not cause the 
Enlightenment, but they facilitated its birthing.

Sometimes the signs of secularity, of living in the here and 
now, were subtle. Around the middle of the seventeenth cen-
tury, Dutch professors of astronomy stopped teaching astrol-
ogy. It was still widely practiced, yet, ever so gradually, in most 
annual Dutch almanacs its importance dwindled. About the 
same time, in the lifetime of Spinoza (d. 1677), few of his con-
temporaries could understand, let alone accept, his identifi-
cation of God with Nature. Fast- forward to the 1780s in both 
England and Germany, where thinkers with obviously religious 
sentiments like the Lutheran Johann Herder, or the poet of Dis-
senting (non- Anglican, Protestant) background, Samuel Taylor 
Coleridge, could imagine a universe infused with the divine. In 
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4 P r o l o g u e

three generations, one of the foundations of Christian meta-
physics, the absolute separation of Creator from Creation, of 
spirit from matter, had disaggregated.

The disaggregation could also be symbolic. A French ma sonic 
ceremony of the late 1770s occurred in its “Sanctuary.” There we  
find the throne of the master of the lodge and next to it on the 
altar three silver candlesticks, the book of statutes and rules of 
the lodge, the “book of the gospel, a compass, a mallet,” and in 
pride of place “reposes, displayed, the new Constitutions from 
the Grand Orient of France.”3 Were these masonic brothers in 
Strasbourg mocking the accoutrements of the Catholic Church? 
Or using them to signal the importance they attached to their 
legal status within the fraternity? The setting was adorned with 
sky- blue serge, braids and ribbons of gold, silver and jewels. It 
belonged to a lodge of merchants who lost little love for their 
aristocratic brothers largely found in other lodges. The orator of 
the occasion noted the bravery of the French soldiers fighting 
in the American Revolution. He also said that brothers meet 
under “the living image of the Grand Architect of the Uni-
verse.” Somewhere, in this mélange of symbols and talk about 
the Grand Architect, lurks the residue of the Christian heritage 
common to all the brothers, but did one of them actually have 
to believe in it? Readers can make up their own minds.

Last, what to make of the Christian heritage? As early as the 
1720s, an entirely new approach to religion emerged among a 
circle of exiled French Huguenot writers, German publishers, 
and engravers resident in the Dutch Republic. Overwhelm-
ingly, the literature about Christianity and all the other religions 
had praised and privileged the first, even mocked the alterna-
tives. Time out of mind, Jews and Christians waged polemical 
warfare in multiple texts, while Catholics and Protestants had 
been at one another’s throats since the 1520s. None of them 
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P r o l o g u e  5

liked Muslims. Then a set of large, engraved French volumes, 
Picart and Bernard’s Religious Ceremonies of the World, began 
to appear from 1723 onward, and it sought to treat all the reli-
gions of the world evenhandedly.4 The volumes would remain 
in print in multiple editions, in the major languages, well into 
the nineteenth century. The impulse to develop such a treat-
ment can best be described as secular; it focused on people’s 
religious customs and ceremonies, not on the truth or falsity 
of their beliefs. By comparing in this way, the volumes helped 
establish the category of “religion,” itself an offshoot of secular 
thinking. Religion was now a cultural practice that varied across 
time and space; it could be explained in secular terms.

This book tries to understand the major intellectual cur-
rents of the century that gave birth to the label “secular.” In the 
writing of history, in many European languages, the number of 
Enlightenments has now proliferated: the Radical Enlighten-
ment, the Moderate Enlightenment, the Religious Enlighten-
ment, even the Catholic Enlightenment. I too am guilty. The 
Radical Enlightenment: Pantheists, Freemasons and Republicans 
(1981) was my creation.5 It is surely blatantly presumptuous in 
the area of title making to bring forward yet another one, the 
Secular Enlightenment. At least this title possesses a historical 
lineage that goes back to the writings of Ernst Cassirer in the 
1930s and includes, in our own time, Peter Gay, Franco Venturi, 
Daniel Roche, and John Marshall. Here, I seek to add a contri-
bution to their legacy.
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1

The Setting
S pac e  E x pa n de d  a n d  F i l l e d  A n e w

Between 1500 and 1700, Westerners discovered two new 
worlds: one in the heavens, the other on earth. These discov-
eries coincided with and helped further a vast expansion of 
commerce that brought yet more peoples and places into the 
Western orbit. Celestial and terrestrial space were reconfigured. 
Making sense of these monumental discoveries required new 
thought and language.

Christianity had to rise to the intellectual challenge pre-
sented by the new spatial reality. The findings of the new sci-
ence displaced the earth from the center of the universe and 
thereby raised doubts about all traditional explanations. The 
discovery of new continents and peoples had an even more 
immediate effect. Why did the new peoples being discovered 
believe what they believed, having never heard the Christian 
message? Some could be converted; others not so readily. Mis-
sionaries discovered an almost unimaginable variety of beliefs 
and soon began to debate the meanings of this diversity. Did 
everyone have a notion of God, or were some newly discovered 
peoples natural atheists? The Greek and Roman authorities 
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T h e  S e t t i n g  7

long revered in Europe had not the slightest inkling of the exis-
tence of the Americas. Western peoples could no longer rely 
on the coherence and order long provided by Christian theol-
ogy. In this way, the new spatial realities provided the setting 
wherein enlightened ideas first emerged.

Physico- theology was one of the first attempts to give coher-
ence to the physical reality of a mathematically knowable world. 
Its conserving goal was to augment piety and exalt the Grand 
Architect, to redefine the coherence and order of Christianity. 
The new physics of the seventeenth century— heliocentric, 
mechanical, and mathematical— could reinforce the theol-
ogy of order and providential design. Science in the service of 
Christian orthodoxy became a goal championed particularly by 
English natural philosophers, Francis Bacon, Robert Boyle, and 
most remarkably Isaac Newton (figure 1). They aimed physico- 
theology against the new heresies of the age: atheism, deism, 
and materialism. In doing so, they fashioned what became a 
moderate version of enlightened ideas that embraced science, 
eschewed doctrinal quarrels among Christians, and endorsed 
religious toleration.1 The voices of physico- theology consti-
tuted the chorus that emanated from the liberal segment of 
the Church of England. Thanks in good part to Samuel Clarke, 
Newton’s friend and interpreter, this segment exerted influence 
everywhere in Protestant Europe through personal contacts 
and translated sermons.

By the end of the war- torn seventeenth century, more than 
a science- based Christian orthodoxy was needed. The politi-
cal crises of the century— revolution in three kingdoms of the 
British Isles, the removal of Spanish authority in the northern 
Netherlands, the devastation in Central Europe caused by the 
Thirty Years War— required new responses to political reality. 
Hobbes, Locke, the English republican and Commonwealth 
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8 c h a p t e r  1

men, and not least, in the Dutch Republic, Grotius and Spi-
noza attempted to redefine the political order and, in the pro-
cess, confounded aspects of Christian orthodoxy. They laid 
the foundation upon which enlightened approaches to society 
and government would rest. Each in his way refused to endorse 

Figure 1. Isaac Newton, whose science became one of the anchors for 
enlightened thought. (ID# 1775740). Courtesy of Bridgeman Images.
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T h e  S e t t i n g  9

monarchical absolutism and the divine rights of kings. They 
invested the power of the state in social arrangements that 
offered security, the protection of property, and justice in return 
for the consent (however tacit) of the governed. Even Hobbes 
rested state power on a contract among the people to embrace 
the mortal god, Leviathan.

Aside from war and revolution, there were still other chal-
lenges to spatial order and coherence. The spread of money 
had the effect of revolutionizing the production and consump-
tion of all commodities, creating new transactions, histories, 
and affairs. In European society, new forms of urban associa-
tion emerged, and these conferred upon participants, as John 
Dewey wrote many centuries later, the means “of unlocking 
energies hitherto pent in.”2 In short, faced with new dynamics 
and social arrangements, Europeans and later American col-
onists responded with language that reordered their under-
standing of spatial reality. To give but one example, late in the 
eighteenth century Thomas Jefferson broke out of the classical 
republican vision he inherited to argue that rather than being 
small, a republic could stretch across an entire Continent, from 
sea to shining sea.

Space conquered and negotiated by the imperialist impulse 
introduced unprecedented power relations between sub-
ject and conqueror. The European nation- states and then the 
newly created American state possessed sophisticated arma-
ments and armies, ships and horses— accompanied by disease 
and the will to enslave. Their sometimes brutal actions, when 
reported, forced European minds in the direction of distant 
peoples and customs that needed to be understood. Whether 
the Spanish absolutist monarchy or the Dutch republican gov-
ernment undertook or endorsed imperialist ventures to extend 
their power, every occasion required knowledge of the spaces, 
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10 c h a p t e r  1

peoples, and heavens. Never before in Western history had 
such an expansion of spatial knowledge been both possible and 
necessary.

Therein lay the roots of the Enlightenment: the unintended 
consequence of commercial and state- sponsored expansion. 
Paradoxically, as the power of absolute monarchies and the 
clergy that supported them grew in Europe— augmented as 
they were by global conquest— inventive responses to new 
spatial realities multiplied. Their combined weight secularized 
space and removed not only its boundaries but also its super-
natural powers. They undermined belief in heaven and hell 
and the authority of absolutist regimes. By the 1770s, major 
theorists from the Scottish school in Edinburgh to the French 
philosophes in Paris furthered the corrosive process by provid-
ing new vocabularies that denigrated empires, state- supported 
orthodoxies, and the clergy who benefited from them.

The combined impact of the subversive literature that began 
in the 1650s and continued into the 1790s ultimately delegiti-
mized courts and monarchs. From the clandestine literature, 
early in the century to the abbé Raynal, Diderot, Rousseau, 
the abolitionists in its last quarter, and Herder and Kant in the  
1790s, every support for unchecked authority in church and 
state, as well as empire, had been challenged, mocked, dis-
missed, or decried as immoral.

Early in the period, travel literature, complete with engrav-
ings, told of new peoples in the Americas and Africa about 
whom both the Bible and ancient writings had been entirely 
silent. Their novelty was matched only by the strangeness of 
their behavior. The Spanish conquerors found indigenous 
people in what we now know as Mexico who practiced human 
sacrifice, wore little clothing, and occasionally ate their vic-
tims.3 The space opened by new peoples and continents fired 
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T h e  S e t t i n g  11

imperialist fantasy, to be sure. Just as important in the longue 
durée, imperial space also licensed bold and heterodox free-
thinking in the service of trying to make sense out of the previ-
ously unimaginable.

Images of these new Amerindians were widely circulated by 
German and Dutch printing houses, among which the de Bry 
family in Frankfurt produced the most striking and bloodcur-
dling (figure 2). Such imagery only emphasized the challenge 
faced by the Iberian Church and monarchy, whose declared pur-
pose was the conversion and “civilizing” of the indigenous peo-
ples. The ultimate irony of the European expansion into global 
space— accompanied by such sanctimonious intentions— lay 

Figure 2. De Bry’s depiction of cannibalism. Theodore de Bry (1528–98)  
(ID# 164722). Courtesy of Bridgeman Images.
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12 c h a p t e r  1

in the gradual undermining of European religious certainty and 
political authority. It became possible in Dutch propaganda, 
for example, to depict the Spanish authorities as tyrants and 
baby- eating cannibals (figure 3). Anti- authoritarian responses 
to European conquest and exploitation emerged only gradually 

Figure 3. Ferdinand Alvarez de Toledo eating a child. Courtesy of  Wikimedia.
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T h e  S e t t i n g  13

as people tried to make sense out of the recently discovered 
earthly and heavenly spaces.

No less exotic than the Americas, China and Africa also 
entered European consciousness, but they elicited wildly differ-
ent responses. By and large, the Chinese were respected for the 
longevity of their civilization, and freethinkers even compared 
Buddhism to the natural religion that they espoused. Such was 
the approach taken by Bernard Picart, engraver, and Jean Fred-
erick Bernard, writer and publisher of the first even- handed 
attempt to understand all of the known religions of the world, 
Ceremonies et coutumes religieuses de tous les peuples du monde 
(1723– 43) (figure 4).4

Africa was actually far less known than North and Central 
America, yet even there Picart and Bernard tried to understand 
the religions of people never personally experienced. Illustrations 
of ceremonies in honor of their deities appear along with pages 
describing birth and death ceremonies. The Picart- Bernard effort 
became justly famous as the first attempt to relativize all religions. 
This conclusion was the exact opposite of what the Christian mis-
sionaries at work on every continent had intended.

After roughly the year 1600, literate Westerners (and many 
of the illiterate) knew that vast, new, and inhabited continents 
filled large portions of the globe. Thinking about the world out-
side Europe had commenced irretrievably. But the expansion 
of space did not stop there. Looking into the heavens entailed 
new knowledge about their structure— even if thousands still 
doubted the Copernican system that placed the sun at the 
center of the universe. Also by 1700, the highly educated knew 
that there now existed a mathematical law to explain how the 
force of universal gravitation ordered the heavens and made 
them knowable. The almanacs might still talk about the role 
played by the stars in determining human fate, but followers 
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Figure 4. Frontispiece to the Ceremonies et coutumes, illustrating all  
the world’s religions, with only the Catholic Church being depicted in a  

negative light.
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T h e  S e t t i n g  15

of Newtonian science thought little about such influences for 
which no solid proof existed. At one time, heavenly space pos-
sessed the power to influence the health and well- being of mor-
tals. After 1687, space in the Principia is empty and neutral, as 
desacralized as Henry VIII’s former monastic lands.5

The macrocosm of global and heavenly space framed the 
growing diversity of public space in the microcosm of European 
cities.6 The “public sphere,” “civil society,” and “sociability” are 
all terms used to describe the relatively new spatial associations 
available to urban dwellers. Drawn to cities by ever- expanding 
markets, merchants, lawyers, stockbrokers, ladies of the salon, 
denizens of coffee shops and cafés stayed to see and be seen, 
and to read the burgeoning supply of newspapers and journals. 
They invented and filled urban spaces separate from court and 
king as well as from family dwellings (figure 5). When so occu-
pied, they said their efforts aimed to correct “the want of a reg-
ular and publick encouragement of learning.” Small societies 
would publish books by their members, enhance their profits, 
all the while instituting “a republic of letters for the promoting 
of arts and sciences.”7

By midcentury, a London social life could revolve solely 
around eating clubs and the pub life that went with them. In 
the 1770s, John Wilkes dined nightly with the governing elite 
of the city and frequently, as his diary notes, at a “Tavern with 
the supporters of the Bill of Rights.” The Beef Steak Club, the  
Irish Club, and the Antigallican Club helped fill the spatial vast-
ness of  Wilkes’s London, where Benjamin Franklin occasionally  
joined in the festivities.8 By the second half of the century, if not 
well before, the task of policing and spying on this or any other 
great metropolis had become formidable. The city also offered 
a visual feast for the curious, as brilliantly captured by artist and 
engraver William Hogarth (figure 6).

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 3:39 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Figure 5. Early eighteenth- century example of casual sociability. 
Bernard Picart (ID# 516565). Courtesy of Bridgeman Images.
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T h e  S e t t i n g  17

Most aptly named, The Spectator burst upon the London lit-
erary scene in 1711 and was an instant success. The journalist as 
spectator saw himself as living “in the World, rather as a Spec-
tator of Mankind, than as one of the Species; by which means I 
have made myself a Speculative Statesman, Soldier, Merchant, 
and Artisan.” He dared to take on so many roles in part because 

Figure 6. Hogarth’s representation of the foibles of Londoners. Gin Lane, 
William Hogarth (1697–1764) (ID# 265846). Courtesy of Bridgeman Images.
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he claimed to have visited every city in Europe.9 His métier as 
gossiper, raconteur, and man- about- town signaled a new urban 
vitality. Not surprisingly, the Dutch cities were among the first 
to imitate the originally English genre of spectatorial litera-
ture.10 So too, new world cities like Boston sported imitations 
that claimed to be the work of a society of gentlemen. There, 
in 1727, the journal Proteus Echo sought to satisfy the curiosity 
of “All Mankind,” for they “burn with an unquenchable Ardour 
after Knowledge.” It sought to provide “Publick usefulness.”11

Cities were also the natural habitat of publishers and would- be 
philosophes. In the period after 1650, cities from Amsterdam to 
Paris, Edinburgh to London grew in size and continued to do 
so throughout the century. In the seventeenth century, Naples 
was also one of the largest cities in Europe, and we know that in 
this period Italian bookshops, cafés, and even hat shops bristled 
with anti- clerical and anti- doctrinal gossip (figure 7). The Inqui-
sition barely kept up with the irreverent banter to be found in 
such public spaces.12

The reality of global space framed not only civil society but 
also the imaginary realm of mercantile life. The central lobby 
of the Amsterdam City Hall, built between 1648 and 1665, con-
tains a marble floor in which images of the two hemispheres of 
the world are inlaid in copper. Statues grace the scene and lay 
out themes such as “Peace,” “Providence,” and “Righteousness.” 
The mercantile elite of the city walked upon this floor while 
discussing news and global trade.

Less grand in size or aspirations, other cities throughout Eu-
rope with more than 30,000 people— like Newcastle, The Hague, 
or Berlin— became more numerous. Strasbourg, Danzig, and 
Breslau sported around 40,000, and Vienna had about 100,000. 
If the curious could afford books and find coffee houses where 
the like- minded gathered in relative anonymity— only cities of 
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a decent size provided such haunts— amid the chatter people 
might begin to think new and unorthodox thoughts. A circle that 
met in The Hague in 1710 called itself a chapter of “the Knights of 
Jubilation,” and its publishing members brought to the public the 
clandestine treatise that named  Jesus, Moses, and Mohammed as 
the three great impostors. The denizens of urban space flouted 
the authorities and in plain sight invented the clandestine. The 
genre became the venue for the most radical ideas of the age.

About the same year in both London and Paris, cabarets 
and clubs sprang up where men made marriages together; the 
spying authorities called their occupants by the derogatory 
term “sodomites.” The Parisian coterie took women’s names and 
fashioned ceremonies for “la Reception des Prozelites.”13 Other 
far more respectable Paris cafés offered elegant and decorously 
furnished settings to entice the wealthy and aristocratic.14

Figure 7. A rowdy version of eighteenth- century socializing. 
(ID# 2987207). Courtesy of Bridgeman Images.
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Elite French women disdained smoking, and hence it was 
banned in the elegant cafés of the capital. English and Dutch 
public houses evinced no such inhibition and also provided news-
papers to be read by patrons. In that first decade of the new cen-
tury, London taverns existed where working women supped and 
engaged in ribald banter.15 Among literate, more leisured women, 
novels and journals offered access to the empathy and polite 
knowledge that came to be associated with enlightened culture.

By 1700, urban spaces offered unprecedented displays of the 
outrageous, daring, and free. In Amsterdam, hundreds of free 
blacks originally from Africa, mostly men, congregated.16 By 
1730, male homosexuality, real or imagined, led to a vast perse-
cution in which hundreds of men were queried or prosecuted, 
and on occasion executed. In Amsterdam between 1730 and 
1732, thirty- five men were summoned, tortured, and banished 
for what the “confession books” labeled as “anaal contact.”17

The expanding commerce in goods and staples matched a 
growing consciousness of the once unspoken, or unimagined, 
or feared. There was no choice but to take in the possibility of an 
infinite universe and within it an earth inhabited by new and pre-
viously unimagined peoples. Few urban places escaped access to 
the new science and, armed with it, theorists debated the original 
nature of humankind, the process by which civilizing occurred, 
the nature of authority, and the terms under which obedience to 
it was due. Some people came to the cities in search of the new 
literature that tried to explain a vastly al tered spatial universe.

Is it little wonder, then, that any urban space could nurture free-
thinking? A small city like Namur, in the highly censored Austrian 
Netherlands (that is, Belgium), had about a dozen bookstores. 
When the authorities raided them in 1730, they found what they 
labeled “bad books”: French translations of works by John Locke 
and Machiavelli, along with the anonymous and risqué. A decade 
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later, when a local merchant- tanner died, his library was found to 
contain works by Voltaire, as well as fashionable encyclopedias 
of the era.18

Meanwhile, outside Paris in 1728, a hapless priest got him-
self arrested for claiming that Jesus, Moses, and Mohammed 
had been impostors.19 The claim was old news by the time the 
curate got hold of the Traité des trois imposteurs, if that is what 
he was reading. As was so often the case in the stories told by 
the authorities, the heretical required its own social space. They 
claimed that the curé had made himself the head of an assembly 
of like- minded followers. In faraway Saxony, a good ten years 
earlier, the authorities had been searching the bookstores in the 
hope of confiscating the very same tract.20 Around 1710, as we 
now know, deists and pantheists in the Dutch Republic— self- 
described knights or, as they said, “brothers”— had written all 
or part of it, and their publisher associates put it out in a now 
rare edition of 1719. Around 1700, writing in Latin, another bold 
spirit probably at work in Halle made the same argument. To 
this day, we are not sure about the author’s identity.

If Namur was bad, Paris was far worse. Throughout the 
eighteenth century, the police hunted and sometimes caught 
the purveyors of books “against religion, the state and good 
morals.” This illicit commerce provided the infrastructure 
wherein enlightened ideas found expression. In 1704, one 
Antoine Galoche fell into the hands of the authorities and his 
police file singled out his traffic in a new genre of literature, por-
nography. Books with titles such as Venus in the Cloister clearly 
announced their subject matter. In the 1740s, a gang of seven 
engraved, circulated, and sold works about the phallic god 
Priapus and salacious stories about “Dom Bougre,” a clerical  
practitioner of  buggery.21 Other dealers caught in the police net 
went to prison with the verdict that they were peddling “works 
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injurious to the government.” Still others specialized in satires 
against the king, Louis XV, and his mistress. One denizen of the 
prisons said, “the king is an imbecile and a tyrant.” Even a cap-
tain in the king’s cavalry was caught distributing “very indecent 
libels” against his majesty and his mistress.22

In the 1740s, the French police spied upon the new forms of 
sociability— in one case imported from Britain. From London, 
the freemasons moved on to the Continent, first to Rotterdam by 
1720 and then to The Hague and Paris. Known or unknown to the 
authorities, the masonic Constitutions of 1723 advised the brothers 
that “in ancient Times Masons were charg’d in every Country to 
be of the Religion of that Country or Nation, whatever it was, 
yet ’tis now thought more expedient only to oblige them to that 
Religion in which all Men agree.” Hardly a ringing endorsement 
of religious orthodoxy! Masonic principles were universal and 
global: “we are also of all Nations, Tongues, Kindreds, and Lan-
guages, and are resolv’d against all Politicks, as what never yet 
conduc’d to the Welfare of the Lodge.”23

The French authorities found the freemasons suspicious 
because their rituals made them look like a new religion and 
because they had attracted aristocratic membership. The new 
fraternity with its universalist claims could be plotting a cabal 
against the government; hence their literature had to be con-
fiscated and the distributor put behind bars. One of the earliest 
French members we can actually find is identified as “a Negro 
in the King’s Guard.” He broke bread with other brothers in a 
Paris lodge.24 It had become fashionable for monarchs to display 
the sweep of their global power by using Africans as soldiers or 
valets; this one was a trumpeter.

By the 1730s, the lodges had made their way to Russia, where 
they played an important role in the movement toward the 
light.25 As in Sweden, the Russian lodges functioned as areas 
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where influence could be exerted on government officials. The  
lodges also facilitated British influence in Russia, and in the 
early years Jacobites played a significant role in the spread of 
masonic practices. By the reign of Catherine the Great, the 
Viennese lodges were also places where progressive intellectu-
als congregated with aristocrats and court officials.

Some masonic lodges created a new cosmopolitan space. 
They brought veritable strangers together who crossed class 
and race boundaries— at least for those who could afford the 
dues. Many French lodges gradually began to admit Protes-
tants, although Jews and Muslims were never welcomed. That 
intolerance was not the case in London or Amsterdam. By the 
1780s, French lodges for men and women placed images of four 
women within the heart of the lodge. They represented the four 
parts of the world— Africa, America, Asia, and Europe. The 
global reach, however oppressive it was for non- Westerners, 
also allowed Europeans to imagine themselves as true world 
citizens.26

The lodges remained suspect in Catholic Europe well into 
the second half of the century. In Strasbourg in 1757, the author-
ities shut down a lodge on the grounds that it was a hotbed of 
licentious behavior. The same happened to lodges even in Prot-
estant Switzerland. After the pope condemned membership in 
the lodges in 1738, men were denied absolution in confession 
for being members. Condemnation did not stop Catholics from 
belonging, and priests who joined were described as “enlight-
ened.”27 In the 1760s, 40 percent of Dublin freemasons were 
Catholics.28

Many lodges put great emphasis on Christian behavior and 
described themselves as “schools of virtue.”29 The virtue being 
sought was closer, however, to the ideals of classical republican-
ism than to the traditional teaching of the churches. Masonic 
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virtue focused on a robust public spiritedness, on attention to 
internal governance, and on the ideal of friendship as the social 
cement of the lodges, hence of the larger society.30 By the 1780s, 
French lodges sent representatives to Paris, where they voted 
not by estates but by one man, one vote.

Urban spaces could also offer new religious opportuni-
ties and hence dangers for any government. Very early in the 
century, the French army had routed Protestants living in the 
south, in an area known as the Cevennes. Out of that persecu-
tion came a millenarian group, the French prophets, who made 
their way through the cities of Western Europe prophesizing 
the demise of Louis XIV and the coming end of the world. Free-
thinkers in the Dutch Republic were horrified by their antics, 
but in London, Isaac Newton came out to see them and to con-
sult with their scribe (who wrote down the prophecies). He was 
Newton’s close friend, the Swiss Protestant Fatio de Duillier.31 
While Newtonian science became a springboard for enlight-
ened approaches to religion, the master himself remained very 
much a seventeenth- century Protestant given to millenarian 
sentiments, convinced that the pope was the anti- Christ. Yet it 
was Newtonian space, empty, capable of geometrical exposition 
as it was understood in the eighteenth century, that came to 
prevail.

The prophets assumed that time would come to an end and 
so too would space. They took aim against the anti- Christ and 
avoided Paris for obvious reasons. There too, various other 
forms of what the age called “enthusiasm” could readily be 
found in the capital. The convulsionnaires assembled around 
the tomb of a dead priest in the parish of Saint- Médard. He 
was believed to work miracles, and followers displayed signs of 
being possessed by his powers. They would have been harmless 
enough, except for the fact that clergy who were attracted to an 
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austere reform of Catholicism known as Jansenism also looked 
for divine intervention to prove the justness of their cause. 
The monarchy saw such clergy as a threat, and the papacy con-
demned Jansenism in a bull of 1713. The Jansenists took up the 
cause of the Saint- Médard priest and his followers. The curious 
German Lutheran traveler Hermann Reimarus lamented, “we 
now have fanatics, inspirationists, convulsionnaires, just as the 
Ancients had their sibyls and pythians.”32 Once possessed by 
spiritual forces, whether in Paris or the Cevennes, enthusiasts 
posed a threat to established authority that it, in turn, was keen 
to condemn.

Undeterred, the Jansenists and their supporters produced 
books that flourished in the same semi- clandestine market used 
by the freethinkers and pornographers. Arrests were swift, and 
they reveal that the same people, including priests, could be dis-
tributing pro- Jansenist tracts along with the heretical and sala-
cious.33 Cities permitted strange bedfellows and easily gave the 
authorities the message that all illegal actors— pornographers, 
freethinkers, Jansenists, even freemasons— could make 
common cause and work to undermine both church and state. 
The irreligious knew that convulsionnaires and Jansenists were 
their enemies, but remarkably the police kept their files in the 
same dossier. Ever vigilant for conspiracies, they even imagined 
that the freemasons had their own pope, as reported by anon-
ymous informants.34

By the 1770s, the patience of the French censors wore thin. 
They longed for an opportunity to strike at this Dutch- centered 
international commerce in forbidden books: “it is time to set 
an example in this republican nation, one that is capable of 
intimidating the unfortunates who seek refuge there in the 
hope of impunity.”35 On this occasion, the provocation grew 
out of information gathered after the arrest and interrogation 
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of the widow Stockdorff, who also traded in the Dutch Repub-
lic. After journeying eight days from Strasbourg to Paris in the 
company of two abbés, the widow proceeded to seek out every 
materialist and pornographic work on the market. We know 
about her activities because the police had been following her 
and made a copy of her shopping list. She engaged in an inter-
national traffic that included various French and Dutch cities; 
hence the frustration of the authorities. In the 1770s, nothing 
came of the censor’s threat against the widow and the Dutch 
Republic. A very different French force entered the Republic in 
1795, when the Revolutionary army invaded Amsterdam. They 
were met with jubilation by the city’s main masonic lodge, and 
all assembled sang “La Marseillaise.”

In the decades before 1789, associational life everywhere in 
Europe, both licit and semi- clandestine, expanded. In Britain 
and Ireland, the freemasons were only one of several types of 
new associations that flourished in the capital as well as in the 
provinces. In the Dutch Republic, eating and drinking clubs 
for elites competed for attention with societies dedicated to 
useful reforms. By the 1770s, the societies dedicated to het Nut 
(“the useful”) had metastasized and boded ill for the stadtholder 
(“head of state”) and oligarchs who governed the localities 
and the Republic. In the German states where literacy was less 
common, the universities still dominated the public sphere, and 
within them clubs and cliques were the norm. Just about every 
enlightened thinker from Lessing to Herder and Kant found a 
home in one or another university and club setting. Only the 
Prussian court in Berlin offered a viable and fashionable alter-
native.36 It became a refuge for French philosophes on the run 
and intellectuals like Voltaire.

The space filled by voluntary association, in which strangers 
could become acquaintances, also included the courts of Eu-
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rope. In Vienna earlier in the century, Prince Eugene of Savoy 
retired after a successful military career in the Low Countries 
fighting against France. His court became a magnet for travel-
ers, bibliophiles, freethinkers, and religious reformers from all 
over Europe. The Italian Lodovico Antonio Muratori (d. 1750) 
brought a reformed Catholicism to Eugene’s court, and from 
that entrée stemmed one source for the reforming efforts later 
in the century of the Austrian emperor, Joseph II.37

Despite never having left Europe, Eugene owned a globally 
focused library of over 15,000 books and manuscripts. It con-
tained an almost priceless “Blue Atlas” that in forty- six folio 
pages displayed the entire world. It was complemented by a 
vast collection of travel literature to places like Russia and the 
Levant. In addition, Eugene possessed histories of the Scandi-
navian lands, Russia, Hungary, Croatia, the Near East, east and 
south Asia, Africa, and the Americas. Eugene also specialized in 
religious and theological literature, with a polyglot Bible, works 
by and about the early Protestant reformers, a translation of a 
Chinese work about Confucius, but also works by known free-
thinkers like John Toland.

All the major seventeenth- century philosophers and men of 
science had a place in Eugene’s library, as did important travel 
accounts of Turkey, Persia, the Indies, the Americas, Lebanon, 
and Syria (by Jean Baptiste Tavernier, Louis Hennepin, Jean 
Baptiste Labat, Joseph Lafitau, Garciliaso de la Vega, and Jean 
La- Roque). Prince Eugene could also consult medical texts by 
European and Arabic doctors. Both new worlds— on earth and 
in the heavens— resided in his palace in Vienna.38

Fittingly, the first global atlases described “the theatre of the 
earthly orb,” an unprecedented stage upon which anyone in prin-
ciple could be an actor.39 Many of these books had been made 
for the new European nation- states or the trading companies that 
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now traveled the world. They were practical manuals that also 
provided the occasion for flights of fancy, some of them quite 
naughty.

The old Paris national library used to keep an especially 
judgmental category of books in le cabinet d’enfer— the “col-
lection from hell.” Overwhelmingly, the category contained 
pornographic works, some making plentiful use of the travel 
guides and manuals. The librarian who created it may have as-
sumed that the souls of readers would wind up there some day. 
The particularly outrageous Histoire du Prince Apprius (that 
is, Priapus) in 1729 claimed to be drawn from “the splendors 
of the world since Creation.” The book said that it originated 
from a manuscript in the library of the king of Prussia and was 
published in Constantinople. Not a word of that was true. The 
kingdom described in the history was fancifully inhabited by 
buggers, tribades (lesbians), “batdaches” (male prostitutes), 
and knights of the Manchette, a common term used for male 
homosexual gatherings. “The tribades are a visionary nation, in-
comprehensible, loving pleasure to excess.” The Histoire created 
an imaginary world with sexual mores totally opposite from 
what could be tolerated on earth.40

The possibilities were endless. The discontented found in 
travel literature a mirror with which to reflect on their world by 
invoking an imaginary new one, a distant utopia. For example, 
the Nouveau Voyage de la terre austral (1693) said that all the 
androgynous Australians are born with two sexes inside them, 
and the word “father” is unknown to them. Hence mothers and 
children are not subordinated to fathers, and “the great empire 
that man has usurped over woman, has been rather the effect 
of an odious tyranny and not a legitimate authority.”41 When 
tyranny comes under attack, its gendered definition could be 
broadened fairly easily to include all male authority figures. In 
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addition, once the high and mighty can be seen to be libertines, 
why not invest whole peoples with the power of sexual license? 
Travel east or west, even to Africa, the pundits said; there love 
is made freely, without shame.42

The essence of humankind, according to the Australians, is 
liberty. They are also vague about God: “they believe that this 
incomprehensible being is all there is and they give him all the 
veneration imaginable.” They never, however, talk about religion.  
The old Australian guide, le vieillard philosophe, then explains  
that the universe is composed of atoms in motion, nothing more. 
In the journey to an imagined new world, the old philosopher 
tells us, in effect, that passage from deism to materialism, thanks 
to the new science, has become virtually effortless.

At precisely the same moment, an anonymous Englishman 
journeying to Tartary— at least in his imagination— in 1689 
discovered “Death to be nothing else but a Cessation from the 
Motions of Action and Thought.” The Tartars clearly do not 
believe in an afterlife. If anyone asks the traveler his religion, he 
should say that he is a shepherd.43 The subgenre of utopian travel 
literature, specifically intended to teach irreligion and open up 
new vistas of disbelief, originated among countless anonymous 
authors writing from late in the seventeenth century.

Even in parts of Eastern Europe without an imperial stake 
in global exploration, imaginary travel opened up rich possi-
bilities. For most Europeans, Tartary was beyond the pale. It 
began roughly with Russia and went on ever eastward. There 
was, however, an east that was closer, which Western Europe-
ans both then and now describe as Eastern Europe. In Vienna, 
Eugene of Savoy stood close to its gateway. By the eighteenth 
century, this part of Europe had come to be regarded as back-
ward in both literacy and numeracy. This had not always been 
the case.
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The cities of Poland and Lithuania in the sixteenth century 
possessed wages and a level of prosperity (as measured in the 
height of people) comparable to that of England. But gradually 
serfdom was imposed, and by 1700 there existed far less literacy 
and numeracy than in Western Europe. With literacy rates well 
below 10 percent, the possibility of creating a vibrant market-
place for ideas such as could be seen in London, Amsterdam, or 
Paris simply did not exist in these eastern and central areas of 
Europe.44 But ideas move. Indeed, it was Protestant Germans 
who first brought enlightened ideas into Polish territory. That 
said, the Poles were fully capable of producing their own lib-
ertines and atheists. The early Enlightenment can be found in 
cities from Dublin to Cracow and beyond.45

Even the vast dispersal of Armenian traders everywhere in 
Europe and India did not exempt them from the influence of the 
Enlightenment. This took the form first of the creation of a peri-
odical Armenian press in Madras. Azdarar (Monitor) appeared 
there in 1794 and was soon followed by other periodicals in 
Venice and Constantinople. Equally important, a discernibly 
republican line of thought, influenced by the writings of Locke 
and Montesquieu, surfaced in these texts. The secularization of 
Armenia was a process that developed largely in the nineteenth 
century, but it was facilitated by the late eighteenth- century 
move toward mass literacy and the literature that catered to it.46

As we discovered in France and Italy, the reach of censorship 
had its limits. Even the Spanish could barely keep up with the 
import and export of forbidden books. By the 1780s, they could 
be found in Buenos Aires— at least so the Spanish Inquisition 
believed. On one occasion, it rummaged through five boxes of 
books being sent from Madrid to Buenos Aires and there found 
a treasure trove of the forbidden.47 If the Inquisition could not 
stop such traffic, then no one was safe.
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The certainty of royal and ecclesiastical absolutisms crum-
bled in the face of the late- century democratic revolutions and 
the principles they articulated. The Enlightenment made that 
articulation possible partly through an anonymous, seditious, 
pornographic, and illicit trade that no eighteenth- century gov-
ernment ever managed to stop. Through it, the mechanical 
philosophy, and the infinite universe filled with atoms that it 
postulated, became an avenue to materialism. The peoples of 
our earth and their oppression demanded explanation, a new 
language and new theories to explain their situation. Major 
and minor philosophes rose to the challenge. Rather than 
embrace inferiority as explanatory, the Scottish philosophers 
saw stages of human progress; English reformers proclaimed 
the abolition of slavery, while French philosophes like Rous-
seau became dreamers of democracy. Not all of these reformers 
were materialists. Yet none of them invoked divine providence 
or the hand of God to explain the effects of imperialism, or the 
nature of monarchical authority, or the equality and human 
rights demanded now for all the peoples of the world.

By 1700, the Enlightenment had taken shape and came to rest 
in the urban spaces of Western Europe. An infinity of possible 
explanations for how society and government should operate, 
how the excesses of power should be trimmed, if not elimi-
nated, beckoned for anyone gifted at using pen and paper. Men, 
and the occasional woman, joined the enterprise as critics, sat-
irists, and theorists. Most lacked funding, and the hunt was on 
to find patrons. Voltaire landed at the Berlin court of Frederick 
the Great, enjoyed himself, and came eventually to see the king 
and his army as predatory. The less famous like Picart and Ber-
nard made a decent living as publishers and engravers. Toland 
acted as a spy for the Whig party and lay on his deathbed in 1722 
too poor to pay his doctor. It is nothing short of remarkable that 
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this small army of the enlightened managed to survive and for 
the most part did not trim their sails to please the tastes of their 
patrons. With a newly expanded universe at their disposal, they 
exploded the boundaries of the acceptable, brought the censors 
out in full force, and despite persecution and jail time, managed 
to publish and even die in their beds. In the process, they dis-
mantled one Christian orthodoxy after another. By the end of 
the century, the deist Thomas Jefferson edited the Bible to root 
out the fantastic and the irrational.48 In some circles, atheism 
had even become fashionable; space had become truly emptied.

John Locke argued in his Essay Concerning Human Under-
standing (1689) that human beings can know only those things 
that could be sensed: felt, smelled, seen, heard. If space was 
now empty, what could fill it? Where were the spirits, saints, 
and demons in whom most Westerners still believed? Where 
were the nether regions to which souls must depart? The deeply 
religious Isaac Newton said that space is the “sensorium” of 
God. In 1715– 16, the German philosopher and co- inventor of 
the calculus, G. Leibniz, replied in a famous correspondence 
with Newton’s follower, Samuel Clarke, that such a notion of 
God having a sensorium, an organ of sensation, was absurd.49 
The new science of Galileo and Newton left the issue of the 
relationship between God and the universe, between spirit and 
matter, between space and bodies, profoundly unsettled.
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Time Reinvented

The intellectua l and cultural shift described as the  
Enlightenment happened in only one century, and as such 
may be described as rapid for its time. The “for its time” part 
is the hardest for twenty- first- century people to understand. 
When the period opened in the 1680s, time was understood 
very differently than it is today. In addition, change in daily 
events— in comings and goings— would feel to us painstak-
ingly slow. Everything took longer. The passage from one place 
to another, whether on land or water, took roughly the same 
time whether on a canal boat in the Dutch countryside or on 
a repaired English turnpike. A good speed consisted of 4 or  
5 miles an hour; on the open sea, a boat from Dover to Calais 
made the 20- mile crossing in three hours and thirty- five min-
utes.1 By 1770, going 14 miles by coach could take as little as 
one hour and thirty- five minutes, or as much as three.2 In the 
last quarter of the century, British sailing ships made techno-
logical improvements that shortened their time at sea. Only 
very late in the eighteenth century did steam- driven transpor-
tation become possible, and its speed can be associated only 
with nineteenth- century travel. Western European people or 
colonial Americans, traveling in the eighteenth century, ambled 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 3:39 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



34 c h a p t e r  2

through time, but this should not suggest a temporality without 
change, static, or even boring. Indeed, it was quite the reverse.3

In just a hundred years, three generations of eighteenth- 
century Euro- Americans questioned all inherited orthodoxies, 
and they did so within the framework of putting in place a new, 
secular understanding of time. They moved from Christian to 
modern time as we know it. They did not do this in some sort 
of lock- step progression. Believers in Christian time could be 
found early and late in the century (not to mention today), 
yet expressions of secular time being lived became more com-
monplace and expected. Part of the explanation for this shift 
occurred well before the eighteenth century, in the sixteenth- 
century Protestant Reformation. Its effect was felt all over 
Christian Europe: in England, the king closed the monasteries 
and seized their land; in the Low Countries, a Protestant revolt 
against Catholic Spain created the Dutch Republic; and in the 
German- speaking lands, religious warfare erupted. Dramatic 
change made the difference between the present time and the 
past more vivid, yet the overall structure of the time available 
on earth held.4

The eighteenth century opened with many ordinary people 
as well as the highly educated believing that human time and 
the age of the earth coincided and would come to encompass 
about 6,000 years. Philosophers like Isaac Newton (d. 1727) as-
sumed that God created the earth around 4004 BCE and would 
end it similarly, although the exact date was known definitively 
only by Him. Newton’s friend, the philosopher John Locke, 
thought that “the world was created about september” of that 
year.5 Newton’s best and cautious guess put the end around 
2060— that is, one generation from now. In the ensuing con-
flagration, he wrote, “the wicked (probably) to be punished 
thereby.” The key to finding the hidden meaning of human time 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 3:39 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



T i m e  R e i n v e n t e d  35

lay largely in the prophetic books of the Bible, although other 
learned, generally Protestant commentators on those myster-
ies could also be consulted. The meaning of the end of time, 
for Newton and many Protestant millenarians, rested on the 
certainty that at the sounding of the trumpet mentioned in the 
Bible, “the Kingdoms of this world are become the Kingdoms 
of our Lord and of his Christ & he shall reign for ever and ever.” 
Thus would the thousand years of Christ’s reign on earth dra-
matically begin and our world end— forever. Religious time 
would end abruptly just as it had begun.6

Christian time as Newton understood it belonged to anyone 
who could read and afford a pocket almanac. That is, anyone 
Protestant. By and large, they, and not Catholics, revered the 
biblical timeline to be inferred from almanacs published gener-
ally in Protestant countries.7 Almanacs done in Catholic France, 
for instance, did not lay emphasis on the beginning of the world 
and certainly not on its end. Rather, their chronology began with 
the birth of Christ, and the days of the year were often assigned 
their particular saint. They seldom went into predictions of fu-
ture events, and Christianity began with the first pope, Peter, and 
stood proven by an unbroken succession of popes and dogmas. 
At century’s end, Spanish almanacs in Lima, Peru, still gave the 
date of the beginning of the world, the birth year of Christ, and 
then all the saints with their days properly noted. There was no 
hint as to when the new world of the Americas, or the old one of 
Europe, would end, as millenarians believed had been prophe-
sized. From their very beginning late in the fifteenth century, 
Spanish almanacs had apportioned time by the saints’ days and 
offered no prediction about the end of time.8

Nothing as dramatic happened in the calendars of eighteenth- 
century Protestants, although the French revolution brought 
temporary upheavals in several Protestant regions. For many 
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decades, Protestant almanacs began generally at 4004 BCE and 
took the reader up to the present, then added prognostications 
about the future. As early as the late sixteenth century, Dutch 
Protestant almanacs attacked the Catholic reliance on saints’ 
days as having no foundation in the Bible. Yet despite these 
disputes, by 1700 both Catholic and Protestant sensibilities 
made Christian time and ordinary experience vastly different, 
although the Protestant understanding of time included a will-
ingness to predict its end. Belonging to the realm of the sacred, 
Christian time was divinely appointed and its end assured. 
Earthly time just flowed slowly, marked generally by personal 
events or matters of state, the birth or death of a king, a battle 
won or lost, or a religious feast.

At first, even the unorthodox whose religiosity might be sus-
pect failed to tackle the presumed age of the world. Anonymous 
French astrologers published almanacs with predictions, yet they 
also gave the correct saint for every day in the year. A risqué al-
manac of masonic origin also listed all the saints associated with 
each day of the year. Neither astronomy nor astrology challenged 
the roughly 6,000 years believed to be available to humankind.

Although their practices were controversial, astrologers 
excelled at predictions about the future. Their presumed ac-
curacy held up better in some places than in others. By the 
mid- seventeenth century, Dutch almanacs, as well as Dutch ac-
ademic teaching of astronomy, left out astrological training and 
hence the ability to predict. Thus, in the republic the demise of 
astrology occurred more rapidly than in England or much of 
the American colonies.9 In Scotland well into mid- eighteenth 
century, the Christian understanding of time held the poten-
tial to explain political upheaval. The supporters of the British 
monarchy defined their Jacobite enemies as the Anti- Christ and 
thus proclaimed the godliness of the Hanoverian cause.10
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Only in the 1780s did political turmoil finally undo Chris-
tian temporality. Its standard French Catholic version locked 
time into the liturgical calendar, but the most avid supporters 
of the French Revolution rebelled against the entire construct. 
Three years before a select committee devised a new calendar 
fit for free and equal citizens, anonymous, anti- Christian, and 
revolutionary voices proclaimed 1789 “the first year of the reign 
of reason and liberty.” In less than one century after Newton’s 
death, in certain settings, the Christian understanding of time 
had been debunked and by some, discarded.

In the years before the French Revolution, new versions of 
time multiplied. Almanacs sprang up that called themselves “pro-
fane” and for every day of the year gave the name not of a saint 
but of a famous person, who either was born or died on that day, 
and who should be remembered. In March, the reader might be-
gin on the first day honoring Moses, and then go on to think 
about Michelangelo, remember the Ides of March (15th) when 
Brutus murdered Caesar, and among the moderns take note of 
Turgot, Toland, Newton, Wollaston, and Descartes. In April, Je-
sus Christ and Hobbes got their days. May offered Albert Durer, 
Campanella, and Voltaire, while June honored Anthony Collins, 
Leibniz, and J.- J. Rousseau, among others. The saints quite sim-
ply disappeared, by and large replaced by an international cast of 
learned thinkers, artists, and notorious freethinkers.

The Parlement of Paris condemned the profane book to be 
burned and found its contents and grouping of famous men 
“scandalous” and “monstrous.” Clearly, it asserted, the whole sec-
ular exercise had been inspired by “materialism” and would lead 
to “atheism.” Both are “isms” to which we will return on multiple 
occasions; indeed, given their importance they will receive a sep-
arate section of chapter 4. Regardless of its intellectual pedigree, 
the anonymous author of the 1788 calendar said that it offered “an 
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edifice of peace” where people of any religion can find a day to 
their own liking. Quite suddenly, time had been rendered neutral 
and an entirely human invention without biblical justification. 
To accomplish this feat, original thinkers and artists replaced the 
saints.11 The idea of naming intellectuals or artists did not make it 
into the entirely secular calendar that was finally adopted. Instead, 
it favored a celebration of nature and the ancients.

For twelve years from 1793 onward, the French nation abided 
by a new calendar that erased Christian time entirely. Republican 
or revolutionary time could only be a human invention, a bold 
proclamation of secular time. One reformer in 1790 had lobbied 
for beginning the year with January as the month of  Voltaire, “this 
immoral genius who had presaged the revolution.”12 The idea did 
not stick, but for many the experience of revolution never faded. 
Recollecting French events in that year, a young English enthusi-
ast remembered the intensity of his feeling for time itself: “there 
are two things which particularly strike me on recalling the above 
time to my recollection, first the very short time which passed in 
1790 which to my memory was years, altho in truth only a few 
months, secondly the talk of cutting off heads which I too well 
remember.”13 He watched revolutionary festivals of reason in the 
provinces where leaders denounced “the Harlequinades of the 
priests . . . [and] said there was neither heaven nor hell, neither 
resurrection, angel or spirit.” Then this young, somewhat mys-
tified Englishman was blessed by the goddess of Reason.14 At 
century’s end, a brave new world emerged and Christian time 
was but one of its many casualties. The long nineteenth century 
witnessed numerous attempts to reform time, to make it uniform, 
broadcast by tower clocks, measurable on land and at sea.15

By 1800 and not just in France, time became an entirely hu-
man invention without end, open to the narratives of every in-
dividual life. By the 1770s in the American colonies, almanacs 
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failed to note the end of human time, espoused the overtly po-
litical, and were seldom pro- British.16 In the same period, the 
pious bemoaned the destruction of manners “by the present 
prevailing democratic, leveling principles.” Educated ladies of 
good breeding dismissed “the basis of our modern boasted im-
provements . . . that one man is as good as another, that age is 
not in itself respectable, that station should give no influence, 
that in marriage the honour is conferred not on the man but on 
the woman. The days of ancient chivalry and romance are now 
gone.” This sorry state of affairs had come to pass in less than a 
century. Although the greatest upheaval of the century began 
in 1789 in France, predictably and yet ironically, the Protestant 
religious sensibility adapted to a limitless and secular future 
more easily than did the Catholic.17

The Secular Emerges

The distinction between things spiritual and things secular be-
gan to make its way into print late in the seventeenth century. In 
the last two decades of the century, the English term “secular” 
used as an adjective became more commonplace. Overall, it 
most commonly referred to Catholic priests, “secular” because 
not members of one or another of the religious orders. Of 
course, it had always been used to denote music played outside 
churches. Only Hobbes uses “secular” in relation to society, but 
even he juxtaposes it to the sacred.18 By the late seventeenth 
century, Dutch historians distinguished between “worldly his-
tory” and “church history.” The translator of Hobbes’s Leviathan 
into Dutch even added the distinction between the churchly 
and the worldly rule to the title.19

The state of being secular, being in the world and clearly dis-
tinct from the spiritual or ecclesiastical, had just become available 
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as a lived category. Hardly a proponent of religious orthodoxy, 
Hobbes could declare God to be the arbiter of right reason, and 
then say “for the Secular Lawes, I mean those which concern jus-
tice, and the carriage of men towards men.” He relegated religion 
to its own circumscribed sphere.20 He could further assure his 
readers that if anyone displayed repugnancy at being asked to 
obey both God and man, that anxiety “is to be removed by the 
distinction between the points necessary, and not necessary to 
Salvation . . . in secular matters deriv’d from him who had the 
Soveraigne power, whether he were one Man, or an Assembly 
of Men, that the same in spirituall matters depended on the au-
thority of the Church.”21 In Hobbes’s mind a clear divide existed 
between the secular and the sacred. There were many reasons 
why contemporaries called Hobbes a heretic— even worse an 
atheist— and one of them concerned the sharp divide he postu-
lated between the secular and the sacred.

When the imagined atheist Hobbes made the distinction 
between the sovereign realms of the secular and the ecclesias-
tical, he put the pious into a fighting mood. By contrast, in the 
hands of authors noted for their piety making the distinction 
produced, as far as we know, little reaction. It was just part of re-
ceived language. The Dutch writer and translator associated with 
the separation of the worldly and the churchly, Simon de Vries, 
was also a harsh critic of the Cartesian and devil- denier Balth-
azar Bekker. Who better to understand the difference between 
the secular and the spiritual than an orthodox writer professing 
to know the nefarious dealings of Satan himself?22 Thinkers on 
either side of the looming divide between the pious and the en-
lightened had accepted the reality of separate temporal spheres.

The majority of Protestant almanacs before about 1750 gave 
the age of the world with dates that the great Isaac Newton 
would have approved. English annual almanacs appeared as 
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early as 1572, and as late as the 1750s they gave the chronology of 
time since the beginning of the world, the year of the almanac 
being, for example, 5,581 years since the beginning of time, and 
3,934 years since Noah’s Flood, noting that the reign of Queen 
Elizabeth began 62 years ago— that is, in 1559; in short, the al-
manac belonged to the year 1621.23 Some almanacs proclaimed 
on their title page that an astrologer was the author and duly 
gave predictions for events in the coming year. In Boston with 
its Puritan population, an almanac explained how “eclipses, 
conjunctions, prodigious sights, comets etc. are but the oracles 
of God . . . there are terrible troubles . . . hastening upon the 
world . . . which may be a means to bring on those happy times 
promised to the People of God.”24 Almanacs foretold the end 
of the world for the edification and trepidation of the pious, al-
though English Protestant almanacs, unlike their Dutch coun-
terparts, were willing to make radical pronouncements with a 
political edge. They reflected the turmoil of the 1640s and 1650s: 
civil war followed by regicide, a republic proclaimed only to be 
ended by the restoration of the Stuart king, Charles II, in 1660.25

By the mid- seventeenth century, it may be surprising to 
know— given their dire pronouncements about the end of the 
world— English almanacs left blank pages where the owner 
could record his coming appointments. Such mundane spaces 
also appear in seventeenth- century Dutch almanacs, and in 
French almanacs by the mid- eighteenth century.26 The possi-
ble end of the world did not mean business could or should be 
avoided— and dealt with punctually. German speakers in the 
American colonies also subscribed to the Christian time frame 
but provided news from other colonies and the value of vari-
ous currencies.27 The mundane began to mix effortlessly with 
prophecy. At century’s end, the age of the earth, therefore the 
time available to humankind, had also been vastly expanded.
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By 1750, even listing the chronology of time since the creation 
became less commonplace in annual almanacs. They focused 
instead on the dates of the English monarchs, or currency ex-
change rates, or the coming and going of horse- drawn coaches. 
They began to offer advice on how to regulate a pendulum clock 
or a pocket watch and noted the disparity between “natural” 
time as revealed by a sundial and the precise time given by a 
clock. A Dutch almanac of 1797 opined that the creation of the 
world was an event that may have been surprisingly long ago, 
but it hedged its bet and gave a bow to the Christian version of 
time, saying creation was 3,949 years before the birth of Christ. 
By then, Dutch almanacs listed local markets as well as ones in 
the German cities, and the dates when the circus was coming 
to town and where.28

Philosophers Jump In

Almanacs are the stuff of popular culture, ephemera to be dis-
carded at year’s end. Yet by the eighteenth century, time also 
had its philosophers, and they were beginning to say startling 
things. With a slim interest in the Christian time frame, they 
calculated that many thousands of years might have been re-
quired for the earth to take shape in the form we know it. From 
the heart of Parisian enlightened circles, Georges Louis Leclerc 
(later Count de Buffon, d. 1788) published over thirty volumes 
making the case that fossils, among other evidence, suggested 
that orthodox biblical time had to be discarded. He began his 
account of earth’s history by arguing that a comet’s hitting 
the sun had brought our planet into existence. The furious 
reaction— led by the theology faculty of the Sorbonne— forced 
Buffon to make a written retraction: “I abandon everything in 
my book respecting the formation of the earth, and generally 
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all which may be contrary to the narrative of Moses.” He told 
friends that he would rather be humbled than hanged. Privately 
in his unpublished manuscripts, Buffon came to speculate that 
the earth was probably 10 million years old. Our current think-
ing places it at about 4.5 billion.

Also, writing anonymously but earlier, and possibly as a 
result of his contact with Eastern thought, Benoît de Maillet  
(d. 1738) looked at fossils and argued for a purely natural origin 
of the earth, assigning it an extraordinary duration of over 2 
billion years.29 In de Maillet’s account all life came from the sea. 
Multiple copies of his handwritten text circulated in enlight-
ened circles that included Buffon and Voltaire. Less fancifully, 
after many years of experiments on the cooling time needed 
by iron, among other substances, Buffon thought the age of 
the earth to be probably just shy of 75,000 years, and not the 
roughly 6,000 commonly accepted as biblical time.30 That was 
the only figure he too dared put in print.

Britain in the eighteenth century possessed no clerical body 
with the power of  France’s Sorbonne theology professors. Fear-
ing little censorship and with his reputation for irreligion rec-
ognized by his friends, the medical doctor and would- be poet, 
Erasmus Darwin, grandfather of Charles, took up the issue of 
human time in relation to the vastly expanded earthly time. 
Taking inspiration from the previous generation of French writ-
ings on earth’s time, Darwin postulated a gradual evolution for 
all forms of life. As he put it in The Temple of Nature (1802), the 
forms of organic life, “These, as successive generations bloom, 
new powers acquire and larger limbs assume.” Life evolved in 
the vast expanse of time now allotted to the earth.

By 1800, belief in the end of the world and the millenarian para-
dise to follow had receded among the educated. Time available to 
humankind expanded as the result of the study of purely natural, 
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physical transformations visible on the earth’s surface. Evolution 
seemed the next logical step. Scripture had nothing to do with 
the earth’s age or that of human kind. By 1800, French educators 
began to publish books about improving one’s use of time.31

The explorers of mountains, collectors of antiquities, and clas-
sifiers of fossilized remains, who contributed decisively to the 
expansion of time, could be found in every walk of  life with cler-
gymen exceptionally well represented. Their discoveries forced 
the conclusion that the world had been around far longer than 
the biblically inspired account of 6,000 years. Unlike the vast ma-
jority of on- the- ground naturalists, the speculative philosophers 
and fanciful poets who boldly expanded human time had one 
thing in common: they were materialists. They saw the physical 
and human universe as governed solely by material forces, by the 
push and pull of bodies. In effect, matter could move itself.

The Specter of Materialism

Because materialists conceived nature as vitalist, and as a mech-
anism governed by universal laws, they could postulate that 
the earth might be eternal. They also conflated body and soul, 
matter and spirit. In matters religious— from any perspective— 
they were heretics, and their philosophical assumptions derived 
from one reading of the new science of the seventeenth century 
as well as from a medical vitalism, a school of medical thinking 
found on both sides of the English Channel. In an age filled 
with deviations from Christian orthodoxy, more than any oth-
ers, materialism stood out. It left no room for the providential 
God or the Christian mysteries. Allowing the earth to possess 
seemingly infinite time then opened the door to the gradual 
evolution of  living beings or species. Both Darwins, grandfather 
and grandson, were materialists.32
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The enlightened expansion of time could, however, be di-
vorced from its materialist underpinning. The pious might be-
lieve that biblical stories of creation serve not as literal truth 
but as metaphors for a process that had actually taken many 
millennia. Yet materialism had enormous implications with stay-
ing power, and every believer in the Judeo- Christian tradition 
would— at some time— have to confront it. Materialist assump-
tions became the philosophical moorings upon which an entirely 
secular understanding of life and time rested.

A vast literature developed, attacking materialism wherever it 
lurked. Especially in Catholic Europe, the clergy took to the bar-
ricades to denounce materialism and its attendant atomism. They 
saw the ancient Greek and pagan roots of the doctrine that “all 
beings . . . are machines.”33 They claimed that contemporary ma-
terialism had taken root in polite society, and certainly in Paris by 
1760 such ideas had become commonplace and easily attributed 
to leading philosophers such as Diderot and Helvétius. There is a 
defensive tone in some of the attacks, one that recognizes that the 
religious persecution of Protestants under Louis XIV may have 
poisoned the well of religion and made heresy more fashionable. 
Yet in Protestant Europe beginning with the sermons of  Newton’s 
followers, Samuel Clarke and Richard Bentley, home- grown ma-
terialists like Hobbes and John Toland were mercilessly attacked. 
Seeing human beings as akin to soulless machines became the 
caricature used against them.

The Technology of  Time

In the period from 1650 to 1800, machines did in fact become more 
commonplace throughout northern and western Europe. Just as 
time expanded conceptually, technology in the form of clocks and 
pocket watches brought it into daily living. The modern way of 
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thinking about time made its most dramatic appearance in the 
eighteenth century and primarily in England and the Dutch Re-
public, where the expensive timepieces were most commonplace. 
Relevant to this story, the price of watches fell markedly in the pe-
riod from the 1680s to 1810. By late in the century, English watch-
makers were producing about 200,000 watches a year. The least 
expensive could be acquired for as little as one pound. That was 
still slightly over one week’s wage for a day laborer. Throughout 
the century, watch prices dropped as much as 75 percent as mate-
rials and techniques improved. Where once only the wealthy used 
pocket timepieces, access to them increased decade by decade.34 
Late in the seventeenth century, new clocks came with minute 
hands and time could be felt, and even heard, as persistent.

When the young Dutch university graduate from a pres-
tigious family, Constantijn Huygens (b. 1596), made his tour 
of Europe, every arrival and departure had its time recorded, 
as did the events of an entire day. Occasionally, Huygens, like 
most people, used the local church clock to tell the time, but as 
his diary makes clear he and his entourage were traveling with 
some sort of timepiece.35 He became a poet, diarist, confidant 
of the House of Orange, and the father of one of the most im-
portant Dutch scientists, Christiaan. The son in turn revolu-
tionized time keeping by inventing a new type of clock that 
used a pendulum to enhance accuracy; to it, Christiaan added 
yet another remarkable invention, a spiral spring making min-
utes and seconds accurate, audible, and portable. Newton’s was 
the first generation to possess pendulum clocks, and rarely— 
only among elites— pocket watches. The pendulum clock of 
Huygens’s invention was almost immediately recognized as a 
superior way of ensuring same- interval minutes.

By the mid- eighteenth century, watches were still items worth 
commenting upon. When stolen, victims often went to court to 
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prosecute the thief, thus suggesting that watches were prized. With 
them, time could still be external, other, and hence to be watched 
and observed, not taken casually. Or pocket watches could suggest 
ways to enjoy one’s time. An expensive tortoiseshell watch with 
wood inlay decorated its face with a brothel scene, and the nudity 
of the prostitute enticed every time the hour was checked.36

At first, the new technology of time flourished in France, 
where the monarch, Louis XIV, sought to cultivate innova-
tions in time telling for navigation. Both invention and inventor 
soon traveled. Fatefully, Louis XIV sought to rid his kingdom of 
Protestants, and with the departure of thousands of them and 
their watch- making skills, France lost its preeminence in time 
keeping.37 Christiaan Huygens left France before the rug was 
pulled out from under the Huguenots with the revocation of 
the edict of Nantes in 1685. In London at that time, Christiaan’s 
brother, Constantijn Jr., frequented the shops of watchmakers, 
where state of the art clocks and watches could be seen. So too 
did leading natural philosophers of the period. Constantijn Jr. 
introduced the term for “time management” into the Dutch lan-
guage.38 In the course of the eighteenth century in Antwerp, 
criminal trials demonstrate the slow but real penetration of 
timepieces in homes both elegant and modest. Yet before 1800, 
the majority of Europeans got their time from public clocks on 
churches, city walls, or local shops.39

The Huygens family belonged to the Dutch Reformed 
Church. In France, Christiaan self- identified as a Protestant and  
was treated accordingly. Despite the experience of religious prej-
udice, no one in his family seemed vexed on religious matters. 
When his father contemplated his own death, Constantijn sim-
ply begged God to receive him and take away his sins.40 None 
of the Huygens family, as far as we know, worried about the 
end of time or the afterlife. The writings of both father and son 
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evince less anxiety about the fate of their souls than what can 
be found among English contemporaries with their obsessive 
watching of how to use their time in Godly ways. At the same 
time, around 1700, Dutch heretics who endorsed a simple nat-
ural religion attacked the Christian concept of earthly time and 
invented far- away utopias where thousands of years preceded 
the present (although time was not infinite): “according to the 
European calculation the world has existed for 5702 years [in 
1702] . . . but [in our blissful land it is] 20,038 [years] . . . accord-
ing to ours . . . here that is Truth; but not in Europe. Just as your 
Mass, Purgatory . . . are truth in Spain, and are not true here.” The 
Dutch Reformed Church excommunicated the author, a doctor 
in Zwolle who had read Descartes.41 The doctor turned heretic 
relativized earthly time; it was just one of the many issues that 
could be treated as heresy by one side or another, like the various 
doctrines that separated Catholics and Protestants.

Obsessing about Time: The Religious 
Origins of Secular Time

In the absence of consensus about the correct forms of Prot-
estantism, English contemporaries, far more than the Dutch, 
allow us to see the anxiety over, and the reinvention of time. 
This process can be illustrated by a brief look at a sampling of 
English Protestants as new experiences of time informed their 
consciousness. Lacking any of the sacramental supports open 
to Catholics such as confession, Protestants had a particular 
temporal burden: the necessity to self- monitor their use of 
time, to classify their behavior as useful, or worthy in God’s 
eyes, or impious and in need of correction.

To complicate matters, by late in the seventeenth century, in 
Newton’s lifetime, contradictory perceptions of time, secular 
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and religious, existed simultaneously; different times existed 
in the human mind “at the same time.”42 In addition, in the 
previous generation the English had fought civil wars between 
Puritans and Anglicans. They were meant to settle the nature 
of English Protestantism and resolve doctrinal issues; they did 
not. The end of time and what came after it was only one of a se-
ries of fraught issues. During the civil wars, radical Protestants 
generally believed that time would end according to God’s will 
and a millennium— a thousand- year reign of the saints— would 
soon be instituted. Moderates tended to avoid such doctrines 
precisely because of their call to action, their revolutionary 
associations.

The generation active from the 1680s to the 1720s was the 
first to experience— and contribute to— the illusive phenom-
enon of the secularization of time. Among them, we see reli-
giously inspired anxiety about time, one gradually replaced by a 
growing nonchalance, a normalization and domestication that 
permitted linear time to be valued as a back ground to events. 
These understandings of time, while fundamentally different, 
could be found to co- exist, or at the very least, to overlap tem-
porally. The essentially religious understanding of time saw it as 
separate, and God- given, yet residing in a culture that could, at 
the same time, also begin to imagine time as internal, possessed 
by the self even, and especially when demanding obedience to 
its pace.

Perhaps the tension between religious and secular time 
within Protestant thought confirms what one theorist predicts,  
that Christian revelation, while it “supposedly imposes itself 
on human understanding proves to be something that hu-
mans can actually appropriate or renounce, something whose 
meaning they can penetrate and whose repercussions they 
can independently experience from within.” Christianity, and 
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in particular Protestantism, provided “a religion for departing 
from religion.”43 The tensions about time and the disputes 
about the rapidity of its ending forced the believer to treat time 
as a concrete entity, to seize it and meditate upon it.

The relationship between the self and time was markedly 
different when experienced by anxiety- ridden religious men 
and women as opposed to those who effortlessly embraced, 
and came to live by, secular time. Such an observation about 
the meanings assigned to time, thus about the historicity of 
time, does not in any way contradict the notion that concepts 
of time lie at the bedrock of the mind’s architecture.44 Indeed, 
that notions of time would possess such a persistent historic-
ity, and occasion such varying responses, should only support 
the realization that time is more than simply an intellectual 
construction. It forms part of the scaffolding that undergirds 
narrativity. The shift among Westerners toward an embrace of 
worldly time was profound, one of the singular and lasting con-
sequences— or better said, causes— of the Enlightenment. But 
it occurred gradually and millions of believers in biblical time 
can be found to this day.

Protestant lives from the 1680s to the 1720s allow us to come 
closer to understanding this shift in the understanding of time. 
The moderate Protestant sensibility in that generation dis-
played two contradictory impulses about time: one moved in 
the direction of censoring and monitoring the usage of time by 
one’s self and others; the other— encouraged ironically by the 
devout but heretical Isaac Newton (and his followers)— moved 
to instantiate time as an absolute, and thus ironically propelling 
the gradual acceptance and domestication of time as a secular 
universal. Newtonian time— simply duration— is an absolute 
entity not relative to the passage of events. It provided the foun-
dation of the modern understanding of temporality; time in 
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the world becomes the only framework wherein experience 
unfolds and is remembered.

Despite Newton’s own belief in the coming millennium and 
the passage out of human time into Christ’s, his principle of ab-
solute time laid the template wherein timepieces could now be 
read and life’s worldly passage noted and remembered. Gradu-
ally, in the eighteenth century linear time enabled the secular to 
grow in importance; eventually, the sacred became private and 
internalized, made less visible in time and space. Sacred time 
and space retreated— or so this narrative goes— decade by de-
cade in the course of the century. Throughout the earlier part of 
the eighteenth century, Christian commentators fretted about 
the irreligious implications of Newtonian time. They said that 
time, like space, is an idea in the mind, not a real entity with a 
separate existence.45 At century’s end, Kant said the same thing 
but asserted that such ideas were indeed real.

The contested but progressive liberation of the secular as-
sumes a uniform, linear progress in the understanding of time 
that needs to be modified. A better formulation would note that 
multiple discourses existed by which religious people from the 
1670s onward addressed the realm of time. Gradually in some, if 
not most, minds, the secular crowded out the religious, but this 
was a much more complicated process than the linear account 
permits. In the last decades of the seventeenth century, moder-
ate Protestants, on both sides of the Channel and in the Amer-
ican colonies, moved away from the rigid doctrine of predesti-
nation, from believing that salvation had been predetermined, a 
doctrine that left the pious either hopeful or deeply pessimistic.

Leaving behind a rigid doctrine of predestination meant a 
new approach to time. This new, post- 1660 religiosity had to 
be crafted in direct rejection of Puritan notions of faith as the 
key to salvation and of predestination, general or specific. The 
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temporal rigor being sought was meant to rival the zeal and 
rigor associated with the sectarian groups of an earlier age, only 
without the strait jacket of predestination. The emphasis now 
centered on living and practicing a religiosity of pious control 
over time. It would lead to self- disciplining and self- control 
imposed by habits, customs, and comings and goings in the 
service of faith. Every action was to be monitored; the self 
had to be constrained within the parameters set up by worldly 
time. This was more than simply a resurrection of the Catholic 
doctrine of salvation through good works, although it may be 
said to share certain similarities. The late seventeenth- century 
sensibility of moderate Protestants assumed a monitoring of 
self, and interior disciplining so that good works might be 
undertaken— without the benefit of sacraments or clergy or 
even the assumption that one had been predestined to live an 
eternal life among the saved.

One theme emerges at this point that will repeat itself in 
subsequent chapters. The elements of the early Enlightenment 
enjoyed more fertile ground in moderate Protestant rather than 
Catholic Europe. Indeed, it was Protestant Germans who first 
brought enlightened ideas into Polish territory.46 This was espe-
cially true in England after the Restoration of Church and mon-
archy in 1660 and the defeat of the Puritan revolutionaries of 
the 1640s and 1650s. The Christian meaning of time remained, 
but like predestination, millennial time seemed less and less 
relevant. Salvation had to be worked out in the here and now.

Living with the Anxiety of Time

The pious household of the diarist John Evelyn (d. 1706) can 
illustrate the ways by which devout and moderate Protestants 
of the period understood or experienced time. This famous 
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commentator on his life and times loved the Church of En-
gland even more than he loved his creature comforts.47 And he 
imparted that love to his children, at least to his adored daugh-
ter, Mary (1665– 84), who died of small pox before she reached 
her twentieth year. Evelyn’s motto, “redeem the time,” became 
hers.48 In Evelyn’s case, his desire to redeem time led him to 
become a diarist whose extensive commentary on events would 
eventually make him one of the most famous English men of 
letters of the seventeenth century. Mary’s achievement was 
more modest and fatefully cut short before she even reached 
twenty- one.

Mary Evelyn took her father’s written “Directions for the 
Employment of your Time” deeply to heart. He told her to rise 
early, to get moderate exercise, possibly in his beloved garden, 
but even there not to linger. His instructions must have assumed 
that she had recourse to a timepiece, either a clock or pocket 
watch. She in turn penned a booklet with a title page that called 
it “Miscelania . . . Book of several designes and thoughts of mine 
for the regulating my life upon many occasions. Remember thy 
Creator in the days of thy youth.” She wrote the motto “Re-
deeme the Tyme 1683” at the bottom of its title page as if it 
were the publisher and then below it inserted the date.49 In her 
“Rules for spending my pretions tymes well,” she admonished 
herself against laziness, in particular against the habit of “Lying 
late in bed,” which she said “causes laziness, stupidity, & dulness 
of the senses, the limbs are by it made unactive, & the tyme lost 
by it hinders many holy & seasonable duties all the rest of the 
day for that I may be in due tyme at family prayers.” This was 
almost identical to what her father advocated in his seventeen 
“directions for the employment of your time.”50

Whether at home or in London, Mary Evelyn thought care-
fully about the hours: “In term tyme I will rise by 6 of ye Clock to 
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go to prayers yet I may not miss both ye morning hours for I will 
not go at ten of ye Clock Prayers because of Crowding through 
Westminster Hall among ye Lawyers & other Inconveniences. I 
must pray longer now than when I was at home.” She searched 
for “a Methodical course of Holy Living . . . the pleasures of pi-
ety.” She wanted the constancy and perseverance so that “I may 
be always ready to dye well.”51 She asked the Lord Jesus to “bring 
me in thy good tyme.” She resolved “through God’s assistance 
never to rise later than 7 of ye clock for the future but constantly 
in summer at 6. . . . I should go to Bed in tyme, that is by Eleven 
of ye Clock.”52 She resolved never to play.53

One particular phrase from Mary Evelyn’s account of how to 
use time stands out: “of ye clock.” Other contemporaries used 
Mary Evelyn’s phrase, as witnessed in diaries of the period.54 
Gradually, this became shortened, and a generation later, En-
glish writers could note time by the hour of “a clock.”55 Very 
slowly, “by the clock” became “a clock,” and finally, by the 1730s 
if not earlier, our modern usage “o’clock” became the norm.56 
The abbreviation tells a tale. Only very gradually, among some 
people but not all, did time as measured by clocks and pocket 
watches became internalized, and as time was universalized, it 
became the casual “o’clock” that could be used to measure ev-
ery mundane gesture, meeting, or experience. There were fewer 
temporally anxious Mary Evelyns to be found generations later.

Pious Anglicans of the late seventeenth century measured 
time earnestly and self- monitored their use of it, although their 
goal was ultimately out of this world and in a heavenly place. 
Eternity was timeless. Sermons of the period told Mary Eve-
lyn to “set ye affections on things above, not on things of ye 
earth” and admonished her as to “how unvaluable & worthless 
all sublunary things really are on one side & on the other . . . the 
beauty and happyness of a spiritual & Divine treasure which 
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attainable most by taking off an affection to this world.”57 In this 
world, “tis all vanity & vexation of spirit.”58 A favored biblical 
text was Ephesians 5.16, “Redeem the time because the days 
are evil.”

The importance of time only grew. Less pious but most as-
suredly Protestant contemporaries thought ill of public places 
where no one saw fit to display a clock. Sir Robert Southwell 
said of Plymouth in 1659, “I never observed a clock to be in any 
Inn or Tavern forever against the interest of the place to mind 
the purpose of precious time.”59 The Yorkshire naturalist Ralph 
Thoresby lay awake “2 if not 3 hours” and fretted about his sins, 
“in particular of spending so much previous time vainly.”60 He 
too resolved to “redeem more time” and set about having “an 
alarm put to the Clock.” Likewise, the pious could hope for the 
ending of time: “I may reflect how I filled [the year] with God’s 
fruitful Service, and rejoice in hope, that at length Time will be 
ended.”61 Yet significantly few diarists in the period before 1700 
paid close attention to the hours, noting most commonly that 
they did things “in the evenings,” or the mornings. A generation 
later, a growing timeliness can be witnessed at least at the level 
of diary keeping. By century’s end, daily diary entries tell us that 
it was possible to rise at an appointed hour punctually every day.

Evelyn’s contemporary, Mary Rich, titled as Lady Warwick 
and a younger sister of the natural philosopher Robert Boyle, 
recorded her finding God in her mature years and a subsequent 
turning away from a previously vain and idle life. She too then 
began to reference time, “to redeem my former misspent time,” 
and fretted that she “not to be drawn by company to misspend 
my time and to neglect the service of God.”62 Suddenly, a life 
that had been concerned largely with courtships, marriage, and 
births, and evinced not a scintilla of interest in time as an entity, 
became rhetorically obsessed with its use, fearful of vanity, and 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 3:39 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



56 c h a p t e r  2

ever “watchful.” Lady Warwick had discovered that “thoughts 
of eternity were so much upon my mind, that I delighted in 
nothing so much as being alone in the wilderness. . . . I am not 
I.” While before she had sought out only “vain companions,” 
now the house was filled with “holy and strict divines.”63 With 
her sense of temporality altered by the turn to religion, her lady-
ship said that she lost her fear of death.64 She professed to care 
not in the slightest for the elevated status and inheritance that 
befell her family upon the death of their husband’s elder brother 
and their father. When contemplating the possibility of her own 
death, she professed it, “not at all terrible or affrighting to me, 
but very pleasant and delightful.”65 The monitoring of time by 
the pious involved no exclusive commitment to the secular— 
quite the reverse.

Lady Warwick belonged to the same pious generation of 
Anglicans who, like the humbler- of- birth Isaac Newton, could 
imagine time as an absolute, a thing in and of itself, as an entity 
not simply relative to events or their sequence.66 Earthly time 
invited contemplation of eternity. Relative, commonplace time 
should be made as accurate as possible so as to better reflect du-
ration or absolute time.

Such an understanding led to efforts to reform time, the 
reading of time, to make it more uniform and universal. Even 
Newton himself entertained projects for reforming the calendar 
to make it more regular and uniform.67 As with everything to do 
with Newton’s religiosity, those efforts are filled with irony. The 
Newtonian definition of time sprang from his deep religiosity, 
his desire to use creation to display the boundless power of the 
creator for whom space— like time— operated as his sensorium, 
his connection to his creation. In Newton’s own words found 
in his Scholium to the System of the World, “Since every particle 
of space is always, and every indivisible moment of duration 
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everywhere, certainly the Maker and Lord of all things cannot 
be never and nowhere.”68 Gradually, the universalization of time 
advocated by Newton’s followers, who, like himself, awarded it 
a real and independent status, contributed to its normalization, 
and not least pointed toward the secular.

Almanacs by students of physic or astrology, even of astron-
omy, routinely prognosticated, predicting future events in a time 
controlled still by the movement of the stars. The early almanacs 
were Janus- faced: on one hand, they allowed their owners to 
manage time efficiently; on the other, they gave the traditional 
Christian age of the earth plus added future predictions that 
aroused fear among those who still practiced magical thinking. 
By 1690, almanac makers had to acknowledge that astrology was 
controversial; then they went right ahead with a prognostica-
tion.69 Astrologers still made a living in London at least up to the 
1730s— if not, we suspect, well beyond.70 For them, as for their 
true believers, there was nothing casual about time.

The renewed consciousness about time, about how lives 
were lived in the here and now, fitted quite precisely into the 
historical situation of the restored Anglican Church. In sermon 
after learned treatise throughout the 1660s, Anglican clergy 
laid emphasis upon “the whole duty of man” as they aimed to 
“reconnect morality and godliness.”71 In deep reaction against 
the emphasis placed during the 1650s on faith and faith alone, 
after 1660 and the restoration of Church and king, the Church 
turned toward good works and sought to rekindle belief in the 
relationship between faith and a good life. John Evelyn recorded 
countless sermons that he heard where the preacher attacked 
abstract notions of faith and urged the congregation to embrace 
a practical, lived form of piety.72 Lady Warwick expressed this 
sensibility when she prayed for her nieces, “O make them not 
only to be good, but to do good.”73 This emphasis upon practice 
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and good works led to the obsessive observing of oneself in 
time, such as we see among the Evelyns.

The revered spiritual leader of the period, Jeremy Taylor, 
preached that the Puritans had all but wrecked Christianity, 
“those ignorant Preachers, who think all Religion is a Sermon, 
and all Sermons ought to be Libels against Truth and old Gov-
ernours.”74 Indeed, he assured the pious that the haters of bish-
ops singlehandedly had destroyed monarchy. To restore the 
Church and state, he prescribed a careful watching over time: 
“there being no way left to redeem that time from loss, but by 
meditation and short mental prayers.”75 He wanted the faithful 
to watch themselves: “counsel thy self, reprove thy self, censure  
thy self, judge thy self impartially .  .  . they that follow their 
own sensuality stain their consciences, and lost the grace of  
God.”76 He urged his congregations to pursue their callings  
and avoid idleness, because for “a busy man temptation is fain  
to climb up together with his business.”77 Such advice was ac-
companied by elaborate rules for temperance in food and drink, 
for living in chastity, humility, contentedness, obedience to 
superiors, reading and hearing the word of God— in short, 
rules to govern every waking hour and minute. Every moment 
required an examination of conscience and a constant self- 
monitoring if eternity in heaven were even to be imagined as 
possible.78 Nothing that Taylor advocated approached an en-
lightened worldliness.

Our locus classicus for the religious person and the under-
standing of time as found decades after Taylor preached is the 
Dissenter and Leeds clothier Joseph Ryder. Beginning in the 
1730s and writing into the 1760s, Ryder left a remarkable forty- 
one- volume spiritual diary, a long, extended meditation on 
whether or not his worldly interests would compromise, indeed 
undermine, his chance at salvation. Ryder’s understanding of 
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time— his usage of the word— commands our brief attention. 
He gives many hints that he measured time with some device, 
remarking early in the diary about the trivial nature of conver-
sation after a visit of a quarter of an hour with friends.79 He 
noted an exposition of Matthew 8.17 that “if Christ be with his 
people it will greatly sweeten his peoples passage thro Time.”80

For Ryder, “my Time was in Gods hand I would not pray  
that God would Take me out of the world but that he would  
keep [me] from the evil of it.”81 He noted that when too much 
conversation revolved around “things of this profound life,”  
time had been spent “unprofitable,” and he left remorse when 
“Things of the Lower world had engrossed our Time.” He feared 
that “the Things of Time” would distract him from his Sabbath 
obligations.82 Time brought cares and concerns; “the things of 
time . . . eat out my concern”; he begged God “to improve sab-
bath time” and found that “worldly business” stopped him from 
setting aside time for repentance.83 Ryder recorded sermons 
given in his Presbyterian chapel in Leeds that might have been 
given by the Anglican preachers to whom Mary Evelyn listened 
so intently seventy or more years earlier. Ryder heard his con-
temporary preachers proclaim that “time is short . . . he came  
to show us how to improve time, namely in watching against an 
inordinate care about ye world.”84 For Ryder (as for Newton) 
time was a thing in and of itself, it was absolute and separate 
from him. But this did not lead Ryder to contemplate calendar 
reforms, even when living through the great reform of 1752 and 
the loss of eleven late summer days from the British calendar.85 
While so many of his contemporaries blithely accepted that 
time could be altered for the sake of uniformity and went on 
with their daily business, Ryder found deeper meaning in the 
face of time.86 For him, time only fed his anxiety to have a pur-
chase on it so that he might better worship God.
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Such anxieties about time possessed a long lineage in Prot-
estant thought, indeed arguably for the whole of Christian 
thought. A contemporary of Joseph Ryder who danced, gam-
bled, and drank in excess— whose grasp on piety might seem 
slim at best— the quite ordinary Thomas Turner, a grocer in 
Sussex, could nevertheless open his twenty- ninth birthday en-
try by saying, “may I, as I grow in years, so continue to increase 
in goodness; for, as my exit must every day draw nearer, so may 
I every day become more enamoured with the prospect of the 
happiness of another world, and more entirely dead to the fol-
lies and vanities of this transitory world.”87 Even for an Anglican 
of the mid- eighteenth century who evinces almost entirely sec-
ular interests, it was possible to imagine stepping out of time. 
He exhorted himself “to lay hold of the present minute, that 
when my exit may be, I may ever more live a life of happiness 
and bliss.”88

Punctuality

It would be many decades before recorders of personal time 
could be both punctual and casual about time spent, finding in 
it no religious significance other than its usefulness in contain-
ing the flow of events. In a jump of some decades, one diarist 
would illustrate the point, and he records a day like any that 
we might associate with our own modernity. The soon to be 
politician William Windham, beginning on July 13, 1783, could 
note just as matters of fact:

Sept 27 returned to Oxford around 2; 28th at coffee house
continued talking until 8; 29th stayed at the Banks’ til 8; 

October 11 interrupted by a visit by Mr Burke around 1 . . . 
returned about 8 . . . in the coffee house til near 10; sept 19 . . . 
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walked out before breakfast; returned about ½ past 9— Price 
called for a few minutes— at 12 went with . . . to see Worces-
ter Coll. Returned by the observatory til dinner, about an 
hour & half . . . dinner at All Souls . . . woke at about ½ past 
7 . . . dipped into books, thought of idle things til it is now 
near ten o’clock . . . rose by eight— came down . . . shaved, 
about ½ after 8 till 11 employed but with a mixture of other 
things . . . drank water & rode before breakfast from 10 to past 
12 entered in . . . articles from Forster ½ past 12, went out . . . 
after my return only time to dress returned home no more 
til bed time ½ past 12.89

Windham’s attention to the hour, and the flow of his life around 
it, may be reasonably described in its precision and tedium as 
both secular and modern. All the preaching about minding 
one’s time, once stripped of its religious moorings, could result 
in a Mr. Windham, with his timepiece punctual to the minute 
and forever busy.

One way of imagining the complex issue of temporal secu-
larization would be to imagine a lessening of anxiety, of watch-
fulness about time in relation to salvation. For moderate Prot-
estants in early modern England, time presented a paradox and 
therefore a source of anxiety. Regardless of how defined, by cal-
endars or seasons, by feasts or fairs, time needed to be watched; 
its waste was to be scorned, its fruitful use, valued.90 The actions 
or motions that the pious take in the world had to be monitored 
for their virtuousness and made purposeful, and all actions had 
temporal consequences.

There is irony in what the pious diaries and sermons of the 
late seventeenth century tell us: time, however expansively 
measured and loosely recorded— the morning, the evening, 
at midday— was ever intruding. It had to be addressed and 
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meditated upon. And typically the odyssey of the Protestant 
soul, as witnessed in the autobiography of Lady Warwick or 
the diary of Joseph Ryder, and in countless Protestant self- 
narrations, seemed to require a time spent out of grace, in vain 
pursuits, a period of life simply “altogether sinful and vain,” as 
one early eighteenth- century diarist of Scottish Anglican ori-
gins put it.91 This time of wickedness provided the setting for 
“an account of the rise, progress, interruptions, revivals and 
issues of the Lord’s striving with me during the ten or eleven 
ensuing years of my life.”92 The soul’s temporal development 
was what counted, provided the narrative moved in the right 
direction, from sin and vanity to its redemption in time.

Words and their usages serve to introduce us to the trajec-
tory taken in the understanding of time in the course of the 
eighteenth century. Until roughly midcentury, one could be 
“punctual,” meaning simply be precise, accurate, attentive to 
every detail, or make a small point. Someone could understand 
“good breeding to a Punctuality.”93 But in 1777, the playwright 
Sheridan, in School for Scandal, could offer unqualified praise 
of a person’s timeliness, and even gender the trait as masculine: 
“O, madam, punctuality is a species of constancy a very unfash-
ionable custom among ladies.” Clearly, being on time, literally 
landing at the designated spot just as the minute hand of the 
clock coincided with one’s arrival, had evolved into a value. But 
not for everyone and only gradually, with varying directions 
taken by religious thinkers trying to come to terms with the 
anxiety induced by temporality.

Later in the century, time could be seen as a subject of learned 
scientific disagreement, with journals describing the quarrels 
among “the metaphysicians” about the issue of absolute versus 
relative time. Time had largely lost its religious meaning, and in 
its place time became a backdrop, seemingly endless, the setting 
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wherein human, secular history could unfold. Knowing time 
came to mean actually recording the moment of birth, “Louisa 
Harriet Renison Born September 2, 1808 / 20 minutes before 
6 o’clock . . . died Thursday, August 31, 1809, 10 minutes before 
2 o’clock in the day.”94 Such recording did little to console for 
the death of a child not yet a year old. It is little wonder that 
timepieces came to be viewed with rapt curiosity especially by 
those not yet possessing one.95

Living an Entirely Secular Life

Understanding how contemporaries lived in the secular sphere 
requires different evidence from what an author may have put 
in print. We need to enter a largely private world. One intriguing 
example can be found in the remarkable diaries written by Con-
stantijn Huygens Jr., secretary to the stadholder- king, William of 
Orange. They begin with the Grand Tour that Huygens under-
took in 1649, but for our purposes, the entries from the period 
1673 to 1683 and 1688 to 1697 are the most captivating and most 
germane to the transformations at work in a new cultural uni-
verse. Unpublished by their authors, Huygens’s diaries (by fa-
ther and son) have been compared to that of Samuel Pepys, and 
both display an almost limitless worldly engagement, and are 
explicit about sexual matters, sometimes recounted in code.96

Huygens Jr. was by far better connected to the major players 
in political events in both England and the Dutch Republic. His 
diary gives an intimate view of the Glorious Revolution and its 
major participants, both Dutch and English.97 That alone would 
secure its value, but for our purposes the student of the period 
is struck by the complete absence of reverence for religion or 
religious belief, even during the tense days of  November 1688. 
Religion was never a topic of conversation, despite Huygens’s 
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philosophical and classical sophistication. He was highly ed-
ucated, having studied law at Leiden, and owned a splendid 
library of more than 5,000 volumes with an emphasis on liter-
ature, law, philosophy, and science. There is not a scintilla of 
evidence that Huygens was moved by any of the sermons he 
heard or possibly read, even those he attended with William of 
Orange and given by Gilbert Burnet, justifying the providential 
nature of the Dutch invasion. Experiencing a powerful earth-
quake while on military campaign in the Southern Netherlands, 
Huygens— although afraid when it was happening— records 
only his interest in the natural causes of the event, a subject he 
in turn went on to study.98

Huygens’s remarkable library, catalogued for sale at his death, 
is a study in what a highly educated layman with wide- ranging in-
terests did, and did not, care to read. Of course, Huygens owned 
Balthazar Bekker, many Bibles, and hermeneutical or philologi-
cal commentaries on them, with the biblical historicist Richard 
Simon notably visible.99 Massive numbers of books propped 
up the legal and scientific sections— indeed, all the important 
natural philosophers of the seventeenth century were there. His-
tories, travel accounts, poetry (in several languages), emblem 
books, accounts of antiquities, numismatica, guidebooks for Eu-
rope, French plays, and many accounts of seventeenth- century 
history, particularly in England, complemented the amours of 
various kings and courts, a significant number of naughty books 
without an author and published in Cologne (almost certainly 
the imprint of the fictitious Pierre Marteau), and not least, add 
prohibited books in folio, quarto, octavo, duodecimo, and some 
unidentified manuscripts. In the category of the prohibited, we 
find books by all the usual suspects: Hobbes, Faustus Socinus, 
Spinoza, still others by Vanini, Beverland, the Socinian Johann 
Crell, Thomas Browne, and from a specifically Dutch context, 
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works by various Remonstrants, others on the life and death of 
Oldenbarnevelt, various combined Dutch works of a political 
nature, often anonymous. Most interesting is the nearly total ab-
sence of sermon literature except for texts that explicate one or 
another book from the Old or New Testaments. It would seem 
that when reading, Huygens preferred to be informed or enter-
tained, but not spiritually exalted.

The people Huygens knew evince worldliness similar to that 
found in his library. At court, Huygens Jr. could spend “the eve-
ning engaged in dirty talk,” and gossip, often of a sexual nature, 
was commonplace. Huygens’s diary also provides vivid details 
about the brothels of Amsterdam sometimes taken from stories 
told him by friends. Cross- dressing, bastard children, madams 
and pimps, venereal disease, rape, “deviant” sex that included ru-
mors about William of Orange, gave Huygens plenty to record 
and comment upon. Like Pepys, Huygens owned and discussed 
pornography, a novelistic genre new to the age. The salacious 
mixed effortlessly with the mundane, with the comings and go-
ings of servants, friends, booksellers, and family members.100

In the Huygens family, the pea did not fall far from the pod, 
at least in matters concerning religion. Huygens’s son, Tiens, a 
student at Leiden, led a life that was an endless source of grief, 
anger, and worry to his parents. Always more drunk than sober, 
he died a young death, and with him ended that branch of the 
Huygens family. Nothing in the diaries explains the sources of 
his dissolute and violent unhappiness. Many among the godly 
would have seen his fate— dying with the date and place of 
burial unknown— as just rewards and probably have blamed 
his worldly father for the son’s premature demise. There is no 
evidence that Huygens would have accepted guilt or turned 
away from his secular pursuits. By the 1770s, there were many 
more people like him.
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Secular Lives

In the preceding chapter, we met William Windham, 
man about town, living in London, possessed of political ambi­
tions and carefully monitoring his time. His crowded use of time 
was not unlike our own. A century earlier, we also encountered 
the Dutch courtier, Constantijn Huygens Jr., who lived through 
the revolution of 1689 and enjoyed secular pursuits— gossip, 
bawdy talk, military campaigns— seldom with a thought about  
the religious meaning of his actions. These early modern sec­
ular lives tell about living in limitless time and space, in the 
here and now, and point to new ways of being in the world.  
We know a great deal about the Enlightenments of Voltaire, or 
David Hume, or Immanuel Kant, but what about lesser mortals, 
the ordinary, literate, reasonably educated eighteenth­ century 
people we may legitimately describe as enlightened? They may 
not have been original thinkers like the great philosophes— who 
deserve and will receive separate treatment— but they enable us 
to see the Enlightenment at work in more “ordinary” lives.

Secular and enlightened, they occupied time and space dif­
ferently from their very religiously inflected contemporaries. 
We need to know what that might have been like, and we will 
choose our examples somewhat randomly, delving into lives 
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generally obscure that may nevertheless demonstrate enlight­
ened values. As participants in different activities, such men 
and women brought a set of interests different from those moti­
vated by religion; we might say that their agendas were worldly 
and enlightened without being overtly hostile toward the reli­
gion into which they had been born. Secularity, like religiosity, 
entailed more than a set of doctrines, or heresies; it meant being 
at ease in this world with little thought about any other. Their 
lives were markedly different from that of the midcentury cloth­
ier Joseph Ryder (whom we met in chapter 2).

And they can turn up anywhere. The wife of the literary fig­
ure who introduced the French materialist Helvétius into Ger­
many, Luise Gottsched wrote to a good friend that Helvétius’s 
De l’esprit (1759) “displayed a great spirit, a declaration of war 
against prejudices whether very old or very sacred.” Her hus­
band, professor of philosophy Johann Gottsched, was far more 
restrained but not hostile. By contrast, the Dutch­ trained Ger­
man medical doctor Albrecht von Haller spied Spinozism and 
materialism in the work of Helvétius and attacked him passion­
ately. Someone like the moderate Johann could introduce into 
Germany works by the French philosophers, beginning with 
Bayle, while still refusing to embrace the radically secular stance 
imbedded in the materialism fashionable after 1750. With this 
cast of literate characters in various Western countries from En­
gland, the American colonies, and Europe, we will begin with 
the enlightened but moderate.1

Henry Penruddocke Wyndham (b. 1736, and not related to 
William Windham) provides insight into how literate men and 
women could absorb enlightened ideas. A gentleman tourist 
in the age that invented the pursuit, Wyndham journeyed into 
deepest Wales in part to show that its beauty had been ne­
glected and its people mischaracterized as rude and backward. 
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He might have said “unenlightened.” He wrote at some length 
about Welsh antiquities of Roman and Norman origin, the 
beauty of Welsh churches, and the efforts being made to pre­
serve these antiquities “against the savage and plundering curi­
osity of the common people.”2

Wyndham saw an ancient Roman as having been on a civiliz­
ing mission; by art and architecture he “gained as much by his 
art . . . than by his sword.” The integrity of Roman art and archi­
tecture excited him and, by contrast, “the heterogeneous mixture 
of architecture [that] prevails within the modern Church . . . I 
find by no means agreeable to the eye.”3 Back in the 1960s, the 
late Peter Gay described the Enlightenment as the revival of pa­
ganism. This sensibility finds expression in the musings of  Wyn­
dham as he traveled throughout Britain and then the Continent, 
where he saw various Catholic churches. Like other enlightened 
reformers in Catholic Europe, Wyndham valued primarily the 
order and regularity of pagan architecture. Given half a chance 
and faced with a contemporary city destroyed by an earthquake, 
Wyndham— like the Portuguese mid­ eighteenth­ century en­
lightened prime minister— would have rebuilt Lisbon to reflect 
geometrical order and uniformity of design.4 Such was the style 
adopted by the mid­ eighteenth century for Turin.

Beginning early in his youthful travels, Wyndham went 
through the whole of Britain, Ireland, and much of  the Continent. 
He always commented upon the relative beauty of the churches 
but never once does he tell us that he stopped to worship. He 
loved the grandeur of castles and mansions, yet in Ireland he saw 
social injustice: “It is shamefully inhuman that while the Noble­
men past in more luxury than Princes, the Poor should live worse 
than Dogs!”5 Rousseau could have written the sentence. In Sic­
ily, Wyndham lashed out at the appalling poverty seen on every 
street, where children could be found naked and coated in dirt. 
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Such lofty sentiments about the poor cannot conceal what was 
in general a distain for commoners, for tradesmen who swarmed 
a visitor’s carriage and were “animals in the world.”6

Politeness and civility remained Wyndham’s ideal model 
of genteel behavior, praised at every opportunity.7 They stood 
as rational barriers to credulity and rudeness. Protestant in 
background, this English traveler found “idolatry” in French 
religious customs, where in one church he witnessed “its chief 
Idol . . . an old ugly wooden crucifix which  formerly spoke. The 
miracle is daily acknowledged by kneeling crowds of credulity.”8 
Wyndham is ever mindful of what he regards as backwardness, 
a lack of progress. In Italy, the custom of opening up the tombs 
of the deceased even if they had died from smallpox elicits the 
outcry, “how obvious is the absurdity and danger of this prac­
tice!” Elsewhere, a painted depiction of  Jesus as the groom of  
St. Catherine is found to be nothing short of  blasphemous.9 Closer  
to home, Methodism was seen to have a “baleful influence” 
whose “mechanical preachers” offered “poisonous tenets.”10 To 
many who identified with the Enlightenment, Methodism and 
similarly emotive forms of religion were seen as “enthusiasm.” 
Not as bad as the French prophets or the convulsionnaires, but 
hardly a complimentary label.

As he travels, our enlightened gentleman reveals that his aes­
thetic prejudice lies with the ancient Romans over the achieve­
ments of the Christian moderns. The sensibility on display is 
more classical than Christian, and Wyndham is never shy to 
point out the ugliness of a church or cathedral; only the an­
cient ruins left by the Romans uniformly inspire. That said, his 
enlightened bias found Protestant church architecture far pref­
erable to Catholic.11 In general, the term “modern” is used with 
approval, and cities of geometrical proportions are considered 
especially pleasing. An interest in science complements the 
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process of traveling, and he comments on thermometers used 
to measure hot and cold, or the debased reputation of a univer­
sity singled out for the decay of its science teaching (such is the 
mention given to Leiden).12 The creation of lending libraries 
receives special commendation, as does the early practice of 
inoculation against smallpox.

Wyndham is best described as a representative of the moder­
ate Enlightenment, and he displays little interest in materialism 
or atheism. There were many such seekers after an aesthetic that 
turned away from the harshness of Protestant predestination or 
the Catholic Inquisition. As we have seen, foreign lands offered the  
possibility to articulate the previously unimagined; recall the 
tract that claimed the Australian people were possessed of both 
male and female attributes. There were many such philosophes, 
like the well­ traveled French author of the Telliamed, who 
wanted to completely revise the age of the world. Sometimes, 
not knowing their actual identity allows us to postulate these 
anonymous authors as a kind of enlightened everyman.

Such was an anonymous author who at midcentury attempted 
to articulate a self­ controlled via media aimed at a happy life in 
society. Note in passing that Maillet’s Telliamed may have in­
spired Le Philosophe Indien; both were supposedly by an Indian 
philosopher.13 It was a common enlightened trope. The actual 
author of The Oeconomy of  Human Life: Translated  from an Indian  
Manuscript, written by an Ancient Bramin, known in French as 
Le Philosophe Indien, is widely believed to be the British pub­
lisher and poet Robert Dodsley. Safely ensconced in London, 
he claimed to have learned philosophy and religion from the 
ancient Brahmins and to have traveled to China and Tibet.

On the Continent, the French version of The Oeconomy was 
attributed to the English aristocrat Lord Chesterfield. It takes 
its place among a raft of clandestine texts, often materialist in 
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inspiration and dating from the 1740s. It advocates an entirely 
natural religion, albeit a theistic one suitable for living a happy 
life in society. And it claimed to have been composed by an 
ancient Brahmin, not by a contemporary Englishman. German 
heresy hunters tracked its various translations and lumped it 
with other freethinking texts.14

There are Spinozist elements in the Indian philosopher’s 
theism; he praises the wisdom of God by noting, “The mar­
vels of his mechanism are the work of his hands. Listen to his 
voice.”15 Thus anthropomorphized, “the Lord is just; he judges 
the world with equity and truth. . . . The Great and the Small, 
the Wise and the Ignorant . . . are received equally in accordance 
with their merit.”16 This is not the God of the materialists, nor 
is he particularly identifiable with any of the three monotheis­
tic religions. No text we can associate with the Enlightenment 
went through more editions and translations, printed and man­
uscript, with copies in German, Hungarian, Welsh, and so on. 
In the eighteenth century, 200 editions appeared and again 
half as many were produced after 1800.17 We might describe 
the sentiments in The Oeconomy of Human Life as enlightened 
religiosity “light,” close to physico­ theology but nowhere near 
as theistic. It was intended to guide a worldly life well lived.

The bulk of the prescriptions coming from our Brahmin phi­
losophe concern the dangers of laziness, envy, grandiose speech, 
raillery, and not least, the necessity of being intrepid in the face 
of “the malice of fortune.”18 The ethics at the root of the text 
are neo­ stoical with republican implications: a condemnation 
of luxury and extravagance, anger, and sexual excess. The same 
virtues hold for women, although they are seen as primarily 
the keepers of the household and the solace of their husbands. 
The creed being advocated by this anonymous author anchors 
itself in the secular, in temporal pursuits that discipline the 
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individual. He or she has religion without the need for priests, 
churches, sermons, or the Testaments. Someone like Wyndham 
could have read it with pleasure, without taking offence.

Dodsley, the presumed author of this new natural religion, 
began his career as a publisher with an anonymous imprint 
from the pen of one Paul Whitehead. The Manners, A Satire, 
is blatantly anti­ court, full of republican sentiments, and in­
vokes “Thrice happy Patriot, whom no courts embrace, No Ti­
tles lessen, and no Stars disgrace.” The text landed Dodsley in 
prison, from which only the solicitude of an influential friend 
got him released. He went on to publish just about any author 
of distinction from Samuel Johnson to Edmund Burke, not least 
becoming the English publisher of Voltaire. While his personal 
religious views are hard to establish, Dodsley seems most easily 
identifiable as a deist.19 When writing to a friend about a bap­
tism to be attended, Dodsley described it as “the solemn fool­
ery of a christening.”20 As we have seen in the study of Dutch 
publishers and authors like Picart and Bernard, a commitment 
to making a good living did not exclude an ideological predi­
lection for enlightened causes.21

Openness to the new and exotic was not confined to arm­
chair philosophers like Dodsley. Where we can find testimonies 
from travelers, even sailors in the service of empire, by midcen­
tury they could perceive a common humanity— for example, 
with Africans encountered on the small West African isle of 
Goree, one of earliest sites of the slave trade. Samuel Dicken­
son, a chaplain on an English ship, the Dunkirk, wrote of the 
Africans: “with respect to their manners & behavior [they] 
seem to me a most quiet, inoffensive, good­ tempered people. I 
experienced a great sense of gratitude in some of them & am of 
the opinion there are few of them where affections might not be 
conciliated by an obliging & prudent behavior in Europeans; &  
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consequently that it is the fault of the latter if they do not live 
with them in peace friendship & harmony.” Dickenson knew 
that standard prejudices applied to “the Negroes,” and sought 
naturalistic explanations: “They are said to have like other Ne­
groes much indolence in their disposition, but this may proceed 
from the fewness of their wants; & the facility with which a 
family is here supplied with all the necessities of life; which ex­
empts them from the obligation of great exertions of industry, 
and is itself a peculiar blessing in so sultry a climate.”22

Although a committed Christian, the enlightened chaplain 
could contrast the labor of both men and women on the island 
to the drudgery found particularly among European women. 
The Africans lack only two attributes: “an increase of Christian 
knowledge to banish superstition, refine the morals & exalt the 
hopes of this people with the bright prospect of future bliss and 
glory,” and a good system of government “to limit the sovereign 
regal power & thus free them from the arbitrary impositions & 
tyranny of their kings.”23 Despite the prevalence of polygamy, 
Dickenson describes the women of the island as being of “ex­
cellent character” and faithful to their husbands.

The survey of mores, occupations, food supply, types of grain 
and liquors, trees, plants, and animals allows Dickenson to 
contrast the relative prosperity he sees in Goree to the extreme 
poverty witnessed in Ireland.24 The English habit of visiting 
other parts of their kingdom in search for progress continued 
unabated throughout the century. Scotland always beckoned, 
and in town after town, county after county, English travelers 
looked for commerce and manufacturing. These invariably sig­
naled vitality and progress.25

One of the most perplexing dilemmas faced by Europeans 
of the eighteenth century concerned how to explain relative 
prosperity or poverty as seen within Europe or outside of it. 
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Such wide disparities required careful study, and all who tried 
to make sense of them— from our ship’s chaplain to Adam 
Smith and the Scottish philosophers— spent time in science­ 
inspired observations. Dickenson described in detail every an­
imal and plant he saw in Africa— “Coracias Senegala, a curious 
bird of passage . . . visits this country at a particular season; it is 
a species of jay”— and cited published accounts of travelers like 
William Dampier and Michel Adanson. He applied the same 
observational skills when visiting France— “plants observed at 
Lyons,” and so on. And like Wyndham, this traveling chaplain 
disdained the practices of Roman Catholicism and rejoiced in 
the Roman ruins encountered in Nîmes, in the south of France. 
He waxes, “glorious remains of ancient splendor have sustained 
much less injury by time . . . the simplicity, the grandeur & har­
mony of the design cannot fail of impressing every spectator 
with pleasing awe and admiration.”26 The joy inspired by an­
cient ruins complemented a dedication to science and an ed­
ucation that was strong not just in theology but also in natural 
history, botany, and mechanics.

Faced with the foreign and strange, enlightened travelers 
could easily have assumed the inferiority of their subjects. Like 
the Scottish philosophers who came to see human change and 
development in terms of different stages, this ship’s chaplain 
observed and classified with a generous eye. As in his defense 
of the Africans, Dickenson praises the French for their human­
ity and generosity from “a people whose national character too 
often suffers from misrepresentation and prejudice.”27 In com­
ing to terms with strangers, our enlightened travelers depict a 
cosmopolitan impulse, a willingness to accept and appreciate 
difference, and in the case of Dickenson, to regard the south of 
France as offering “the blessings of the delightful land of Prom­
ise.” He even praised the Turks he encountered as being “very 
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neat and cleanly in their persons . . . to be indolent, but brave 
and honest.”28

The willingness to engage in intellectual exploration could 
overtake any young person in a household committed to en­
lightenment learning and open to scientific pursuits. Such was 
the education offered to Richard Lovell Edgeworth (1744– 
1817), whose daughter Maria would become a famous novelist 
in the first half of the nineteenth century. In a memoir (which 
Maria completed for him), he describes the commitment to 
learning found in his youthful home under the tutelage of his 
mother. Edgeworth belongs to the first generation of British 
industrialists, although his landed wealth left him without the 
necessity of making a living in industry. What he shared with 
them was a passion for science, in particular for mechanics and 
invention, encouraged by his mother.29

The Edgeworths prided themselves on their liberal attitudes 
toward the Irish— without for a second feeling any discomfort 
at their privileged status as rich Protestant landlords. They 
sought improvements that would be profitable for themselves 
and their class. Aside from various scientific publications, Rich­
ard Edgeworth left an invaluable set of lecture notes taken when 
he was a student at Edinburgh in the 1790s. It was the university 
of choice for aspiring industrial families, and the notes make 
clear the advanced state of the art in scientific lecturing, com­
plete with demonstrations of the steam engine.30 They give us 
a window into the Enlightenment in Edinburgh.

Indeed, the ambiance in Edinburgh and Glasgow universities 
during the turbulent 1790s betrayed enlightened sentiments at 
almost every turn. The treatment of the mid­ seventeenth­ century 
English revolution made clear that the king, not Parliament or 
the Puritans, caused the upheaval. Governments rested on social 
contracts that were made by the people and clearly capable of 
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being unmade by the same or future generations. Student cir­
cles indulged in the pornographic and when not being naughty, 
displayed passionate support for the French Revolution. The 
children of some of the leading industrial families like the Watts 
were front and center in such clubs. After Edinburgh, they made 
common cause with young poets like Wordsworth, Coleridge, 
and Southey— soon to be famous as the English Romantics— 
who shared their commitment to enlightened French politics.

In their radical phase, these aspiring poets and politicians 
rivaled the midcentury French materialist philosophes in their 
hatred of slavery, their penchant for republics, even democra­
cies, and their complete disdain for organized religion. They 
embodied— they lived and breathed— secular impulses. They 
followed the lead of their professors. On the Glasgow faculty 
from the 1750s to the 1790s, John Anderson (d. 1796) evolved 
into an ardent supporter of the French Revolution.31 Among 
the subversive ideas he taught in his class on natural jurispru­
dence (attended by Gregory Watt), he proclaimed that primo­
geniture is “an institution fraught with absurdity and evil . . . it 
should be a man’s duty to provide equally for all his children.”32 
None of these attacks on the established social order should 
be seen as simply bombast; Anderson, like the Enlightenment 
itself, also promised ever­ increasing progress.

Anderson’s moral philosophy begins almost lyrically: “Man 
is chiefly distinguished by his power of intellectual improve­
ment. . . . The measure of his intellectual improvement is un­
limited. It only ceases with his life. He can communicate the 
knowledge he himself acquires to his descendants so that man­
kind continually becomes more learned. . . . The supreme being 
was pleased to endow certain men with preternatural powers 
in order that they might instruct others.” The improvements in 
learning have been everywhere but especially in physics and 
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chymistry.33 Even the lower classes are the beneficiaries of prog­
ress: “Labor can be greatly abridged by the proper application 
of machines. More accuracy can likewise be attained than man 
could otherwise arrive at. Man by the aid of mechanics can 
overcome obstacles otherwise insurmountable . . . can achieve 
things otherwise impossible.”34 The paean to modernity con­
tinues: “No praise could be spared for mechanics [which] have 
been carried to a degree of perfection of which at first sight we 
should suppose them totally incapable . . . the assistance which 
mechanics offered to mankind is incredible.”35 At Glasgow 
in the 1790s and before, young men like Gregory Watt could 
find enlightenment mixed with political radicalism, as well as a 
heady embrace of progress, both economic and political.

The presentation of history, in keeping with the precepts asso­
ciated with the Scottish Enlightenment, was stadial, ending with 
the final stage of modern commercial societies.36 But Anderson’s 
lecturers offered a twist on the standard account: “The progress 
of commerce and manufacturing became very rapid at this pe­
riod.” Wherever possible, the lectures on the stages of history 
added manufacturing to commerce as a crucial part of modern 
political development: “The consequence of arts and manufac­
tures being improved is a great accession of wealth. . . . Hence 
Manufactures occasion great towns. In rude countries there is 
no such thing.”37 Manufacturing creates luxury that in turn stim­
ulates industry. Coming from industrial families, students could 
hold their heads high. They had become acquainted with what 
one historian has called the “Industrial Enlightenment.”38

Continental Lives

Britain differed from the Continent in the advances of  its indus­
trial base, which by the time of the Watts and the Edgeworths 
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exceeded what could be found anywhere in Western Europe. In 
terms of social and political practices, the story is more compli­
cated. Authoritarian and monarchical governments prevailed 
in France, the Iberian Peninsula, the Austrian empire, and the 
German­ speaking lands. The big exception lay in the Dutch Re­
public. Its prosperity matched what could be seen in England, 
and its institutions of  local government dominated throughout 
most of the century, stopped only by the French invasion in 
1795. While even more oligarchic than Britain, Dutch society, 
particularly in the period before 1750, displayed a surprising and 
radical secularity. We saw evidence of it in the diary of Constan­
tijn Huygens Jr., but given his elevated social status we might be 
tempted to dismiss his worldliness as a privilege of high birth.

It would be hard to mistake the Dutch freethinker Isabella 
de Moerloose for high born. Isabella’s date of birth, probably 
1661, cannot be firmly established, but we do know that she was 
born a Catholic in Ghent and eventually married a Protestant 
minister in Zeeland. She was a contemporary of Huygens Jr. 
She was also highly literate and could write letters in French. 
That would have distinguished her from her plebian neighbors, 
as did her marriage to a clergyman. What would have debased 
her social standing totally was her eventual imprisonment for 
heresy and then madness.

Before going mad, Isabella published an autobiography of 
over six hundred pages that makes clear her disillusionment 
with the Catholic clergy, indeed her general disdain for the 
strictures of organized religion, and her willingness to discuss 
sexual matters explicitly— everything from menstruation to co­
itus interruptus and fellatio.39 This rare work got her into con­
siderable trouble with the authorities, although it was hardly her 
first encounter with the watchdogs of piety. Dutch freethinkers 
of the next generation (she may have died in 1712) counted her 
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as one of their own and put her in the same league as Vanini, 
various Spinozists, and John Toland.40

We do not know the route she took to qualify for such a du­
bious honor. We know nothing about what she read or with 
whom she discussed her ideas. But her clergyman husband, be­
fore his death in 1692, would have known the religious disputes 
of the day and the efforts made by reformers such as Balthazar 
Bekker to banish belief in devils and witches. Certainly Isabella 
knew of such beliefs, even accepted them, and her mother be­
lieved that her daughter might have been bewitched. In the 
1690s, Isabella ran a small school near Amsterdam, where the 
local clergy found that she taught “very godless and abomina­
ble things.” She was placed in irons and hauled off to the local 
prison, het Spinhuis, for heresy, and there she remained until 
transferred to a prison for the mentally ill. In 1712, when she was 
fifty years old, she disappeared from the surviving records.41

Few Dutch autobiographies survive from the period, and none 
is as revelatory about private beliefs or sexual practices as Isabel­
la’s. If we use our knowledge of other heretical “unknowns,” we 
can surmise that Isabella arrived at such beliefs partly from what 
could be heard or read in the Republic at the time, and partly 
from folk traditions in which pagan beliefs collided with what 
the clergy wanted the faithful to believe. What made her differ­
ent was the audacity with which she propagated her views and 
her lack of respect for the authorities in church and state. In that 
posture, she resembled many other heretics in the Republic, most 
commonly associated with the ideas of Spinoza.

Curiously, Isabella might best be described as a religious 
thinker, however heretical. She had toyed with becoming a 
nun, then fell away from the Catholic Church. In every town 
in which she lived, she drew the wrath of the clergy, disputing 
Scripture with them and generally making her disdain clear. 
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Her odyssey would be replicated in the lives of major and mi­
nor philosophes about whom generally more is known. She 
described her autobiography as an effort to get to know herself 
and as a guide for other women, particularly in matters sexual. 
She was a seeker who had the misfortune to fall into the hands 
of the religious authorities.

There is reason to believe that the state of religious contes­
tation was greater in the Republic than in England in the same 
period. When the London periodical The Spectator began cir­
culation in 1711, its tone was breezy and gossipy. One of its first 
Continental imitators, La Bagatelle, appeared less than a decade 
later in 1718, written in French by a Dutch journalist, Justus van 
Effen. Its opening text promised to be truthful and to be careful 
not to label ideas either orthodox or heretical. Such labeling is 
the work of “the ministers of the Gospel” who are duped by 
their “indiscrete zeal.” The journal launched its preface with a 
lengthy meditation on the nature of religious truth that in pass­
ing reveals what a vexed subject it had become.

Justus van Effen gradually transformed into a conservative 
thinker who by the 1730s came to see moral decay everywhere. 
Indeed, the decade revealed the depth to which suspicion had 
sunk. In the period, men were accused of homosexuality, and 
it was also the decade in which worms ate at the wooden dikes, 
threatening the possibility of inundation by the sea. To make 
matters worse, signs hinted at Dutch economic decline. A pes­
simism about worldly progress set in, nurtured in part by the 
religious authorities.

Throughout the first half of the century, the Dutch Reformed  
Church saw itself surrounded by various heresies, anti­ 
Trinitarianism to be sure, and also by followers of Spinoza. It 
even believed pietistic forms of Protestantism owed a debt to 
Spinozism.42 Certainly, one way to read Spinoza— that he was  
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seeking to be one with God— can be found in enlightened 
circles throughout the century. We might be surprised by the 
relative absence of Dutch contributions to the European En­
lightenment, but this was truer in the second half of the century 
than in the first.

In the first half of the century, the Republic was one of the 
first places outside Britain to accept and teach Newton’s science. 
The Dutch Newtonians, with Willem Jacob s’Gravesande as the 
most famous, did not replicate themselves at home. During the 
second half of the century, Dutch science remained largely de­
rivative, but it was accommodating in matters of gender. As far 
as we can tell, the first European scientific society for women 
was established in Zeeland in the 1780s. It remained active for 
nearly a hundred years.43

In 1747– 48, the Republic experienced revolution, and one 
of its leaders was a minor philosophe, self­ described pantheist, 
and freemason, Jean Rousset de Missy. He and his followers 
sought a British­ style government with much greater authority 
vested in a central government and not in local oligarchs. For 
his trouble, Rousset was forced into exile. Calls for reform and 
the end of oligarchy failed. Another generation passed before 
the endemic problems of a Republic in decline were addressed. 
In the 1780s, both the southern and northern Netherlands led 
Europe in ushering in an age of democratic revolutions. Before 
there was revolution in Paris in 1789, both Brussels and Amster­
dam erupted. A reactionary Prussian invasion stopped revolu­
tionary change in Amsterdam, but by 1795 the revolutionary 
French army, first in Brussels and then Amsterdam, brought 
democracy to the Low Countries both north and south.

Yet amid expansion, then decline, the Dutch continued their 
global outreach, particularly in areas with British and French 
competition. All moved east toward the Ottoman Empire and 
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India, while retaining colonies in North America.44 There, the 
Dutch gradually retreated, while the British and French, en­
trenched in their northern colonies, largely left South America 
to the Spanish.

The Spanish experience of spectacular conquest in Latin 
America also put them into the business of foreign exploration 
and global mapping. The published diaries of Spanish travelers 
give some insight into the penetration of enlightened values, 
or the lack thereof, in the approach to the native peoples they 
encountered. Quite obviously, scientific values had penetrated 
the Spanish imperial mission; everything was to be measured, 
mapped, observed, and explained.45 No frontier seemed im­
penetrable. Spanish travelers reported back to their government 
about California and Louisiana— and the need for moderniza­
tion. Peru and Chile, as well as most parts of Europe, were care­
fully examined.46 On the whole, the Spanish travel literature 
demonstrates little contact with the vast literature generated in 
other languages, but all shared a global curiosity without which 
the Enlightenment cannot be understood.

A similar curiosity can be found among Russian travelers, for 
whom foreign fiction supplied a framework for the expression 
of emotions. Novels provided a template for such expression, 
and everything from Rousseau’s La Nouvelle Héloïse to Goethe’s 
Sorrows of Young Werther made Russian readers feel that they 
were in contact with a universal Western form of sensibility.47 
Traveling freemasons may also have brought the new ideas from 
West to East.

The same spirit of curiosity gripped a young, virtually un­
known Lutheran theologian, a German speaker who took a job 
as a schoolteacher and librarian in the Latvian port city of Riga. 
Placing the great  Johann Herder (b. 1744) in the same company 
with largely unknown travelers or heretics seems outlandish, 
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but when we encounter him in his travel journal of 1769 (un­
published in his lifetime), there is little hint of the towering 
intellectual he would become. What we do find is a young man 
already familiar with the major writers we now associate with 
the Enlightenment, and eager to find a place in its reforming 
momentum. Having studied at university with the philosopher 
Kant, Herder already knew the importance of natural philoso­
phy and mathematics. He set sail for France with insufficient 
French and an immense excitement at the prospect of finding 
something new and foreign.

Once again, like so many other European travelers we met 
in this chapter, Herder displays a fascination with the ancient 
Greeks and Romans and their civilizations. His meditation on 
travel reveals a catholicity of taste for any and all of the ancient 
civilizations— sentiments without bias. When faced with the 
poverty seen in the Duchy of Courland— a “moral and literary 
desert” not far from Riga— Herder embraces wholesale reform. 
The place needs a library; the aristocracy needs masonic lodges; 
and the entire territory could use his services as an educator. 
Scientific instruments need to be purchased. Once enlightened, 
the culture of Courland will spread into Hungary, Poland, and 
Russia; “the Ukraine will become a new Greece.” Herder be­
lieved that the century of Montesquieu, Rousseau, Hume, and 
Mably could bring reform even to Russia. No other people ex­
cept the Russians could do this for them; “this is the moment 
to act in Russia.”48

More than any of the other travelers and seekers we have so 
far encountered, Herder allows us to see the intellectual struggle 
set off by the provocative thinkers of the period. His familiarity 
with them is obvious, his commitment to free inquiry genu­
ine, and his fear of religious fanaticism deeply rooted. It fuels a 
spirit, he observes, that burns libraries and printing presses.49 
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But the philosophes do not get a free pass from Herder. He 
says at times that they lower themselves by making encyclope­
dias and dictionaries, and that the best days of French letters 
are over. Even Montesquieu, whom Herder otherwise praises 
greatly, can venture into pseudo­ philosophy, piling up example 
after example that seem ultimately to contradict one another. 
In the end, Herder wants to see German philosophy and letters 
reach the standard— however imperfect— set by the French.50

Herder’s meditations on civilizations ancient and contem­
porary display no commitment to European superiority, but 
rather a willingness to see all peoples as capable of intellectual 
creativity. In embryo among the enlightened travelers, even 
more so with Herder, there is an openness and a curiosity that 
will lead gradually to the birth of anthropology. This open­ 
mindedness complemented a growing commitment to reform 
visible in many places in Germany and the Dutch Republic in 
the last quarter of the century.51

The late­ century reform movements eventually yielded to 
the fury unleashed by the French Revolution. In the 1790s, 
no one on either side of the English Channel could avoid its 
implications. Herder’s life span stretched well into the nine­
teenth century and thus permits us to see continuity between 
his youthful dedication to enlightened values and practices 
and his commitment to the principles of the Revolution. In its 
wake, Herder offered his own meditation on freemasonry and 
the state, and he returns to the theme briefly mentioned in the 
travel journal of 1769 when he wanted to see the aristocracy of 
Courland civilized by masonic membership.

In 1778, Herder’s contemporary, the freemason Gotthold 
Lessing, had published a dialogue on freemasonry that in ef­
fect constituted a call to action. Ernst und Falk urges a commit­
ment to worldly reform to be undertaken by the lodges, many 
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of which he believed had fallen into frivolity. In 1793, Herder 
begins his meditation on freemasonry by also emphasizing sec­
ular action, “all the good that has been done . . . in the world.” 
Herder, himself a freemason, reiterates “in the world.” He starts 
with Falk’s question: are men created for the state, or the state 
for men? He then, like Falk, notes all the divisions that states 
impose upon men, and he ends by invoking his desire for a so­
ciety composed of all the thinking men in the entire world.52

Herder’s embrace of a cosmopolitan and utopian order is an­
other example of masonic language being employed to promote 
the ideal of a vibrant form of civil society. This order, too, is per­
fectly in keeping with the logic of the secular impulse visible by 
1700, and it fosters attention to civil society and the state. In the 
wake of the Revolution— an event that the far right blamed on 
the philosophes and freemasons— Herder sees in freemasonry 
a secular way toward progressive reform. He was not alone in 
looking to the German lodges as places where the new demo­
cratic ideals could be realized.53

While Continental men could bond with one another in the 
fashionable lodges, women could visit and they could read. For 
those who turned to the new and progressive ideas of the age, 
an affection for English texts— provided they had the educa­
tion to read in a second language— opened up another world, 
rather as travel had done for Herder.

The Spectator, a daily journal that appeared first in London in 
June 1711 and lasted only eighteen months, offered commentary 
and moralizing, as well as gossip and wit on the politics of the  
day. It expressly courted a female readership, which extended 
to educated French women who knew English. Louise­ Suzanne 
Curchod (b. 1737), the wife of the famous finance minister Jac­
ques Necker and mother of the equally famous Madame de 
Staël (b. 1766), read a later version of it avidly. It prodded her 
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to begin her own journal, which she said would have various 
themes and include literary criticism, in the first instance on 
the published correspondence of  Voltaire.

Suzanne Necker wanted to create the “interior spectator,” an 
interior mirror of the exterior world, a register of “all sorts of 
useful things . . . [and it will be] a chronicle of our affections, our 
gratitude, fortune, health and happiness.” Except for the Bible, 
such a journal would render all other moral guides superfluous; 
it would provide a way of thinking for one’s self. Mme. Necker 
was a Protestant who would enlighten herself through the in­
teriority of the self and the study of the world. She was a theist, 
however, and never dabbled in the materialism fashionable in 
the salons of her day.54

Herder traveled; Mme Necker read in English and French. 
Both found ways to relate to the intellectual innovations of the 
age. Necker worshiped Voltaire and originated the proposal 
for a statue of him by Houdon. Done in 1778, the bust became 
world famous and now resides in the Metropolitan Museum 
in New York.55 Herder, as we know, was engaged in an interior 
conversation with Montesquieu. Both used enlightened prin­
ciples to sort out the meaning of the French Revolution, but at 
a safe distance from Paris.

Some of the women and men on the fringes of Parisian salon 
life, or freemasonry, found themselves in the midst of the revo­
lution, and they stepped up to the challenge and opportunities 
that it offered. The Creole poet Évariste Parny, born in 1753 on 
the French Caribbean Island of Bourbon but educated in Paris, 
developed a radically secular and anti­ clerical voice that Voltaire 
admired, and it made him famous among his contemporaries.

Parny’s erotic poetry appeared in 1778 and became an instant 
success.56 It revealed a tender and passionate love for a woman 
back on the Island of Bourbon, where paternal opposition for­
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bade their marriage. Perhaps it was experiences like the one 
with the tyrannical father that drew Parny to support openly the 
American revolutionaries. Or perhaps it was his meeting with 
Benjamin Franklin, also a member of the Lodge of the Nine 
Sisters in Paris, that made him sympathetic. Parny had joined 
the lodge in 1776 or 1777, and Franklin was made its “Venerable 
Master” in 1779. To Parny, the Americans were “heroes of Al­
bion,” who were ushering in the birth of liberty. They did so in 
the face of “the inexorable tyranny” of the European monarchs. 
Parny also became a lifelong opponent of slavery, which he had 
witnessed firsthand on his father’s Caribbean estate.57

Clearly inspired by revolutions against tyranny, Parny nev­
ertheless kept a low political profile during the French Revo­
lution. He was nowhere as reluctant when it came to his views 
on religion. His War of the Gods (La Guerre des Dieux), a deeply 
anti­ Christian poem published in 1799, could not have been 
published safely in the old regime. Despite some official hos­
tility from Napoleon, who was trying to negotiate a concordat 
with the pope, Parny prevailed and was elected a member of 
the prestigious Institute of France. His reputation was sealed 
for much of the nineteenth century. By the twentieth, he had 
become un illustre inconnu and so he remains to this day— a 
trajectory exactly the opposite of Herder’s.

The Catholic Church put La Guerre on the Index of For­
bidden Books in 1817 and largely kept it there into the 1840s. 
The Index was abolished only in the 1960s. In Russia, Parny 
had much greater influence, and as late as 1970 a translation 
of La Guerre appeared in Leningrad. Some of his poetry was 
also translated by Herder, and in the twentieth century a few 
of his poems were set to music by Ravel. In the last century, its 
anti­ clericalism and disdain for religion survived in the Soviet 
Union and in European circles on the Communist Left.
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The war about which the poet sings is between the pagan 
and Christian deities. Introducing Jesus, the poet describes him 
as “this poor devil, son of a pigeon” (keeping in mind that the 
Holy Spirit is most commonly and symbolically represented 
as a dove), and he is joined by Mercury, chief among the pagan 
deities.58 The Virgin Mary makes her appearance along with 
“Jeune Panther,” “the object of my tenderness” and a figure who 
in Talmudic tradition is said to be the natural father of  Jesus.59  
All sing and dance, eat heartily, and converse, with Mary assum­
ing a voice equal to that of  God the Father, Christ, and the Holy 
Spirit. This is pagan naturalism with a vengeance, and contem­
poraries recognized it as such.

Many of these small voices from the eighteenth century re­
main relatively unknown to our day. In some cases, we rely on 
unpublished manuscripts to form an acquaintance with them. 
They speak without assuming that they are in the vanguard of 
a movement of ideas that will transform Western thinking on a 
wide variety of topics. They are therefore all the more valuable 
because they allow us to see the “seepage” of ideas in an age that 
was coming to terms with the discovery of the world’s peoples, 
with religious conflict, and with vast differences in the wealth 
of regions close to home or far away. These ordinary voices also 
display a willingness to inspect and embrace the new and the 
foreign, even to endorse revolutionary reform.
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Paris and the Materialist Alternative
T h e  W i d o w  S t o c k d or f f

Within boundless space and time, enlightened lives  
unfolded, and they did so more commonly in cities rather than  
the countryside. The most densely urban area in Western  
Europe existed in the space between Amsterdam and Paris. 
Therein, various European languages could be found— Dutch, 
French, and German in Maastricht, for example— but the 
bulk of the population was French speaking. While not being 
French, the whole of the southern Netherlands— first owned 
by Spain and then Austria— was francophone. This was terri-
tory overseen by the Catholic Church and as a result heavily 
censored. By comparison, until the 1760s Brussels was a harder 
place to promote heretical literature than Paris.

Yet France was one of the most heavily censored states in 
Western Europe. The French monarchy would not permit the 
Roman Catholic Inquisition to operate within its borders, but 
nothing stopped its own censors from achieving a similar effect. 
Works that concerned religion were especially inspected, but 
the censoring gaze extended also to almanacs, racy accounts 
of life and love, and even to general histories of countries or 
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military heroes. The French edition of  John Locke’s Essay Con-
cerning Human Understanding, published in Amsterdam, was 
forbidden to cross the border into France. This repressive sys-
tem was the handiwork of the regime of Louis XIV (d. 1715), 
and it was relaxed only in the mid- eighteenth century.1 In 1685, 
the same king stopped religious toleration for Protestants and 
promulgated the repressive Code Noir in the French slave col-
onies. The vast majority of the censors were drawn from elite 
circles of the literary establishment. And by century’s end, their 
numbers had expanded from “four in 1658, . . . 41 in 1727, 73 in 
1745, 82 in 1751, 119 in 1760, 128 in 1763, and 178 in 1789.” There 
were lucrative gains for the highly literate, for university pro-
fessors or journalists.2 The censorship could be for content or 
style, and its application, deeply arbitrary.3

All these forms of repression were intended to support royal 
absolutism, and they complicate any effort to find the origins 
of the Enlightenment in France. By far the best place to look 
for it must be Paris, the largest French city with a population of 
over 600,000 in 1700. Spy reports offer one tangible way into 
the demi- monde of Paris and its sites for subversive ideas. In the 
reign of Louis XIV, the police and spy reports reveal officials of 
church and state most preoccupied with religious heretics— 
that is, Protestants, Jansenists, Quietists, and so on. In his youth, 
Jean- Jacques Rousseau fell afoul of the censors when a trunk he 
was forwarding to himself was confiscated at the French border. 
He lost everything because a Jansenist flysheet had been found 
in his shirt pocket. The Jansenists were austere critics of church 
luxury and clerical corruption, and uniformly interpreted by 
the authorities as enemies of the monarchy.4

Despite the audacity of the Jansenists, they were not the 
harbingers of secular thought, regardless of the amount of 
grief they caused. They were deeply pious and not particularly 
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interested in the new science. To look for the early stirring of 
enlightened ideas appearing in French, we must leave Paris 
and journey north to the French Protestants in the Dutch Re-
public. En route, we may pass through Liège, controlled by an 
absentee bishop, French speaking, and a place where naughty 
books could be published.5 The freer presses in parts of the Low 
Countries, combined with French- language exiles, brought en-
lightened ideas into the French linguistic orbit. The best judg-
ment a recent historian can make about the first two decades 
of the century in Paris notes the existence of an underground 
“counter culture in the French capital.”6

We can identify a dozen French- speaking men and at least 
one woman who took maximum advantage of the freedom ac-
corded Dutch publishers. Exiles such as Pierre Bayle, Anne- 
Marguerite Dunoyer, Jacques Bernard, Jean Frederic Bernard 
(who fled as a child), Prosper Marchand, Bernard Picart, 
Nicolas Gueudeville, and Jean Rousset de Missy took the po-
litical battle against French absolutism into an international 
arena. They were primarily, but not exclusively, journalists 
who wanted to disseminate news about, and throughout the 
Republic of Letters.7 And not least, having been forced into 
exile (sometimes— like Marchand and Picart— they went vol-
untarily), they were deeply angry.

Written from the safety of Rotterdam, Bayle’s Dictionnaire 
historique et critique (1697) used skepticism, satire, irony, and 
great erudition to mock Louis XIV, to give a lengthy explication 
of the thought of Spinoza, to suggest that even atheists could 
be good people. In the process, the refugee Bayle invented the 
encyclopedic format imitated so brilliantly two generations 
later by Diderot and d’Alembert in their Encyclopèdie (1751). 
Bayle gloried in the new science, believed in the English sys-
tem of government, and took a dim view of orthodoxy, whether 
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Catholic or Protestant. Other refugees revered him as their 
“Patriarch.”8 The dictionary went through multiple editions 
throughout the eighteenth century and appears in English in 
1710. It was translated and protected by French refugees like 
Prosper Marchand, editor of the 1720 edition.

Bayle died in 1704, and a younger generation of refugees grew 
into prominence. Marchand, one of the editors of  Bayle, also had  
ties with the English freethinkers John Toland and Anthony Col-
lins, from whom he learned about the nature of English govern-
ment. Manuscripts found in Toland’s papers reveal that March-
and belonged to a club or masonic lodge in embryo— we will 
never know its exact nature. Complete with “brothers,” a “Grand 
Master,” and meeting under the statutes of its “constitutions,” the 
society included Charles Levier and probably Rousset de Missy. 
In 1710, when the record was written, these two can be associated 
with bringing into the world the most outrageous text of the en-
tire century, Le Traité des trois imposteurs. It labeled Jesus, Moses, 
and Mohammed as the impostors and equated God with nature. 
Working within the same Francophone circle, Levier brought 
out the first printed edition in 1719.9

Le Traité caused such scandal that the Dutch authorities, who 
never bothered much with French- language books, confiscated 
every copy they could find. Only about two survive at this time. 
Nevertheless, its manuscript circulation throughout Europe be-
came widespread, and only later in the century was Le Traité 
again published— predictably by Marc Michel Rey operating 
out of Amsterdam. His wife was the daughter of Jean Frederic 
Bernard, from whom she learned about the book trade, and she 
conducted a lively relationship with one of Rey’s other authors, 
the soon to become famous Jean- Jacques Rousseau.

The diaspora of Huguenots brought their publishers, jour-
nalists, and writers into prominence. Having fled France in 1701, 
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Anne- Marguerite Dunoyer (d. 1719) lived by the fruits of her 
pen. Her first contribution, Lettres historiques et galantes (1707), 
claimed to be published by the phony imprint “Pierre Marteau,” 
and it helped introduce the spectatorial genre into the French 
language. Following Lettres, Dunoyer published Quintessence 
des nouvelles historiques, politiques, morales et galantes from 1711 
to 1719, and it combined literary news with overt support for 
the allies’ war against Louis XIV. She laid down an ideological 
template that fitted the political interests of the refugees who 
crowded into the Republic and whose admiration for Louis XIV’s  
enemies, particularly Britain, only grew under the impact of 
war. In France, the great political theorist Montesquieu avidly 
read the journals produced by the Huguenot refugees writing 
from the safety of the Dutch Republic.

Without exception, the refugees cast a cold eye on the injustices 
of Louis XIV and his successor as regent to his grandson, the duc 
d’Orleans.10 The remaining French Protestant families got out as 
quickly as they could, and in 1714– 15 the Benezet family made their 
way to Rotterdam, then London, and finally Philadelphia. Some-
time after 1731, young Anthony Benezet embraced Quakerism and 
married a Quaker minister. He began an odyssey that made him 
one of the first and most fierce opponents of slavery. He collected 
first- person accounts by traders who could speak directly to the 
horrors of their trade. He preached and published against the in-
justice of slavery and its violation of the rights of man. Benezet 
translated the Huguenot experience of persecution and exile into 
a universal moral voice against all human injustice.11

The trick was to translate rage against monarchy and church 
into creative energy. Born in the previous generation of refu-
gees, none had greater grievances against the French church 
and king than Jean Frederic Bernard. His father, pregnant 
mother, grandmother, and younger brother made their way out 
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of France on foot through the Alps in late 1685. Both the grand-
mother and brother would die as a result, and the family was 
displaced from the area in the south of France where they had 
resided for decades. The men in the family had been pastors, 
lawyers, professors— in short, part of French intellectual life. 
Their contacts extended throughout Protestant Europe, and 
eventually Bernard’s family settled in Amsterdam.

Jean Frederic showed no inclination to join the ministry, and 
his business interests took him in the direction of publishing. 
In 1704, he went to Geneva, not as a student of theology but to 
make a living in the book trade. He was then apprenticed to a 
Huguenot dynasty of publishers in Amsterdam, family relations 
of his future friend, Pierre Humbert. In Geneva, with the help of 
his Swiss relations, his Amsterdam contacts, and their interna-
tional network, he set up a brokerage business. Books formed an 
important part of the business, but soon Bernard became active 
in other markets as well. An ideal profession for those who had 
little capital but an extensive set of connections, brokerage meant 
long- distance trade. Such trade was a matter of trust, and only 
well- connected brokers could supply that trust. Before long, Jean 
Frederic established an important clientele in books and other 
commodities. Even Pierre Bayle made use of  his services. In 1707,  
Bernard returned to Amsterdam to continue the brokerage busi-
ness. He lived in lodgings, renting a separate warehouse from 
which he ran his firm. In 1711, he decided that he had enough cap-
ital to become a full- scale member of the booksellers’ guild and 
a publisher.12 Note that by 1700 about half the books published 
in Continental Europe came from the Dutch Republic.

Bernard’s first published work, Réflexions morales, satiriques 
et comiques sur les moeurs de notre siècle, appeared anonymously 
in 1711, and it too was supposedly published by Pierre Marteau. 
In a later edition, Bernard listed himself as the publisher. With 
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wit and sarcasm, Bernard examined human habits and follies 
aided by a Persian philosopher who, spending time in Europe, 
wrote about “our moeurs.” The visitor found that riches offer a 
cover to conceal vices, and the treatment he meted out to God 
errs on the side of anthropomorphizing.13

Throughout, the focus is on kings and noblemen— the setting 
is not Dutch but French— and the Persian visitor casts a cold eye 
on “the Infidels,” which is what he called the Europeans. “The  
wolves . . . have an exterior politesse that admirably hides their 
natural savagery.”14 They cannot be trusted. Their systems of 
government, whether monarchy or republic, are also capable of 
being abused. One characteristic seems to dominate the human 
condition: l’amour propre, which is a proud self- regard and ac-
companies self- interest. Both suit ruthless competition and arro-
gant self- promotion, but not amicable social experiences.

Only a few European cities offer an experience that shapes the 
man of affairs; they can be schools to shape an honorable man. 
Bernard reserves special praise for Amsterdam, for “the beauty of 
its streets and the proportions of its houses. Its inhabitants enjoy a 
simple liberty and live with abundance.” In the Republic, Bernard 
found an economically vibrant place that could be celebrated.15

Throughout the reflections, Bernard, in the person of the Per-
sian observer, makes reference to the mores, customs, rituals, re-
ligious differences, and amour propre of the strange people he has 
been called upon to assess. Listening carefully to what the text tells 
us would prepare the reader for Bernard, in conjunction with the 
soon- to- be- famous and also exiled engraver Bernard Picart, be-
coming a major chronicler of all the world’s religions (see figure 4).

Together, they created a seven- volume, folio- size work that 
would remain in print for several centuries, Cérémonies et cou-
tumes religieuses de tous les peuples du monde [Religious ceremonies 
and customs of all the people of the World, 1723– ].16 In both the 
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Reflections and then Religious ceremonies, Bernard displays his 
overarching interest in religion and his willingness to relativize 
and criticize its tenets.

Particularly in the matter of religion, the French refugees in 
the Dutch Republic blazed an intellectual trail that in turn flour-
ished in the French Enlightenment. They quickly had their imi-
tators. Yet nothing in Bernard’s text quite prepared the audience 
for the immense success of  Montesquieu’s Persian Letters (1721).  
Born in a chateau in 1689 and to the nobility, Montesquieu re-
ceived his education from the clerical Oratorians, studied law, 
and finally at the death of his father in 1713, inherited his title 
and estate, then married a noblewoman who also happened to 
be a Protestant. The death of an uncle brought yet another title 
and the right to take over as the head of the regional parlement, 
a judicial body. There, Montesquieu learned the intricacies of 
French governmental institutions and their many deficiencies.

Montesquieu had a variety of travel accounts upon which 
to base the opinions of his fictional Persian travelers, but his 
greatness lay in his distinctive style and wit. His writing is much 
more fluid than Bernard’s but no less biting. For example, of the 
French king and the pope, Montesquieu writes,

there is another magician even more powerful . . . , one who 
has just as much power over the king’s mind as the king, does 
over his subjects. This magician is called the Pope: he can 
make people believe that three are but one [the doctrine of the 
Trinity], that the bread one eats is not bread, and that the wine 
one drinks is not wine [the sacrament of the Eucharist].17

In short, according to Montesquieu, the mysteries of Catholi-
cism are a form of magic.

What other interpretation would one expect from him who, 
writing a few years after Bernard, has his Persian imagine that the 
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Jesuits are dervishes? Montesquieu never misses the chance to 
mock the clergy and puts in the mouth of Usbek, his Persian vis-
itor, sentences such as, “The libertines here [in Paris] support an 
immense number of prostitutes, while the religiously devout sup-
port an immense number of dervishes.” The main occupation of 
the priests is casuistry, and our Persian visitor makes his contempt 
for their pastime abundantly clear. Montesquieu echoes Bernard 
in seeing deceit and duplicity as commonplace in Europe, but of 
course gives his account a Persian inflection: “Anyone who would 
try to number all the clerics here trying to get their hands on the 
revenues from a given mosque might as well try to number the 
grains of sand on the beach, or the slaves of our monarch.”18 In case 
the reader doubted the relativism that the author brought to the 
subject of religion, Montesquieu explains that all people project 
their own image onto that of their god: blacks see him as black, and 
the devil as a brilliant white color. “It has been well said that if tri-
angles had a god, they would imagine him as having three sides.”19

Montesquieu’s secular relativism is complex. This is nowhere 
clearer than in his analysis of the similarities and differences 
between men and women. Montesquieu was clever enough to 
know that universalist statements not anchored in actual social 
experience would never be sufficient. He was fascinated by the 
extreme differences between the status of women in the West 
as distinct from the Islamic East. His Persian traveler reports in 
horror on the “impudence” of European women in contrast to 
their harem- bound Persian women who exercise an “attractive 
modesty.”20 A great deal of commentary is spent on European 
sexual mores, a subject that clearly vexed and fascinated him.

Montesquieu knew that the new science of Descartes and 
Newton postulated uniform laws at work in matter and its mo-
tion. Montesquieu wanted to understand those laws as they are 
tempered and refined by social experience, by history. He saw 
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the enormous differences in the behavior and status of women 
and men. Nothing in his social experience allowed that men and 
women might be equal, yet some commentators have argued that 
he moved in the direction of a proto- feminism. He was clearly 
disturbed by the inequities he saw in Europe, or about which he 
had read in the literature about Islamic cultures. He knew that 
education was a big part of the disparity between the opportu-
nities, privileges, and status of men over women. He also knew 
that the uniformity of matter in motion meant that such socially 
constructed differences had to be explained and relativized.

Montesquieu’s approach to the problem and reality of gen-
der inequality was more anthropological than philosophical. 
He was among the first to postulate that climate had a profound 
effect on all peoples and, not least, on men and women. In all 
of his writings, this is a theme to which he will return time and 
time again. The cold allows the blood to circulate better, and in 
such places people can be stronger than those consigned to hot 
climates. In them, “the number of dervishes or monks seems 
to increase together with the warmth of the climate.”21 Liberty 
would arise among the stronger, first and foremost. Yet some-
times, the weaker can prevail by virtue of their character.

Montesquieu had no illusions about the brutality of human 
nature. He has the dying wife of Usbek, Roxane, writing from 
her Persian harem, say in her final words to him, “How could 
you ever have thought that I was credulous enough to believe I 
was put in this world to adore you and your whims? That while 
you permitted everything for yourself, you had the right to 
thwart all my desires? No: I was able to live in that servitude, 
but I was always free.”22 Sometimes a moral imperative can tri-
umph over physical impediments.23

Montesquieu possessed a veritable obsession about human 
freedom, its nature, the forms it takes in monarchies, aristocra-

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 3:39 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Pa r i s  a n d  t h e  M a t e r i a l i s t  A lt e r n a t i v e  99

cies, and democracies, and the many ways it could be abused. 
Political liberty, so central to his concerns, was to be found “only 
in moderate governments . . . it is there only when there is no 
abuse of power . . . in societies directed by laws . . . liberty is a 
right of doing whatever the laws permit.”24 In search for the spirit 
of liberty and the ways to protect it, Montesquieu prescribed a 
three- part division of governing authority: executive, legislative, 
and judicial. The results of his prescription are well known from 
the American Constitution, written late in the century. Montes-
quieu sought a system of moderate government institutionalized 
by checks and balances. In such a system, privileged elites would 
naturally rule.25 Some of the American founders began as deeply 
respectful of Montesquieu only later in life to see his shortcom-
ings.26 Perhaps they came to understand that Montesquieu had 
given his support to the French monarchy as the only guarantor 
of stability and the rule of law.27

He also spent much ink discussing the nature of punish-
ments: there can be no arbitrary decisions, no capricious leg-
islators, only punishments “founded on reason.” Montesquieu 
cast a cold eye on punishments that derive from “public hatred.” 
His vision included the treatment meted out to “criminals” 
born out of religious hatred and superstition:

It is very odd that these three crimes, witchcraft, heresy, and 
that against nature [homosexuality], of which the first might 
easily be proved not to exist; the second to be susceptible of 
an infinite number of distinctions, interpretations, and lim-
itations; the third to be obscure and uncertain— it is very 
odd, I say, that this three crimes should amongst us be pun-
ished with fire.28

Montesquieu was far more interested in the nature of good 
government than he was in punishing people for their private 
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beliefs or intimate actions. As a result, religiously motivated 
critics saw his approach to religion as defective, if not heretical.

The emphasis on climate also provoked a critical response. 
We might see it as a formula that would lead to racism or as a 
justification for African slavery, and we might expect that crit-
ics would repudiate such conclusions. Indeed, the subject of 
human equality, or inferiority, vexed all the philosophes— 
nowhere more so than in Scotland. However, one of the leading 
lights of its Enlightenment, David Hume, concluded that “there 
never was a civilized nation of any other complexion than 
white.”29 His racism has troubled all admirers of eighteenth- 
century enlightened intellectual life. By the lifetimes of Hume 
and Montesquieu, the Western empires had wreaked consid-
erable damage, the consequences of which we still experience. 
Hume wrote in ways that ignored the damage.

By contrast, Montesquieu focused largely on the means by 
which Europeans might liberate themselves. Moral causes, and 
not physical ones as Montesquieu would have it, shaped the 
peoples of the world. Only late in the century did the leaders 
of enlightened thought finally find a way out of the dark tunnel 
vision of racism. Led by the Quakers, the Anglophone world 
produced a phalanx of abolitionists whose arguments against 
slavery stretched across the Atlantic to the American colonies 
and beyond. Various French philosophes— Diderot and Ray-
nal, for example— joined in the attack.

First, theorists needed to find the best forms of government. 
After examining ancient and modern texts about politics and 
government, particularly from the seventeenth- century English 
revolution, Montesquieu believed that England possessed the 
form of government he could endorse. This conviction put him 
front and center into one of the preoccupations of Enlighten-
ment thinkers: Anglo- philia. Bayle and the Huguenot refugees 
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first fed the flames of devotion to post- 1688 Britain, and by the 
time Montesquieu waxed eloquently, Voltaire had already told 
the best stories about the England he had come to love. He paved 
the way for Montesquieu’s reading of  English history and mores.

Between 1726 and 1729, when in London and after, Voltaire 
penned an amazing set of letters concerning the English na-
tion.30 He billed them as necessarily private at first, reluctantly 
released to an eager public. In fact, it was his target all along. The 
Letters appeared first in English in 1733 and the following year in 
French as Lettres philosophiques. They were an instant success.

Voltaire’s passion to know all things English began with the 
variety of its religions, followed by government, trade, Newto-
nian science, belles lettres, and not least, the honor the English 
accorded to their writers and intellectuals. Like the volumes 
by Bernard and Picart— Voltaire had met him during a trip 
to Holland— Voltaire’s letters give favorable coverage to the 
most cerebral forms of Christianity, even to the Quakers. In 
an enlightened taxonomy of sects, they were normally seen as 
“enthusiasts,” but in Voltaire’s account they are presented as 
reasonable, having no clergy nor sacraments, and spurning the 
trappings of wealth and self- regard. The pluralism of sectarian 
life met his approval, “An Englishman, as one to whom liberty is  
natural, may go to heaven his own way.”31

Voltaire regarded the Church of England as too close to Ca-
tholicism for his taste; intensely disliked the Presbyterians, but 
true to his penchant for the cerebral, he thought that the Socin-
ians or Unitarians had got religion about right:

the principles of Arius [anti- Trinitarianism] begin to revive, 
not only in England, but in Holland and Poland. The cele-
brated Sir Isaac Newton honored this opinion so far as to 
countenance it. This philosopher thought that the Unitarians 
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argued more mathematically than we do. But the most san-
guine stickler for Arianism is the illustrious Dr. Clarke. This 
man is rigidly virtuous, and of a mild disposition, is fonder of 
his tenets than desirous of propagating them, and absorbed 
so entirely in problems and calculations that he is a mere 
reasoning machine.32

Indeed, everything about Newton’s science pleased Voltaire 
and his partner, Madame du Châtelet. Her French translation 
of Newton’s Principia is still considered definitive. There were 
many British Newtonians, aided by Dutch converts, who spread 
Newton’s science in classrooms and journals, or in private ex-
perimental demonstrations in Scotland, France, as well as the 
Low Countries. However, no one quite equaled Voltaire’s witty 
propaganda that was backed up by his own understanding of 
Newton’s science.33 Châtelet’s understanding of physics and 
her debt to the German natural philosophy of Leibniz made a 
serious but unattributed contribution to Diderot’s Encyclopédie. 
It has required modern computers to find her text anonymously 
copied into various of its essays on “the pendulum,” “space,” 
“gravity,” and so on.34

Being a Newtonian became one of the defining characteris-
tics of the philosophe. Even in France, being conversant with 
Newtonian mechanics and optics signaled a truly educated per-
son who had turned his or her back on what was taught in the 
schools and universities. There the clergy controlled the philos-
ophy curriculum, and it was either Aristotelian— as interpreted 
by the medieval St. Thomas Aquinas— or by the 1730s, Carte-
sian in a few places. The Jesuits who controlled the plurality 
of French colleges continued to reject Newtonian science until 
their expulsion from France in 1762. As one historian has put it, 
“If Newton finally triumphed in France, it was over the corpse 
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of the Jesuit order.”35 In 1762– 63, Adam Smith in Glasgow 
and Edinburgh regularly taught his students: “the Newtonian 
method is undoubtedly the most philosophical, and in every 
science, whether of Morals or Natural Philosophy, etc. is vastly 
more ingenious . . . more engaging, than [the Aristotelian].”36

Newtonian natural philosophy, despite the best efforts of 
some of Newton’s followers, offered no real antidote against 
irreligion and materialism. In no other part of Western Europe 
did clandestine literature play as big a role as it did in the French 
Enlightenment. To be sure, such literature could be found 
throughout Europe, in various languages. But French was the 
foreign language known by Continental and British elites more 
than any other. Through that linguistic avenue Newtonianism 
also entered, albeit frequently dressed in heretical garments.

Toland’s Letters to Serena (London, 1704) appeared in clan-
destine French translations, and it linked Newton’s theory of 
universal gravitation to the subversive idea that motion is inher-
ent in matter. Such materialism, or pantheism as Toland named 
it, had a clear debt to Spinoza’s notion of God as Nature, but 
also to the pagan naturalism of the late Renaissance most easily 
found in the writings of Giordano Bruno. These were texts that 
Toland knew well.37 Thus in French, as it appeared in the clan-
destine literature, and also in journals coming from the French 
exiles in the Dutch Republic, Newtonian science entered Euro-
pean thought tied— in a manner that horrified Newton, Clarke, 
and their many followers— to a deeply threatening materialism.

By 1750, French texts promoting the new science and reform 
in general never shed the identification with religious sub ver-
sion. The so- called High Enlightenment, with its home in 
Paris, gave pride of place to materialists like Diderot, D’Hol-
bach, Helvétius, and a host of other materialists, some of them 
anonymous. Voltaire was horrified— his deism never admitted 
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atheism, implicit or explicit, nor materialism. So too Montes-
quieu never partook in such impiety. But the leading French 
Newtonian of the 1740s, Pierre- Louis Moreau de Maupertuis, 
wrote a scandalously pornographic and materialist tract, Venus 
physique, that owed many philosophical debts— to Leibniz, Spi-
noza, as well as Newton— and succeeded in linking the new 
science and natural philosophy of the seventeenth century to 
the most extreme forms of irreligion found in the eighteenth.38

Precisely at midcentury, the French presses were flooded 
with materialist books. Some anonymous, like Thérèse phi-
losophe (1748), combined the pornographic with materialist 
philosophy— all as described by the prostitute who never took 
money, Therese. It included raunchy and explicit engravings, and 
the commentary introduced the sex lives of father- confessors, 
nuns, noblemen, and of course, Therese herself. As she explains 
the mechanics of sex, “It is the arrangement of the organs, the 
dispositions of the fibers, a certain movement, the liquids, which 
make up the genre of the passions . . . nature is uniform.”39

Little was left to the imagination, and the Paris authorities ar-
rested everyone they could find connected with the book, even 
the women who sewed together the pages and distributed the 
book.40 They constituted just a few of the many practitioners 
of the mechanical arts, looked down upon by elites, but vital to 
what has been called the “artisanal Enlightenment.” To this day, 
we do not know their names, but then neither are we entirely 
sure who wrote Thérèse, although the Marquis d’Argens has his 
name attached to it. Across the Channel and in the same year, 
another pornographic work, Fanny Hill by John Cleland, was 
found to be equally shocking in matters sexual and philosoph-
ical. There, no one went to prison for it.41

French materialism had many sources: Spinoza writing in the 
Dutch Republic, other seventeenth- century philosophers like 
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Hobbes, exiled Huguenots and English freethinkers, a perverse 
reading of Newtonian science, and not least a bitter anti- clericalism 
that believed the only way to rob the clergy of their power was to 
deny the very existence of a spiritual realm. Early in the century 
in the Dutch Republic, the creators of The Treatise on the Three 
Impostors summed up the materialist take on God and religion:

this chimerical fear of invisible powers is the source of the 
Religions which each form after his own fashion. Those to 
whom it mattered that the people be contained & arrested 
by such dreamings have fostered this seed of religion, have 
made a law of it, & have finally reduced the peoples by the 
terrors of the future, to obeying blindly.42

There were roots also in the naturalism that surfaced in the 
Renaissance and can be associated with Boccaccio, Rabelais, 
Aretino, Machiavelli, and Bruno. Gradually, this form of mate-
rialism was replaced by one derived from the mechanical phi-
losophy of the new science, and on occasion the clandestine 
texts even made reference to Descartes or Hobbes.43 By 1800, 
materialist metaphysics of the natural and social sciences had 
been laid out, and following that achievement came Comte, 
Marx, and Darwin. Without a specific philosophical commit-
ment to materialism, nevertheless all the natural and social 
sciences from that time onward excluded any appeal to divine 
intervention to explain the subject of their inquiries.

Enter the Widow Stockdorff,  
Book Merchant from Strasbourg

As we saw, secular lives, however obscure, have much to tell us 
about the nature of the Enlightenment. So too do booksellers, 
especially if they specialized in the materialist and pornographic 
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and had the misfortune to be imprisoned in the Bastille for their 
illegal trade. Such was the widow Stockdorff from Strasbourg, who 
journeyed to Paris in 1771 in the company of two abbés. She was on 
the trail after only heretical, irreligious, and scandalous books. Her 
book bag, as well as her shopping list, when confiscated by the au-
thorities, offer a rare window into the universe of forbidden books.

The widow knew what she was doing, and she assembled 
just about every forbidden book known at the time. They re-
ward careful examination and offer superb insight into the sub-
versive power of the materialist tradition. Out of it came the 
metaphysical foundations of the human and natural sciences. 
The widow’s central role in the traffic earned her two years in 
the Bastille, where she left behind a dossier of letters— some in 
her native German— that pry open a world that was trying very 
hard not to be seen into by the police.

The genre of materialist works must be broadly defined to in-
clude the rabidly anticlerical and anti- Catholic. Into that category 
came works out of the English republican tradition— by the 1720s 
sometimes identified as the “country” opposition— and found 
on the Continent written by the exiled Henry St. John, Viscount 
Bolingbroke. His British political life need not be recounted 
here— suffice it to say “complex” would be an understatement. 
What the widow and her buying public, who knew little about 
Bolingbroke’s domestic politics, found in L’examen important de 
Milord Bolingbroke was an attack on religious fanaticism, priests, 
and Catholicism. Indeed, so central was religion that the discern-
ing reader might have suspected the real author to have been none 
other than Bolingbroke’s good friend, Voltaire. The book claimed 
to date from 1736, but in fact it was published in 1771, the year the 
widow and her traveling abbés landed in the Paris book market. 
In the same year, the Roman Catholic Inquisition put L’examen 
on the Index of Forbidden Books, noting that “it judges, attacks, 
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condemns and lacerates one after the other book in the Old and 
New Testament, the dogmas that are essential to the Christian 
faith, the doctrine of the Fathers of the Church.”44

It is doubtful that the widow knew about the condemna-
tion, but had she, the book would only have been more eagerly 
sought. The widow’s list and inventory are among the best evi-
dence we have that contemporaries recognized the genre of the 
forbidden and knew exactly what belonged in it. In short, his-
torians have not invented the category; it was there at least by 
the 1770s and we suspect before.

To begin with the most famous examples, we need only con-
sult the list of what she owned and for what she was shopping. 
Of course, she wanted to buy Thérèse philosophe, and under it she 
listed La fille de joie, the French title of Cleland’s Fanny Hill. The 
only problem with that title is, as far as the French national library 
can ascertain, the first published edition of the French transla-
tion was around 1776. Either there is an earlier edition missed by 
bibliographers, or the widow had in mind a manuscript about 
which she had heard and knew she wanted to buy. Either way, her 
shopping list shows expertise and a keen eye for what would sell.

The widow was not put off by the scandalous reputation of 
an author. She sought out La Chandelle d’Arras by the defrocked 
priest Henri DuLaurens, which approached sex and religion 
with the same comic and satirical esprit.45 She would also traffic 
in “old” books that were hard to come by. Into that category 
we must put the first work ever to describe the new style of 
philosophizing, called Le Philosophe. It appeared anonymously, 
probably with a phony imprint on its title page, “Amsterdam, 
1743.” From that title came the habit of describing the leading 
thinkers of the Enlightenment as philosophes.

In the 1740s, le philosophe became engagé. Dedicated to the 
memory of the English freethinker and republican Anthony 
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Collins, Le Philosophe [The Philosopher] was probably writ-
ten in Paris. The tract proclaimed le philosophe as one of 
those special people who saw through popular errors. One 
in particular required eradication. Le philosophe had figured 
out that God does not exist, and in his place, one should 
put “civil society  .  .  . the only deity he will recognize on  
earth.”46

By being dedicated to a notorious English republican, Le Phi-
losophe signaled an international cosmopolitanism, as well as an 
active engagement with change in the political order. Its ano-
nymity confirmed that its atheism still lay on the fringe, at the 
margin of acceptable opinion— even among the self- fashioned 
who imagined themselves as enlightened. The linkage between 
Le Philosophe and English freethinking only added to the bona 
fide credentials of the tract. It was a taste of what was coming 
in the world of clandestine publishing.

In the 1770s and subsequently, the most famous materialist 
work was (and is) the Baron d’Holbach’s The System of Nature, 
first published in 1770. It sought to discover the moral and phys-
ical laws of nature that governed humankind: “The source of 
man’s unhappiness is his ignorance of Nature.” It worked on the 
premise that just as there are laws of motion that govern mat-
ter, so too human beings are also governed— however ignorant 
they may be of the laws at work in their fate.47 The highest hu-
man duty is to dispel the ignorance that clouds the mind. There 
are plenty of forces arrayed to stop the search for truth: “the 
insupportable chains which tyrants, which priests have forged 
for most nations. To error must be equally attributed that ab-
ject slavery into which the people of almost every country have 
fallen. Nature designed they should pursue their happiness by 
the most perfect freedom.” And the Baron d’Holbach has come 
to their rescue; the widow Stockdorff happy to assist.
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D’Holbach sets out the basic principles that govern the hu-
man condition:

Man is a being purely physical: the moral man is nothing 
more than this physical being considered under certain point 
of view; that is to say, with relation to some of his modes of 
action, arising out of his individual organization. But is not 
this organization itself the work of Nature?

Once human beings realize their entirely material condition, 
they will pursue pleasure and avoid pain:

The civilized man, is he whom experience and sociality have 
enabled to draw from nature the means of his own happi-
ness. . . . The enlightened man is man in his maturity, in his 
perfection; who is capable of advancing his own felicity, be-
cause he has learned to examine, to think for himself, and not 
to take that for truth upon the authority of others.48

To seal the truth of these materialist maxims, d’Holbach 
assures his readers— as did Toland from whom he was lightly 
plagiarizing— that all these principles come from the great 
Newton. They work as follows:

SELF- GRAVITATION: NEWTON calls it INERT FORCE: 
moralists denominate it in man, SELF- LOVE which is noth-
ing more than the tendency he has to preserve himself— a 
desire of happiness— a love of his own welfare— a wish 
for pleasure— a promptitude in seizing on everything that 
appears favorable to his conservation— a marked aversion 
to all that either disturbs his happiness, or menaces his 
existence— primitive sentiments, that are common to all 
beings of the human species; all their faculties are contin-
ually striving to satisfy them; all their passions, their wills, 
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their actions, have them eternally for their object and their 
end. This self- gravitation, then, is clearly a necessary dispo-
sition in man, and in all other beings; which, by a variety 
means, contribute to the preservation of the existence they 
have received, as long as nothing deranges the order of their 
machine, or its primitive tendency.49

D’Holbach produced a veritable science- based bible for ma-
terialists, and those who followed him laid out a philosophy 
that licensed living in this world because there is no other. No-
tice how the amour propre that so offended Bernard, writing 
at the beginning of the century, has been transformed into a 
love of pleasure. Materialism offered liberation from the stric-
tures that religion imposed on human nature. At the time and 
subsequently, the materialist impulse has been equated with 
ruthless self- promotion, with an amoral will to power. Bernard 
came from good Protestant stock; few of the French philo-
sophes had any familiarity with religion other than the Catholic  
Church and its legally protected clergy. This was the context 
that pushed the Enlightenment’s French leaders into a virulent 
campaign against the Church, its leaders, and its doctrines.

The intellectual climate in France changed at midcentury. Cen-
sorship relaxed, and texts that had been written earlier managed 
now to find a publisher. We saw that with the publication date 
of Voltaire’s Examen supposedly by Bolingbroke. Increasingly, 
nothing was sacred. Nicolas Fréret wrote his Lettre de Thrasybule 
à Leucippe in the 1720s, when it became a clandestine manuscript 
of atheistic materialism and critical- historical biblical scholar-
ship, first published in the 1760s. Cleverly, he turns the tables on 
the traditional claim that divine revelation was authenticated by 
prophecies and miracles: he remarks that the Jews were more 
obedient to God after the return from the Babylonian captivity, 
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despite the lack of miracles, whereas their worst disobedience to 
God had come in earlier times, when miracles were (allegedly) 
in plentiful supply. His conclusion is that the miracles had never 
happened. The significantly new factor occurred after captivity; 
the Jewish people had, for the first time, come under the spell of 
a Scripture claiming that they had so succumbed: “Those mira-
cles . . . were inserted after the event into a history which, as they 
admit, was compiled by the person— Ezra— who led them back 
from Babylon, who established their new government, rebuilt 
their city with the temple of their God, and determined the form 
of their religion, which had been entirely abolished.”50

Voltaire almost certainly knew Lettre de Thrasybule à Leu-
cippe, and it inspired his own Sermon des cinquante.51 It con-
tained a violent attack on the veracity of the Scriptures, and 
advocated a purely deistic natural religion to supplant Chris-
tianity. Although not materialist as such, it made its way onto 
Madam Stockdorff ’s list. Various of Voltaire’s philosophe col-
leagues laid the book at his doorstep, but he always denied his 
paternity. It also had circulated as a manuscript for many years 
before its publication after 1760.

The same year as The Sermon of the Fifty, another text by 
Voltaire— again one that he denied was his— appeared, La pu-
celle d’Orleans. The maid of Orleans was the common name for 
Joan of Arc, the patron saint of France. This mock- heroic poem 
had circulated in manuscript form and as such it was an instant 
success. Voltaire’s irony treated Joan as courageous to be sure, but 
also as sexually desirable. She was always depicted as a virgin; 
in Voltaire’s hands the story became, “But greatest of these rare 
exploits you’ll hear. Was, that she kept virginity— a year.” We can 
imagine that the widow sold many copies of La pucelle, assuming 
that she was able to procure and send them back to Strasbourg 
before she was arrested. Her list lumped it with the pornographic.
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We know from her Bastille dossier that she was also trading 
in the Dutch Republic. It possessed a significant Jewish popu-
lation, as well as being Protestant, and we can only wonder how 
some of these poems and tracts would have been received. One 
element in the forbidden literature centered on the Jews and 
the accusation that they, more than any other ancient people, 
had infected the Western world with superstitious stories, then 
summarized in the Old and New Testaments.52

The slur never escaped its anti- Semitic associations and 
left the French philosophes open to the charge that they had 
failed to escape the common prejudices of the clergy. Voltaire 
in particular has been seen to have a prejudice against Jews, but 
given that Voltaire had so many prejudices— against the clergy, 
various Christian doctrines like the Trinity, the authorities that 
persecuted Protestants— it is hard to know what emotions lay 
behind his comments. The Sermon was his most dangerous blas-
phemy, and could Voltaire have been proven to be its author, 
prison would probably have been his fate. Certainly, in 1762 it 
was the most sustained attack on the Scriptures and Christian 
doctrine that had ever appeared in print.53

Perhaps inevitably, the multiple criticisms of French life and 
society fostered a new way of writing and thinking, what came 
to be classified as utopian literature. Discours sur l’apocalipse l’an 
2440 (1771) made its way to the widow’s list of the principal books 
for which she searched in Paris. It was a well- told tale written by 
Louis- Sebastien Mercier that moved “utopian” thinking from a 
perfect society frozen in time to one created by human beings in 
historical secular time and capable of even further perfectibility. 
Mercier’s novel, set in the year 2440, imagined Paris with an en-
lightened populace, without clergy or aristocracy, that read only 
the philosophes. So too, Mercier portrays a global order where Eu-
ropean technology and values have become universal. The novel 
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became perhaps most famous for its repudiation of slavery and the 
endorsement of abolition. In fact, Mercier changed his views many 
times subsequently, yet what captured the popular imagination 
concerned his vision of human liberation and endless progress.

So confident was Mercier that in 1789, he claimed that his novel 
had foreseen the French Revolution. One of the few philo-
sophes to live through the Revolution and escape the slaughter of  
the Terror, Mercier became an apologist for French colonialism. 
But in 1771, the widow could hardly have foreseen his imperialist 
evolution, and we can imagine that she made a tidy profit from 
an immensely popular book that the Church put on its Index of 
Forbidden Books two years after it was first published.54

In 1791, Mercier embraced the principles of the French Rev-
olution and enlisted Rousseau (d. 1778) to the cause. Rousseau, 
he said, had seen through the indomitable pride of the old aris-
tocracy, its impertinent prejudices, and unlike Voltaire, he had 
seen the wisdom to be found in a purely natural religion, one 
entirely compatible with Scripture and “christianity.” At the 
same time, Rousseau attacked superstition as an “anti- social 
barbarity.” According to Mercier, he respected women and the 
elderly and saw both as essential for the well- being of the state. 
Last, Rousseau’s Social Contract laid out the fundamental ideas 
upon which the nation can be now constituted. This was not the 
Rousseau that everyone would have recognized, then or now.55 
Interestingly, Rousseau was not on the widow’s shopping list.

Jean- Jacques Rousseau: The Forceful 
Combination of Natural Religion and Politics

Few literary genres escaped the brilliance of Rousseau’s pen (fig-
ure 8). He wrote one of the most widely read treatises on poli-
tics, The Social Contract (1762); so too his novels were sensations 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 3:39 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Figure 8. Rousseau, whose writings on society and government 
are among the most influential of the age. Maurice Quentin de la 

Tour (1704–88) (ID# 70897). Courtesy of Bridgeman Images.
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in their day, with Emile, or Education (also 1762) perhaps the 
most famous. He took autobiographical writing to a level of 
self- consciousness and candor never seen before— and seldom 
since— with his Confessions, published after his death. In all, he 
searched for the conditions that enhance human virtue, for the 
universality of human nature and human rights. He said that 
Emile was his greatest book.

It is a good place to begin. Within its most famous section 
on the beliefs of the Savoyard Vicar, Rousseau laid out his un-
derstanding of human nature and virtue. After his death, what 
had appeared in part IV of Emile became a separate book. It 
was what in the original had garnered him his greatest con-
demnation, and it offended both Catholic and Protestant cen-
sors. Mercier had glossed over its incompatibility with Church 
teachings, and its repudiation of doctrines beyond reason.

As a denizen of Parisian enlightened circles, Rousseau knew 
well the fashionable materialism of his day. He broke with it, be-
lieving it to be the work of metaphysicians, whom he condemned 
as sophists. He also knew that materialism would always be a mi-
nority report and he wanted to set forth a natural religion that 
could spread widely, that could speak to people regardless of their 
education. Furthermore, he spied not a little hypocrisy in the 
fashionable atheism of his day, “Among believers he is an atheist, 
and among atheists he affects to be a believer.”56 Perhaps we can 
better see why Rousseau was not on the widow’s shopping list.

Rousseau knew the materialist (and anti- materialist) litera-
ture well. He begins his own search for the truth with the Car-
tesian assertion of  his own existence, his existence as a thinking 
being who can ascertain through his senses the matter around 
him, whether at rest or in motion. As he perceives both, Rous-
seau deduces that motion cannot be essential to matter. In 
addressing the claim first made by one of the main sources of 
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eighteenth- century materialism— Toland’s extrapolation from 
Newtonian science— Rousseau takes up the anti- materialist 
cause, even invoking Samuel Clarke, one of Toland’s first cler-
ical combatants.57

Rousseau aimed to demonstrate that “a Will gives motion 
to the universe, and animates all nature.” This first active cause 
is God. Rousseau’s assertion proclaims him as being a deist, 
even a theist, who unlike Voltaire, can imagine God as active 
in all life, natural and human, “a beneficent deity.”58 It follows 
that man is a free agent, free to do good or evil. We are placed 
on earth endowed with liberty, and in the creed of the Savoy-
ard Vicar we can hear the stirring proclamation of The Social 
Contract: “Man was born free and everywhere he is in chains.” 
Rousseau’s natural religion cannot be separated from his polit-
ical vision, his “dreaming of democracy.”59

He wanted for a free people a natural religion that would ed-
ify and could be embraced without the prodding of the clergy. 
They describe a divinity “who is a vindictive, partial, jealous, 
angry Being.”60 By contrast to their vision, Rousseau proclaims 
that “all religions are good and agreeable to God” and they can 
be known only through “the dictates of reason.”61 And true 
to the vision of all the philosophes, Rousseau proclaims that 
“the supreme Being is best displayed by the fixed and unalter-
able order of nature.” That far, Newton would have agreed. But 
Rousseau would have humankind learn this religion “among 
the people.” And knowing the travel literature, he is mindful 
that one must think carefully, “two- thirds of mankind are nei-
ther Jews, Christians, nor Mahometans.” Rousseau professes 
great reverence for Jesus as God, but he also has great affection 
for Socrates. He admonishes his readers, “the love God above 
all things, and thy neighbor as thyself, is the substance and sum-
mary of the law.”62
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The Savoyard Vicar was a product of Rousseau’s mature 
thinking, and Rousseau claimed that in his youth he met his 
real- life prototype, the abbé Jean- Claude Gaime. The meet-
ing was in the period when Rousseau was clearly searching for 
a personal religion, having converted from the Protestantism 
of his Genevan birth to Catholicism. The need for food and 
shelter may have facilitated the conversion when he was penni-
less in Turin. Whatever the cause, Rousseau’s frankness about 
religion, his account in the Confessions— like so much in this 
autobiography— was unprecedented. The Savoyard Vicar also 
laid out the foundations of the civic religion Rousseau identi-
fied as essential if the social contract is to be properly lived and 
obeyed.63

As part of his conversion to Catholicism, Rousseau had to 
go before the Inquisition to receive absolution for the crime of 
heresy. He described being seized by “secret terror” but “indig-
nant” when the Inquisitor asked him if his dead mother, being 
a Protestant, had been damned. He was too frightened to show 
how the question angered him. By the end of that day, he was 
dismissed from the seminary for men where he had been con-
verted and had hoped to find a paying job in Turin. He was 
exhorted to live a good life, given some pocket money, and sent 
on his way.

Few of the philosophes had such experiences, or if they did, 
chose not to write about them publicly. If Rousseau’s admis-
sion of his early conversion was shocking, so too was his de-
scription of  his sexuality, his sexual awakening, his homoerotic 
attachment to other young men, his repulsion at homosexual 
seduction, and last his many passionate encounters with young 
as well as mature women. He boldly describes his desire for “la-
dies,” not servants like himself. He feels “shame” when passion-
ately aroused; he was “obtuse” to sexual advances, and when 
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faced with his first real sexual experience, he “felt something 
little short of repugnance and fear.”64

This emotionally confused young man, given to fits of pique 
or despair, deeply distrustful of the world, even of his friends, 
became the most powerful critic of French society, of what 
came after the French Revolution of 1789 to be called the ancien 
régime. So powerful was his influence that during the Revolu-
tion, his bones were disinterred (he died in 1778) and placed in 
the Pantheon; he became a secular saint forever more. What 
had Rousseau seen that rendered him such a powerful critic?

All his writings betray a deep disaffection from social hierar-
chy, from the powerful, the titled, the refined— in short, from 
his betters. At the same time, he was caught in the trap set by 
the old order: he wanted the company of the refined and edu-
cated: “seamstresses, maids, and little shop girls did not interest 
me. What I wanted were young ladies. . . . It is not the vanity 
of condition or rank that attracts me, however, but rather the 
better- preserved complexion, more beautiful hands, a more 
graceful appearance, an air of delicacy and neatness about the 
whole person. . . . Even I find this preference quite absurd; but 
my heart makes it in spite of myself.”65 Rousseau knew he was 
in the clutches of his own socially enforced snobbery. He knew 
that he was attracted to an elite that was capable of being the 
oppressors of “the wretched populace.”66 In being masters, they 
actually make themselves “greater slaves.”67 Perhaps Rousseau 
could see more clearly than most, the contradictions and absur-
dities of the social order because he had to confront daily the 
same emotions and confusions in his personal and sexual life.

The conflicting emotions that gripped this young philosophe 
can partially explain his deep love and attachment to nature. 
“The wandering life is the one for me,” Rousseau confesses, and 
best experienced amid “rushing streams, rocks, pine trees, dark 
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woods, mountains, rugged tracks to scramble up and down, 
precipices on either side to fill me with fear.”68 The turn to na-
ture permitted the expression of deep emotions, a way for the 
self to find authentic and pacific feelings. Rousseau’s under-
standing of nature shaped his political philosophy and enabled 
him to embrace the Hobbesian contract without the dark vision 
of the “war of all against all” at its heart. Without nature being 
beneficent, Rousseau cannot get out of the trap set by Hobbes, 
nor could he depart from all previous contract theorists by as-
signing sovereignty to the people and not to the state.

Seldom has a theorist of government put as much faith in 
the social. In the state of nature, instinct prevails; the individual 
thinks only of himself. There are gains and losses that occur as 
we move from the state of nature to that of society:

What man loses by the social contract is his natural liberty 
and the absolute right to anything that tempts him and that 
he can take; what he gains by the social contract is civil lib-
erty and the legal right of property in what he possesses.69

We might think that Rousseau has issued a blank and ab-
solute check to anyone who possesses property in a society. 
But very much unlike Hobbes or Locke, Rousseau had grave 
reservations about the privileges brought about by property: 
“the right of any individual over his own estate is always sub-
ordinate to the right of the community over everything.”70 In a 
few sentences, Rousseau bequeathed to the modern world the 
possibility of communal property being universal and opened 
the door to the socialists and communists of the nineteenth 
century. Rousseau left little doubt that he regarded money as 
inherently corrupting.71

In the democracy that Rousseau would have established, 
the people possessed sovereignty, which is “nothing other than 
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the general will, [it] can never be alienated.”72 The general will 
guarantees the equality of all. It is not the will of the majority; 
rather it is the common interest that unites all the people. That 
is the truth, however much the authorities and their theorists 
like Grotius want us to think the government possesses sover-
eignty. While factions may still exist, the more the better; thus, 
not one of them can get the upper hand. With such precau-
tions in place, the general will “is always enlightened.”73 It is 
protected by institutions such as the law and by an education 
appropriate for the republican citizen.

Hostile critics spotted in Rousseau’s articulation of the “gen-
eral will” a license for tyranny. That is both a perverse read-
ing of his theory and an incorrect one. This is not to say that 
Rousseau’s account of the general will can be easily grasped. 
It is not one size fits all. Rather, the general will differs from 
country to country, and the republican theorist must be clear 
about the local institutions that need to be accommodated. 
When asked by the Polish state to discuss the best form that 
its constitution should take, Rousseau carefully noted that 
given the size and power of its aristocracy, their needs must be 
accommodated as part of the common interest. Like so many 
eighteenth- century theorists of political economy, Rousseau 
looked with favor more on the landed than the moneyed, and 
on those who worked with their hands. Last, Rousseau insisted 
on the need for a common religion, a faith that would bind all 
believers. Again, it could vary from state to state, but in most 
cases, it would resemble the principles articulated by the Savoy-
ard Vicar, and they would be required. Only religious intoler-
ance would be prohibited.74 Critics have argued that Rousseau 
had in mind a political entity more like the city- state and his 
birthplace, Geneva, than a large and multicultural state such 
as France. More to the point, he believed that every commu-
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nity had to find its own consensus embedded in its history and 
customs.

French Freemasonry

Given his search for a universal natural religion, it is interest-
ing to note that Rousseau showed no interest in freemasonry. 
There were lodges in the 1760s that gave orations to the assem-
bled brothers wherein Rousseauian sentiments could be found. 
Later, others regretted that he had not come to know the frater-
nity: “If only the unfortunate Rousseau could have known our 
august assemblies; if only you had enjoyed the sweetness of the 
union that reigns among us.”75 What could Rousseau possibly 
have found in these assemblies?

Freemasonry began in Britain during the first two decades 
of the century. By the 1720s, if not before, it had made its way 
onto Continental Europe and shortly thereafter to the Amer-
ican colonies. Nowhere more so than in France, the masonic 
lodges grew in importance and provided an outlet for progres-
sive thought and an alternative to organized religion. At the 
French Revolution— by the autumn of 1789— the lodges and 
the philosophes were accused of having formed a conspiracy to 
bring down the monarchy and the Catholic Church. In effect, 
the secularism of the Enlightenment, they argued, had caused 
the French Revolution.76

The conspiracy charge stuck, and it became a steady element 
in far right- wing thinking well into the twentieth century. It had 
no basis in fact, but conspiracy theorists are seldom bothered 
by facts. And it is true that after 1815 and the reign of Napoleon, 
the lodges were spied upon by agents of the restored monar-
chy.77 All far right governments in Europe up to 1945, and in 
Spain until the death of Franco in 1975, cast a cold eye on lodge 
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activity and carried out a propaganda campaign against the 
freemasons.

In 1738, and again in 1751, the papacy condemned the lodges 
and forbade Catholics from joining them.78 The edict pro-
claimed “the great harm which is often caused by such societies 
or conventicles not only to the peace of the temporal state but 
also the well- being of souls.” The effect of the condemnation 
on membership was very limited. In the fifty- plus years after 
1750, the number of French lodges had doubled, some had ad-
mitted women, and the content of lectures given at lodge meet-
ings could often offer a political message. In that period, some 
lodges circulated and believed the myth that Cromwell had 
founded the first lodges.79 However untrue, the myth enabled 
them to embrace a revolutionary tradition of English origin.

Quite a few of the famous philosophes, such as Voltaire, 
Montesquieu, Helvétius, and Benjamin Franklin, became 
freemasons, while, like Rousseau, Thomas Jefferson saw little 
of value in the lodge experience. Lodges could be deeply aris-
tocratic and even use religious symbolism— putting a copy of 
their Constitutions on an altar in Strasbourg, for example. Also, 
displayed in the “sanctuary” of the lodge were silver candelabra, 
images of the sun and moon, and not least “an altar of antique 
gold . . . covered by a cloth of red serge . . . enriched by braids 
and fringes of gold.”80 In this setting with its invocation of the 
Grand Architect of the Universe, if a brother wanted to find a 
natural religion, there was little to stop him.

The lodges were liminal spaces where men and some women— 
although their membership was always controversial— could 
learn to deliver orations, vote, contribute to charitable causes, 
and meet relative strangers in an atmosphere that was solemn 
and at least before dinner, dignified. The lodges could instill re-
formist values; they could also reward aristocratic patronage and 
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sponsorship. They could be schools of government, even places 
of worship for those disaffected from traditional religion. Per-
haps just as important, on either side of the Channel and in the 
American colonies, men of different religions could live, if only a 
few hours a week, in harmony and toleration. While reading the 
philosophes, they could also live the new, enlightened culture, 
or at least a version of it.

The Enlightenment in France depended partially on foreign 
influences, generally coming from England and the Dutch Re-
public. That does not detract from the brilliance of its leading 
lights nor the courage of the denizens of its clandestine markets. 
All were eager to make a profit, to be sure, but they also wanted 
a different social and political order, a secular order with fewer 
churchmen, less censorship, more tolerance, and justice for the 
poor and oppressed. Similar sentiments motivated Thomas Jef-
ferson to separate the clergy from the process of governing. He 
said that their esprit de corps “has been severely felt by mankind, 
and has filled the history of ten or twelve centuries with too 
many atrocities not to merit a proscription from meddling with 
government.”81 The philosophes on either side of the Atlantic 
encourage us to seek similar goals.
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The Scottish Enlightenment 
in Edinburgh

Searching for materialist or forbidden books amid  
the shops of publishers and printers in Scotland is, by and large, 
to search in vain. If there was a widow Stockdorff, we have not 
found her. Indeed, in the 1690s the authorities did search for 
forbidden literature but came up empty- handed. That said, the 
eighteenth century in Scotland witnessed a secular Enlighten-
ment as vibrant as what could be found in Paris or London.

Yet it was different.1
For one thing, size mattered. The largest city in Scotland 

in 1700, Edinburgh, contained probably 40,000 people, and 
50,000 to 60,000 by midcentury. Glasgow and Aberdeen, also 
associated with the Scottish Enlightenment, were smaller still, 
although Glasgow grew rapidly after 1750. Only seven other 
towns had populations of more than 5,000. It is much harder 
to police thought and behavior in cities with hundreds of 
thousands of inhabitants, such as London, Amsterdam, and 
Paris. Scotland was also far more rural than either England or 
the Dutch Republic, and at the turn of the century possessed 
a subsistence economy capable of descending into famine. Its 
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great landed barons and their clans embodied the remnants of a 
feudal system, established in Europe after the fall of the Roman 
Empire. Yet Scotland possessed five universities of medieval or-
igin amid a population in 1700 of barely 1 million. In a city like 
Edinburgh, the educated elite, among whom we might reason-
ably expect new ideas to germinate and take hold, can best be 
described as led by presbyterian clergy and university profes-
sors marked by “an extraordinarily high degree of inbreeding 
and clannishness.”2 The social cohesiveness of the urban elite 
with its strong ties to the landed gave Scotland a distinctiveness 
all its own.

The political and intellectual ascendancy of this elite derived 
from the Revolution of 1688– 89. Before it, episcopalians (in 
England known as Anglicans) legally ruled both church and 
universities. In Scotland, their loyalism to the Stuart crown— 
hence to James II (in Scotland known as James VI)— seemed 
boundless, matched only by their devotion to bishops and hier-
archy. In both kingdoms, the Whig party supported the revolu-
tion, and hence William of Orange, and there were few enough 
Scottish episcopalian Whigs. In England, the church had split, 
and the majority of Anglican clergy supported the revolution, 
with the low- church faction providing its justification. High- 
churchmen were jealous of their prerogatives, devoted to mon-
archy, and could on occasion turn into Jacobites (the dedicated 
followers of the Stuarts in exile). In Scotland, the presbyterian 
majority within the Kirk made the revolution its own.

After 1690, the Whig presbyterian (or Calvinist) form of 
Protestantism held sway legally for the ensuing century. It in 
turn ruptured gradually into factions— one orthodox and rig-
idly Calvinist, the other moderate and given to an embrace of 
natural religion and an abandonment of predestination and 
original sin. Already one characteristic of the Enlightenment 
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in Scotland has become clear: Whig presbyterian moderates— 
not materialists, radicals, or Jacobites— dominated enlightened 
culture and turned increasingly to secular concerns.

Their ascendancy as moderates took decades, well into the 
1740s. One example should suffice: Adam Smith, born in 1723 
in the small town of Kirkcaldy, came from minor presbyterian 
gentry who often enjoyed positions in government, thus mak-
ing them firm supporters after 1689 of the Whig ascendency and 
anti- Jacobites. His academic career took him to the universities 
of Glasgow and Edinburgh; both ultimately flourished under 
moderate Whig and presbyterian leadership. After the publica-
tion in 1776 of the book that made him famous, The Wealth of 
Nations, Smith moved to Edinburgh (having spent some time 
on the faculty of Glasgow), and took up a lucrative position 
as commissioner of customs. Smith’s connections, both social 
and political, left him without the deep alienation from church 
and government that can be seen among some of the French 
philosophes. His private religious beliefs will probably never be 
known; he had his papers destroyed at the end of his life in 
1790. Smith’s identification with his social setting made him less 
alienated, but just as critical of the status quo as many Conti-
nental reformers.

A century before Smith’s death, Scotland had been a deeply 
troubled place. From the 1630s into the 1720s, it possessed two 
warring religious camps. Their fortunes rose and fell, first with 
the Stuarts, generally supported by episcopalians, and then as a 
result of the Revolution of 1688– 89, the presbyterians came to 
power in church and university. The religious polemics between 
them made English religious life before 1689, despite its violent 
past, seem almost pacific. Indeed, so virulent had the conflict 
become that the Scots clergy feared irreligion would enter 
through a backdoor carelessly left open by sectarian feuding 
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between episcopalians and presbyterians.3 Late seventeenth- 
century Scotland offered the Stuart crown and its episcopalian 
clergy an almost constant brew of dissent and upheaval: the as-
sassination of an archbishop in 1679, the burning of Glasgow by 
a presbyterian army in the same year, the torture of suspected 
plotters, and the burning of seditious books. Last, in 1692 came 
revenge in the slaughter unleashed by William III’s royal troops 
against the supposedly Jacobite members of the MacDonald 
clan. Things only got worse by the reappearance of famine 
brought on in the mid- 1690s by bad harvests, exacerbated by 
war with France and fear of a French invasion.

While the Revolution of 1688– 89 in England resulted in reli-
gious toleration for all orthodox Protestants, the Scots marched 
to a different tune. Neither Scot presbyterians nor episcopa-
lians wanted toleration; in 1690, there were few, if any moderate 
clergy in either camp who were prepared to argue for accom-
modation in matters religious.4 Not least, the last person to be 
executed for blasphemy in the British Isles— in what after 1707 
and the union of England and Scotland became Great Britain— 
was a Scottish student, Thomas Aikenhead. He was a mere 
twenty years old at the time of his hanging in 1697.

Aikenhead had spoken of Christ as a magician and an im-
postor, denied the Trinity and the authenticity of the Scrip-
tures, and claimed that “God, the world, and nature, are but 
one thing.”5 The charges against him give us an idea of what 
could be discussed or believed in Scotland during the 1690s. 
None of these ideas were unknown in either England or the 
Dutch Republic. Indeed, in the papers of John Toland, who 
was in Edinburgh in 1690, there is a manuscript about Jesus 
as a magician.6 There were over twenty- five witnesses called 
against Aikenhead: fellow students, merchants, a bookseller, 
and the university’s librarian. We do not know their religious 
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affiliations, but we may assume the vast majority were presbyte-
rians. They also took a dim view of the loyalty of the episcopa-
lians who had dominated the university before the revolution. 
If the Enlightenment in Scotland began in the 1690s, it was a 
hesitant beginning.

One of Aikenhead’s accusers laid out the stakes raised by her-
esy as many Scots would have understood them: “Will Scotland 
nourish such Apostasy? A Covenanted People!”7 Since the Protes-
tant Reformation, generations of Scots presbyterians believed 
they enjoyed a covenanted relationship with God, one that in 
the 1640s justified civil war. They believed that episcopalians 
were not truly God’s people. The myth of the covenant held well 
into the eighteenth century and made all forms of open heresy 
liable to prosecution or worse. After Aikenhead, however, no 
one was executed again for blasphemy, and freethinking— 
never mind materialism— kept a low public profile. Decades 
later, even the most irreligious of Scots philosophes, David 
Hume, whose French translator was none other than the mate-
rialist Baron d’Holbach, published his views cautiously, while 
his friend Adam Smith kept his religious beliefs very private.

Disaffection from the episcopal church and monarchical 
state ran deep in Scotland. Before 1685, a radical presbyterian, 
Janet Hamilton, confided that she “disowned the king,” Charles 
II, “he having unkinged himself by the breach of covenants, and 
by making our land a land of graven images.”8 While most Scots 
fell in behind the Revolution of 1688– 89 and William III, they 
were uninspired by the notion of religious toleration, and a sig-
nificant number of them would retain a love for the house of 
Stuart, hence for Jacobitism, which, unlike Whig presbyteri-
anism, never became a force for a general, secularizing ethos.9

In the 1690s, if we listen to the clergy, Scottish religious be-
liefs seemed threatened as never before by the twin specters of 
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atheism and deism. In early 1696, the General Assembly of the 
Kirk, now controlled by presbyterians, passed an act against 
the “gangrene through this land”— namely, atheism, deism, 
and skepticism. Contemporaries said these imports came from 
London and the Continent, particularly the Dutch Republic.10 
There were, however, home- grown philosophes who took up 
the new science of Boyle and Newton and whose views were 
labeled heretical and dangerous. Poor Aikenhead might have 
succumbed to their ideas as well as to his own reading, about 
which we know very little.

Once again, as in France in the time of Maupertuis, Newto-
nianism entered learned discourse associated with irreligion. 
Unlike French universities, however, as early as the 1680s, 
Newton’s science enjoyed a place within the University of Ed-
inburgh’s faculty. While no one in the “historical know” now 
would classify the main Scottish Newtonians, David Gregory, 
Colin Maclaurin, and John Keill, as irreligious, contemporaries 
were deeply suspicious.11 Unlike much of the rest of Europe, 
the Scottish universities were intellectually innovative and not 
held in the thrall of a clerically enforced Aristotelianism. Hence, 
Newtonian science made significant inroads.

When in 1740 the young Adam Smith ventured to Oxford, 
he was appalled to discover that there Aristotle still reigned, 
not Descartes, and certainly not Newton. Nothing, however, 
stopped his philosophical interests. When back in Edinburgh, 
and as a professor at Glasgow, Smith played a central role in the 
leading private philosophical society in the capital, the Select 
Society, with over fifty members. In the 1750s, two principles 
dominated the proceedings of the Society: No religious doc-
trines were to be discussed, and no Jacobitism.12 The society 
became a place where intellectual curiosity and debating skills 
could develop and mature. Decades later, members like Smith 
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and David Hume, along with Adam Ferguson, John Monro, and 
others, would be well known outside Scotland and eventually 
in all of Europe.13

In 1690, the first of these principles banishing religious doc-
trines would have struck contemporaries as deeply suspect. 
Indeed, in that year a Whig and presbyterian commission was 
established to test the loyalty and orthodoxy of the academic 
leaders of the university. By that time, the well- known Scottish 
doctor and Newtonian Archibald Pitcairne had earned a rep-
utation for irreligion and drunkenness, and not least, he was 
a Jacobite.14 He had both presbyterian and episcopal clerical 
enemies, or as Pitcairne called them, “these curate rogues, A 
company of greedy dogs.”15

From its very arrival in Scotland, Newtonian science had 
fallen suspect to the clergy, so much so that in 1690 one of the 
most talented of Newton’s followers, David Gregory, being ac-
cused of atheism, decamped and fled to a chair at Oxford. It 
was said that, when subjecting a pigeon to the ever- diminishing 
air in the vacuum of Boyle’s air pump, he told the students that 
God had nothing to do with the bird’s demise. The accusation 
against the new science claimed that it reduced everything to 
mathematical symbols— in essence, matter in motion.16 In-
deed, Pitcairne had used mechanical metaphors: “Who doubts 
but the body of Man, in some sense, may be called a Machine?” 
He condemned atheism and deism but saw no harm in medi-
cine having a relationship to natural philosophy: “Is not our lot 
fallen in happy times, in which we shall see this Conjectural Art 
erected into a science?”17 In what in hindsight looks like a witch 
hunt, Gregory, Pitcairne and several others were removed from 
their positions of leadership within the university.

It is questionable how many of the Whig commissioners knew 
of the young English dissenter and presbyterian John Toland, 
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who at the University of Edinburgh learned Newtonianism as 
early as 1690, the year in which he got his master’s degree.18 By 
1696 and his publication of Christianity not Mysterious, Toland 
achieved notoriety. The claim that nothing believable in religion 
should be beyond reason struck most readers as leaving very little 
left in which to believe. Toland’s known association with the uni-
versity could have done nothing to improve young Aikenhead’s 
situation, indeed ideas about God as nature, and Jesus as magi-
cian, can be directly related to Toland’s writings.

In 1704, Toland used Newton’s science to argue that motion 
is inherent in matter— in other words, that nature can govern 
itself, that motion, life, and change have entirely naturalist ex-
planations. Toland described himself as a pantheist; his con-
temporaries preferred atheist. Newton’s great friend and expli-
cator Samuel Clarke answered Toland to condemn him, and 
this quarrel lived on in Scottish circles, fueled by a Scot Andrew 
Baxter, a follower of Clarke. David Hume belonged in circles 
that partook in such polemics, and he cut his philosophical 
teeth on issues raised by these conflicting understandings of 
Newtonian science.19

From the context of the 1690s, the Enlightenment in Scot-
land appears on the fringes of polite society, far removed from 
the intellectual concerns of the clerically dominated universi-
ties, far from the heresies of Toland or Akinhead. There is a 
very long way from the execution of Aikenhead to the gentile 
philosophizing of the Select Society in 1751, when the leading 
moderate clergy, and eventually David Hume and Adam Smith, 
joined the debates on largely secular topics that included the 
status of women, the role of militias in the well- governed state, 
divorce by mutual consent, the corn laws, the usefulness of du-
eling, and not least, the desirability of removing “the repenting 
stool” from its central place in presbyterian church meetings. 
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These were places reserved for the particularly wayward— a 
public shaming— that the moderate members of the Select had 
come to see as insulting and unnecessary.

One of the earliest tracts published by the moderates and 
credited to William Robertson, among others, permits us to 
see an increasingly secular approach to the issues of the day 
as it grew out of an essentially religious sensibility. Long re-
garded as a manifesto for the moderates, and hence the leading 
clerical element within the Scottish Enlightenment, Reasons of 
Dissent (1752) reasoned from “the maxims of government” that 
are “consistent with the common interests and liberties of man-
kind.” These maxims abhor “tyranny” in church and state but 
also insist upon order and the rule of law. Individual conscience 
is to be protected but not to the point of allowing it an absolute 
right to disobey or to follow solely one’s inner light. The princi-
ples of this moderate version of the Enlightenment repudiated 
“enthusiasm” because it permitted equal time, as it were, for any 
doctrine. The Constitution of the Kirk had to prevail, and that 
assertion allied these Whig moderates with British constitu-
tionalism more generally.20 Political democracy never occupied 
a place on the intellectual agenda of the university or debat-
ing societies, and in Scotland the voting franchise was more 
restricted than in any other part of the kingdom. Moderation in 
both religion and politics was not always rewarded.

Predictably, the enemies of the moderates struck back and 
accused them of having a “fellow- feeling with heresy. . . . I never 
knew a moderate man in my life, that did not honour and love 
the heretic.” Those of moderate religiosity concern themselves 
solely with social duties, never religious enthusiasm and never 
grace. Such duties must arise from rational considerations and 
will prove decisive against the “vulgar, ignorant, hot- headed 
country elders, or silly women.” Enemy critics charged the mod-
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erates with distaining the lower orders, so much so that the critic 
claims moderate men snobbishly insist, “the apostle Paul had a 
university education, and was instructed in Logic.” The heathen 
philosophers guide the moderates, and in their hands, religion 
becomes solely “virtue.” Above all, the moderate clergyman is 
polite, skilled not at preaching the word of God, but in the arts of 
conversation and sociability.21 Hume set the terms of the mod-
erates’ dispute with their enemies, whom he labeled enthusiasts:

The violence of this species of religion, when excited by 
novelty, and animated by opposition, appears from num-
berless instances; of the anabaptists in Germany, the camis-
ars in France, the levellers and other fanatics in England, and 
the covenanters in Scotland. Enthusiasm being founded on 
strong spirits, and a presumptuous boldness of character, it 
naturally begets the most extreme resolutions; especially af-
ter it rises to that height as to inspire the deluded fanatic with 
the opinion of divine illuminations, and with a contempt for 
the common rules of reason, morality, and prudence.22

Leaving aside the over- the- top rhetoric of both sides— foes 
of the Enlightenment always accused its followers of courting 
religious heresy— the moderate clergy and their lay associates 
like Hume and Smith did indeed value politeness, conversation, 
and congeniality. They enhanced and comfortably occupied the 
secular version of civil society— indeed, they made it their own. 
Historians have argued that the union of England and Scotland 
in 1707 encouraged, even launched, the Enlightenment in Scot-
land. The evidence from the 1690s points to the possibility of 
an earlier origin, but it seems reasonable to argue that absent 
a Parliament and privy council, educated Scots after 1707 put 
their energy into culture and social life. The turn to civil soci-
ety was not without contestation and could have failed, leaving 
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Scotland solely with an emboldened presbyterian clergy hostile 
to the universities and moderacy in all its forms. The success of 
a vibrant civil society gave the Enlightenment a Scottish home.

The 1750s was the crucial decade: the opponents of mod-
eracy, of theater attendance, of Hume’s skepticism failed to 
gain majorities in the Assembly of the Kirk and the court of 
public opinion.23 In 1757, one of the leading moderates, Adam 
Ferguson, argued for The Morality of Stage Plays, and as a con-
sequence there developed a furious pamphlet war between the 
orthodox presbyterians who abhorred the theater and its cham-
pions, the moderates. The former gradually won and the entire 
affair achieved “international recognition among philosophes” 
as a marker for the triumph of the “light” over “darkness.”24 So 
pleased with themselves were the moderates that Hume smugly 
exclaimed,

Really it is admirable how many Men of Genius this Country 
Produces at present. Is it not strange that, at a time when 
we have lost our Princes, our Parliaments, our independent 
Government . . . that in these Circumstances we should really 
be the People most distinguished for Literature in Europe?25

Hume was more right than wrong. The moderates of Edin-
burgh had pursued a strategy that in hindsight we can see as 
similar to what made the Enlightenment’s success in various 
parts of Europe. By and large, philosophes stuck together, and 
despite disagreements, they held firm to basic principles: re-
ligious toleration, a disinterest in seeking others out to label 
them heretics, a brilliance with the written word, and a deep 
interest in reforming the institutions of church and state. Some 
ventured into irreligion and heresy with materialism, or ex-
treme skepticism, at the forefront, and generally published 
clandestinely.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 3:39 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



T h e  S c o t t i s h  E n l i g h t e n m e n t  135

The firmness of Scottish camaraderie owed much to the weekly  
social gatherings that could be found in cities of any size. Here, 
our focus will be on the capital, Edinburgh, but a similar story 
could be told for Glasgow or Aberdeen. Certain questions con-
sumed the debates of its Select Society: Are taxes on exports of 
corn advantageous to trade and manufacturing as well as to ag-
riculture? Should the laws against bribery and corruption be re-
pealed? Should the poor be given money in their own houses or 
in workhouses and hospitals? Should the amount of land under 
tillage be increased? Can the intemperance of the vulgar, upon 
an increase of wealth, be retarded by the care of superiors? Is it 
advantageous to a nation that the law of private property “be 
reduced to an art?” Should the repenting stool be taken away? 
This last question was at the forefront of moderate reforms  
sought for the Kirk.

By far, secular issues dominated the meetings of the Select 
Society. Are the provisions in the late Marriage Act advanta-
geous to the nation? Should whiskey be put under restrictions 
so as to render its use less frequent? Has printing been advan-
tageous to society? Should we prefer ancient or modern man-
ners with regard to the condition and treatment of women? In 
a gesture toward Montesquieu, the assembled asked: Is the dif-
ference of national character chiefly owing to the nature of dif-
ferent climates or to moral and political causes? Is the policy of 
France inconsistent with the liberties of Britain? Should land be 
held in perpetuity or be capable of alienation? Are universities 
better placed in a metropolis or a remote town? Do we exceed 
the ancients in knowledge and arts, or they us? Should the stage 
be permitted in a well- regulated government? Does the landed 
or the commercial interest contribute to the tranquility and sta-
bility of the state; which is most favorable to public liberty? Can 
the strict principles of virtue and morality be made consistent 
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with commerce? Do modern improvements in mechanics, or 
the multiplying of mechanical machines tend to depopulating 
the world? Will greater national evils be produced by the tyr-
anny of a prince or the factions in a republic? Should women 
be prevented from painting their faces? Should rich men be 
permitted to have more than one wife and thus increase the 
population? And not least, is slavery advantageous?

Most of these questions occupied less than a full year of 
meetings.26 Many were repeated in a two-  or three- year period. 
The well- being of the state and its economy were high on the  
list, and so too were issues concerning women. Some of the ques-
tions about women may have been partly intended to amuse—  
polygamy had long been banished in Europe— and others— about  
whether or not women should hold places of “trust and profit in 
the state”— may have elicited more thoughtful responses.27 So 
too might have the questions on whether or not divorce should 
be by mutual consent, or can a marriage be happy when the 
woman is of “superior understanding” to that of the man?

Few records exist for what was said at the debates. The ques-
tion about ancient versus modern mores in the treatment of 
women may have spurred Hume to take up his pen to produce 
“An Historical Essay on Chivalry and Modern Honour.” And if 
so, it is one of the few texts that can be imagined as spoken at 
the Select Society meetings. Hume argued that the barbarian 
peoples who conquered ancient Rome existed in a “twilight of 
Reason” and turned to chimeras and whimsies and “thus that 
monster of Romantick Chivalry or Knight Errantry . . . was 
brought into the world” and “ran like wildfire over all the Na-
tions of Europe.” Out of this errant sensibility, Hume lamented, 
came the Gothic that heaped “Ornament upon Ornament” and 
advanced “a new scheme of manners.” It was inferior to “the 
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great men of the first ancient History” and these first mod-
erns displayed “the chimerical and affected politeness” that 
attempted to imitate the ancients and invented their “extreme 
civility.” Like our traveler in chapter 3, Henry Wyndham (who 
had probably never heard of Hume’s ideas), Hume cast a cold 
eye on the Gothic sensibility.

By contrast to the chivalric, Hume asserted that while friend-
ship is “a solid and serious thing,” too refined for “common use,”  
love is another matter: “Love to which almost everyone has a 
great propensity, & which ’tis impossible to see a beautiful 
woman, without feeling some touches of. ” But it is capricious to 
be sure, and worse, when mixed with chivalry. Such love reverses 
the order of nature and makes women superior. The knight’s af-
fection is designed “to relieve distressed Damsels from the captiv-
ity & violence of Giants.” In the love invented by medieval men, 
women became cold and haughty; seeking to impress them, 
knights murder in tournaments and go without punishment.28 
With a few notable exceptions, it was only in the last quarter of 
the eighteenth century that the issue of women’s equality re-
ceived extended treatment and then largely in radical circles.

It is hard to know if Hume hated the ideals that dominated 
Christian Europe more than he hated the notion of female 
equality. Certainly, he was perfectly capable of satirizing it, and 
of course there was no woman present. This entirely male so-
ciety was linked to two others of the same makeup, the free-
masons (whose meeting place it shared), and the overlapping 
Edinburgh Society to which Select members also contributed.29 
Perhaps predictably, given this segregation, issues concerning 
women recur over and over: were ancient or modern practices 
in their treatment better? Would women holding places of trust 
and profit in the state be advantageous? And not least, should 
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divorce by mutual consent be allowed.30 The “woman question” 
became central to Scottish social theory, and the treatment of 
women became a fundamental index by which any society could 
be assigned a stage from primitive or rude to polished and com-
mercial.31 Some of this attention to gender may have arisen from 
a close reading of Montesquieu, whose writings were well known 
in Scottish circles as was their author, in some cases personally.

A similar set of questions were addressed by the Society 
for Belles Lettres, another Edinburgh group founded in 1759, 
contemporaneous with the Select and composed mainly of 
students.32 The clergy were more visible in its proceedings. 
More attention was given to religion than was the case in the 
Select Society, but once again secular issues dominated. Should 
women be taught the sciences?33 Are men of strong or weak 
passions, the happier? Can slavery be reconciled with human 
and Christian values? And a question perhaps inspired by 
Rousseau’s Discourse on the Sciences and the Arts (1750): Did the 
invention of the arts make mankind happier? Last, the society 
asked if physical or moral causes account for the character of 
nations. And so too the question, with its republican connota-
tions, of whether trade and commerce lead to luxury vexed the 
assembled. The questions of decay and the direction of political 
change, and the conditions promoting human happiness, were 
never far from debating issues explored by Belles Lettres.

In all these Scottish clubs, the search for social and political 
improvement predominated. Hume put the issue succinctly: 
“nothing is so improving to the temper as the study of the beau-
ties, either of poetry, eloquence, music, or painting.”34 Montes-
quieu’s theory on the effect of climate on progress lurked be-
hind the question: “What is the reason, why no people, living 
between the tropics, could ever yet attain to any art or civility, or 
reach even any police in their government, and any military dis-
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cipline; while few nations in the temperate climates have been 
altogether deprived of these advantages?” Hume, among others, 
set the stage for racist theories to explain the progress of some 
people over others. Predictably, Hume thought that England 
was the most advanced country in the world.35 When the Scots 
looked south, they saw greater prosperity, but when they looked 
north to the Highlands, the opposite was true. Postulating that 
the peoples of Scotland and England were inherently superior 
or inferior seemed hardly applicable. There must be structural 
reasons, historically contingent.

Given the prevailing concern with these differences, it is hardly 
surprising that the Enlightenment in Scotland bequeathed to the 
modern world a search for the stages of human development, for 
stadial histories. The Scots were poorer by and large than their 
English contemporaries and that status perplexed their intellec-
tuals. Hume contributed one critical factor for determining what 
made progress possible, freedom:

It had been observed by the ancients, that all the arts and 
sciences arose among free nations; and, that the Persians and 
Egyptians, notwithstanding their ease, opulence, and luxury, 
made but faint efforts towards a relish in those finer plea-
sures, which were carried to such perfection by the Greeks.36

Freedom, while essential, was only part of the progressive 
story. Commerce and manufacturing also needed to be seen as 
essential. Hume proclaimed, “When a nation abounds in man-
ufactures and mechanic arts, the proprietors of land, as well as 
the farmers, study agriculture as a science, and redouble their 
industry and attention.” Bountiful industry in turn enhanced 
the power of the state and led to the flourishing of the liberal 
arts. And Hume’s notion of the industrial looked to textiles, 
what by 1800 would drive the First Industrial Revolution: “Can 
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we expect, that a government will be well modelled by a people, 
who know not how to make a spinning- wheel, or to employ a 
loom to advantage?”37 He left religion largely out of the story of 
progress, but noted that superstition holds back all who seek to 
be “in the pursuit of their interest and happiness.”

Hume on religion could only give offense to all believers. He 
turned to natural science to argue for the rule of evidence and 
enquiry, and he wanted to subject religious belief to the same 
standard used by natural philosophers: “This is their practice in 
all natural, mathematical, moral, and political science. And why 
not the same, I ask, in the theological and religious?”38 Hume 
asserted the truth to be found in the science of mechanics and 
in the principles of Copernicus. But there is no certainty to be 
found in trying to understand the nature of God.

Similarly, the sources of life and motion in the universe must 
remain essentially unknowable: “matter may contain the source 
or spring of order originally, within itself, as well as mind does.”39 
We cannot know for certain in part because, Hume argued, the 
substance or essence of a thing cannot exist apart from human 
perceptions of it. All ideas are the function of the imagination. 
The French materialists, while not embracing the extreme skep-
ticism to which Hume’s philosophy led, would have approved of 
his observations about mind and matter. Indeed, Hume knew 
some of them as he spent a good many years living in France.40

Hume withheld his most alarming skepticism about religion. 
After he died in 1776, the daring Dialogues concerning Natural Re-
ligion appeared only three years later. Written in the form of dia-
logues between and among three characters, the skeptic among 
them, Philo, has been seen as embodying most closely the voice 
of Hume. The fashionable argument from design is presented 
to him by a believer: “Consider, anatomize the eye: Survey its 
structure and contrivance; and tell me, from your own feeling,  
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if the idea of a contriver does not immediately flow in upon you 
with a force like that of sensation. The most obvious conclusion 
surely is in favour of design.”

Hume makes it clear that there is no provable connection 
between the order and design seen in animals— or even the 
world— and its cause: “Nature, we find, even from our limited 
experience, possesses an infinite number of springs and prin-
ciples, which incessantly discover themselves on every change 
of her position.”41 Surely God must be the cause of this de-
sign, would say the believer. For Hume, the only reasonable 
conclusion, given the sheer complexity of the world, is, how-
ever, skepticism: “His ways are not our ways. His attributes are 
perfect, but incomprehensible. . . . Nature contains a great and 
inexplicable riddle, more than any intelligible discourse or rea-
soning.”42 Philo urges that human beings confine their inquiries 
to this world, the only one that is knowable. Calvin’s harsh and 
formidable God had come to be unknowable.

Hume leaves his readers in an entirely secular universe where 
some things, like history or the stages of societal progress, 
might be knowable. Both American and European thinkers saw 
irreligion in Hume’s repudiation of design in nature. Scottish- 
trained medical doctors, like the Philadelphia- based Benjamin 
Rush, saw Hume’s philosophy as denying the goodness of the 
Supreme Being.43 Closer to home, and even before Hume’s 
posthumous publication on natural religion, the Hutchinsonian 
bishop, George Horne accused Hume of wanting “to banish 
out of the world every idea of truth and comfort, salvation and 
immorality, a future state, and the providence, and even exis-
tence of God.”44

In Edinburgh, the Select Society members, as far as we can tell, 
avoided such confrontations about religion. Confining their en-
quiries to knowable topics— the nature of democracy, commercial 
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empire, political stability, and military rule— they must have en-
joyed quite remarkable debates. Hume’s colleague in the society, 
Adam Ferguson, told his students at the university that the general 
expression of a principle “is a law in physics and morality.”45 He 
thought that human development followed certain stages, the sav-
age, the barbaric, and the polished, and that it would be possible to 
uncover the principles or laws that governed each stage. The savage 
or rude condition preceded the acquisition of property.46 To that 
point, Hume might have agreed, but his skepticism would have 
made him allergic to Ferguson’s relentless and Christian search for 
absolute moral laws.

Ferguson devoured the Greek and Roman classics as well 
as the writings of the French philosophes, especially Montes-
quieu. He also had available the rich travel literature about the 
Americas, Africa, and China. With those sources, he reinforced 
his notions of the rude and the savage, just as he found in the 
classics accounts of what made the Romans or Greeks great and 
the issues that led to their decline. There was never any doubt 
in Ferguson’s mind that modern Europe stood as the most ad-
vanced and polished place in human history. For it, Ferguson 
understood decline as the result of vice, as something linked to 
the moral fiber of a people. Thus, even Great Britain needed to 
fear the corrosive effects of social inequality and luxury.

When a society is in the throes of its “final corruption,” the 
revolutions or transformations that destroy are whatever re-
moves or withholds “the objects of every ingenious study or 
liberal pursuit; that deprive the citizen of occasions to act as 
the member of a public; that crush his spirit; that debase his 
sentiments, and disqualify his mind for affairs.”47 Ultimately, 
the rise and fall of nations depend upon the vitality or corrup-
tions of the human spirit. Drawing his model from the natural 
sciences and the mechanical arts, Ferguson saw discoveries and 
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improvements in every domain of knowledge as limitless— 
but so too were human virtues and vices. Unlike Hume and 
Adam Smith, Ferguson regarded commercial society as a mixed 
blessing. Its propensity to foster divisions of labor, its embrace 
of luxury and thus social inequality, boded ill for civic mind-
edness and a willingness to defend the nation.48 Every Scot-
tish philosophe— more so than their contemporary French 
counterparts— wrestled with the reality of prosperity, poverty 
and the seemingly endless search for wealth— with the ethos of 
an ever- expanding capitalist impulse.

Widely regarded as the founder of capitalist theory, Adam 
Smith is a curious concatenation of contradictions. His first 
intellectual commitment revolved around moral philosophy 
and he sought wherever possible to find the sources of human 
goodness. Yet he had no illusions about the evil to be found in 
the world. He was also the product of one of the finest academic 
educations to be found at the time. Glasgow, which he attended 
in the late 1730s, had been shaped by Whig principles, by ad-
vocacy of moderation in religion and natural philosophy. Its 
shining intellectual light came from a Northern Irish family of  
presbyterian divines, and Francis Hutcheson can be placed in 
the tradition of radical Whiggery— passionate about the Rev-
olution of 1688– 89, the right of resistance, and human freedom 
as endorsed by his Christian faith. Hutcheson should not be 
confused with John Hutchinson, an Anglican high- churchman 
and an enemy of anything he assessed as unorthodox. George 
Horne was one of his followers.

Although Hutcheson’s pupil, Smith ended up sounding like 
a deist— and may even have been an atheist— he came out of 
liberal presbyterianism.49 Within it and early in the century, a 
turn was made away from the harsh religiosity of traditional 
Calvinism, away from predestination, and from the Hobbesian 
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vision of the “war of all against all.” The university in Glasgow 
and Hutcheson, Smith’s beloved teacher, were in the forefront 
of this intellectual and emotional sea change. Hutcheson, like 
Anthony Benezet, the French Huguenot reformer we met in 
chapter 4, thundered against African slavery and laid blame for 
it on white Europeans.50 Neither had any illusions about the 
evil that men could get themselves into without the guidance 
of God. Hutcheson developed his ideas about human virtue, 
the passions and the interests, in books and lectures that made 
a lasting impact on the young Smith and also on David Hume.

Hutcheson also introduced both of them to Newtonian sci-
ence and believed that universal laws, as in the physical world, 
could be discovered about the affections.51 Attraction in the 
mental world has the same push and pull as it does in the nat-
ural. Smith would call it sympathy. Medical doctors like his 
friend William Cullen used the term to describe the interaction 
of the nervous system with the body and hence all pervasive in 
the human condition. He also systematically applied Newto-
nian concepts to the study of chemistry.52

Hutcheson wanted to anchor the passions and interests at 
the core of human nature to an interaction with the external 
world. He sought to banish the dark vision of an innate na-
ture associated with Hobbes. Human desires do not all re-
duce to self- love. This benign vision of human nature allowed 
Hutcheson to argue that “nothing can be more distinct that the 
general calm desire of private good, and hence this impulse pro-
duces a universal calm benevolence.”53 It in turn allows human 
beings to temper their passions and— by analogy to the laws of 
motion— be inexorably drawn toward the absolute good. The 
desire for particular good that gives pleasure can direct us away 
from the absolute good, but the impulse for its search is, as it 
were, hard- wired into the human passions. Whether in agree-
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ment with Hutcheson or not, Smith and his generation of Scot-
tish thinkers received from him a template for thinking about 
benevolence and the common good, modeled on the Newto-
nian understanding of physical nature, that could be taken in a 
variety of innovative directions.

Early in his post- Glasgow years, probably in the 1740s, Smith 
took up the study of astronomy and proclaimed that Newton’s 
system was “the greatest discovery that ever was made by man.” 
If those among Smith’s contemporaries, like Hume, who en-
deavor “to represent all philosophical systems as mere inven-
tions of the imagination . . . [even they] make use of language 
expressing the connecting principles of this one [the Newto-
nian], as if they were the real chains which nature makes use 
of to bind together her several operations.”54 Smith idealized 
natural philosophers and mathematicians, “they are almost al-
ways men of the most amiable simplicity of manners, who live 
in good harmony . . . are the friends of one another’s reputa-
tion . . . without either much vexed or very angry when they 
are neglected.” And unlike poets or fine writers, they also do 
not form cabals or factions. Smith may be forgiven his naïveté.55

Indebted to Hutcheson, enamored of natural science, phil-
osophically engaged with David Hume, Smith was neverthe-
less his own man. He articulated his own stadial understand-
ing of human societies. “Among the savage nations of hunters 
and fishers,” everyone who can works, and yet the people are 
miserably poor and often forced to abandon the ill, or the too 
young or too old, who then perish from hunger or are devoured 
by wild animals.56 By contrast, “among the civilized and thriv-
ing nations,” even when large numbers of people do not work, 
and live off the proceeds of the labor of others, the productiv-
ity is such that even the meanest of the laboring poor lives far 
better than the savage. The amount of “capital stock” used in 
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employment is the key to this expanding prosperity, and ever 
since the fall of the Roman Empire, Europe has put its capi-
tal and energy into the arts, commerce, and manufacturing of 
the towns and not primarily into agriculture, the labor of the 
countryside.

There are so many assumptions built into Smith’s approach 
with which we can disagree. He had never seen the “savages” 
he so blithely consigns to poverty; his vision of the wealth of 
towns as the source of the nation’s wealth would have been de-
rided by French theorists who privileged agriculture, and the 
economic history of Europe from 500 CE to 1600 CE, as we 
now know it, would not fulfill Smith’s caricature. Our disagree-
ments do not detract from the fact that Smith produced a bril-
liant work on political economy, unifying all the elements that 
make up economic and political life and its progress. Writing 
in the lifetime of Thomas Malthus (1766– 1834), Smith, without 
having read him, saw a way out of the trap Malthus believed 
characterized improving economic change. Prosperity led to an 
increase of population and it in turn put unsustainable pressure 
on the food supply; the inevitable result would be famine and 
the collapse of advances previously made. Smith saw that the 
productivity of labor could be enhanced as could the supply of 
capital— conceivably ad infinitum.

One key to the productivity of labor lay in the practice of 
dividing tasks in manufacturing. More so in manufacturing 
than in agriculture, the division of labor, in Smith’s example, 
finds one man being replaced by ten or more, each with an as-
signed task. Famously, Smith illustrated his point by describing 
how one man making a pin might produce one a day, ten men 
with their labor divided into discrete tasks can produce thou-
sands in the same time. It has been argued that Smith got his 
account of pin- making from Diderot’s great Encyclopèdie, and 
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that indeed maybe the case. By the 1770s, however, we believe 
that the practice of dividing labor in British factories was more 
widespread than was the case on the Continent. Kirkcaldy (also 
where most of The Wealth of Nations was drafted) had become a 
center for nail production and Glasgow had a significant man-
ufacturing base.57 Thus, close to home Smith could have seen 
economic activity especially in manufacturing that fit into his 
understanding of human progress. He would have noticed that 
many advances in machinery came out of the ingenuity of the 
workmen who used the device, but others were the effect of 
“philosophers” who applied themselves to the study of the 
whole machine.58 In 1776, Smith saw what by 1790— and the 
advent of Watt’s steam engine— became visible in British cot-
ton factories and coal mines. The philosopher’s improvement 
of the engine increased both productivity and profit.

Smith postulates that at the root of economic activity lies 
the universal human impulse to trade, barter, and exchange. 
In advanced economic settings, everyone, however poor and 
humble, has capitalist impulses. Given human wants and needs, 
one man’s talent produces objects of use to another. With the 
surplus earned by his labor, the trader can purchase the com-
modities produced by the labor of his neighbor. In the best 
accommodated commercial settings, trade can occur far and 
wide: the larger the market, the larger the town, the better the 
transportation, particularly by water, and then exchange will 
expand and many more actors will join in making and con-
suming. Smith’s analysis draws extensively on travel accounts 
of markets in China, Bengal, Africa, and of course Europe. He 
also understood that any commodity can work in the exchange 
market: cows, dried cod, shells, raw metals before there were 
coins. However, the invention— and state supervision— of 
coinage advanced the possibilities for exchange, and it was one 
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important step toward the creation of commercial society. He 
cautions his readers that while money may appear the arbiter 
and measure of value, only the value of labor remains “the ulti-
mate and real standard by which the value of all commodities 
can at all times and places be estimated and compared. It is 
their real price; money is their nominal price only.”59 The cost 
of any commodity includes the price of the labor to make it; 
the “rent,” namely the cost of the place where the labor occurs 
(whether rented or owned); and the profit necessary to sustain 
the purchasing power of the entrepreneur or seller.

In a market perfectly free, every man would seek the most ad-
vantageous reward for his labor. Yet Smith argues, everywhere 
in Europe obstacles are placed in the way of a perfect liberty to 
follow one’s self- interest. Some of these obstacles are in the na-
ture of the job, how agreeable or disagreeable might its practice 
be. Smith notes that the common executioner works far less 
hard than almost any laborer but is paid so much better because 
of the disagreeable nature of the job. Other obstacles are im-
posed by law or custom— for example, the necessity of being an 
apprentice before certain trades can be practiced. Reading The 
Wealth of Nations makes clear that Smith had studied the wages 
and nature of the craft in almost every form of labor seen in his 
day. He knew the wage differentials in London as opposed to 
Edinburgh, in the small towns versus the big ones, in the liberal 
professions that required years of preparation, in the laboring 
practices of curates, apothecaries, or grocers. Smith brought 
the empiricism of the physical sciences into the study of hu-
mankind, and in the process, he became one of the founders of 
the social sciences.

Smith saved his critical edge for what he saw as the state’s 
interference in the perfect liberty of the market. The “corpo-
rations” were the greatest culprits and they limited the num-
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ber who could be apprentices, the required length of their ap-
prenticeship, even the number of apprentices (generally two) 
allowed to any master. The effect was to keep wages high, and 
still worse to curtail the freedom of the individual to deploy his 
labor. Apprenticeships led to habits of idleness and thus were 
self- defeating. Towns regulated the corporate entities within 
their borders and thus kept wages and profits high for employ-
ers and employees to the detriment of the consumer. Smith’s 
arguments were used for decades by employers to block the 
formation of trade unions.

The worst effects of this system of corporate control fall on 
the countryside. Smith’s sympathies often went to the farmer, 
day laborer, and the landed gentry. Indeed, Smith believed that 
the skills required of the farmer exceed those used in the me-
chanical arts found in manufacturing.60 Yet his coldest eye was 
cast equally on all the practices used by corporations, towns, 
manufacturers, and craftsmen to keep costs high and thus work-
ing for their benefit. His special scorn went to feudal practices 
such as primogeniture (the eldest male alone inherited) and 
the notion that the great landed estates constitute the wealth 
of a nation. Smith saw true wealth as lying in the reciprocal 
relationship between agriculture and manufacturing. Neither 
by itself held the key to opulence; rather a healthy interchange 
between the profits derived from the land, as consumed in the 
town, and the profits from manufacturing, led to economic 
growth. The origin of wealth lay not in money, nor foreign 
commerce per se, and certainly not in capital accumulated and 
wasted by the state, but in profits derived from labor and the 
careful management of rent. Smith believed that the contempo-
rary competition for foreign commerce— fostered by imperial 
rivalries between the European states— threatened the peace 
and prosperity of all. Smith was as scornful of feudal wealth 
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and the rush into international competition in trade as Voltaire 
(whom Smith greatly admired) was about superstition and the 
privileges of clergy and churches.

Unlike many Continental representatives of the Enlighten-
ment, Smith was fascinated by the world of business and trade. 
As Glasgow University’s librarian, he bought and sold while 
keeping meticulous accounts. The city’s Political Economy 
Club also enabled Smith to hear merchant discussions and to 
observe their penchant for seeking monopolistic hegemony. He 
understood the impulse as essential to the zeal for profit. He 
also understood its destructive tendencies and cautioned his 
readers against monopolies in The Wealth of Nations.

Among Smith’s close friends, Joseph Black, the famous chem-
ist, came from a Northern Irish merchant family, helped it out 
in hard times, and became quite comfortable financially. Wil-
liam Cullen, a professorial colleague of Black and Smith at Ed-
inburgh, sought to make agriculture more scientific, and from 
these colleagues Smith would have learned a great deal about 
contemporary science and industry. The links between the uni-
versity’s science faculty and early industrial development were 
intense, and arguably there was no economic thinker, either Eu-
ropean or American, in a better place to observe cutting- edge 
development. Add to Black and Cullen the geologist and close 
friend James Hutton, and Smith could learn as much about con-
temporary science as anyone in Great Britain at the time. At his 
request, Black and Hutton oversaw the destruction of Smith’s 
private papers and were the executors of his estate.61 Bache-
lors one and all, they constituted the primary ties in the lives 
of each. After 1770 in Edinburgh, a student or professor could 
learn about the concept of latent heat, the latest medical tech-
niques, and even the working of Watt’s steam engine.62 Black 
claimed to have developed this concept and the experimenta-
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tion that supported it in the late 1750s and early 1760s while 
teaching at Glasgow. In that period, Black developed a work-
ing relationship and friendship with James Watt, eventually of 
steam engine fame. Much ink has been spilled over whether or 
not Watt needed to understand and apply Black’s concept of 
latent heat in order to make his modifications on the steam en-
gine.63 Clearly, he did not, but the point here is that Black, Watt, 
Smith, Cullen, and others knew about the engine, its promise, 
the science that could be brought to bear in improving it, and 
its actual application.

In a set of notes taken on the lectures of Black (and his col-
league and assistant, Dr. Hope), we know what an undergrad-
uate of the 1790s could learn at Edinburgh.64 Black (d. 1799) 
urged the students to put hard work before amusements and to 
use existing knowledge to build upon by further experimenta-
tion. Students needed to understand that in less than a century 
chemistry had moved away from alchemy, from being “disgust-
ful . . . cultivated in ages of barbarism and superstition . . . void 
of the ornaments of polite learning tainted with all the folly 
and credulity of the times.” It has been reformed and now uses 
plain language and is perhaps the most experimental of all the 
sciences; it is the source of improvements, in medicine and in 
any form of industry. Textbooks were recommended; most 
were from Continental sources such as Chaptal and Lavoisier.

In the history of chemistry, as these Scottish lecturers ex-
plained, alchemy had deteriorated into the search for wealth, 
and only the English giants of seventeenth- century science, Ba-
con, Boyle, and Newton, sent chemistry in the right direction. 
The history of science reinforced the stadial understanding of 
human progress. Chemistry reached another stage in its prog-
ress thanks to the French school led by Lavoisier. The point is 
made that anyone who is truly inventive, whether the porcelain 
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maker Wedgwood or a physician who cures the once incurable, 
should be deemed a philosopher. Smith clearly agreed. Smith, 
writing on the history of astronomy, and Black, on the history 
of chemistry, employed the construct of stages, which in turn 
could be applied to the developmental history of humankind.

At any point in Black’s lectures, an industrial application of a 
chemical experiment was discussed. He labored to explain his 
theory of latent heat— that is, the heat retained by any body 
such that ice does not melt all at an instant, but gradually, due 
to the latent heat at work among its particles. For those who 
deny its existence, Black responds, “this might be the case if 
water always froze at the 32 degrees of the thermometer, but this  
is 0 degree for it will remain fluid at two or three degrees be-
low 32.”65 From this general discussion, he moves on to vapor 
and more precisely steam. Its force compels Black to discuss 
how it can be used, how every effort must be made in iron 
foundries not to let water “fall on the melted iron as the force 
of the steam drive it into a thousand pieces.” According to Desa-
guliers, a Newtonian of the previous generation, vapor or steam 
takes up 14,000 times the space of water “but this appeared to 
Mr. Watt and me impossible.”66 Black then carefully explains 
to the students how steam is used in the engine. Indeed, the 
principle of latent heat means that water turns only gradually 
into vapor. Black then recounts experiments done by Watt with 
water “in Pepin’s digester” and put on the fire for half an hour. 
Clearly, Watt was trying to figure out how much heat he can 
apply, how far he can push the expansive power of steam. Black 
claims that Watt’s knowledge of latent heat led him “to consider 
the improvements which might be made in the steam engine . . . 
he considered the enormous waste of heat.” This loss was ex-
pensive. In nearly 500 pages of written notes by an earnest stu-
dent, Black allied philosophy with manufacturing and costs. 
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To learn the latest science, Smith did not need to be sitting in 
on Black’s lectures; they were weekly dining companions for 
several decades. As one of Black and Cullen’s pupils, John Rob-
ison put it, theirs was “a friendship that became more and more 
intimate and confidential through the whole of their lives.”67

While in any account of the Enlightenment in Scotland, the 
universities are central, particularly those in Edinburgh and 
Glasgow, nevertheless its reach far exceeded its urban base. 
Professors, theorists, and practical experimenters knew that 
agriculture lay at the heart of Scottish economic life. Smith 
made that point repeatedly. So too did his friend, the medical 
doctor and chemist William Cullen, who lectured on agricul-
ture in his Glasgow lecture hall in the 1740s and early 1750s. He 
also farmed a country estate that was widely regarded as one of 
the finest in the kingdom. Again, the thicket of debating and 
learned societies gave Cullen, and intellectuals like him, a place 
to expound their ideas and to show the profound relevance of 
chemistry to a scientifically informed agriculture.68

Cullen, like Black and Smith, never failed to cite other Eu-
ropean writers on any scientific topic, from the Dutch Repub-
lic to Italy. He also carried out an extensive correspondence 
on agricultural matters, much of it still unpublished. Like so 
many of the leaders of the Scottish Enlightenment, Cullen de-
veloped a friendship with Henry Home, Lord Kames, a largely 
self- educated polymath who became a lord (hence his title as a 
judge) of the Scottish Court of Session. Another believer in the 
progress of society, Kames saw the improvement of agriculture 
as part of the stadial process. It too should be made scientific, 
and he believed that the cultivation of the land had been a vi-
tal step en route to the last and best stage, commercial society. 
Cullen and Kames discussed everything concerning the land, 
from the best manure to flax and grain growing. His writings 
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were well known in Germany and much admired by Thomas 
Jefferson.69

Examining the earth in order to improve its cultivation led 
perhaps inexorably to geology and a desire to understand its 
original formation. As was the case in the French Enlightenment, 
such studies ran into the orthodoxy that limited the earth’s age 
to about 6,000 years. Very little in the geological record could 
explain the vast changes and contrasts occurring in such a lim-
ited time frame. Another one of Smith and Cullen’s close friends, 
James Hutton, took up the task of examining “the appearances of 
the earth” using the “principles of natural philosophy” to arrive 
“at some knowledge of order and system in the economy of this 
globe.” Only by these scientific methods, “not in human record, 
but in natural history” will give us “a rational opinion with regard 
to the course of nature, or to events which are in time to hap-
pen.”70 Like the French theorists before him, Hutton assumed 
that the power of nature “consolidated the bottom of the sea” and 
gradually, by extreme heat coming from the center of the earth, 
it had been transformed into land. In short, Hutton moved from 
being a farmer and chemist to becoming one of the founders of 
modern geology. His assumption that the evolution of the earth 
might have taken millions of years led contemporaries to con-
demn him as an atheist. Other geologists postulated the earth’s 
formation to have been as the result of various catastrophes, not 
through a slow evolution. In time, Hutton’s theory gained ascen-
dancy and is now universally applied.

Hutton died in 1797, Black in 1799, and Smith and Cullen both 
passed away in 1790, while David Hume, much to Smith’s sorrow, 
died in 1776. The next generation became quite different in its 
outlook and values. The decade of the 1790s in Scotland, as in the 
much of the rest of Europe and the new American republic, was 
consumed with coming to terms with the French Revolution. 
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Indeed, Scottish thinkers were at first taken aback by the events 
of 1789 and only slowly joined in the debate about its merits.71

One life illustrates these changes: John Robison (b. 1739) 
came out of the same circle, had been educated at Glasgow, 
succeeded Black, and worked closely with Watt on applications 
of steam power. After spending many years in Russia teaching, 
he was lured back to a professorship at Edinburgh, where the 
vicarious experience of the French Revolution made an indeli-
ble, and warped, imprint on his thinking. To the consternation 
of Watt’s circle, Robison attacked Priestley and his supposed 
irreligion viciously.72 Following on the thinking of an extreme 
French opponent of the Revolution, the abbé Barruel, Robison 
took up conspiracy theory ardently and like him, blamed the 
whole event on a conspiracy of freemasons and philosophes.73 
In Proofs of a Conspiracy (1797), Robison claimed to have first- 
hand knowledge of the subversion of freemasonry by the radi-
cal illuminati of German origin. The book became a publishing 
phenomenon with multiple editions, even into this century. But 
Robison paid an emotional price:

The abuse, and ridicule, and reproach which my book has 
brought on me are inconceivable— the wretches here know 
how ill I am, and delight in tormenting me. They have even 
tried to alarm my family by threats of democratic vengeance.74

By his own account, Robison experienced a great deal of phys-
ical pain in the 1790s, and he explained to Watt, “Long may you 
enjoy the pleasures of health and exertion. They have bid me 
farewell. . . . Never ceasing torture has now incapacitated me 
from all mental occupation.”75 The account of his final days in 
1805, written by his widow, assured Watt that Robison died in 
full possession of his mental faculties. Yet we well might ask, 
what became of the enlightened effort to understand the wealth 
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of nations, or the epistemology of religious knowledge, or the 
effects of sympathy?

So many Scottish thinkers had analyzed French progress 
in economics but contrasted it with the repressive force of its 
political system. Even Smith and Hume, who tended to play 
down the differences between England and France, knew they 
existed. Almost to a man, the Scottish philosophes in 1789 could 
define themselves as Whigs, and in that year, they welcomed 
the changes being reported from France. But the Revolution 
moved gradually from reform, complete with social leveling, to 
violence. In 1793, the king was executed, and what came to be 
known as the Terror seized large parts of the country, both in 
Paris and the provinces. At the same time, international warfare 
against France and also by it put bellicosity on the minds of all 
Scots. So much of Scottish thought had focused on the sources 
of progress, and even its inevitability. Where could progress 
be found amid the tensions of war and warmongering, amid a 
hyper- patriotism found increasingly on both sides of the Chan-
nel? Not least, radical clubs and associations had sprung up in 
many Scottish towns, fueled by class resentments and the desire 
for parliamentary reform.76

The Enlightenment in Scotland had built an intellectual and 
emotional wall against enthusiasm, primarily in religion, and 
used it effectively to beat back extremes of both radical presby-
terians and Jacobites. In the 1790s, enthusiasm returned in the 
anti- revolutionary rhetoric of Edmund Burke, among radical 
British sympathizers of the French Jacobins, and not least amid 
the French revolutionaries themselves.77
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Berlin and Vienna

The languages of enlightened texts encountered up 
to now have been largely English, French, and Dutch. But phi-
losophes wrote in every vernacular language found in Europe 
and the American colonies; not all of them can be discussed 
in this volume. Choices had to be made, and here we want to 
examine what was said in German; in the next chapter, Ital-
ian. With the exception of the Dutch Republic (Dutch being a 
separate, but Germanic language), we do not think of the Ger-
manic lands— with Berlin and Vienna as the largest urban set-
tings— or, for that matter, the Italian ones— with Naples having 
around 200,000 inhabitants— as the places where we first look 
for the Enlightenment. While not as heavily populated as the 
urban corridor from Amsterdam to Paris, the German and Ital-
ian cities were substantial. Early in the eighteenth century, both 
Milan and Naples fell under the control of the Spanish, then the 
Austrian Habsburgs; in the case of Naples, their power lasted 
only into the 1730s, and in Milan up to the end of the century.

None of these German territories, or those owned by the 
Habsburgs, had formed into nation- states. Before Napoleon 
consolidated them in 1806, there were over 300 separate Ger-
man jurisdictions. Whether as duchies, princely kingdoms, 
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or cities, all were ruled over by absolute monarchs or princes 
assisted by an entrenched aristocracy and clergy. Free impe-
rial cities like Hamburg were controlled by oligarchies. Each 
in its way practiced censorship, and what got prohibited dif-
fered enormously depending upon the concerns of the clergy 
and their princely benefactors. In the German- speaking lands, 
generally in the north, the religion was Protestant, either Lu-
theran or Calvinist. Even within the Lutheran fold, there were 
disagreements. Orthodox Lutheranism relied upon theology 
and doctrines to impose piety on the faithful; Pietism sought 
to create a more emotional, personal form of Protestantism. 
Southern Germany and Austria were Catholic territories where 
papal authority mattered when it came to censorship. True or 
not, Bavaria had a reputation for being a place where supersti-
tion flourished. These were not the only differences from the 
rest of  Western Europe.

By the eighteenth century, the Germanic territories, bound 
in a loose federation, belonged to the Holy Roman Empire, with 
an Austrian Habsburg emperor whose court resided in Vienna. 
The central German territories had experienced unprecedented 
turmoil during the seventeenth century. Religious warfare, 
known as the Thirty Years War (1618– 48), drew every major 
power into the life or death struggle to restore Catholicism or to 
defend Protestants. France, Sweden, the Dutch Republic, and 
Spain sent armies into the empire to fight on one side or the 
other. The Catholic League was led by the Habsburg king, and 
by the early eighteenth century the dynasty had passed from 
its Spanish to its Austrian branch. It is estimated that over eight 
million people perished or were displaced in the course of the 
thirty- year conflict. Several generations had to pass before the 
German- speaking lands recovered from the carnage. Peace was 
restored by the Treaty of  Westphalia (1648), but religious and 
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structural problems remained acute— not least, competition 
between the kings of Prussia in Berlin and the emperors in Vi-
enna was endemic.

The German Enlightenment, and indeed the Enlightenment 
in general, cannot be understood outside the conditions created 
by a generation of religious warfare in central Europe. Theorists 
and ministers of state in the period after  Westphalia looked for a  
political solution that would prevent another Thirty Years War. 
In the search, German universities played a prominent role, and 
therein emerged the first stirrings of ideas we can later associate 
with enlightened thinking. German university culture, like that 
seen in Scotland, nurtured liberal, even radical approaches to 
the problem of religious authority and political instability. At 
their root lay the new science, from Descartes to Newton and 
Leibniz. All elevated mathematics as one key to the acquisi-
tion of all knowledge, as a way forward in both philosophy and 
empirical studies. Leibniz’s impact was greatest in Germany 
and his difficult doctrine of God having created “the best of all 
possible worlds” remained important into the 1770s. In France, 
Madame du Châtelet was attracted to his ideas.

The universities displayed the tension between orthodox  
Lutheranism and the more emotive, evangelical— even mil le-
narian— Pietism. For centuries, they had been dominated by the 
teaching of Greek and Latin and by rote memorization. Change 
began early in the eighteenth century partly under the impact of 
Locke’s ideas on education. In general, the leaders of the Enlight-
enment in the German- speaking lands paid greater attention to 
theology and religion than did their French or Scottish counter-
parts. German- speaking rural populations saw the execution of 
witches as late as 1775 in Germany and 1782 in Switzerland. In the 
Catholic south, exorcism of demons occurred into the 1770s.1 
Yet everywhere the universities were dominated by the secular 
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authorities, who cast a cold eye on controversies that spilled into 
the public arena and, of course, heresy.

One of the leading intellectuals who laid the tentative foun-
dation for enlightened values, Christian Thomasius (b. 1655) 
was a jurist and moral philosopher from a Lutheran family in 
Leipzig, Saxony. Taught by his father, another university pro-
fessor, Thomasius spent much of his career trying to find a sec-
ular foundation for ethics and politics. He rebelled against the  
merger of theology and scholastic philosophy taught at the Lu-
theran University of Leipzig; then he made his way to the uni-
versity in Calvinist Brandenburg. Its prince endorsed a moder-
ate form of Calvinism, one suitable to promoting social order 
while avoiding doctrinal quarrels. Thomasius also sought out 
the general reader and created the first German- language jour-
nal, Monatsgespräche (1688– 90), founded in Leipzig.

Returning there, and commencing his career as a university 
lecturer, Thomasius took to heart the lessons he had learned 
in Brandenburg. He became a contentious critic of doctrinal 
absolutism and then had the temerity to intervene in the po-
litical storm raised by the marriage of a Saxon royal nephew, a 
Lutheran, to the sister of the Brandenburg elector, a Calvinist. 
Thomasius argued that confessional differences mean nothing 
in the eyes of God, and that under the Treaty of Westphalia, 
both religions were of equal standing. Within months, he was 
prohibited by the Saxon court from lecturing, and he had little 
alternative but to move back to Brandenburg, where he was 
instrumental in founding a new university at Halle. It became a 
center for liberal and anti- Scholastic teaching for much of the 
eighteenth century. Note that scholastic ways of thinking had 
become the hallmark of orthodox Lutherans in contrast with 
other forms of Protestantism, where the scholastic followers 
of Aristotle aroused suspicion because of his use in Catholic 
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theology. The reformers, in the spirit of Locke, sought to make 
education fitting for virtuous and practical men.2

Because of his commitment to a firm separation of church 
and state, and his desire to confine doctrinal quarreling to the 
private realm of individual conscience, Thomasius earns a place 
in the early German Enlightenment. Yet there were major dif-
ferences between his views and those of his more radical con-
temporaries and students, and certainly the next generation of 
liberal German thinkers. One constant theme in enlightened 
thought started with a repudiation of the doctrine of original 
sin.3 With its dismissal, theorists found it much easier to lay 
emphasis on human goodness. That was not a notion found in 
Thomasius. He argued that

All men by nature are in the same miserable shape. All de-
mand to live long and happily, that is, cheerfully, well- off, and 
honored. In spite of this, every thought and desire they have 
had since their youth leads them to do things that make their 
lives unhappy, wretched, or both. Thus, the natural end of life 
is cut short. Man becomes the agent of his own misfortune.4

A grim vision, but one that allowed Thomasius to dismiss the 
smug certainty of the absolutist clergy. He sought to separate 
theology from philosophy and to ground political life on free 
rational judgment, however imperfect. The light of reason must 
be distinguished from divine revelation, and reason shows men 
“the means and whys by which [they] can get out of this mis-
ery using . . . natural powers and without special supernatural 
grace.”5 In Thomasius, there is a direct link between Christian 
teaching about human reason and a more secular understanding 
of what reason can accomplish. Yet while giving reason its due, 
he never admits the possibility that the light of revelation will 
contradict reason.6 He blames the ancient pagan philosophers 
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for having introduced metaphysics into religion thus making it 
harder for humans to use their reason in religious matters: “in 
the teachings of Christ nor in those of the apostles does one 
find much in the way of theological formulas. These arose a 
few hundred years later, when the passion and honesty of the 
first love had become rather lukewarm and dull.”7 Thomasius 
looked for a way to downgrade theology, and thus provide a 
space for the secular. His anti- Scholasticism also opened a path 
away from dogma, from the constant accusations of heresy and 
the arrogance of the monks who taught in the universities. He 
labeled them “ignoramuses.”

Thomasius was undoubtedly a pious man with little desire to 
displace church teaching root and branch. Some of  his students 
at Halle were altogether differently motivated. They pushed his 
ideas in a radical direction, in some cases with disastrous effects 
on their careers. They branched out in search of new sources for 
anti- orthodox positions and found them in clandestine Jew-
ish texts written against Christianity as well as the writings of 
Socinians, anti- Trinitarians whose ideas originated in the bor-
derlands of Christianity and Islam.8 All this churning for new 
approaches to the problem of religion and authority occurred 
within academic circles, somewhat closed, with participants 
fearful of being exposed. They were however internationally 
connected, remarkably well read, and could engage in learned 
conversations about Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, Spinoza— in 
short, about the foundational ideas at the heart of the early En-
lightenment. However, we must keep in mind that university 
teachers were salaried by the local prince and any hint of irreli-
gion would have been disastrous to a career.

There were many texts produced by former pupils of Thom-
asius, but only one of them, The Book of the Three Impostors, 
achieved a notoriety that followed it into our own time. The 
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impostors were Jesus, Moses, and Mohammed, and it was sup-
posedly written by Peter Friedrich Arpe, a jurist in Kiel.9 In fact, 
the Latin text originated from the mind of another Thomasius 
student, Johann Müller, writing before 1700.10 It was shared with 
close friends in both Germany and Denmark, and Arpe was a 
confidant in those circles who, after Müller’s death, identified him 
as the author. From there, the text gradually spread. It may have 
been written as an elaborate and naughty joke, but the humor 
vanished as more atheists and freethinkers got their hands on it.

Much confusion has surrounded the “three impostors” and 
the attribution of an author. Its existence had been rumored for 
decades but no one was sure if it had ever been written. The 
German context is critically important. In the search for a way 
out of doctrinal certainty, heresy hunting, the destruction of 
careers, and the ongoing bickering between Lutherans and Pi-
etists, one way lay in ridicule and satire. Why not mock all the 
religious leaders and do so anonymously? And once the exis-
tence of such a manuscript could be established, what would 
another scholar pay for such an outrageous text? This Latin text 
could command serious attention only from those who could 
read Latin, but most well- educated men of the period could read 
it, however imperfectly. Clandestine circulation only enhanced 
the mystery and outrageousness of any manuscript. And scholar-
ship in our own day has managed to get to the bottom— at least 
par tially— of who wrote it, when, and less clear, why.

Since the 1980s, we have known that the manuscript and 
book that got most of the attention in the eighteenth century 
was not the Müller text in Latin but one of very different origin, 
written in French and in circulation in the Dutch Republic by 
1710.11 As recounted in chapter 4, a manuscript in the posses-
sion of English freethinker John Toland revealed the existence 
of a coterie active in The Hague in 1710 and using discernably 
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masonic terms: they were “brothers” led by their “Grand Mas-
ter” and meeting under their “constitutions” or statutes. The 
document in French was signed by the hand of Proper March-
and, who became the editor of a new edition of Bayle’s Dic-
tionnaire (among many other texts). He was a non- orthodox, 
French Protestant refugee who had arrived during the previous 
winter, and his friends were booksellers, publishers, and one 
engraver, Bernard Picart, who became famous for his superb 
work. Marchand (d. 1756) had bequeathed his manuscripts to 
the University Library in Leiden, and in them— when first ap-
proached in the 1970s— appeared evidence of how the famous 
Traité des trois imposteurs (The Treatise on the Three Impostors) 
had made its way into the world. One of Marchand’s “broth-
ers” tells him in a letter of 1737, how— over twenty- five years 
earlier— yet another brother had copied the text and doctored 
it with the assistance of Rousset de Missy, a close friend of 
Marchand.12 It came from manuscripts in the home of Benja-
min Furly, a Quaker refugee and friend to some of the leading 
figures in the early English Enlightenment.

It was that simple. The handiwork of freethinkers, deists, and 
pantheists residing at the heart of European publishing, bitter 
about the persecution of French Protestants, and living amid 
another war forced upon the Low Countries by the bellicosity 
of Louis XIV. French was the lingua franca of the period, far 
and away better known than Latin or German. The style of the 
Traité was biting and hard hitting:

ignorance . . . is the only source of the false ideas which men 
have of the Divinity, the Soul, Spirits, & almost all the other 
objects which compose Religion . . . this chimerical fear of 
invisible powers is the source of the Religions . . . the fear 
that made the Gods also made Religion . . . the founders of 
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Religions, sensing clearly that the basis of their impostures 
was the ignorance of the Peoples, resolved to keep them in 
it . . . as the number of fools is infinite, Jesus Christ found 
Subjects everywhere.13

When one of the “brothers” published the Traité in 1719 (as La 
vie et l’esprit de Spinoza), the effect was immediate and the Dutch 
authorities moved to confiscate every copy they could find.  
Slowly but surely, nonetheless, the manuscript spread through-
out Europe, and anyone who was someone in enlightened cir-
cles had by 1750 seen or read it.

Probably so too had Pieter Friedrich Arpe. True to the in-
ternational character of the secular Enlightenment, he knew 
Marchand and Picart— indeed, two of their “brothers” became 
his publishers. Arpe probably had a reading, but not a good 
writing knowledge of French, so when he wrote to Marchand 
he did so in Latin. He and the Marchand circle shared an inter-
est in Lucilio Vanini, an Italian heretic burned at the stake in 
1619 in Toulouse. Arpe wrote a laudatory appreciation of him, 
as did an associate of the “brothers,” David Durand.14 Another 
German pastor, Christopher Balber from Hessen, also corre-
sponded with Marchand, telling him that he found Christian 
theology— but not the religion— an embarrassment.15 He 
urged the Marchand circle to continue their publishing activi-
ties that began with an enigmatic text by Bonaventure Des Péri-
ers, Cymbalum Mundi (1711, originally 1537). Widely regarded as 
heretical, the book of sixteenth- century origin aimed to subject 
all religion to ridicule, or so Marchand claimed in a published 
opening letter to Picart describing its content.

Vanini and Des Périers, separated by nearly a century, had 
been classified as atheists, naturalists who paid no attention to 
established supernatural, Christian doctrines. Decades after 
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Durand and Arpe sought to praise Vanini, and in the context of 
rehabilitating Spinoza, Johann Herder briefly tried to vindicate 
him. Vanini, we are told, wrote sincerely and from the heart. A 
theist with pantheist leanings, he deploys all his rhetorical elo-
quence “in order to represent to us the One without whom we 
are nothing, but through whom we are all that we are, and can, 
and do.” One of the characteristics of the philosophes had been 
to liberate heretics while always reminding their readers of the 
cruel persecutions inflicted upon them by the church.16 Long  
before Herder, Vanini had earlier champions, Dutch radicals 
who can also be associated with heresy. Possibly through them, 
a portion of a text by Vanini made its way into the Traité des trois 
imposteurs.17

The quest to undermine religious dogmatism took decades 
and crossed national and linguistic borders; it brought men into 
contact because they shared a similar goal. They wanted a way 
out from under the doctrinal quarrels that had left large parts 
of German territory in ruins, forced French Protestants to flee 
north and seek refuge in the Dutch Republic as well as Prussia, 
and made an entire century from the 1620s to the 1720s perilous 
for anyone out of step with the prevailing orthodoxy of a state or 
region. The Enlightenment in the Germanic lands was fed by, and 
fed into, the search for a secular freedom. At times, we can only 
marvel at the linkages formed between disparate seekers whether 
in The Hague or Hessen. Somehow, they found one another.

There were a number of German scholars and intellectuals— 
largely forgotten today— who played a part in the move away 
from the theology of Christian orthodoxy. Perhaps the most ex-
treme of these seekers will never be identified. He left behind 
a manuscript, Symbolum sapientiae (Symbol of Wisdom), which 
proclaims simply that “there is no difference between religion 
and superstition.” This mysterious freethinker knew the writings 
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of just about every major philosopher of the seventeenth cen-
tury, and cast a cold eye on “people . . . who let themselves be 
cheated and persuaded by secular and spiritual rulers.”18 Echoing 
Hobbes, the anonymous text speaks about a state of nature where 
there is no religion and no fables. There are also many borrowings 
from Spinoza. The best the historian can do in identifying the 
author is to assume that it was someone from Halle and probably 
in the circle of Thomasius students. It could also have been done 
in Hamburg, Kiel, Wittenberg, or Leipzig. Today, the manuscript 
sits in the National Library in Vienna, and we are still none the 
wiser about who wrote it.

Looking at the most radical texts found in the first stirrings 
of enlightened thought coming from Germany only puts into 
sharper focus the more moderate minded of the early German 
philosophes. Being moderate, however, was no guarantee that 
controversy could be avoided. Such was the fate that awaited 
Christian Wolff in Halle, a formal philosopher, a professor of 
mathematics and natural philosophy, who started with the new 
science of Newton and Leibniz and sought to find the same 
level of certainty in philosophy. Like the Newtonian medical 
doctor from Scotland whom we met in the preceding chap-
ter, Archibald Pitcairne, Wolff wanted to bring to every disci-
pline— to politics, medicine, agriculture— the same rigor of 
theorems and observation found in astronomy.19 He was in-
fluenced by Leibnizian philosophy, by the belief that this is the 
best of all possible worlds and that one key to knowing it lies in 
empirical exploration. Wolff also discussed with Leibniz mathe-
matical proofs and the Cartesian philosophy.20 However, Wolff 
was no slavish follower of Leibniz; indeed, he was an original 
philosopher who influenced the great Immanuel Kant. In mat-
ters educational, he was also influenced by Locke and believed 
education should provide usable skills.
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Yet Wolff ran afoul of the religious authorities in Halle in  
1723. There is irony in that fact. The University of  Halle had been  
founded in 1694, under the patronage of the Elector of Branden-
burg, Frederick III (d. 1713), in the hope that it would practice 
academic freedom in an atmosphere of religious toleration and 
moderation. Halle could embody a new, enlightened approach 
to learning and give pride of place to philosophy independent 
of theology. In practice, this meant that each faculty enjoyed 
independence from the other and resented any apparent advan-
tage awarded to one and not the other. The result was constant 
in- fighting (in private) about appointments, salaries, teaching 
responsibilities, and basically about which faculty would con-
trol the university.

By 1710, three Halle professors exemplified three radically dif-
ferent approaches to the search for autonomous, enlightened 
learning: Christian Thomasius (d. 1728), who would give pride 
of place to the law faculty and its role in training the next gen-
eration of lawyers and court councilors; August Francke, who 
wanted Enlightenment to be about spiritual renewal and favored 
the training of the clergy; and after 1709, Wolff (d. 1754), who 
would give preeminence to philosophy and its independent 
search, by empirical means, for truth about the world.21 He saw 
mathematics as the discipline that should provide the method 
of learning appropriate to all the other disciplines. Wolff further 
extended his influence by taking up the teaching of physics and 
astronomy, both informed by his mathematical method.

All believed that education should be useful in life— but for 
what? Law, business, court service, or to facilitate eternal salva-
tion? Francke wanted “enlightenment” guided by Christ and the 
Holy Spirit, while Wolff would follow reason inculcated by the 
study of mathematics and science. One of his followers of the next  
generation, Moses Mendelssohn, explained when defending 
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theism, “All propositions of mathematics, therefore, permit 
themselves with complete confidence to be applied to actually 
existing things, on the assumption that these things exist . . . in 
our discourse about God, there is a speculative part that . . . can 
be treated with the utmost rigor of the exact sciences.”22 As this 
next generation would discover, anything, even the existence of 
divine Providence, could be rigorously disputed.

Disputation, complemented by the search for patronage and 
prestige, had long prevailed as a way of life in European uni-
versities. In Germany for many decades, the contestation be-
tween Lutherans and Pietists had only intensified and naturally 
spilled over into the universities.23 By the 1720s, the stakes had, 
however, risen: the new king of Prussia, Frederick William 1 
(d. 1740) sought to consolidate his power and the hegemony of 
orthodox Protestantism. His major preoccupations focused on 
building the military, frugality, and various objects of his obses-
sive anger; his son became its prime target. Frederick William’s 
temper may have been a factor in creating the first crisis of the 
German Enlightenment.

Christian Wolff had long been a thorn in the side of Hal-
le’s theology faculty; they vied for students and their fees, for 
prominence in the university, and for the mantle of religious 
orthodoxy. Both sides were happy to try to enlist the court, 
even the king, in their struggle. Wolff taught a version of Leib-
niz’s optimistic philosophy— that this is the best of all possi-
ble worlds— a position easily open to misinterpretation. If the 
world is set as it is, where is human free will and where is God’s 
power to alter it at will? The specter that haunted the discussion 
came from the influence of Spinoza’s claim that human actions 
are determined; the passions are involuntary. In that direction 
lay atheism. The theology faculty’s confrontation with Wolff 
turned Spinoza into the ogre of choice among the orthodox 
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who became obsessed with freethinking and pantheism right 
into the 1780s.24

With the issue of free will, the theology faculty had its smoking 
gun; it claimed that students were visibly upset by Wolff ’s teach-
ings: his metaphysics led to atheism. Events turned ominous 
when Francke, assisted by Joachim Lange, managed to get the 
personal ear of the king. The theology faculty took its disputes 
right to the source of all power, and just to make the point clear 
to Frederick William, Francke asserted that the application of 
Wolff’s teachings would undermine military discipline. Deserters 
could be seen as only following their predetermined purpose.25

The importance of the military for Prussian government had  
long offended participants in university life. There were fre-
quent disturbances between students and soldiers. Yet this ten-
sion did not inhibit the faculties from trying to exercise their 
influence at court and play upon its militaristic obsessions. 
Francke and Wolff vied for influence, but the theologian got 
the better of the philosopher.

The gambit of direct appeal worked, and in November 1723 
the king condemned Wolff, ordered him to stop teaching, leave 
Halle in forty- eight hours, or face death by hanging. Wolff left 
the next morning, crossing the river that separated Halle from 
neighboring territory. Within a month, he had offers from other 
German universities that included a 300 percent increase in sal-
ary. In time, Frederick William relented and sought to bring 
Wolff back. His much put- upon son Frederick, who took the 
throne in 1740, further righted the wrong.

Wolff ’s treatment at the hands of an absolutist monarch car-
ried a lesson that would stay in place for the rest of the century.26 
German and Austrian professors, and indeed all intellectuals, 
needed to take note of the power of the state and grapple with 
its meaning. Right into the 1780s, dissenters from the absolut-

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 3:39 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



B e r l i n  a n d  V i e n n a  171

ism of the German and Austrian states sought refuge in ano-
nymity and utopian thinking.27 Predictably, the 1790s turned 
grim, as princes all over Europe reacted with fear and alarm to 
the forces unleashed by the French Revolution.

Few dared challenge absolutism, and even Kant argued for 
the obedience of the civil servant, for the necessity of public or-
der. In another respect, the preponderance of Leibniz and then 
Wolff in German intellectual life meant that well into the 1740s, 
little attention was paid to Newtonian physico- theology or to 
the search for knowable laws in the human sciences. Newton 
was treated as a great mathematician, not a metaphysician. It 
was only in the second half of the century that Leibnizian and 
Wolffian optimism about a preexisting harmony and the best 
of all possible worlds fell out of favor and Newtonian natural 
philosophy became paradigmatic.28

Yet Wolff retained many followers. Johann Melchior Goeze 
(1717– 86), a Lutheran pastor and Wolffian theologian in Ham-
burg, took umbrage at the religious views of Gotthold Ephraim 
Lessing, among other representatives of the Enlightenment. 
Their quarrel turned nasty and eventually led to Lessing being 
prohibited from publishing his ideas on religion. In the con-
frontation with Lessing, Goeze, who was the spiritual head of 
the state church, put Lutheranism into conflict with possibly 
the greatest philosophe of the German Enlightenment. Both 
Goeze and Lessing wrote for a wider audience; keeping reli-
gious controversies in Latin had ceased. With these battle lines 
drawn, the public hunt commenced for the heretical within the 
new enlightened culture.

As in the rest of Western Europe, the public sphere in the 
German- speaking lands expanded in the course of the century. 
It was in the court of public opinion that we can pinpoint the 
moment in the 1740s when the Leibnizian system fell out of 
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favor at least with the Berlin Royal Academy of Sciences.29 An 
essay that argued against the existence of Leibniz’s monads— 
minuscule particles of sensate matter— won its prize for being 
the best in 1747. Without dwelling on the tortured metaphysics 
of the monad— and its eventual demise— what is important 
about the controversy is the entry of new journals and periodi-
cals into the fray. What in decades past would have remained a 
matter for university faculties and their many rivalries became 
a subject for the public. That ever- illusive entity, filling secular 
space and signaling an opening— the realm of opinion, edu-
cated, combative, and curious— the public belonged to a new 
modernity with which we still live.

From the 1720s onward, German- speaking Europe took up 
the fashion of spectatorial literature, first English, then Dutch, 
and now European. Educational goals informed this growing 
periodical literature, sometimes called the “moral weeklies.” 
They sought to lessen the gap between the learned and the un-
learned, and the first approaches to the public were open im-
itations of the immensely popular British periodicals like The 
Spectator. In this decade, weeklies appeared in Zurich, Ham-
burg, Halle, and Leipzig. By midcentury, there were over one 
hundred being published, and they singled out superstition for 
special ridicule. Their purpose became the cultivation of virtue, 
and it rested on a belief in the progressive nature of Enlighten-
ment philosophy. No social change was advocated, although 
the weeklies did break with custom and address women di-
rectly. By the last third of the century, journals appeared that 
were intended for women, and even edited by women. Perhaps 
the most important journal of the period, Briefe, die neueste Lit-
eratur betreffend (Letters concerning the most recent Literature, 
1759– 65) originated among some of the leading German philo-
sophes, Lessing (1729– 81), Moses Mendelssohn (b. 1729), and 
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the publisher, Friedrich Nicolai (b. 1733).30 The genre lay at the 
heart of die Aufklärung (the Enlightenment).

Just as important, literacy possessed by about 5 percent of the 
population in 1700, grew to 25 percent by the end of the century. 
Predictably, the number of every type of printed text also ex-
panded: poetry, plays, operas, sheet music, and of course books. 
Reading societies proliferated, spreading even to the servant class. 
The proportion of Latin titles steadily declined, and by the 1770s 
secular titles had taken the place of the catechism as vehicles for 
shaping moral character. Most historians of the German Enlight-
enment credit the reading revolution with giving a defining iden-
tity to the middle class. Live theater further complemented this 
new persona, and Johann Schlegel (1719– 49) wrote immensely 
popular plays, among them Canut, an exploration of enlightened 
absolutism that came close to glorifying a rebellious heroism.

The English theater influenced the German stage, and so too 
did themes drawn from the French philosophes. Voltaire’s at-
tack on the injustice rendered to Jean Calas made its way into 
a play of the same name (1774) written by Christian Weisse.31 
German language opera and musical performance in general 
flourished in the Berlin and Vienna courts but also in new mu-
sical halls where German composers came into their own. Out 
of these activities emerged the age of Bach, Haydn, Mozart, and 
Beethoven. Gradually, the German Enlightenment escaped the 
confines of its language; Wolff ’s writings appeared in French 
and so too did the plays and prose of Lessing. German opera be-
gan to rival that of Italy.32

While originating in the German courts and music halls, 
songs also became a vital part of enlightened culture in Vienna. 
Their origin lay much more in popular song and stage, not least 
in the songs used in masonic lodge meetings. While in disfavor 
with Queen Maria Theresa, her son and heir in 1780, Joseph II,  
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embraced freemasonry and its culture. So too did Frederick 
the Great in Berlin. Songs in lodges functioned like hymns in 
church, used at the opening and closing of meetings and on 
special occasions. Many of these appeared in the famous Journal  
für Freymaurer during the 1780s, and by 1790 some took on 
Jacobin political meaning— much to the horror of Emperor 
Joseph. That Haydn and Mozart were active freemasons only 
adds to the importance of masonic music before the repression 
of the 1790s (figure 9). The songs glorified Joseph II and his 
enlightened endeavors, and they also proclaimed the equality 
of all brothers: as one song put it, “In the communal guild of 
Freemasons the slave is as worthy as the king: here precedence 
is justified solely by virtuous conduct.”33

Figure 9. A meeting of a main Viennese masonic lodge, with Mozart 
reputed to be the last figure on the right. Courtesy of  Wikimedia.
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The Viennese lodges and cafes became homes for poets 
and writers, not just songwriters. The poet Gottlieb von Leon 
and his friends met in the Kramersches Kaffeehaus as well as 
in the lodge True Harmony, where eventually could be found 
Mozart and various government officials. Before 1785, Mozart 
preferred the more Catholic lodge Zur Wohltätigkeit (“For Be-
neficence”), but in that year Joseph II clamped down on the 
lodges, and within a year True Harmony disappeared. Some 
of the members then joined groups with democratic tenden-
cies and were accused of engaging in conspiracy and arrested. 
Leon continued to write but turned increasingly toward Ro-
manticism. After 1785, the days of Josephinism were remem-
bered as a lost “golden age,” when, it was believed, tolerance 
and the search for social harmony had dominated city life.34 
Before 1785, Joseph II had proclaimed religious tolerance for all 
orthodox Christians, gave some relief to Jews, brought the Aus-
trian church under the control of the state, closed most of the 
monasteries, and loosened censorship of books and journals. 
After 1785, the more radical masonic lodges were suppressed 
and the entirety of Austrian freemasonry brought under the 
oversight of the state.

Much hyperbole surrounded the pre- 1785 Viennese Enlight-
enment and its presumed leader, Joseph II. In the novel Faustin, 
thinly imitative of  Voltaire’s Candide, Johann Pezzl invented an 
imagined replica of the Habsburg emperor who presided over 
the century of philosophy. The tolerance of Faustin is matched 
only by his adulation of the French philosophes, while the sur-
rounding clergy are depicted as book burners who jail people 
because of their heretical libraries. Everywhere he goes, this  
hero of the Enlightenment condemns belief  in sorcery, the devil,  
and hell itself. Traveling to Italy, Faustin casts a particularly cold 
eye on the religious repression found there. The novel ends with 
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Faustin and a friend settled happily in Vienna, proclaiming that 
under Joseph II, reason and humanity reign.35 Pezzl is a perfect 
representative of the extremes the Viennese Enlightenment 
could exhibit. His attack on monasticism and superstition, and 
his disdain for European colonialism, incurred the hostility of 
the church, yet Pezzl kept his deism private in the interest of 
public peace. So too did many other German philosophes, and 
like quite a few of them Pezzl was also a freemason, a member 
of Mozart’s lodge. As one brother put it, “Similar to birds in a 
nest, Masons live as brothers in the House of Joseph.”36

Joseph II, like his mother before him, was a believing Cath-
olic who wanted his state and empire to be Catholic, but first 
and foremost subject to secular control. He also wanted Aus-
trian culture to rival that of its northern, Protestant neighbors, 
and he accepted the influence of English and French texts as an 
inevitable part of the German cultural scene. Although Austria 
and France had long been political enemies, Joseph welcomed 
the influence of the philosophes before 1785, when he then dis-
avowed them as atheists and materialists.

The 1780s in Central and Southern Europe were intellec-
tually tempestuous. By the middle of the decade, it was clear 
to the absolutist monarchs and territorial princes that consid-
erable discontent, often of enlightened origin, lurked in their 
cities. In Germany and Austria, the Illuminati— a secret and 
radical form of freemasonry— elicited a witch- hunt- like atmo-
sphere, and hundreds were arrested by the authorities. In the 
Austrian Netherlands, Josephine reforms aimed against the 
church and aristocracy, often led by state officials who were 
freemasons, produced further discontent. By 1785– 86, the Jose-
phine regime concluded that the lodges were a threat to order, 
and consolidated them into only one for each of the three Bel-
gian provinces. The reaction in some masonic circles was swift 
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and threatening: “We wanted to imitate them; the Kings, the 
sovereigns, the magistrates . . . but alas! The power is without 
boundary, the authority without limits, the slavery absolute; &  
the Mason generally only finds the happy alliance of sovereignty  
and liberty in his lodges.”37 With the outbreak of the French 
Revolution in 1789, the situation in Austria became even more 
repressive. Censorship returned with a vengeance, as did the 
secret police who took charge of it.

A minor and moderate member of the Viennese Enlighten-
ment, Mozart reacted to all these twists and turns. He resented 
being treated like a servant, which was the way his court employ-
ers treated him. Like Maria Theresa, he had been influenced by 
a reforming Catholicism of  Italian origin. Of course, the papacy 
had condemned membership in the lodges in 1738 and 1751, and 
the effect had been to propel liberal- minded freemasons like 
Mozart into an anti- papal stance. He had applauded the Jose-
phine reforms, and after 1785, like so many German thinkers, 
Mozart turned increasingly toward a mystical and magical ver-
sion of freemasonry best described as Rosicrucian.38 It was as 
if the German Enlightenment had rediscovered evil and sin; 
a darker and brooding vision overcame the intellectual life of 
many lodges, and Mozart participated in this turn to the mys-
tical. This is best exemplified in his most famous and baffling 
opera, The Magic Flute (Die Zauberflöte), first performed in the 
autumn of 1791.

This opera’s use of symbolism, much of it drawn from al-
chemy and Egyptology, sought to depict good and evil as re-
siding in the same psyche, the same soul. The music draws out 
these conflicting emotions that are reconciled only at the end 
of the opera, when the sun triumphantly rises and the soul 
emerges into the light. The characters depict various virtues and 
vices and are searching for an apotheosis, a way forward toward 
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the light. The opera may exemplify the so- called Catholic En-
lightenment and should be seen as religious, not secular in its 
inspiration. It is perhaps a fitting end to the Austrian Enlighten-
ment and its dependence on the indulgence of the emperor. The 
Magic Flute lived on nevertheless, and its themes were taken up 
by Goethe, who worked on plays inspired by it, yet possessing 
none of the mysticism and comedy so beloved by Mozart.39

The “High Enlightenment” in Germany

Traditionally, the “High Enlightenment” is associated with 
Paris after 1750, with the intellectual universe of heresy sampled 
by our traveling book dealer, the widow Stockdorff. Here, we 
may also associate it with the emergence of a vibrant culture 
graced by philosophes like Lessing, Herder (whom we met as 
an unknown young man in chapter 3), the Jewish philosopher 
Moses Mendelssohn, of course, and Friedrich Nicolai, as well 
as the brilliant Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Friedrich Schil-
ler, and Immanuel Kant. All were familiar with the writings of 
the French Enlightenment, looked to England as the model of 
enlightened politics, and made major contributions to German 
literature. Throughout much of the eighteenth century, France 
had a larger population than Germany, and its urban centers, 
beginning with Paris, were also much larger. Yet in the period 
1750 to 1850, led by Georg Hegel and Karl Marx, German phi-
losophy dominated Western thought. The steps along this path 
had been set by Die Aufklärung.40

Many leaders of the German Enlightenment came out of Lu-
theran backgrounds. Lessing’s father had been a modest, pro-
vincial vicar with puritanical ideas about what his son should 
study and how he should live. His parents wanted Lessing to 
study theology, a plan from which he quickly rebelled, left uni-
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versity, and struck out for a career as a journalist and play writer 
in Hamburg. Lessing’s dislike for the heavy hand of authority 
probably began at home and stayed with him his entire life. His 
intellect was remarkably precocious and he learned languages, 
both ancient and modern, with extraordinary skill. His writing 
style transformed the German language and he introduced plays 
that catered not to the elite or the titled, but to ordinary citizens. 
One of his earliest, Miss Sara Sampson (1755), depicted events 
as occurring in England, and dwelt upon issues of absolute vir-
tues and vices. After dumping his mistress of many years and 
the mother of his child, a deeply flawed hero seduces Sara. Thus 
unfolds the tragedy as he becomes ensnared in a drama about 
their child and his own deep ambivalence about marriage, even 
to the young woman whom he now professes to love. The drama 
centers on the remorse of Sara, who, with her seducer, has fled 
her father’s home, and the efforts she and her father make to 
reconcile. In the end, various characters meet death by murder 
or suicide, and the father is left with only the grandchild who is 
not his own but whom he decides to raise as if she were.

The father in Miss Sara is a paragon of virtue who forgives his 
daughter and her seducer; he is a practitioner of Christian vir-
tue. The deeply flawed seducer is more weak than evil; as Sara’s 
father puts it, “he was unfortunate rather than vicious.” Sara is 
a version of Richardson’s fictional Clarissa, a maiden beset by 
the whims and pleasures of her youth and inexperience. Lessing 
was inspired by the English novel of the same name as well as by 
various sentimental family dramas by Diderot. It is very difficult 
at this distance to imagine the Hamburg audience that sat spell- 
bound, in the end weeping, but from all accounts, that was the 
effect of these morally infused characters, ordinary and beset by 
quandaries and character flaws from which they cannot escape. 
Lessing is also clearly struggling with patriarchal authority, here 
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presented sympathetically. Diderot was so taken with the play 
that he commissioned a translation, but it was never published. 
In other of Lessing’s plays— some still performed in German 
theaters— the father as prince is depicted as tyrannous.41

In his last tragedy, Emilia Galotti, conceived in the 1750s but 
completed only in the 1770s, Lessing chose to place it in an 
Italian principality and thus could argue that it was meant to 
have no contemporary political significance. Once again there 
is a father figure who is entirely sympathetic and— again— the 
deeply flawed suitor who has become the libertine and tyran-
nous prince of the territory. He is sinister and dangerous, and 
his pursuit of Emilia makes her so deranged that she persuades 
her father to kill her. What is remarkable about Lessing’s trag-
edies rests in their failure to convince us that this is the best of 
all possible worlds. While in them religion is not dwelt upon, 
other writings by Lessing put him in the eye of the heretical 
storm and earned him a place as a freethinker, or worse in the 
eyes of his harshest critics, a Spinozist.

The charge was deeply fraught. After his death in 1677, Spi-
noza was systematically vilified. His enemies never missed the 
chance to point out that he had been a heretic and a Jew. Less-
ing knew his philosophizing well, but more to the point after 
he left home as a young man in search of a literary career, Less-
ing, now in Berlin, met and befriended Jews, among them the 
young— soon to become famous— Moses Mendelssohn. In the 
mid- eighteenth century, a sea change occurred in the reading 
and understanding of Spinoza. Partly under the impact of the 
new biological sciences, the appearance of French materialists 
at the Berlin court of Frederick the Great, and the reinstate-
ment of Wolff in Halle, opinion about Spinoza shifted. Free-
thinking required an engagement with his philosophy, not its 
simple- minded rejection. At precisely this time, Lessing and 
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Mendelssohn came to their study of the greatest Jewish philos-
opher of early modern times.

A year before Miss Sara Sampson, Lessing provoked learned 
Germans in a play about Jews, Die Juden (1754). Amid the pre-
vailing anti- Semitism found throughout Germany, a legacy that 
has been rightly implicated in the Holocaust of World War II, 
Lessing presented his audience with an entirely different image 
of the Jew from what had been commonplace. Rather than the 
reviled money- changer and trickster, Lessing’s Jew is an honor-
able man, a selfless traveler who befriends a nobleman set upon 
by robbers dressed as Jews. The play hangs on the identity of 
the traveler and the robbers. Having been accosted, he thinks, 
by Jews, the baron’s anti- Semitism is given a full airing, and he 
is so grateful to the traveler that he offers his daughter in mar-
riage. Meanwhile, the robbers shed their costumes. The traveler 
reveals that he is an actual Jew and of course forbidden, by state 
law, to marry a Christian. Once again, true virtue is embedded 
in a single character— think Sara and Emilia— only this time, 
he is a Jew speaking perfect German (not the customary Yid-
dish), noble in character.

This theme is expanded upon in Lessing’s most famous play, 
Nathan der Weise, first performed in 1783. Nathan, the Jew, is 
modeled upon Moses Mendelssohn, and he is a study in pa-
rental devotion to his daughter, who has been saved from their 
burning house by an itinerant Templar. He may have been in-
serted for the masonic element in the audience because many 
German freemasons believed that they were descended from 
the persecuted Knights Templar. Nathan exhibits only good 
will toward the Templar, and also toward his friend and chess 
partner, a Muslim. Lessing puts in the language of the Chris-
tian knight a fairly typical anti- Semitism. Eventually, after fall-
ing in love with Nathan’s daughter whom he had rescued, the 
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Templar acquires the ability to think without prejudice. Not  
so the Christian Patriarch; living in Jerusalem where all the ac-
tion unfolds, he shows only a doctrinaire hatred of  Jews whom  
he would burn after finding them in violation of Christian law. 
Nathan is left to articulate the vision of Christianity, Judaism, 
and Islam as separate but equal.

Lessing wrote Nathan the Wise in the wake of his quarrel with 
Goeze, and it was as much a plea for religious equality as it was 
an attack on Christian heresy- mongering. Mendelsohn loved the 
play, as did many liberal thinkers in Germany into the twentieth 
century. In 1945, it was the first play to be performed after the 
German defeat. Critics have argued that Nathan is an abstrac-
tion, and we learn little about his practice of Judaism; it is hidden 
throughout much of the play, submerged and privatized in the 
face of a universalist humanism. However, it illustrates well the 
growing consensus among philosophes that religion should be 
a private matter, never assailed or enforced by church or state.

Amid all the journalism and play- writing, Lessing retained a 
deep interest in his first subjects of study, religion and theology. 
He was a seeker, an enemy of rationalizations who delighted in 
paradoxes, even contradictions. He sought a pure religion of the 
heart and mind and he was not afraid to sound heretical. His 
early writings display an even- handed interest in being histor-
ical and comparative about the three monotheistic religions.

When made librarian at the Duke of Brunswick’s remark-
able library at Wolfenbüttel— still one of the great European 
libraries— Lessing had the time and resources to pursue reli-
gious topics. In his essay Leibniz on Eternal Punishments, Less-
ing seems to endorse Christian orthodoxy (as does Leibniz), 
but read closely, the text argues for heaven and hell as relative 
places, not absolute states. Both good and evil in various de-
grees reside in everyone and hence both can be found among 
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those who reside in either heaven or hell. Nothing stopped 
Lessing from embracing heresies, sometimes only temporarily.

Being librarian gave Lessing access to an unprecedented 
amount of unpublished manuscripts, some of them in that 
state because they could never pass the censors. It also gave 
him the perfect cover if he decided to publish heretical material 
he deemed important. Having gotten such material from the 
daughter of the deceased Herman Samuel Reimarus (d. 1768), 
Lessing recognized its dangerous content and decided to pub-
lish fragments from it anonymously. He claimed to have no idea 
where the library had gotten “On the Toleration of the Deists: 
Fragment of an anonymous Writer” (1774), even suggesting that 
the author might have been J. Lorenz Schmidt (d. 1749), the 
translator of Spinoza into German, who spent time in jail for his 
publications and had to live in obscurity under various assumed 
names. The fragment argued for the toleration of rationalists and 
deists and it took issue with the veracity of biblical stories.

That Reimarus’s daughter, Elise (b. 1735), supplied the he-
retical material should not surprise us. She was front and center 
in enlightened circles and an avid correspondent with Lessing, 
Mendelssohn, Jacobi, and others. Her family, both maternal 
and paternal, contained many academics, and in addition a fi-
nancially advantageous marriage meant that her father could 
educate all his children, not simply his sons. Elise grew up in 
an enlightened household and, like so many women drawn to 
its ideals, led a literary salon that met in the Reimarus home. 
Although she possessed a deep affection for Lessing, she never 
married. In matters religious, she was, like her father, a deist. In 
the 1790s, she also expressed democratic sentiments, and the 
household was known for its anti- aristocratic views. Her own 
literary achievements were unexceptional, and largely poetic. 
After Lessing’s death, she stopped writing poetry. Yet when she 
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gave Lessing her father’s manuscript, she clearly understood 
and approved its contents. Lessing’s first published fragment 
went largely unnoticed; that would soon change.42

Seeming to fly under the radar, and against the counsel of his 
friends, Lessing published more fragments, far bolder than the 
first: the clergy should stop decrying reason because they need 
it to argue for the truth of Christianity; revelation cannot pos-
sibly speak to all men and salvation comes through the book of 
nature, by the natural religion possessed by all men; the Israelites 
could not have possibly passed through the parted Red Sea in 
one night, it would have taken nine days at least; revelation is full 
of contradictions and inconsistencies. As Reimarus sums it up:

Now since it is apparent to everyone that these miracles are 
self- contradictory and truly impossible, they cannot have oc-
curred. They must therefore have been made up and indeed 
so noticeably and crudely that one easily sees they come 
from an author who neither himself experienced this migra-
tion and saw everything that it would entail in the context of 
the Red Sea, nor had any clear conception adequate to what 
experience and the facts would require.43

A storm of criticism assaulted Lessing. At first patiently, and  
then with growing sarcasm and irritation, Lessing struck back. 
Recently widowed and grieving, he went after Goeze and 
wrapped himself in the mantle of Luther; his “spirit absolutely 
requires that no man may be prevented from advancing in the 
knowledge of the truth according to his own judgment.” For his 
part, Goeze accused Lessing of being a disciple of the English 
deists, Tindal and Toland, while Lessing’s employer, the duke of 
Brunswick, told him that now he must submit to censorship.44 
Furious, Lessing turned back to the genre of drama writing he 
had practiced so well; the result was Nathan the Wise.
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In a letter of 1780, Lessing told his friend and fellow freema-
son Herder that he had intended to find a middle way between 
orthodoxy and radical deism. He was searching for a historical 
understanding of Christianity and a way of reading the Bible, 
not as divine word but as a fascinating historical record of the 
first centuries of Christian belief that preceded the writing of 
the New Testament. He distinguished between the “religion of 
Christ” and the Christian religion, which “is so uncertain and 
ambiguous, that there is scarcely a single passage which, in all 
the history of the world, has been interpreted in the same way 
by two men.”45

There is no point in trying to depict Lessing as an orthodox 
Christian by the standard of his day. Similarly, while many be-
lieved that he had become a secret Spinozist, and hence by the 
same standard, an atheist, this is also unprovable. Rather, like so 
many of the philosophes, Lessing came to believe that religion 
was an entirely private matter and the enlightened search for truth 
about human destiny required soul searching, questioning, icon-
oclastic debunking, and a deep dislike for the system builders in 
theology. Convinced that the human soul is immortal, Lessing 
even entertained speculations about the possibility of metem-
psychosis or reincarnation. Struggling with the role of reason in 
relation to revelation, he sought allies among the educated and 
enlightened, but did not always find them.46 Lessing had started 
out in the Leibnizian- Wolffian tradition, but toward the end of  his 
life, natural religion and heretical philosophy appealed far more.

Lessing searched in many ancient and modern texts and social 
movements. He also looked in freemasonry, as did so many Ger-
man literati. In his dialogue in Ernst und Falk, Lessing and late 
German seekers after true Enlightenment looked at the Prussian 
state and its discontents. As the freemason, he has his fictional 
character, Falk, tell his interlocutor, Ernst— in the 1778 dialogue 
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that bears their names— “deeds . . . good men and young men . . . 
observe their deeds”— and let these speak for themselves. Af-
ter reciting the many charitable actions undertaken by German 
and Swedish freemasons, Falk extols the necessity of doing good 
deeds “in the world.” Throughout the dialogue of Ernst und Falk, 
certain assumptions are basic: men and institutions require re-
form and renewal, religious differences separate humankind, 
freemasons aim at social equality, but they will be no better or 
worse than the civil society that surrounds them.47 From the 
wholehearted embrace of the secular, Falk inevitably turns to 
the state. Because centered in “die bürgerliche Gesellschaft (civil 
society),” Falk can ask, “Do you believe that men were created 
for the state, or that states are for men?” He notes that states cre-
ate divisions around wealth or religion; freemasons are the only 
men capable of healing those divisions. This meditation on the 
need for reform allows Lessing to return to freemasonry, and to 
castigate the refusal of its German form to admit Jews.

By contrast, the French philosophe Mirabeau (d. 1791), in-
spired by the goals of freemasonry despite its many flaws, would 
set up a parallel organization to aid all of humankind through 
education and most importantly through the reform of law and 
government. Its members must be freemasons and labor for 
“the one object of the order of Freemasonry: THE GOOD OF 
ALL MANKIND.” As Mirabeau describes it, the second “great 
object . . . is the correction of the actual system of law and gov-
ernment.” This correction “may be special or general, gradual or 
sudden, secret or open.”48 In contrast and in keeping with the 
tenor of the German Enlightenment, Lessing was far less politi-
cally engaged and certainly no advocate of political revolutions.

There was plenty with which to fault the German lodges of  the 
eighteenth century. Falk finds objectionable the supersti tions 
about the Knights Templar, the recourse to the magical arts, the 
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play with words, gestures and symbols, and not least, the inabil-
ity to promote true and absolute equality. Yet Falk clearly implies 
that there are freemasons who support the American Revolu-
tion.49 Ernst und Falk directs the impulse for reform outward 
toward the state, then critically inward, toward the lodges of its 
day. Falk, speaking for Lessing, locates freemasonry as a state 
of mind, a way of being in the world, and not as the imperfect 
behavior that he so readily observed in everyday lodges. Some 
critics have argued that the fourth and fifth dialogues are more 
radical than the others, but there is an obvious continuity among 
them all. In advocating reform and renewal, Lessing was in tune 
with the discontents that permeated German freemasonry in the 
1770s and 1780s. Like Christianity, freemasonry is deeply flawed, 
but participation, he argues, can lead to self- criticism, enriched 
friendships, and independent learning.50

Lessing’s meditation on freemasonry resonated among re-
formers particularly in the wake of the French Revolution. In 
the 1790s, Herder offered his own meditation on freemasonry 
and the state, in the form of a dialogue that is clearly in dialogue 
with Ernst und Falk. He begins by embracing “all the good that 
has been done . . . in the world.” Herder, himself a freemason, 
reiterates “in the world.” He starts with Falk’s question, are men 
created for the state, or the state for men? He then, like Falk, 
notes all the divisions that states impose upon men, and he 
ends by invoking his desire to have a society composed of all 
the thinking men in the entire world.51 Herder’s embrace of a 
cosmopolitan and utopian order is another example of masonic 
language being employed to investigate the ideal of civil society. 
This order, too, is perfectly in keeping with the logic of the sec-
ular impulse that fosters attention to civil society and the state.

Neither Herder nor Lessing, who died before the revolution, 
was willing, however, to intervene in the political workings of 
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the state. They watched on the sidelines, hoping that someday 
the reform of human moral codes would inspire transforma-
tion in the mundane order. As Herder explains, “Every living 
force is active and continues active. Thus . . . it progresses and 
perfects itself according to inner eternal laws of wisdom and 
goodness, which are urged upon it and inherent in it.”52 Herder 
never clearly defined what he meant by a force (Kraft).

While waiting for progress toward perfectibility, consolation 
could be found in cosmopolitan sociability. Lessing drew com-
fort from his deep friendship with Moses Mendelssohn (1729– 
86), a Yiddish- speaking Jew from a poor family who possessed a 
prodigious intellect and, like Lessing, a gift for languages. Men-
delssohn in his youth learned the Talmud and became a brilliant  
German prose stylist as well as a critic of the French philo-
sophes, the Newtonian Maupertuis, Rousseau, and having mas-
tered English, of Pope and Burke. His intellectual passion, fed  
in part by his reading of Leibniz and Wolff, focused on philos-
ophy and metaphysics. In 1754, he met Lessing, and their bond 
lasted until Lessing’s death in 1781— indeed continued after 
it— as Mendelssohn sought to protect his friend’s posthumous 
reputation. They shared an absolute commitment to religious 
toleration, to civil rights for Jews, and to the necessity of using 
reason as the key to unlock the mysteries of the monotheistic 
religions. Mendelssohn further believed in the absolute right of 
liberty of conscience, that the state had no right to use coercive 
power over it. He even extended the liberty to atheists.53

In 1783, Mendelssohn presented his understanding of  Juda-
ism and laid out a vision by which the man of reason could 
adhere to it. He argued in Jerusalem, “I recognize no eternal 
verities except those which can not only be comprehended by 
the human intellect but also be demonstrated and verified by 
human reason. . . . I believe Judaism knows nothing of a revealed 
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religion in the sense in which Christians define this term.” Men-
delssohn would eliminate any belief that flies in the face of rea-
son and it rests on laws: “Judaism is a Divine legislation— laws, 
commandments, statutes, rules of conduct, instruction in God’s 
will and in what they are to do to attain temporal and eternal 
salvation.”54 Moses gave these laws to the Jews who are obliged 
to follow them. They are to be taught and followed but never 
imposed by force by either church or state.

Mendelssohn became the leading figure in the haskalah, the  
Jewish Enlightenment, and his influence extended into the 
twentieth century. Only poor health kept him from reading and 
writing more about philosophy and what he called “the truths of 
natural religion.” By the 1780s, he came to believe that material-
ism haunted the Enlightenment and its sources extended back to 
Hobbes and Spinoza (d. 1677), and later Toland (d. 1722).55 Men-
delssohn also realized that the rabbis were capable of censoring 
enlightened Jews, of trying to turn the tide back to traditional 
education, in religious as opposed to secular subjects. Joseph II 
pushed in the opposite direction, wanting to see the Germaniza-
tion of the Jews in his empire. By 1782, deep fissures within the  
Jewish community had become visible: freethinkers versus the 
rabbis afraid of change; the hyper- Orthodox Hasidim versus  
the followers of the Enlightenment; the revivers of the Kabbalah 
versus the rationalist philosophers like Mendelssohn.56

The writings of Spinoza accentuated these fissures and par-
ticularly troubled both the German and Jewish Enlighten-
ments; his equation of God with Nature, hence his assumed  
atheism and materialism, could be used against any philo-
sophe trying to put religion on a firm foundation of reason, or as 
Mendelssohn put it, on “the rational knowledge of God.”57 His 
critical responses— Morning Hours appeared in 1785, followed 
the next year by the posthumously published To the Friends 
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of Lessing— constituted his defense of rational, providential 
theism. For the criterion for truth- seeking, Mendelssohn, like 
so many of the European philosophes, assumed that the new 
science inherited from Galileo and Newton had enriched “our 
knowledge beyond our every expectation.”58 Knowing from 
science that truth is attainable, he rejected the hypothesis that 
mere chance governs the world, and “we always search for a 
cause whenever we discern harmony and concord with diver-
sity.”59 Mendelssohn takes his audience through general philos-
ophy and epistemology because he is setting up the intellectual 
conditions by which he can prove the existence of God: “With-
out God, providence, and immortality, all the good things in my 
life are in my eyes worthless and contemptible . . . or as Voltaire 
says, without this comforting prospect we are all swimming in 
the deep . . . with no hope of ever reaching the shore.”60

The reason for Mendelssohn’s writing an entire defense of  the-
ism based upon rational argumentation, and then a defense of 
Lessing, lay in his desire to set the foundation for a truly tolerant 
person and to defend the memory of Lessing. In 1783, Lessing’s 
acquaintance Friedrich Jacobi announced in a letter that Lessing 
had been a secret pantheist. Such a fatalistic Spinozism, Jacobi 
believed, was the only systematic philosophy compatible with 
reason, and he loathed it. Mendelssohn spied in his motives the 
desire to undercut the basis of a truly tolerant society. Two years 
later, Jacobi published the correspondence with Mendelssohn 
at the same time as he learned that Mendelssohn would publish 
his defense of providential theism. In the eyes of Mendelssohn, 
Jacobi had accused Lessing, “known to the world as the great 
and admired defender of theism and the religion of reason . . . of 
being a Spinozist, an atheist, and a blasphemer.”61 Thus ensued 
another crisis within Die Aufklärung, this one known as the Pan-
theismusstreit (the pantheism conflict).
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The conflict made a deep impact on what became the final 
decade of the Enlightenment in Germany. The dispute turned 
very public, and Lessing’s reputation was dragged through the 
streets for his supposedly being an atheist. Almost certainly 
he had defended Spinoza to Jacobi with the usual paradoxes 
and contradictions that were the hallmarks of Lessing’s phil-
osophical style. As Herder put it, “you know Lessing’s way of 
turning things in such a manner as to show the absurdity of 
the absurd.”62 Jacobi missed the nuance and the jest; Lessing’s 
relationship with Mendelssohn and Jews in general fed his prej-
udices. Anti- Semitism had always lurked beneath the surface 
in all of Lessing’s disputes. Earlier, in the dispute with Goeze, a 
Viennese journal even accused Lessing of taking money from 
Amsterdam Jews to finance his publications. Only this time 
in the pantheism conflict, and despite calls for him to be pun-
ished, the duke of Brunswick stood by Lessing.63

Almost certainly, Lessing remained deeply influenced by his 
religious background, yet drawn to ideas that would undermine 
traditional, theological system building. Lessing enjoyed us-
ing the motto, “I am One and All,” and from it Jacobi deduced 
that Lessing was a pantheist. Yet it is more likely that Lessing 
found the beings in creation as possessing a distinct plurality; 
the world is the best possible because it manifests God’s self- 
replication. With such a formulation, a distinct, if eccentric, the-
ism remains true to Lessing’s understanding, and also demon-
strates how it was possible, by the mid- eighteenth century, to 
think outside the box of traditional Christian philosophy. It was 
a position easily misunderstood.64

Just as controversy had exhausted the fifty- year- old Lessing 
and, almost certainly, hastened his death, Mendelssohn also 
suffered under its impact. His health had always been frail, and 
on a bitterly cold New Year’s Eve, 1785, Mendelssohn rushed his 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 3:39 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



192 c h a p t e r  6

manuscript defense of Lessing to the publisher and caught a 
bad chill from which he never recovered. In his final days, Less-
ing had believed that the present condition of Chris tian ity—  
so enfeebled by theological controversy and the desire to 
persecute— would have to be changed. By early 1786, two of the 
most important religious thinkers in Enlightenment Germany, 
who might have assisted in such a reform, were gone. For her 
part, Elise Reimarus, who had been a go- between among the 
major participants of the pantheist crisis, withdrew and blamed 
herself from having facilitated the exchange about Lessing.

Intellectual leadership, with somewhat different agendas, 
passed to Johann Gottfried von Herder (1744– 1803), and his 
university professor, Immanuel Kant (figure 10). When last he 
appeared, Herder was a young and unknown traveler setting off 
to visit France. When there, he personally met (or read) some 
of the great philosophes, and he encountered the fashionable 
vitalism, or vitalist materialism, found in those circles as well 
as in medical thought of the period. All led Herder back to the 
study of Leibniz and Spinoza. He came away with the impres-
sion that France as a country was in need of reform, but its in-
tellectuals steered him in the direction of a vitalism that became 
fundamental to his thinking.

First as a schoolteacher, and then as a Lutheran minister, 
Herder believed in a graduated pantheism where a form of 
immortality is still possible, and where system building and 
intolerance receive no validation. The influence of Lessing and 
Mendelssohn on him is palpable, as is his commitment to reason 
and the advance of new ideas.65 The number of disciplines that 
Herder helped establish is daunting: hermeneutics, linguistics, 
anthropology, and a secular philosophy of history. While Herder 
continued the deep interest in philosophy and religion so char-
acteristic of the German Enlightenment, he also searched for 
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Figure 10. Kant, the greatest original philosopher of the period. Johann 
Gottlieb Becker (1720–82) (ID# 141114). Courtesy of Bridgeman Images.

ways to explain the human condition in history, in the use of 
language, and in the profound differences observed among the 
peoples of the world.

Herder was no slavish follower of religiously inspired ideas, and 
he was an avid reader of travel literature. He came to recognize that  
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the peoples of the world were vastly different. First in their lan-
guages, which “do not point to a divine origin of language, but 
to the very opposite, namely, that language has its origin in our 
animal nature . . . [it] is not derived from symbols of a divine 
grammar, but from the primitive sounds of natural organs. . . . 
Hence, language is inherent in, or the natural corollary of, the 
very first act of human reasoning.”66 The sounds will vary inev-
itably; languages will develop in groups of people, “essentially, 
therefore, the first human thought prepares communication with 
other beings.”67 Language use is deeply social.

With impeccable logic, Herder surveyed the infinitude of 
synonyms found in multiple languages and then came to a 
conclusion that “each of these . . . is closely connected with the 
customs, character and origin of a people; and everywhere it 
reveals the inventive spirit of man.”68 Herder’s understanding of 
the origin of language laid the foundation for his acceptance of 
the multiplicity of human cultures and the need to study them. 
He put in place the conceptual foundations for what would be-
come anthropology, and he did so scientifically, by collecting 
“factual data about the human mind, about the organization 
of human nature, about the structure of ancient and primitive 
languages and the conditions under which they developed.”69 
Herder saw the natural and human sciences as two sides of the 
same empirical coin.

Undergirding Herder’s intellectual trajectory, pantheism 
played a critical role. His reading of Spinoza, Lessing, and Jo-
seph Priestley, among others, led to the conviction that we can-
not rule out “the possibility of thought or other spiritual powers 
being material. . . . We know of no spirit capable of operating 
apart from, or without, matter . . . we observe in matter so many 
powers of a spirit- like nature.” We are composed of “organic 
powers, the finger of creative Divinity.”70 Herder insisted upon 
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a pantheism that gave no ground to the materialists who would 
eliminate the soul and immortality. He was, however, after even 
bigger stakes, the foundation of a “possible philosophy of hu-
man history.”

The powers of the universe reside in the human mind; they 
require only an organization, or a series of organizations to set 
them in action. Every human being goes through a process of 
constant change and transformation, “thus the history of man 
is ultimately a theater of transformations,” which only God, 
“who animates these events and lives and feels Himself in all 
of them, can review.” All of humankind is one and the same 
species upon the earth. There are no races, only communities 
or nations, and their complexity forms “different shades of the 
same great picture which extends through all ages and all parts 
of the earth. Their study, therefore, properly forms no part of 
biology or systematic natural history but belongs rather to 
the anthropological history of man.”71 Space and time, having 
been stripped of qualities and attributes, now unbounded and 
absolute, can be filled by human action: “is it not feasible to 
assume that the combination of matter and power is capable 
of undergoing a series of mutations from its original state to a 
more developed and subtle organization?”72 In Herder’s vision, 
transformations in time arise from “mind and matter, and all the 
powers of matter, of attraction and repulsion, of motion, of life, 
originally from one single entity.”73

Herder’s understanding of the human condition is deeply 
democratic and temporal. Human actions fill secular time and 
space; human beings in their complexity, in their communities 
or nations, make history. The laws of physics are at work in space 
and time, and “no living power can stand still or retreat in the 
realm of nature, it must push forward, it must progress.” This 
understanding of time as progressive, supported by the laws of 
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nature, provides the key “to the wonderful phenomenon of man 
and hence also to a possible philosophy of human history.”74

Herder’s intellectual move takes up an idea also found in To-
land, that force resides within the very matter of the universe 
of which space and time are entities. The laws of attraction and 
repulsion govern “the history of our species . . . by the many 
attempts and enterprises that man has undertaken, and by the 
events and revolutions that have overtaken him.” The human 
mind contains the powers of the universe, and only organi-
zation, or a series of organizations, can “set them in action.”  
Space and time are “empty concepts” that the mind transcends, 
and fills.75

This transcendence occurs among individual minds that are 
bound together in communities. The social is essential for the hu-
man forces to work in space and time, to make history. Separated 
from their country or tribe, human beings are hopelessly adrift. 
From the abstractions of space and time, of mind and forces, 
Herder turns to the social condition of human beings, what is 
necessary for them to be engaged in making history. What would 
it be like to be devoid of such a communal, social condition?

Herder launches into a diatribe against slavery: “what gives 
you the right, you despicable slave- drivers, you inhuman brutes, 
even to approach the lands of these unfortunates, let alone to 
tear them away from it by cunning, fraud and cruelty?” The 
treatment of American natives receives an equally stern rebuke. 
All have been denied their free ability to make history.76 For 
Herder, like Lessing, freedom is basic to human dignity and the 
capacity to make one’s own history.

Residing in the Holy Roman Empire, Herder has nonethe-
less cast his historical vision globally. Slave trading and empire 
building were not the preserves of eighteenth- century Germans, 
yet Herder’s passion is as powerful as that of the French Hugue-
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not Benezet. Herder’s deep interest in the injustices of empire 
building puts us in touch with one of the hallmarks of enlight-
ened thinking, with cosmopolitanism. Although Herder, per-
haps echoing Rousseau, casts aspersions on “the idle cosmopo-
lite”— in contrast to the hospitable savage— his anti- imperialism 
depends upon a universal humanism founded in nature: “the 
very thought of a superior European culture is a blatant insult 
to the majesty of Nature.”77

Herder bequeathed to us the ability to think about historical 
forces, unleashed by free individuals bound in communities or 
nations. Given the forces of attraction and repulsion, histori-
cal forces operate dialectically. They throw up a status quo— a 
thesis— that is pushed against by a contradictory force— the 
antithesis— and out of that struggle emerges a new order, a 
synthesis. In time, it becomes its own thesis, and the historical 
forces once again throw up contradictory forces. If this sounds 
familiar, it is because, although Herder did not use these terms, 
those who took up his understanding of historical forces cre-
ated this dialectical understanding of world historical forces. 
There is a path that leads from Herder, via many twists and 
turns, to Hegel and Marx. They, however, never subscribed to 
Herder’s anti- imperialism.

In addition, Marx was resolutely a materialist and Herder 
was decidedly not. His idealism, his emphasis on forces and 
their implied immateriality, is antithetical to Marx’s econom-
ically rooted materialism. In Herder’s struggle to escape the 
impoverished rationalism he associated with a certain of type 
of enlightened thinking, he had gone back to the seventeenth- 
century roots of the Enlightenment. He resurrected both Leib-
niz and Spinoza (as had Lessing), and in so doing brought Spi-
noza into the mainstream of Western philosophy, a dramatic 
rehabilitation, a rejection of decades wherein Spinoza had been 
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dismissed as an atheist. In the middle of the pantheist conflict, 
in the mid- 1780s, Herder wrote his most important philosoph-
ical and theological work, God, Some Conversations (1787).

It is a searching attempt to rehabilitate Spinoza and to ex-
plain his philosophy:

The substances of the world are all maintained by divine 
power, just as they derived their existence from it alone. 
Therefore they constitute, if you will, appearances of divine 
powers, each modified according to the place, the time, and 
the organs in, and with which, they appear. . . . [Matter] is 
not dead but lives. For in it and conforming to its outer and 
inner organs, a thousand living, manifold forces are at work.

Herder anchors his argument for forces at work in nature by ap-
pealing to recent advances in science, particularly in the discov-
ery of magnetic and electrical forces. The forces within nature 
make us “as limited beings we swim in space and time,” but “no 
part of the world can also be a part of God.”78

Herder’s elevation of Spinoza took enlightened philosophy 
firmly away from the mechanistic materialism so prevalent in the 
French school of Enlightenment. Suddenly, a way of thinking that  
seemed to endorse nothing more interesting than atheism trans-
formed itself into a dynamic approach to the study of  human kind, 
of languages and histories. The invigoration of Spinoza’s legacy 
by a believing Christian made the dismissals— generally offered 
by the devout— less tenable. Herder provided a philosophical 
foundation for the study of humankind progressing through time 
and space, developing language, making history. The foundation 
had been laid for anthropology as well as linguistics.

None of Herder’s innovations occurred in a historical or 
personal vacuum. For starters, in 1785 his old friend and for-
mer teacher Kant delivered a blistering critique of Ideas for a 
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Philosophy of the History of Mankind.79 Part of the issue was prob-
ably jealousy, as the master watched his star pupil ascend in pub-
lic recognition. Kant also felt that his philosophical insights had 
been overlooked. But there were real philosophical and ideolog-
ical disagreements between them, and Kant decided that these 
needed to be aired. He also spied in Herder’s text veiled criticisms 
of his own thinking. Kant believed that human happiness ulti-
mately came at the end of history and through the institutions of 
the state. Herder believed that every living creature takes delight 
in its life and the state exists to foster that state of well- being. He 
also spied in Kant’s thinking a bias toward Europe, where it was 
assumed that the state was a more highly developed entity.80

There were so many areas in which the two thinkers were 
in agreement. Both saw the pursuit of human happiness as a 
fundamental right and goal. Both believed in the laws of New-
tonian science and in the purposefulness of the universe. Kant 
put it this way: “human actions, like every other natural event 
are determined by universal laws.” Nature endowed human be-
ings alone with reason and the freedom of the will, accordingly 
“man was not to be guided by instinct, not nurtured and in-
structed with ready- made knowledge; rather, he should bring 
forth everything out of his own resources.”81 Nature did not 
make things easy for humankind; striving must be constant.

Whereas Herder saw a basic sociability in humankind, Kant’s 
vision was darker, closer to Hobbes than to Rousseau. Human 
striving is fraught, as Kant put it, “Nature demands a constant 
striving, a struggle to achieve, for heartless competitive vanity, 
for the insatiable desire to possess and to rule!” Given the pro-
pensity to warfare, only the state and civic constitutions can 
protect us. Even then, the natural bellicosity of states leads to 
warfare, and this can be prevented only by the establishment of 
a “league of nations.”82 Living in relative peace within the state,
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Enlightenment comes gradually, with intermittent folly and 
caprice, as a great good which must finally save men from 
the selfish aggrandizement of their masters, always assuming 
that the latter know their own interest. This enlightenment, 
and with it a certain commitment of heart which the enlight-
ened man cannot fail to make to the good he clearly under-
stands, must step by step ascend the throne and influence the 
principles of government.83

There is purpose and design in human history, and stages through 
which Kant thinks every state will pass: “if one adds episodes 
from the national histories of other peoples insofar as they are 
known from the history of the enlightened nations, one will dis-
cover a regular progress in the constitution of states on our conti-
nent (which will probably give law, eventually, to all the others).”

The debt of German thinkers like Kant to the Scottish En-
lightenment seems obvious as expressed in the previous sen-
tence. The stadial theory of human development used by Scot-
tish theorists possessed a dark side. Just as Montesquieu’s ideas 
on climate could be construed to imply the inferiority of peo-
ples in hot climates, so too could stadial theories be used to as-
sign inferiority to certain peoples and not others. This construal 
is evident in an early work by Kant, Observations on the Feeling 
of the Beautiful and the Sublime (1764), where the discussion of 
race begins to sound awfully much like Hume: “The Negroes 
of Africa have by nature no feeling that rises above the trifling. 
Mr Hume challenges anyone to cite a single example in which 
a Negro has shown talents. . . . So fundamental is the difference 
between those two races of man, and it appears to be as great 
in regard to mental capacities as in colour.”84

The Enlightenment could be Janus- faced. Some of its best 
minds, like Hume and the younger Kant (d. 1804), embraced 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 3:39 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



B e r l i n  a n d  V i e n n a  201

ideas of inferiority and superiority that were— to use our mod-
ern term— blatantly racist. They were not much better on the 
subject of gender superiority and inferiority. For his views on 
men and women, Kant received rough treatment from the mod-
ern philosopher, Jacques Derrida (d. 2004). Kant’s “anthropo- 
botany,” as Derrida called it, allowed him to imagine that men 
love domestic peace, that women possess certain essential char-
acteristics; put in a phrase, Derrida read in Kant and “his anal-
ysis of the feminine perversion, the complex system of phal-
logocentrism.”85 While it is rather hard to imagine Kant being 
particularly phallic about anything, the indictment resonated 
with modern- day feminist critiques of masculinist discourse— 
however enlightened it might claim to be.

By the 1780s, Kant had changed. In his Idea for a Universal 
History with Cosmopolitan Intent and his essay asking “What 
is the Enlightenment?”— both from 1784— he suggests a more 
open mind, one searching for the universal meaning of human 
aspirations. Then the French Revolution intervened. By every 
contemporary account in 1789, Kant was transfixed by the news 
coming from Paris. He thought that he now could die in peace 
because he had heard news so stirring and important. Unlike 
many Europeans, after the Terror Kant never repudiated the 
revolution. He also endorsed the American Revolution and the 
Irish uprising of the late 1790s. He was a devoted supporter of 
the young republics. Yet in his published works of that decade, 
he declared that a people have no right to revolt. Was he trying 
to stay on the good side of the Prussian authorities, or did he 
think that revolution would not work anywhere in Germany? 
Did he reason that its people did not possess that level of polit-
ical sophistication?86

Various explanations have been offered to explain the discrep-
ancy between Kant’s private views as a citizen and his philosophical  
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arguments. What is important is to see that in the 1790s, Kant 
repudiated imperialism and the racism that was used to jus-
tify it. Instead, he sought to articulate a cosmopolitan vision 
by which nations might live in peace, perpetually, and through 
justice, safeguard human rights.87 Kant offered justifications 
that remain valid to this day. We may not forgive him his ear-
lier views— commonplace though they were— but we need 
to understand what made him the greatest philosopher of the 
eighteenth century.

Kant published prolifically, and when his Critique of Pure 
Reason appeared in 1781, it was his longest and most difficult 
book. Among the first reviews written by his friend (and sup-
pressed so as not to offend), Johann Hamann saw Kant as try-
ing to find a middle way between Leibniz and Locke, bringing 
appearances and concepts— sensibility and understanding— 
together into a “transcendental something,” where both are in 
danger of disappearing altogether. He accuses Kant of proceed-
ing “arse- first” and using “weapons of light” to spread obscu-
rity. Hamann hopes that the book will be praised by some, well 
known, and “as a mark of the highest authorship understood by 
bloody few.” We can see why he chose not to publish it in his  
lifetime.88

In short, Kant is not easy to understand. It is, however, the 
case that his Critique sent Western philosophy into an entirely 
new direction, laid the foundation for what became known as 
German Idealism, and established Kant as one of the most im-
portant philosophers ever to put pen to paper. Like so many 
of the leading German philosophes, Kant came from a hum-
ble background, his father was an artisan and his mother was 
deeply pious, having been brought up as a Pietist who wanted 
the same education for her son. He in turn rebelled against its 
emotionalism and all his life saw reason as his guiding star.
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So too did the other German philosophes. They could be 
remarkably audacious, and in 1792, the relatively unknown 
Carl Friedrich Bahrdt, just out of prison for having published a 
scandalous play against the Prussian prime minister, published 
Rights and Duties of Rulers and Subjects in Relation to the State 
and Religion, wherein he argued for the right of sexual satis-
faction. It is on par with the right to life, to food and drink, to 
property, and “society is culpable if it obstructs this choice and 
pleasure.”89 All of these positions were enveloped in a lengthy 
work of three volumes.

Bahrdt’s argument had little impact at the time, possibly 
because he was associated with advocacy for revolution. Yet it 
added another arrow in the bow of the enlightened search for 
human freedom. The German philosophes never escaped the 
confines imposed by the absolutist principles central to their 
political structure. They bequeathed to the nineteenth cen-
tury a set of abstract ideals that made the search for democ-
racy in Germany ever elusive until it was imposed by the con-
quering Allies in 1945. That history gives a tragic dimension to 
what had been sought but never attained after the death of the 
philosophes.
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Naples and Milan

To reach Italy by land, one must cross the Alps. In the 
eighteenth century, the passage felt as much psychological as 
physical. The traveler arrived in cities and principalities that were 
independent from one another yet for the most part belonging to 
the Austrian Habsburgs or the papacy. Everywhere these lands 
were Catholic, and the heavy hand of  the Counter- Reformation 
was still visible. With roots in the sixteenth century, the Jesuits 
and the Inquisition enjoyed an almost hegemonic influence over 
cultural and intellectual life throughout Italy.

For an opening example, we need only examine the perse-
cutions inaugurated in Naples during the 1690s. These were 
intended to rid the schools of atomism, atheism, and the exces-
sive freedom that the clergy saw pervading these educational 
institutions. All these natural philosophical positions were de-
noted by the term “Modern philosophy,” said to be inspired by 
Descartes, and by the 1690s Naples was its capital. Its method 
was experimental, and its bias was against the Aristotelianism 
of the schools. In medicine, the Moderns were highly critical of 
contemporary practices such as blood letting, and they argued 
that complete freedom of inquiry was necessary for medicine’s 
improvement. They also had access to some of the best librar-
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ies in Europe, where could be found works by ancient atomists 
as well as by modern philosophers such as Spinoza. Fatefully, 
the Neapolitan authorities chose to use the methods of the 
Roman Inquisition— constant interrogation, secrecy, public 
condemnation— and they imprisoned atomists for years on end, 
generally without a public trial.

The head of the Jesuit school in Naples, Giovan De Bene-
dictis, denounced the freedom that prevailed everywhere, and 
he blamed the new science of Descartes and Gassendi, among 
others, as the cause of this profound threat to Catholic beliefs. 
Similar accusations were brought against proponents of the 
new science in the Republic of Venice. Writing from Naples 
in 1693, one Jesuit explained to a colleague, “The News from 
here is that the atomists were almost all discovered to be athe-
ists. Two recanted and twelve are in prison.”1 For their part, the 
Modern philosophers believed that atomism had been trans-
mitted by the ancient Hebrews, and they read avidly among the 
English proponents of the new science such as Robert Boyle. 
Unimpressed, De Benedictis believed that Descartes’s cogito li-
censed a subjective individualism and privileged imagination 
over truth. Descartes’s proclamation, “I think therefore I am,” 
licensed the will to explore any idea and his notion of corpus-
cles as the building blocks of nature left the Scholastic doctrine 
of form meaningless. Atomism ineluctably led to atheism.2

By contrast, in this same decade in London, a close associate 
of Isaac Newton named Richard Bentley presented— from the 
prestigious London pulpit of St. Martin- in- the- Fields— an ex-
planation of atomism that he said bolstered the anti- materialism 
of Newtonian metaphysics. He denounced the materialism of 
Epicurean atomism and substituted the immaterial force of uni-
versal gravitation at work amid the atoms in the vacuum of space.  
A few years later, a similar argument was elaborated upon by 
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Samuel Clarke, and between them these Newtonian lectures 
were translated into various European languages.3

From the time of Galileo (d. 1642) onward, the new science 
was ill understood on the Italian peninsula. The heresy hunters 
stood guard against a system that they believed led to atheism 
and materialism and, not incidentally, undermined the Scho-
lasticism derived from St. Thomas Aquinas’s interpretation of 
Aristotle. Aquinas’s interpretation was used to explain the Cath-
olic doctrine of transubstantiation, among others. In the face of 
opposition from the Scholastics, some of the Moderns settled 
for “quietism,” the belief that Christianity can be embodied in a 
few doctrines and that the true follower should strive passively 
for an inner spiritual peace that eschews external demonstra-
tions of faith.

The breakthrough toward Enlightenment came in Rome in 
1707, when Celestino Galiani (1681– 1753) and his coterie began 
experiments in Newtonian optics. Still, Galiani had little confi-
dence that the new science would thrive in an Italian setting; in 
1705, he wrote to a friend, “What is to be feared is not so much 
the Inquisitor as the beliefs of men who hold [scientific experi-
ments] to be little more than tricks of acrobats.”4 But he perse-
vered and accepted the atomic hypothesis that lay at the heart 
of Newtonian optics. The Inquisition reserved its opprobrium 
for explicit endorsements of Copernicanism for which, nearly a 
century earlier, it had convicted Galileo. At that time, his covert 
atomism was one of the doctrines that alarmed the Church au-
thorities. Newton’s commitment to atomism and heliocentrism 
was basic but implicit.

Italian Newtonianism owed a significant debt to the notices 
that appeared in the Leipzig Latin journal, Acta eruditorum. 
From it, Leibniz, who was visiting in Rome, learned in detail 
about Newton’s science and affirmed his Copernicanism. His 
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extensive contact with Catholic intellectuals put them under 
suspicion for having such close interactions with a Lutheran. 
Out of these encounters, however suspect, emerged the first 
stirrings of the Italian Enlightenment, and Celestino Galiani, 
with his close friend Antonio Niccolini, was at its center. The 
latter came under suspicion after he had journeyed to England, 
returned to Florence and became a freemason, and with Ga-
liani, read deeply in English and French thought.

Impoverished as a young man, Galiani became a monk and 
then in Rome enjoyed an academic life that gave him mastery 
of both philosophy and science. He accepted a bishopric in 1731 
and became the leader of Neapolitan educational life. He paid 
a heavy price for his prominence. In the face of the Inquisition, 
he decided never to publish, quietly abandoned “the Aristote-
lians’ meaningless words and occult qualities,” and scoured the 
writings of Descartes. From being a Cartesian, Galiani migrated 
to Newtonianism, and there he remained, a fervent believer in 
physico- theology as explicated by Bentley and Clarke, among 
others. Galiani’s associate in these scientific circles, the abbé 
Antonio Conti, had actually met Newton in London and read 
widely in the philosophical disputes associated with material-
ism and the English freethinkers. He tried valiantly to pull Ga-
liani away from his belief in divine providence, but to no avail. 
However, the circle developed a complete familiarity with the 
writings of Spinoza, Hobbes, Toland, and the other Newtonian 
explicators such as David Gregory and Willem s’Gravesande. 
The point is that by the 1720s, the new enlightened culture with 
its European sources had arrived in Italian intellectual circles, 
despite the best efforts of the Inquisition to suppress it.

As we have seen elsewhere, urban centers possessed a distinc-
tive intellectual vitality. Though we have chosen to focus on  
Naples and Milan, other cities in the peninsula merit a brief 
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mention. Rome was a place where bright young men, often en 
route to a clerical career, could find an excellent education. Of 
course, the city, capital of the Papal States, was dominated by 
the papacy and its apparatus of censorship. The area was also 
almost entirely passive in economic matters and manufactured 
virtually nothing. In the 1740s, Pope Benedict XIV reformed 
the main university, and it began to teach the new science, with 
chemistry and physics as experimental practices. And just as in 
Naples and Milan, economic issues arose in need of reform and 
they required innovative political and economic approaches.5

In contrast to the glory of Rome, Turin, which was in the 
north (Piedmont- Savoy) and bordered on the west with France, 
had been a place of little distinction until 1563, when it was named 
the capital of the Savoyard state. In the process, it acquired the 
famous burial garment, the Holy Shroud of Christ, and its dukes 
undertook a series of architectural improvements that made its 
center into the elegant eighteenth- century city that it is today. By 
1700, its population had grown to about 44,000— about the size 
of Edinburgh. Its form of princely absolutism rested on the power 
of the region’s landed aristocracy, but the city itself had become a 
vital part of the state’s financial structure.6

By the 1730s, Turin possessed the most powerful and ab-
solutist of the various Italian principalities, and it imposed its 
authority with little opposition. By the 1780s, it had a vibrant 
version of enlightened academic culture and could hold its 
head high in relation to other Italian and European cities. This 
had not always been so. In the 1730s, Turin incarcerated peo-
ple whom other states or the papacy had deemed a menace. 
Such was the fate of the Neapolitan jurist and historian Pietro 
Giannone (1676– 1748). After being kidnapped, Giannone lan-
guished in a Savoyard prison for twelve years as punishment for 
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his derogatory treatment of the Church in his massive history 
of Naples from ancient times to the present.7

Giannone had castigated the Church for its corruption and 
its interference in the political life of the state; he also had little 
use for the Spanish and their treatment of Naples when it was 
under their control. Following Hobbes, Pufendorf, and Spi-
noza, he urged the sovereign to use all of his authority to pre-
serve the independence and rights of Naples, thus ensuring the 
stability of the government. Giannone’s Civil History appeared 
in 1723. Within a few years, it was translated into English and 
French, and in 1758 into German. Giannone went from obscu-
rity to fame and notoriety. Swiftly, his book made the Index of 
Forbidden Books and he and his printer were excommunicated. 
Mobs protested against him, and he had to flee in disguise.8

In Vienna, he had been warmly received by the Austrian court, 
but in every Italian state that Giannone visited, his reputation put 
him in jeopardy. The Austrians lost Naples to the Bourbons in 
1734, and hence Giannone fled to Venice, where he was abducted 
by the Venetian Inquisition and, after a brief trial, expelled. He was 
tricked into crossing into Italian territory from Protestant Geneva, 
where he had sought refuge, and was arrested in the middle of the 
night by armed guards sent by the king of Savoy. The Savoyards 
imprisoned him. Significantly, Giannone’s history of Naples, com-
plete with its attack on the Church and feudalism, was republished 
in 1770. The issues it raised had still not been resolved.

Giannone had even been expelled from Venice, one of the 
freer city- states, which was famous for its printing presses. Ven-
ice was not without interference from the Inquisition, as when 
Beccaria’s book on crime and punishment was banned (figure 11),  
placed on the Index of Forbidden Books. Yet Venice nurtured 
a vibrant form of enlightened Catholicism that accepted the 
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limitations of reason and the necessity for revelation. The leading 
liberal Catholic of the period, Ludovico Muratori (b. 1672, near 
Modena), was a devout Catholic priest, and his thinking on the 
reform of politics affected dukes and princes in various Italian 
principalities, among them Venice.9 Again, the aim was to liberate 

Figure 11. Beccaria, the first to forcibly attack the use of  
torture in judicial proceedings. Cesare Bonesano de Beccaria  

(1884–90) (ID# 1002350). Courtesy of Bridgeman Images.
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secular authority from the interference of the papacy. Muratori 
also wanted the ruler to encourage commerce and industry, and 
his impact was very real in the Austrian territories. His most im-
portant treatise, Della pubblica felicità (On public happiness, 1749), 
argued that reform had to originate with the prince. Even pri-
vate luxury should be tolerated if its benefits could be directed at 
public needs. The impact of his thought was greatest in Naples.10 
Muratori saw moral education as the necessary prelude to polit-
ical action.11

Giannone’s anti- Catholicism had doomed his chances of 
enjoying personal freedom. Flight was the only choice in the 
face of imprisonment, as Alberto Radicati di Passerano (1698– 
1737) of Turin learned in the course of his tumultuous career. 
Radicati came from a distinguished noble family, long famous 
in the region. From an early age, he was rebellious; his first mar-
riage was fraught, and he embarked on a labored intellectual 
trajectory that began in Protestantism and ended with free-
thinking and materialism. Called upon for advice, he tried to 
convince Victor Amadeus II (duke of Savoy, who became king 
of Sicily and then Sardinia) that he should emulate the great 
European monarchs and downgrade the power of the Church 
and the Inquisition in his territories. His proposals echo those 
of Giannone and the far less heretical Muratori, but they were 
far too radical for Victor Amadeus, who opted instead to make 
peace with the papacy. Having lost the argument and convinced 
that reform in Piedmont- Savoy was impossible— even that he 
might be subject to the Inquisition’s wrath— Radicati chose ex-
ile. In 1730, if not earlier, he was penniless in London, where he 
began to publish in English.

Clearly inspired by Montesquieu’s Persian Letters, Radicati 
anonymously published Christianity Set in a True Light (1730), 
in which he assumed the voice of a Muslim forced to convert to 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 3:39 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



212 c h a p t e r  7

paganism, by which he meant the Catholic Church. His guide 
through the process is a dervish, and he observes in passing 
that all the priests of his new faith are magicians.12 The foot-
notes contain various references to his home city of Turin, 
and the whole is a satirical send- up of Catholicism. The Dutch 
reviews immediately identified the true author, and Radicati 
was launched on his English literary career. He followed True 
Light with an explication of Islam written by a Muslim for a 
Jewish rabbi. It takes up the theme of Moses as an impostor, 
which by 1732 had made its way through European circles of 
freethinkers.13 Lest there be any doubt as to which school Rad-
icati then belonged, in his most outrageous treatise, Dissertation 
upon Death (1732), the publisher advertised Toland’s complete 
works.14

The Dissertation advocated the right of human beings to 
commit suicide. Written as a hymn to “the Goddess Nature,” 
it also made perfectly clear Radicati’s debt to Toland’s panthe-
ism: “Motion is to Matter as essential as is Heat to Fire. [They] 
are of an eternal Co- existence, since it is not possible that they 
should be derived from Nothing. . . . This Matter, modified by 
Motion into an infinite Number of various Forms, is that which 
I call NATURE.”15 Materialism, combined with advocating sui-
cide— a wickedly unchristian combination— finally did it for 
the authorities. The bishop of London wrote to the secretary 
of state, who arranged for the arrest of Radicati, his publisher, 
and his printer. They were eventually released, but Radicati 
was charged the staggering sum of 400 pounds for bail. Some-
one— we do not know who— stepped forward and paid the fee 
to secure his freedom.

Although sick and impoverished, Radicati continued to ad-
vertise his treatises. Then suddenly, in the winter of 1734– 35, he 
fled again, this time to the Dutch Republic. There, he had many 
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of his writings translated into French and repeated his pleas for 
a strong monarch to unite all of Italy. In 1734, he cast his lot 
with Charles of Bourbon, the new king of Naples, and Radicati 
became one of the first to call for Italian unification. He also re-
newed his assault on the clergy. Still poor and stricken with tu-
berculosis, Radicati apparently had a change of heart in matters 
religious. Under the influence of French- speaking Protestant 
clergy in the Republic, Radicati repented, and he died while 
reconciling himself to the Reformed Church.16

Radicati had said he wanted a civic religion overseen by the 
secular authorities, and Italy unified under a strong sovereign. 
The second goal did not materialize until the nineteenth cen-
tury. The first never did, although dedication to the Italian Cath-
olic Church has fallen markedly since 1945.

Naples and the Necessity for Reform

When Austrian rule ended in 1734, Radicati was not the only 
political thinker to be excited by the sudden prospects for Ne-
apolitan reform under a new king. Charles III settled in Naples, 
the capital of the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies, and embarked 
on various reform and building projects: the digging of the 
archaeological site of Herculaneum, a new theater, a reorga-
nization of the university. The Spinelli family, princes of the 
Holy Roman Empire, also built a palazzo filled with works of 
art, books, and scientific instruments, some purchased from 
Dutch craftsmen. They designed the palazzo to be the “Temple 
of Minerva,” a cosmopolitan center for learning meant to cele-
brate the new reign of King Charles and the grand supporting 
family, the Spinelli.17 It sponsored a new academy that met on 
the grounds of the palazzo. In time and in the face of Neapoli-
tan social problems, the Temple came to seem like a frivolous 
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display of wealth where little learning actually occurred. Other 
reforms instituted by King Charles sought to eliminate some of 
the privileges enjoyed by the nobility and to curtail clerical in-
terference in state affairs; these did little to alleviate the chronic 
poverty of the peasantry or the laboring class.

With a population of 200,000 in 1700, Naples was the largest 
city in Continental Europe after Paris. By 1750, its population 
had grown by another 100,000 and would continue on that path 
well into the next century. Mount Vesuvius loomed over its sky-
line and returned to its volcanic activity throughout much of 
the eighteenth century. The sight was both spectacular and ter-
rifying. Letters between Naples and London took about three 
or four weeks, or longer in bad weather or wartime. And not 
least, the city and the surrounding countryside were marked by 
enclaves of extreme poverty, criminality, or disease. Neverthe-
less, the vitality of its musical and artistic life attracted visitors 
from much of the rest of educated Europe; Mozart, father and 
son, played for the British ambassador in 1770. A socially active 
Neapolitan connoisseur of culture could spend two nights a 
week at the theater, another two holding concerts at home, and 
finally an evening of conversation with nobility and friends at 
a learned academy.18 Yet the social and political problems of 
Naples were endemic and needed to be addressed.19

Predictably, the university in Naples came to play an impor-
tant role in these reforming efforts, and once again Newtonian-
ism provided an intellectual catalyst, with Celestino Galiani in 
the lead. At this optimistic moment entered the young Antonio 
Genovesi. Galiani recognized his extraordinary philosophical 
talent and Genovesi proclaimed his Newtonianism, display-
ing a singular familiarity with the English debates about mat-
ter and motion. Galiani thought so highly of Genovesi that he 
was given the task of teaching metaphysics in the university. 
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He also coveted the chair in theology but was blocked by pow-
erful adversaries. Undaunted, Genovesi turned his formidable 
skills toward worldly problems, of which the extreme poverty 
of Southern Italy was the most challenging. In 1754, he was re-
warded with the newly created chair of political economy, the 
first of its kind in any European university. In the tradition of 
British and Dutch Newtonianism, Genovesi sought to improve 
both agriculture and manufacturing through the informed ap-
plication of science. He had been inspired by Muratori, but 
he also devoted himself to English and French thinkers. Ag-
riculture had to be reformed, and manufacturing had also to 
be encouraged.20 Even luxury had its place, if homegrown; it 
promoted the circulation of money and a certain level of refine-
ment. Although denounced by the clergy, the value of luxury 
became one of the main theoretical points put forward by the 
new science of political economy.

The period after 1734 became the great age of Neapolitan 
academies. They provided an intellectual home for members 
of the various professions such as medicine and also a place 
to discuss the current political and religious climate. For this 
reason, they were regarded as highly suspect, and the Church 
authorities watched them closely. They also sought to take over 
academic culture as various bishops sponsored their own acad-
emies. During the archbishopric of Serafino Filangieri, uncle 
of Gaetano, the famous author of La scienza della legislazione 
(to which we shall return), the goal was to give the clergy the 
necessary intellectual tools to combat the freethinkers. Filang-
ieri’s term brought about the integration of the new scientific 
paradigms into Catholic culture. Celestino Galiani chose this 
archbishop to occupy the chair in experimental physics in the 
University of Naples. Filangieri was a committed Newtonian 
and fluent in the ideas of John Locke. He gave his support to 
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a new theological academy, that of San Michele, founded in 
1782. Through the renewal of apologetics, this academy sought 
to produce an educated theologian suitable for the Age of the 
Enlightenment.21 However, it did not help the religious repu-
tation of the Neapolitan academies that many were allied with 
masonic lodges in the city. By contrast, Milan possessed a more 
vibrant lay religious culture dedicated to specific saints and re-
ligious feasts.22

Predictably, Muratori’s reforming ideas made an impact in 
Naples. Out of his circle came a new voice in economics, Fer-
dinando Galiani (b. 1728, and nephew of Celestino). He cut a 
dashing figure in the cultural and political life of Naples and re-
ceived considerable attention for his Della Moneta (On Money), 
published anonymously in 1751. He was a mere twenty- three 
years old when word spread that he was the author. He argued 
that money was simply a spontaneous institution. Its value de-
pends upon individual, subjective evaluations in determining 
the desirability of any item; utility and scarcity then play into 
the calculation of value. The treatise showed the application of 
Newtonian principles: the “desire for gain; or to live happily” 
is comparable in the moral sciences to gravity in the physical. It 
also showed the way to the subjective theory of value based on 
utility; “utility is anything that produces a true pleasure.” Gold 
and silver, because they are valuable, are used as money, and the 
universal desire we have for the admiration of our fellow human 
beings requires our striving for superiority. Gold and silver can 
bring the desired adulation.23

On Money was almost instantly famous, although at first few 
knew who had actually written it. Courts, both papal and sec-
ular, opened to find and receive him. Once again, Galiani be-
gan with a history of monetary practices— he pointed out the 
impact of American silver and gold brought back to Europe by 
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the Spanish and lauded the effects of prosperity in promoting 
wealth and happiness. He even praised luxury as an unavoidable 
result of good government. He granted that one man’s riches 
may lead to a reduction in another’s wealth, but he accepted this 
as the inevitable outcome of peace and prosperity.24 A decade 
later, a similar argument appeared in Diderot’s Encyclopédie. 
Though Italian political economy owed debts to English, Scot-
tish, and French thinkers, it was the Italians, aided by Galiani, 
who first put in place this secular study of the state in relation 
to economic development.25 Like so many of the philosophes, 
Galiani also studied the travel literature to shed light on ancient 
practices still extant among “savages and Indians” of his day.26

That Galiani’s theories of political economy were known in 
Paris was hardly accidental. King Charles was a Bourbon and 
wanted an intimate knowledge of what was happening at the 
French court. In 1759, he chose Galiani to represent him person-
ally and sent him to Paris. Galiani cut a bizarre figure: four and a 
half feet tall, a tonsured monk, speaking French with a Neapoli-
tan accent. He in turn was miserable: “things are very hard. Bad, 
heavy air, poisonous water, an incredibly strange climate . . . no 
fruit, no cheese, no good seafood— everything does violence 
to the Neapolitan temperament.”27 But Galiani persevered and 
eventually became a Francophile.

Suddenly, Galiani’s luck turned. King Charles had to abdicate 
to take up the throne of his recently deceased half- brother in 
Spain; Galiani was promoted to a higher office in Paris and at 
the same time entered enlightened society escorted by the abbé 
Morellet. Now everyone who was anyone in the circles of phi-
losophes knew Galiani: Diderot, D’Holbach, Grimm, Helvétius 
and Madame Helvétius, Madame Necker, various women who 
ran prestigious salons, and Madame d’Épinay, who had been 
at one time the lover of Rousseau. Galiani became the trusted 
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friend of Diderot and Grimm, and his economic ideas were 
now more widely known. He and Genovesi had introduced 
economic thinking into the higher reaches of Italian intellectual 
life; little had changed, however, in the Neapolitan economy, 
and famine returned in 1764. It was followed by an epidemic. 
Agricultural reform seemed remote if not impossible. When 
Genovesi died in 1769, his chair at the university was abolished. 
In Paris, the circle around Morellet continued its interest in pol-
itics and economics, and he translated the Milanese reformer, 
Beccaria into French.

Galiani produced another economic text, Dialogues on the 
Grain Trade (1770). In it, he took to task “the economists,” 
many of them French, who would allow the price of grain to 
adjust to the market, regardless of the hardship inflicted on the 
people. He asserted his commitment to follow reason and expe-
rience and began with the assumption— commonplace at the 
time— that agriculture is the basis of the riches of all countries. 
Ordinary people think that the management of grain is a polit-
ical matter; the great think it is purely a matter of commerce. 
Galiani would place it somewhere between, neither completely 
without regulation nor with prices fixed by the state. His exam-
ples were drawn from throughout Europe, and he paid partic-
ular attention to those from England and the Dutch Republic.

With the departure of Charles to Spain, reform now de-
pended upon his son and successor, Ferdinand. Ferdinand had 
been badly educated, and disliked books and intellectuals. Yet 
curiously enough, he became a reformer of sorts; he wanted 
to reduce the power and wealth of the Church. Taking his cue 
from other Catholic states such as Portugal and France, one 
night in 1767, Ferdinand rounded up the Jesuits and shipped 
them out of the kingdom. Their schools and their rich trea-
suries were declared secular, to be run by the state. Inspired in 
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part by the reforms in Austria and influenced by the writings 
of Filangieri (1752– 1788), Galiani, and others, King Ferdinand, 
aided by his prime minister, the anti- clerical Bernardo Tanucci 
(1698– 1783), reduced the power of the Church in education, 
reformed the academy of science and literature, and upgraded 
the university. Masonic influence at court and in elite circles 
increased as the queen, Carolina from Vienna, encouraged an 
expansion of the lodges and thus their respectability.28 The king 
cared about the power of the state, and those who sided with 
the Enlightenment cared about secular reform.

Among the secular reformers was Mariangiola Ardinghelli, 
a Newtonian who translated the writings of the English New-
tonian Steven Hales and became an informal but important 
correspondent with the Paris Academy of Science.29 Her salon 
in Naples rose to prominence as a place to learn about the lat-
est scientific news. There she met the abbé Jean Nollet, one of 
the main scientific lecturers on the Continent. Through him,  
she joined the “republic of  letters” that connected her with phi-
losophes in several countries. Unlike Laura Bassi of Bologna, 
who became the first woman in Europe to hold a position as 
university professor, Ardinghelli followed the custom of many 
learned European women of the time and preferred anonym-
ity.30 Her most important achievement, undertaken through 
private correspondence, rested on the depth and breadth of her 
cultural and intellectual exchanges. These linked Naples with 
the French Enlightenment and hence more generally with what 
became, by the 1770s, an international republican conversation.

Filangieri

The most important Italian contributor to the conversation was 
Gaetano Filangieri, with his five- volume Science of Legislation 
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(La scienza della legislazione, Naples, 1780). The work went 
through numerous Italian editions and was translated into ev-
ery major European language. Over the centuries, and even 
within ten years of its first edition, Science fell into a historio-
graphical quagmire not of its own making. The American Revo-
lution was very much on the mind of  Filangieri when he wrote; 
the French Revolution began in 1789, and Filangieri died, while 
still a young man, in 1788.

The French Revolution set off an immense revision of French 
and European history, creating the split between right and left 
with which we remain familiar. Suddenly, Filangieri’s master-
piece was read as a Jacobin work avant la lettre, to be praised 
or condemned accordingly. Then, as we shall see, revolution 
broke out in Naples in 1799, followed by a short- lived republic. 
Filangieri was enlisted as its hero, and then repudiated by its en-
emies. Only in the post– Cold War era has an effort been made 
to read Science in relation to its intellectual context, the Italian 
Enlightenment in the late 1770s.

After 1734, the entire effort of King Charles, and after him his 
son, Ferdinand, aimed at reforming the institutions inherited 
from the Middle Ages. Their focus was on the abuses of the 
Church and the inordinate power of the nobility in their role as 
landowners and judges. The 1770s became critical. Before pub-
lishing Science, Filangieri had intervened in a dispute about the 
arbitrary behavior of these judges and argued that the philoso-
phe must act to ensure that justice serves the rights of humanity. 
He was already established as an enlightened reformer before 
Science appeared. It is important to realize that in Naples, it was 
possible to learn of events just about anywhere in Europe.31

The Italian newspapers followed the American Revolution 
almost day to day, with a two- month gap.32 Filangieri did not 
need to leave the Italian peninsula to participate in the interna-
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tional republican conversation. In 1782, events in the American 
colonies so inspired him that he wrote to Benjamin Franklin 
to ask if he could come to the new United States and contrib-
ute to the formation of “the great codes of laws that is being 
prepared . . . laws . . . which must decide not only the fate [of 
the states], but also of this new hemisphere.”33 Franklin gently 
reminded the young philosopher of the hardships to be found 
in the struggling republic, especially difficult for someone of 
noble background. The United States represented to Filangieri 
a possible future model for the whole of the Western world. On 
one issue he castigated the new States: slavery. As he remarked, 
“only Pennsylvania does not have slaves,” and he heaped praise 
on William Penn. In the same breath, like Herder, he con-
demned European imperialism.

Filangieri was among the first— if not the first— to theorize 
the meaning of constitutionalism for the new American repub-
lic. A republic need not be small, as the ancients had assumed, 
and to accommodate its growth, it needed to be a representa-
tive democracy. The ancient constitution, insofar as it privileged 
monarchy and aristocracy, had to be replaced by a system of rep-
resentation in which the legislative body is capable of amending 
the constitution, but only with considerable difficulty. It must 
be a written document and must distribute power among the 
legislative, executive, and judicial bodies without endowing any 
one element with sovereignty or greater power. In the new con-
stitutionalism theorized and schematized by Filangieri, no gov-
erning entity can marginalize another, and all rest upon the ideal 
of human equality. The most recent and insightful historian of 
Filangieri’s legacy argues that he drew from his lived experience 
of enlightened culture particularly as he found it in the Neapol-
itan masonic lodges and their participation in the international 
circulation of ideas.34
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Filangieri was not the only enlightened reformer to be so 
moved by the experience of brotherhood: witness Lessing and 
Herder. However, anyone with any sense, as they both candidly 
noted, knew that all sorts of privilege and mystical mumbo- 
jumbo could be found in the lodges. Also, the Italian lodges 
played at palace intrigue, aided and abetted by Queen Carolina, 
who, as an Austrian, saw them as allies against Spanish influ-
ence.35 Yet where else in Italy could be found an ideology of 
meeting as equals, elevated not by birth but by merit?

In the 1780s, not a decade before the French Revolution, 
King Ferdinand, ever the huntsman and play soldier, began a so-
cial experiment to reward his decommissioned officers and a lit-
tle colony of silk manufacturers. He spared no expense, granting 
them good salaries, medical care, education, and a reformed le-
gal code. Contemporaries believed that Filangieri had inspired 
these almost utopian reforms, and that had the revolution not 
intervened, Ferdinand would have become a great reformer.36 
This fantasy was made all the crueler, when ten years later actual 
revolution erupted in Naples, only to be destroyed by the Brit-
ish navy in conjunction with the Bourbons, the Church, and 
aristocracy. They betrayed the revolutionaries who had been 
promised a pardon, an act of betrayal that followed Lord Nel-
son, the British commander, to his grave. The Bourbons never 
re covered from their reputation as tyrants.

When alive, Filangieri was not interested in fomenting revo-
lution. Rather his concerns centered on the notion that “despo-
tism in the magistrates, the nobility, or the sovereign, is equally 
despotism.” He would not accept ancient usage or charters that 
“give to the magistrates, the nobles, or the monarch, any right 
contrary in its nature to the liberty of the people, the security of 
the individual, the general interest of the nation, or the public 
happiness, which is the first object of all laws.”37 Those are the 
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purposes of good government. Absolute dominion, “unlimited 
and boundless authority, which many princes have possessed, 
or wished to possess . . . is no other than a two- edged sword, 
that wounds the idiot who seizes it.” Neither in Vienna, nor 
Berlin, nor Madrid would Filangieri offer kings much solace. 
Filangieri wanted a nation with a central power that would pro-
tect property and individual rights and ensure the enforcement 
of laws and contracts.38

In addition, Filangieri is critical of the British system of gov-
ernment and its unwritten constitution. There, in certain circum-
stances, the king can ally with the parliament, as did Henry VIII,  
and thereby effect his will: “how many outrages against the 
liberty of his people” did he not commit?39 Even in his criti-
cism, Filangieri makes clear his general admiration for British 
accomplishments, as did so many of the European philosophes. 
He did not advocate the abolition of monarchy or aristocracy 
but their fundamental reform: “by giving every citizen the 
right of admission into the class of nobles, whenever he should 
unite the merit and qualifications recognized and directed by 
the laws.”40 Similarly, he raised a stern voice against the abuses 
of the Church and the Inquisition. He was repaid when the 
Inquisition put Science on the Index of Forbidden Books. He 
had been schooled in the writings of Giannone, Genovesi, the 
French philosophes, and English freethinkers.41 Most of them 
had also incurred the Inquisition’s condemnation. During the 
eighteenth century, Naples had been plagued by many prob-
lems that were only compounded by the privileges of the clergy.

Milan and Political Economy

Landlocked, isolated from constant contact with foreigners, 
and much smaller than Naples, the duchy of Milan began the 
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century more religiously devout than many other European 
cities. With a population of about 110,000, it was also half the 
size of Naples.42 Taken from the Spanish by the Austrian Em-
pire in 1706 and during the War of Spanish Succession, Milan 
remained a part of Austrian Lombardy, with the exception of 
the Napoleonic occupations, until 1859. It was bounded on the 
north by the Alps and the Swiss confederation, on the south by 
the river Po, on the west by Piedmont, and on the east by the 
Republic of Venice. Lombardy was a net exporter of grain, and 
the subject of its control vexed Milanese theorists just as it had 
the Neapolitans.

As with Naples, Milan’s problems demanded recourse to the 
new science of political economy. From midcentury onward, 
new economic theories from Paris called for the removal of 
all controls over the price of grain. In Milan, the debate was 
intense, and its major participants included Pietro Verri (1728– 
97) and Cesare Beccaria (1738– 94). With them, we enter the 
heart of the Milanese Enlightenment. Put schematically, the 
Austrian authorities favored free market pricing, which they be-
lieved would permit agricultural growth, increase the tax base, 
and strengthen the power of the Viennese court at the expense 
of local patricians who favored price controls. Maria Theresa 
and Joseph II governed through plenipotentiaries who received 
their orders directly from Vienna. Lombardy’s financial situa-
tion was fragile, and from the 1740s onward, reform became 
the order of the day. As in the Austrian Netherlands, Kaunitz 
in Vienna played a key role in the reform of the tax base and 
in establishing the Supreme Council of the Economy. It was 
filled by non- Milanese and was intended to lessen the power 
of the local patricians. The non- Milanese were, however, at a 
distinct disadvantage. As Pietro Verri explained, they “were un-
able to speak the language, unacquainted with customs and the 
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system . . . which was an intricate labyrinth in which even the 
nationals were often adrift.”43 Aided and abetted by the clergy, 
the nobility who controlled the courts had been able to stifle 
reform into the 1760s.

As with so many of the philosophes, the Enlightenment en-
tailed a personal break with family and tradition. Verri rebelled 
against his patrician father, as did Beccaria, and with a group of 
like- minded friends, he established the Accademia dei Pugni 
(the Academy of Fists), in which debate and controversial ideas 
held sway. It had no clerical members, nor was there a compara-
ble group of Catholic intellectuals capable of offering an alter-
native vision. Pressed by the Austrian authorities, the Church in 
Milan spent its time trying to secure its property and privileges. 
The nobility had been empowered by the Spanish and jealously 
guarded their power even to the point of invoking Montes-
quieu and the authority he vested in noble intermediaries.44 
Of course, the enlightened reformers also engaged with Mon-
tesquieu and commented extensively on his ideas. Unlike their 
fathers who were jurists, the new Milanese reformers turned to 
economics as the key to the improvement of Lombardy.

The bonds of friendship that made the Academy of Fists pos-
sible, and the sheer precociousness of these young reformers, 
reminds us of  Jean- Jacques Rousseau and the group that formed  
around the plan for a new encyclopedia. Everything should be 
questioned for the purpose of reform. Among these friends, 
the painfully shy Beccaria found purpose and direction to his 
life and a way to become what he desperately wanted to be: a 
philosophe. As a jurist and advocate for the less fortunate of 
humankind, Beccaria took a cold look at crime and punishment 
as it occurred in his society and the result was his masterpiece, 
Of Crimes and Punishments (Dei delitti e delle pene, 1764; see fig-
ure 11). The book landed like a bolt of thunder in European 
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intellectual life. Within months, Beccaria was the talk of the 
town, not just in Milan but also in Paris and elsewhere.45 The 
abolition of torture in both Austria and Russia can be traced 
to his influence, and the book’s translation into all the major 
European languages occurred rapidly. Under its influence, Ma-
ria Theresa abolished torture in the Austrian empire in 1776, 
although it took a long time for the reform to become universal.

Beccaria took his point of departure from Hobbes: “Laws are 
the condition by which independent and isolated men, tired of 
living in a constant state of war . . . unite in society.”46 Human 
passions are such that we seek to extend our liberties at the 
expense of others; a “gravity- like force . . . impels us to seek 
our own well- being” and the lawgiver must “oppose the ruin-
ous course of gravity.”47 Hence the necessity for laws and “the 
sovereign’s right to punish crimes.” Only the law can dispense 
punishments for crimes: “this authority can only rest with 
the legislator, who represents all of society united by a social 
contract.” The contract establishes that both the sovereign and 
“the greatest and most wretched of men” are bound by it. En-
lightened reason forbids “excessively severe punishments” that 
are “contrary to justice and to the nature of the social contract 
itself.”48 Judges must administer the law but not interpret it. 
When governed by “fixed and immutable laws, then, citizens 
acquire personal security.”49

Beccaria turned “enlightened reason” on the topic of crime 
and punishment, a topic seldom addressed by other philoso-
phes. He did not invoke notions of sin or man’s fallen nature to 
explain criminality, and neither did he embrace the determinism 
that accompanied the fashionable materialism of the French En-
lightenment. Human beings and their passions begin with “total 
and universal freedom of action,” but must sacrifice some of it to 
ensure their security and liberty. His approach was egalitarian: 
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“the greater the number of people who understand the sacred 
law code . . . the less frequent crimes will be.” Printing and literacy 
are on the side of lawfulness; they make “the entire public, not 
just a few people, the depository of the sacred laws.” The greatest 
crimes are committed against security and liberty by both “the 
common people, but also . . . by nobles and magistrates.” In the 
final analysis, crimes against society are the essence of criminal-
ity, of which the greatest is high treason, and after it “come those 
crimes which violate the security of private persons.”50

A curious development came out of reading Beccaria, and it 
is found in the writings of  his clerical opponents. One of the in-
sults they hurled at the author and his circle was that they were 
“socialists,” a word invented by his enemies. They associated 
Beccaria with Rousseau and the other utopian thinkers of the 
age who placed their faith in the benevolence and progress pos-
sible in the contractual relations among people in society. This 
is not our modern meaning of the word, but its first appear-
ance signals one of the legacies bequeathed by the more radical 
thinkers of the Enlightenment. The assertion of human equality 
inevitably raises the issue of social and economic inequality. 
It deeply troubled the Italian architects of political economy. 
The desperate inequality evidenced by the rural and urban 
poverty of Italy could be seen to a degree in every European 
country, with the possible exception of the Dutch Republic.51 
The writings of Genovesi and Muratori had indeed influenced 
Beccaria, and the issue of economic inequality moved Pietro 
Verri to publish his Meditations on Political Economy (1771). Pe-
nal reform could not be separated from the disorders caused by 
injustice and despotism, especially as found in the behavior of 
those “holding a more exalted station.”52

Judgment of one’s peers is a most useful law, because “those 
sentiments which inequality inspires,” fear and envy, can be 
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eliminated. Punishments should also be the same “for the first 
citizen as for the least.” Beccaria had no doubt that the law was 
more favorably imposed on the rich and titled than on the poor. 
The response to the behavior of the criminal, the purpose of 
punishment, “is not to torment and afflict a sentient being or 
to undo a crime which has already been committed.” Becca-
ria proclaimed that punishment should “dissuade the criminal 
from doing fresh harm to his compatriots and to keep other 
people from doing the same.” Brashly he advised that “pun-
ishments and the method of inflicting them should be chosen 
that . . . will make the most effective and lasting impression on 
men’s minds and inflict the least torment on the body of the  
criminal.”53

The advice struck many of Beccaria’s contemporaries as lu-
dicrous. In every European society, the death penalty could be 
imposed for crimes affecting property— horse theft in England, 
for example. Torture was still used in many countries to estab-
lish guilt or innocence (figure 12). Trials for certain crimes and 
their punishment were held in secret: for sodomy in the Aus-
trian Netherlands as one example.54 So too, accusations could 
be made in secret, as witnessed at the office of the Roman In-
quisition. Beccaria used his most pejorative language for the 
use of torture: “a cruel practice . . . what right . . . other than 
the right of force, gives a judge the power to inflict punishment 
on a citizen while the question of his guilt or innocence is still 
in doubt?” Finding truth through the infliction of pain means 
that “the criterion of truth lay in the muscles and fibers of a 
poor wretch.” There is also the enormous risk of torturing an 
innocent person. The notion that someone convicted of “in-
famy” must have his bones broken “should not be tolerated in 
the eighteenth century.” Some courts required a confession of 
guilt before conviction, and Beccaria denounced the practice 
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as having originated in the confessional where the confession 
of sins is an essential part of the sacrament. He further notes 
that a man will confess to anything to get rid of the pain that is 
being inflicted.55

Beccaria is not afraid of imposing harsh penalties for crimes. 
For stealing property, the convicted should lose some or all of 
his own property. An atrocious crime merits banishment or the 
confiscation of all one’s property, and punishments that are “in-
evitable” are far more effective than ones that are cruel. Where 
Beccaria draws the line is at the use of the death penalty. “By 
what alleged right can men slaughter their fellows?” He goes 
through all the arguments that have been advanced to justify it 
and presents objections to each. He argues that a life sentence 
is just as great a deterrent. After rehearsing a set of arguments 

Figure 12. Picart’s depiction of torture. Bernard Picart 
(ID# 1748817). Courtesy of Bridgeman Images.
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then in use and still trotted out in countries, such as the United 
States, that execute criminals, Beccaria states:

Capital punishment is not useful because of the example of 
cruelty that it gives . . . it appears absurd to me that the laws, 
which are the expression of the public will and which de-
test and punish homicide, commit murder themselves, and, 
in order to dissuade citizens from assassination, command 
public assassination.56

At this point, we might expect Beccaria to take a page from 
Rousseau’s book and endorse democracy. To the contrary, he 
argued for an increase of the authority of “beneficent monarchs 
[now] seated on the thrones of Europe. . . . This is a reason for 
enlightened citizens to desire more ardently the continued in-
crease of their authority.”57 We misjudge Beccaria if we imagine 
him as a representative of the radical Enlightenment. Like Verri, 
he was an aristocrat, and while he distrusted the power of the 
clergy, he was not against religion. He also saw the power of 
local elites and their efforts to thwart reform, and he enthusi-
astically endorsed the Austrian regime and its efforts to reform 
everything from the grain trade to the privileges of the clergy.58 
He read the materialists and was lauded in person by D’Hol-
bach, among others, but he did not embrace their determinism 
or their atheism.59 Yet his impact in enlightened circles and at 
the various European courts was nothing short of astounding.60

The collaboration of Beccaria and Verri extended from the 
reform of the penal system to the principles of political econ-
omy. Both saw the poverty that plagued the lower classes and 
both thought that solutions could be found through an accu-
rate description of their plight and reforms that only the state 
could enforce. Verri, like the Neapolitan theorists, began his 
science of political economy with the nature of money and its 
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purposes, and then described the economic situation in which 
wealth is enjoyed only by the few. He registered the discontent 
and idleness that plagued the poor and advocated the abolition 
of the single heir, instead advocating the distribution of land 
and goods among all the children, male and female.61 In addi-
tion, his defense of luxury was entirely secular and eschewed 
moral considerations. It was the engine that fostered economic 
development. Borrowing a concept from Newtonian science, 
Verri argued that equilibrium, a balance between national con-
sumption and production, would slowly but surely translate 
into widespread prosperity.

Beccaria and Verri’s collaboration, which included Verri’s 
younger brother, also produced the leading and enlightened 
journal of Milan, Il Caffè. Publishing for only two years in the 
mid- 1760s, the journal focused on economic reform and inno-
vation, “all directed towards public utility.” Beccaria proclaimed 
that he saw “a stronger impulse towards equality that did not 
obtain in the past.” This was at a time when 2,000 families out 
of a total of 30,000 in Milan divided over half of the net product 
among themselves. Half to two- thirds of working class families 
lived at or below subsistence level.62

Nevertheless, the Lombardy economy gradually improved 
in the second half of the century and became entirely agricul-
ture based. Local industry and manufacturing did not stand a 
chance in the face of international competition. Prices for agri-
cultural products, mainly cereals, rose by 50 percent in the last 
decades of the century, and this new prosperity was credited 
to the Austrian- imposed land reforms. Both Verri and Becca-
ria participated in these reforms and exercised influence with 
Kaunitz. They were rewarded with state positions, making them 
among the few philosophes in Catholic Europe to play official 
roles. Beccaria taught in the school intended for future state 
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administrators, and he embraced agriculture and the division of 
labor as the way forward for Lombardy. Verri’s notions of luxury 
and its role in stimulating commerce played into the economic 
vision being put forward by the Milanese political economists. 
Only in one area did they condemn luxury: as found in the 
Church.

Envy and temperamental differences doomed the friendship 
of Verri and Beccaria. Although in Milan they were universally 
seen as bonded, the international fame of Beccaria far exceeded 
that of Verri; hence the envy. Toasted, read, and pondered in 
Europe, On Crimes and Punishments also had a remarkable im-
pact in the American colonies and on Franklin and Jefferson, 
in particular. Jefferson had been trained in the law, and he tran-
scribed large portions of Beccaria into his legal commonplace 
book. He came to believe that capital punishment should be 
used only in cases of treason or murder. Franklin too wanted 
to vastly curtail its use; he and his good friend Benjamin Rush, 
also inspired by Beccaria, worked to abolish slavery and (in 
Rush’s case) capital punishment as well.63 Beccaria’s book made 
its way to almost every state in the new United States, where its 
work woefully still remains to be done.
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The 1790s

At a period when the Kingdoms of the earth are shook upon 
their settled foundations— when Kings are humbled to 
the dust by those they are born to govern . . . it is not very 
wonderful that the physical economy and organization of the 
human body should, in many instances, experience something 
of sympathetic and similar revolutions.1

Con v entiona lly, we end the Enlightenment at 1789  
and the outbreak of the French Revolution. Europe and the 
new American Republic became fixated on events in Paris and 
beyond, then on the ensuing tension— finally war— between 
Britain and France. By the mid- 1790s, the French Revolutionary 
Army was on the move, invading and occupying the Low Coun-
tries and eventually reaching into Germany, Italy, and Russia. 
And revolution broke out in 1799 Naples, but it was brutally 
suppressed.

Two years before 1789 in Paris, Amsterdam and Brussels 
became centers of revolutionary ferment. By 1789 to 1790, the 
ten Belgian provinces had declared their independence from 
Austria and modeled manifestoes, although not their politics, 
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on the American Declaration of Independence.2 This docu-
ment was also widely publicized by the Italian press. In Britain, 
religious Dissenters looked with some sympathy on the Amer-
ican rebels and saw them as heirs to the English revolutionary 
tradition.

By 1790, the writings of the philosophes, new enlightened 
attitudes among the educated, and the expansion of secular 
space and time seemed like old stories, less compelling than 
the revolutionary events emanating from Philadelphia, Brus-
sels, and Amsterdam, and most dramatically from Paris. Time 
itself seemed to accelerate. As the foundations of states and 
kingdoms shattered, so too an emotional transformation oc-
curred in the lives of the men and women inspired by these 
political traumas. The transformations also owed a debt to the 
intellectual ferment of the previous hundred years, to the En-
lightenment. During the 1790s, it offered the intellectual tools 
for the creation of a new persona— a thinking and critical per-
son guided by secular principles— that informed the emotional 
identity of revolutionaries and reformers. Among those who 
self- defined as enlightened, some opposed the democratic rev-
olutions, but they were in the minority.

Thus cultural movements, and sound ideas more generally, 
do not die abruptly, nor do ideals lose their relevance. Rather, 
they are transformed. During the 1790s, French, British, Ger-
man, Dutch, Italian, and American intellectuals and sympathiz-
ers with both enlightened and revolutionary ideals had to come 
to terms with a revolution that veered off into the Terror and 
the rise of Napoleon, and then ended in 1815 with a profound 
reaction against its ideals. Although battered, the Enlighten-
ment lived on, particularly among writers and intellectuals, of-
ten described as Romantics, whose psyches were shaped by the 
bold ideas of the eighteenth century. As president of the United 
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States, Thomas Jefferson (figure 13) affirmed his dedication to 
Enlightenment principles when he wrote to Joseph Priestley, a 
fellow revolutionary, about their enemies: “the barbarians really 
flattered themselves [that] they should be able to bring back the 
times of Vandalism, when ignorance put everything into the 

Figure 13. Thomas Jefferson, philosophe and radical revolutionary. 
Rembrandt Peale (1778–1860) (ID# 258634). Courtesy of Bridgeman Images. 
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hands of power and priestcraft. All advances in science were 
proscribed as innovations . . . this was the real ground of the 
attacks on you.”3

There were those who had personally experienced the 
French Revolution and sought for calmer times. Writing from 
Paris to Jefferson in late 1792 about the course of the revolution, 
Condorcet explained that some of its supporters now hoped to 
“return it to the slow and soft action of the Enlightenment.”4 Yet 
all who lived through the events of the late 1780s and into the 
1790s knew that they had changed personally, that the revolu-
tions had shaped them profoundly.

After 1789, return was not possible. As the anti- Jacobins ar-
gued, “the principles of Infidelity transferred from books to men; 
from dead characters to living subjects,” now gathered in omi-
nous groups. It was alleged that Voltaire, Volney, and D’Hol-
bach prepared the way for Thomas Paine and the London Cor-
responding Society. With biased logic, the opponents of the 
French Revolution argued that the good deist of the Enlighten-
ment became the good democrat of the revolution.5

The French Revolution asserted democracy and the end of 
absolutism in church and state in ways that forever put these 
ideals on the agenda of the Western world. In the 1790s, Paris 
became not only the center for dramatic political changes but 
also an emotional cauldron of frenzied expectations and debil-
itating fears. From one day to the next, the aspirations of re-
formers and revolutionaries rose and fell. Political events were 
experienced as emotional highs and lows; the creation of the 
democratic citizen required personal transformation, a sub-
jective and unique experience, often transgressive of customs 
and mores.6 This was nowhere more the case than for men and 
women who identified with enlightened values— who came 
out of the decades after 1750 immersed in books that advocated 
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everything from natural religion, to reformed monarchy, to the 
heady materialism of the radical philosophes or the democratic 
dreams of Rousseau. Some still possessed of their principles, 
others hopelessly disillusioned, many of the early French rev-
olutionaries fled to England or to the new American republic. 
They brought the drama of the Parisian streets with them.

England, Ireland, Scotland, and Wales: 
The Depth of Revolutionary Ardor

In the 1790s, the challenge for distant supporters of the revo-
lution became how to live lives free from the constraints of the 
courts and churches of the old order. For reformers, all the her-
esies unleashed by the philosophes paled in comparison to the 
collapse of the French church and monarchy, followed by the 
Terror and then the appearance of a revolutionary army intent 
on spreading democratic ideals to every country. Now every-
thing could be questioned, rethought, reimagined, and even 
lived in new and unprecedented ways. The English Romantic 
Robert Southey exclaimed, “what a visionary world seemed to 
open upon . . . [us] nothing was dreamt of but the regenera-
tion of the human race.”7 The Welsh Dissenter Richard Price 
preached on how glorious and infectious were the American 
and French Revolutions: “methinks, I see the ardor for liberty 
catching and spreading, a general amendment beginning in hu-
man affairs, the dominion of priests giving way to the dominion 
of reason and conscience.”8

The opposite sentiment came from those who turned against 
the revolution. In his Reflections on the Revolution in France 
(1790), the leading conservative politician Edmund Burke in-
sisted that the French Revolution had the capacity to unhinge 
all mores, undo patriarchal authority in church and home, and 
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unleash the extremes of atheism and what he saw as its compan-
ion, unnatural passions. One of his followers argued that all sa-
cred laws and doctrines had been abolished by the revolution.9

Burke may have been right, but it was for the wrong reasons. 
He detested the revolution and everything he imagined that it 
stood for. Those Britons drawn to it, by contrast, saw the possi-
bility of rethinking laws and mores, the chance to create a lib-
erated, even democratic subject. In Britain and Ireland, sym-
pathy for revolution, first the American and then the French, 
ran most commonly among non- Anglican Protestants— that 
is, Dissenters. In the 1790s, radicals from the Dissenting tra-
dition formed coteries and clubs often in the principal cities 
of the kingdom. Leaders included Joseph Priestley in Birming-
ham, William Godwin in London, George Dyer in Cambridge, 
and William Drennan in Belfast. They were in league with men 
whose fame as Romantic poets continued into our own time— 
William Wordsworth, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, and Robert 
Southey— as well as those who were equally as important then 
but are now less well- known— John Thelwall, Charlotte Smith, 
Anne Plumptre, Mary Hays, and Mary Robinson.10 Many of 
them congregated regularly for tea with the Priestleys in Lon-
don as the family packed to depart for Pennsylvania.11 An anti- 
revolutionary mob had devastated their household and labora-
tory in Birmingham, and flight seemed the better part of valor.

Perhaps Godwin captured the new radical impulse most 
daringly. His Enquiry Concerning Political Justice (1793) argued 
that only the moral reform of his readers would make genu-
ine political change possible. Writing against the geographical 
determinism of Montesquieu, Godwin wanted to inspire hu-
man transformation through the use of reason. As he wrote, 
his distrust of government grew more pronounced. Gradually, 
he came to the view that it could be replaced, that the existing 
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forms of law and property needed to be dismantled. Amid the 
signs of economic progress (referencing steam engines, he 
asked, “Who shall say where this species of improvement must 
stop?”), Godwin answered oddly by denouncing the institution 
of marriage as “a system of fraud.” The certain and unremitting 
laws of the universe show us that “the supposition that I must 
have a companion for life, is the result of a complication of 
vices.” Even wanting to know the actual father of every child 
results from “aristocracy, self- love and family pride.”12 Children 
should not be a form of property. Godwin’s logic, that took him 
from machines to marriage, assumed that economic improve-
ment depends upon moral and personal reform.

This sort of secular moralizing owed a great deal to Godwin’s 
religious background as a Dissenter. His Enquiry was an expen-
sive book when first published, but soon cheap copies were pi-
rated and could be found in Ireland and Scotland. It was even 
read aloud by its devoted fans. In subsequent editions, Godwin 
placed a greater emphasis on sympathy and affection, an ap-
proach he adopted from his reading of Adam Smith. Despite 
being denounced as a seditionist and an atheist, or perhaps be-
cause of it, Godwin had a wide following among nineteenth- 
century socialists. In fact, he had produced the bible for an 
anarchist movement.

Economic and social issues were uppermost in the conver-
sations of radical literary circles. George Dyer never failed to 
raise the subject of the poor and became one of the guiding 
lights for a utopian project to be established in Pennsylvania, 
“pantisocracy.” The Romantic poets planned to leave England 
to join it; Priestley, they thought, would be one of its guiding 
spirits. Although it never came to fruition, the communitarian 
experiment remained a goal into the first decade of the new 
century. Followers mourned its failure.13 Dyer believed that an 
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entirely secular version of benevolence “is the hope and guide 
of more enlightened periods,” born out of “rational conviction” 
possessed by all independent beings.14

Social radicalism matched personal, unconventional exper-
imentation. In 1800, Dyer was on the verge of bringing out a 
collection of his poetry, but had it suppressed. The only known 
copy contains an ode to a male friend, “Oh! May I view again 
with ravish’s sight, / As when with thee, Anderson, I stray’d, / 
And all the wonder- varying scene survey’d.”15 As Burke would 
have predicted, the circle of Dyer, Wordsworth, Coleridge, 
Southey, and others bent the heterosexual norms of friendship 
and the erotic.16

In these circles, conversations about social institutions invari-
ably turned to marriage and the education of women. One pi-
ous Anglican observer thought that the French Revolution had 
resulted from men and women being too far apart.17 Radicals 
like Godwin questioned the entire institution, while Southey 
and his friends talked about projects that would put women to 
work.18 Their enemies reserved special scorn for women with “a 
democratic twist,” an expression used by an acquaintance about 
the writer Charlotte Smith in 1792 and 1793. She had developed 
a devotion to the French Revolution that was dampened by the 
Terror, but never repudiated.

The long- suffering Smith referred to herself as nothing more 
than “a legal prostitute,” having been in effect sold to her hus-
band, “This monster.”19 She bore him twelve children and he 
died in debtor’s prison. Periodicals dedicated to the causes of re-
form and revolution routinely carried long essays on the abilities 
of women and made frequent reference to the feminist writings 
of Mary Wollstonecraft, the wife of Godwin, who died in child-
birth. They rejected any idea that women were mentally inferior. 
These publications also excoriated the institution of slavery.20
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Although in sympathy with the plight of French émigré ex-
iles, Smith believed in the principles of the Revolution: liberty 
and equality. She also read among the philosophes, even car-
rying on her travels a French edition of Bayle’s Dictionnaire.21 
Among her radical peers, John Thelwall sang her praises, saying 
that her sonnets “display a more touching melancholy, a more 
poetical simplicity . . . a greater vigour and correctness of ge-
nius, than any other English poems that I have ever seen.”22

For the younger generation, particularly those from indus-
trial families, the French Revolution played into their disdain 
for the British ruling and landed classes. The acknowledged 
leaders of the new industrial ventures were Josiah Wedgwood, 
of pottery fame, and James Watt, who perfected the steam en-
gine. Wedgwood approvingly described events in Paris as “a 
glorious revolution.”23 Their sons had become friends. In early 
May 1791, Josiah Wedgwood Jr. wrote to James Watt Jr. and re-
vealed the depth of his alienation and the need for a general 
enlightening of the people:

For my part I do not believe that any of our leading men in 
the H. of Commons have pure notions of liberty, at least if 
they have they dare not avow them for both parties are un-
der influence, one of the crown and the other of a powerful 
aristocracy. There are no hopes of reform in this country but 
from the people and they are far from being sufficiently in-
lighten’d. I believe that  John Bull who has so long been proud  
of his liberty has possessed only the shadow, and he has so 
long been content with that, that he has no desire for and 
does not wish to know the substance. I hope however our 
french neighbours affairs will go on prosperously and that 
John having their example always before him will at length 
mark the difference between their situation and his own.24
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For many British radicals and sympathizers with the revolu-
tion, disillusionment came in the wake of the Terror. In 1794, 
Josiah Jr. wrote again to James Jr.: “France would have been the 
country, but Dame Guillotine has been so busy . . . that no one 
will venture to settle there until time shall have cooled the pas-
sions of the people and demonstrated the safety of a residence 
among them.”25 Every British proponent of republicanism had 
to come to terms with the revolution, make peace with its fail-
ures, or in some cases repudiate the cause entirely.

British, Irish, and Welsh provincial cities such as Edinburgh, 
Norwich, Belfast, Carmarthen, and Bristol nurtured the radi-
calism found particularly in the circles of Dissent. Norwich had 
long enjoyed a reputation as a Whig stronghold, with a strong 
Presbyterian, Unitarian, and Quaker intellectual life. Out of 
it came the Plumptre sisters— also frequenters of London 
coteries— who were fascinated by the possibilities for freedom 
unleashed by the revolution. Anne Plumptre even enlisted for-
eign writers into the agenda of British radicals. As translator of 
the German playwright and diplomat Augustus von Kotzebue, 
Plumptre found ideas to praise in his prolific writings. In one 
play, Kotzebue depicts a Jew as the sole giver of charity and has a 
liberal baron proclaim, “a marriage without love is absolute slav-
ery.”26 In another widely translated and performed play of 1791, 
Bruder Moritz, der Sonderling (“The Odd Brother”), Kotzebue 
argues for the complete equality of all peoples, classes, men, and 
women. The anti- Jacobins mercilessly attacked the penchant of 
radical writers for German literary productions.27 As a novelist, 
Plumptre further bent gender stereotypes and took up the cause 
of women’s intellectual attractiveness. In her novel of 1801, it is 
the men who are the letter writers and romantics.28

Plumptre’s lack of concern for organized religion mirrored the 
metaphysical sentiments found in these radical and enlightened 
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circles. Materialism universally appealed. Priestley’s is well doc-
umented, and George Dyer wrote jestingly to their mutual friend 
Mary Hays that “I have not a rhyme pass through my organized 
matter a long time.”29 At the same time, Hays defended the ma-
terialism of Helvétius and used it to argue that men and women 
do not possess different “natural powers, aptitudes and disposi-
tions.”30 A few years earlier, she had been seen as a Unitarian, but 
it is likely that she retreated even further from her original theism 
or deism. George Dyer wrote to her sometime in the mid- 1790s 
and passed along “my respects to any of yr friends, who enquire 
after me, whether they are disciples of Helvetius, or like your 
good mother, continue true and faithful to Jesus Christ.”31

John Thelwall, an intimate of the Wordsworth- Coleridge cir-
cle, leaves little doubt about his commitment to a materialist 
creed. In verse, he proclaimed:

The Laws of Nature up to Nature’s Cause, Thro all their mazy 
labyrinths, we descry How in eternal revolution urg’d, Obe-
dient to the first impress’d command, The Protean atoms 
thro their whole extent In infinite mutation interchange— 32

Thelwall was imprisoned for his politics and spent much of his 
life after release as an itinerant lecturer. When he died in 1834, 
he left his widow and three- year- old child impoverished. Only 
in the last twenty years, partly as a result of the discovery of 
his many lost writings, has his reputation at the center of 1790s 
radicalism been restored.

In the same period, Southey saw himself as a follower of the 
pagan and stoic Epictetus, as did Coleridge. Mourning the loss 
of a close friend, Coleridge said, “he was clay and stuff of my 
moral being— a sort of second conscience. . . . He it was who 
taught me to lay aside Rousseau for Epictetus.”33 Jefferson also 
ascribed great value to reading him, writing to his daughter in 
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the spirit of the ancient Stoic that “it is part of the American 
character . . . to surmount every difficulty by resolution and 
contrivance.”34 Epictetus (born in the 50s CE) laid great em-
phasis on human choice and freedom; he was also a former 
slave. He believed that human beings can shape their circum-
stances and impose order and design on nature.

The pagan naturalism of Epictetus easily complemented a 
commitment to the materialism derived from the new science. A 
leading radical publication of the 1790s, produced anonymously, 
printed excerpts from Helvétius.35 An anonymous catechism 
of 1794 proclaimed that “as men have been free, they have been 
virtuous.”36 Plumptre in turn translated the correspondence 
of Grimm and Diderot, those great friends of Beccaria.37 And 
true to the spirit of the leading French philosophes, radicals like 
Henry Yorke called out the clergy for usurping “the opinions 
and judgments of all other men, from whose Breasts they expel 
Reason. . . . The history of the Church, or of the dominion of 
Priests . . . is the record of Farce over Truth, of Superstition over 
Reason.”38 By contrast, Charlotte Smith had a soft spot in her 
heart for the exiled clergy, but not for the aristocracy.

Such sentiments frightened and angered the authorities, who 
watched and finally persecuted— not always with success— 
various societies that sprang up in London, Edinburgh, Dublin, 
and many provincial cities. Yorke belonged to one in both Lon-
don and Sheffield. The London and Welsh societies provided 
a network that answered the needs of Welsh supporters of the 
Revolution. The corresponding societies aimed to establish a 
national and international network of republicans in touch with 
their French counterparts.

It is important for the story of the 1790s and the Enlighten-
ment that those societies included an unprecedented number 
of literate artisans or middling folks with a smattering of formal 
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education. Such was the Welsh writer Iolo Morganwg (Edward 
Williams, 1747– 1826), who was a stonemason, a radical, and a 
Unitarian. Like so many English supporters of the French Revo-
lution, Iolo took up the cause of African slavery and wrote fierce 
denunciations of it. In his shop, he refused to sell sugar from the 
slave plantations of the West Indies, as did many other evangel-
ical opponents of slavery. Once again in the Welsh anti- slavery 
movement, we see the influence of Protestant Dissent as well 
as the principles of the Enlightenment. The movement only 
gained force in the early decades of the nineteenth century.39

Enemies of the radical artisans said that amid “the lower or-
ders of society . . . credulity is ever the strongest.”40 The most 
famous of these English artisans is, of course, William Blake— 
poet, radical, artist of remarkable talent. Like Thomas Paine in 
his Rights of Man, Blake used a forceful and direct form of ad-
dress so that his poetry could reach a large audience, a practice 
that was democratic in both form and content. Blake willingly 
expropriated biblical texts and imagery to show how the Amer-
ican and French Revolutions were the ultimate fulfillment of 
biblical prophecy.41

The corresponding societies were outlawed in 1799; by then 
“habeas corpus” had been suspended. Prison for sedition be-
came an ever- present possibility in Britain. Repressive laws, 
surveillance of suspected Jacobins, and monitoring of the Con-
tinental press continued into the 1820s, by which time war and 
revolution had largely disappeared from the scene. The issue 
of poverty had also fed into British discontent, and from the 
1790s onward, various parliamentary reports made fitful efforts 
to address the condition of the poor.42

The situation in Scotland and Ireland was not as easily policed 
as that in England. As we saw in chapter 5, one of James Watt’s 
sons, Gregory (d. 1804), attended the university in Glasgow in 
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the 1790s, and his circle included young radicals as well as men 
with a penchant for the homoerotic. Gregory no doubt knew 
of the intense political struggle in Scotland among radical clubs 
taking inspiration from the French Revolution, and a British 
government intent upon suppressing them. In 1793 and 1794, 
leading Scottish radicals were routinely spied upon. Most of the 
professors at Glasgow University opposed the French Revolu-
tion, but Gregory studied with the minority who supported it, 
among them Robert Cleghorn in chemistry, George Jardine in 
logic, Archibald Arthur in moral philosophy, Thomas Reid, and 
John Millar. His tutor, Thomas Jackson, was blocked from an ap-
pointment as professor of natural philosophy in 1796 because of 
his political opinions.43

Gregory’s student notebook from 1793 shows that teach-
ing at Glasgow must have been contentious, for it followed 
enlightened and even pro- revolutionary lines. In it, Gregory, 
apparently influenced by his teachers and possibly his brother 
James, registered his approval of regicide: “The haughty Tyrant 
seated on his gorgeous Throne . . . dreaded and obeyed by an 
abject people is for the time considered . . . at the Zenith of 
human glory. The hand of Death cuts him short in his career, 
he perished in the midst of his splendor.”44 Travel, ill health, 
and scientific interests may have saved Gregory from deeper 
involvement in radical circles. In the early 1790s, James Jr. had 
thrown himself into the Jacobin cause, gone to Paris, and been 
denounced by Burke from the floor of Parliament.

While in the south of England for his health (he died in 1804 
of tuberculosis, as did his sister before him), Gregory Watt met 
the young Humphry Davy. The Watt circle of Gregory’s father 
launched Davy on his career in science; Davy, who isolated ni-
trous oxide and invented a mine safety lamp, became interna-
tionally famous and president of the Royal Society of London. 
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His Tory enemies assailed him for effeminacy and dandyism, 
claiming that his wife wore the pants in their childless marriage. 
The fact that Davy consorted with known radicals such as the 
chemist Thomas Beddoes and Coleridge, to whom he adminis-
tered nitrous oxide, was a red flag in anti- Jacobin circles. Careful 
not to invoke the materialism of Erasmus Darwin, Davy never-
theless made clear his debt to the Enlightenment and his belief 
in the great age of the earth.45

As he developed, Davy gave the government little cause to 
worry about his politics. Yet the interconnectedness of other 
Scottish, English, Welsh, and Irish radicals must have caused 
the authorities growing alarm. While discontent was visible in 
most urban settings, only the Irish rose in actual rebellion in 
1798. Theirs was by far the most dangerous and violent result of 
the revolutionary fervor put in motion in the British Isles by the 
events of 1789. The outcome was between 20,000 and 30,000 
casualties, many of them Irish peasants.

The Irish Rebellion was led by the United Irishmen, a  
Pres byterian- dominated club, but it became a Catholic uprising 
as well. Massacres and atrocities fed the passions of the day, 
accompanied by government- approved executions and wanton 
violence by the rebels. A desperately needed French invasion 
landed but was seriously undermanned and lasted only a few 
weeks. It finally failed, as did the rebellion.

Among its sympathizers— and forlorn because of its de feat—  
Thomas Moore (b. 1779) narrowly escaped being rounded up 
after the failed uprising; he became a famous poet and song-
writer. His friend, Robert Emmet, was executed for his part in 
yet another rebellion in 1803. In 1799, Moore, a Catholic who 
had managed to matriculate at Trinity College in Dublin, left 
for London; there he socialized in Whig circles and among sup-
porters of Catholic Emancipation.
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Moore is another radical whose eroticism is not easily clas-
sified. Although an Irish Catholic and a nationalist, at the Prot-
estant bastion of Trinity he received a liberal and classical edu-
cation. His reading of the ancient bisexual poet Anacreon was 
simply part of a boy’s education and seems to have been fairly 
commonplace.46 But Moore did more than read his poems. He 
put in his English translation a poem written by the ancient poet 
to a young man, Bathyllus, which even Coleridge condemned 
as completely unacceptable.47 Over a decade later, Moore and 
Lord Byron became very close friends; Byron was godfather to 
Moore’s daughter. Moore wrote his biography, in the process 
downplaying or even obscuring Byron’s bisexuality, about which 
he may very well have known. Southey, having turned to con-
servatism, labeled them “the Satanic School.” Byron and Moore 
came to despise Southey as a turncoat who succumbed to hon-
ors and wealth. The point here is not the Moore- Byron friend-
ship but rather the values they shared: both admired the French 
Revolution; both had democratic inclinations and shared a 
willingness to trespass on conventional mores; both despised 
the fashionable and what they saw as the inauthentic, supported 
Catholic emancipation and the rights of the oppressed in Ire-
land.48 They likewise took a dim view of organized religion.49

While his translation of Anacreon brought Moore fame, a 
volume of his own poems was met with prudish disdain. Yet 
he wrote some of the most popular poems and songs of the 
time, many of them known to this day by any Irish national-
ist.50 Byron offended public sexual mores and died in Greece a 
patriot for its revolution. His life especially displays “something 
of sympathetic and similar revolutions” inspired by the political 
events of the 1790s.

None of these affectations, transgressions, or beliefs were 
missed by the rabid anti- Jacobins. Their literature, distinctive 
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to that decade, claimed detailed knowledge of an “Infidel Soci-
ety” wherein reigns a “degeneracy of principle and practice” in 
which men drown “in the stagnant pool of French Atheism . . . 
like the deadly lake of Sodom . . . mortal to the taste.”51 The 
anti- Jacobins postulated a clandestine genealogy of immo-
rality, where domestic vice or disappointment, or the fear of 
succumbing to secret and homosexual desire, fueled political 
allegiances.52 Gregory and his mates, Coleridge and company, 
Moore and Byron may have been exploring the “virtues and 
vices of Nature,” but the anti- Jacobin pundits said that, in their 
clubs, men were “degraded mortals who pride themselves in 
being nothing more than mere organizations of matter.” They 
were not simply deists or democrats— they were atheists and 
materialists.

The advocates of democracy had a harder time in Ireland. Its 
Catholic population had long been subjected to inequities, and 
rural poverty was endemic, as was distrust between Protestants 
and Catholics. Taxation fell unfairly, and among Protestants, 
Anglicans but not Dissenters had access to political power. The 
radicals who espoused democracy were also invariably nation-
alist, and they rejected the dominance of king and church. Irish 
agitation for reform began in the 1780s, failed, and returned 
with renewed vigor after events in France.

William Drennan and his society, the United Irishmen, 
accompanied by Theobald Wolfe Tone, waged the most sus-
tained campaign for independence and drew upon the princi-
ples articulated in the American Declaration of  Independence. 
Addressing fellow countrymen as slaves, they argued in Rous-
seauian terms that it is possible to throw off the injustices of 
British government and become free. They also invoked the 
English republican tradition of the mid- seventeenth century.53 
Their vision of complete religious toleration embraced the call 
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for democracy and hence a radical reading of Enlightenment 
texts.54

For a time, Tone fled to Philadelphia, as did many Irish radi-
cals, but he was uninspired by what he saw in the new world. In 
the 1790s, when all hope of peaceful reform seemed impossible, 
Tone wrote as a Protestant to his Catholic fellow countrymen, 
arguing that “no reform is honourable practicable or just which 
does not include as a fundamental principle the elective fran-
chise of Roman Catholics.”55 He became the leader of the 1798 
rebellion and a martyr to the cause of Irish independence. He 
died in prison in Dublin in 1798.

In the Irish litany of abuses, the need for religious equality 
joined with the demand for economic equality with Britain. In 
1803, another short- lived rebellion, led by Robert Emmet, laid 
emphasis on Irish economic grievances; the issue smoldered 
throughout the nineteenth century. Whatever the issues, the 
first rebellion entered the collective imagination as a story of 
murder and mutilations committed by both sides. The level 
of atrocities colored the telling of Irish history well into the 
twentieth century; indeed, that dark legacy still affects parts 
of Northern Ireland to this day. It should be remembered that 
many United Irishmen who fled to the new American Republic 
were avowed democrats.

The New American Republic

Of the various versions of enlightened thought that we have 
examined in this book, it is the Scottish one that arguably had 
the greatest impact on American thinkers.56 The concern for ag-
ricultural improvement, for an accommodation of religion with 
science, and not least, for the nature of progress and the forms of 
social organization that best promote it, make Scottish thinkers 
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and American colonists obvious interlocutors. Yet the colonies 
had one element unknown in Scotland: slavery. Some have ar-
gued that enlightened texts aided and abetted the plantation 
owners and never the slaves. This argument confuses the way 
a work is read with the intentionality of the author. Few whom 
we have identified as belonging to the Enlightenment— with 
the possible exception of David Hume and the early Kant— 
wanted their learning or theories to encourage human bond-
age.57 A slave owner who fathered children with his slave/mis-
tress, Thomas Jefferson saw the paradox that he himself lived:

What a stupendous, what an incomprehensible machine is 
man! who can endure toil, famine . . . imprisonment, & death 
itself in vindication of his own liberty, and the next moment 
be deaf to all those motives whose power supported him 
thro’ his trial and inflict on his fellow men a bondage, one 
hour of which is fraught with more misery than ages, of that 
which he rose in rebellion to oppose.58

It is also the case that once the American Revolution had 
been fought and won, the troubled 1790s witnessed a backslid-
ing from its most radical and liberating principles. As an exam-
ple, after spending many years in England and revolutionary 
France, in 1802 Tom Paine returned to his adopted New World 
home. His reputation preceded him, and nary a Baltimore tav-
ern would serve a man said to be both a Jacobin and an athe-
ist. When Paine arrived, being seen as a democrat had become 
highly controversial, in good measure because of the reaction to 
the extremes of the French Revolution. Recall that years earlier, 
Jefferson had praised his ideas as “sound and pure.” The French 
Revolution and its aftermath had refueled a trans- Atlantic, in-
ternational republican conversation that involved most of the 
European languages.59 It was aided in part by the hundreds of 
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British, Irish, and French immigrants who had directly experi-
enced the political events of the 1790s. The leading American 
deist of the decade, Elihu Palmer, celebrated the Fourth of July 
by pointing out that the French Revolution had been inspired 
by the American one, and how French soldiers returned home 
with the will to deliver a destructive blow to despotism: “In vain 
have the despots of the earth combined to strangle in its birth 
the child of Freedom.”60

The conversation about freedom and despotism predated the 
American and French Revolutions by several decades; it was an 
inherent part of the Enlightenment. The readings and writings of 
Benjamin Franklin from midcentury onward exemplify how an 
educated American could participate in republican thought, de-
ism, freemasonry, science, and the search to become an educated 
person, capable of political action and meritorious because im-
bued with useful learning.61 Franklin, like so many other exper-
imenters of the period, sought to understand the nature of elec-
tricity and to channel it in useful directions.62 He also wanted to 
forge a consensus around the enlightened search for a reformed 
religiosity, one that could serve the needs of a virtuous and free 
people.

In 1782, we find Franklin as Le Venerable, the master of the 
Lodge of the Nine Sisters in Paris. For a few decades after his 
initiation in a Philadelphia lodge, Franklin had been an active 
freemason and a leader within the lodges. Very shortly after 
Franklin joined St. John’s Lodge in Philadelphia, according to 
his Autobiography, he decided: “There seems to me at present 
to be a great Occasion for a united Party of Virtue, by forming 
the Virtuous and good Men of all Nations into a regular Body, 
to be governed by suitable good and wise Rules, which good 
and wise Men may probably be more unanimous in their Obe-
dience to, than common people are to common Laws.” To these 
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ends, Franklin later remembered, he had spent much of that 
period of his life trying to discover what every religion had in 
common so that it could serve as the foundation for a universal, 
natural religion to which all could agree. Of the ethical princi-
ples he recalled, the most striking and most relevant was “That 
the most acceptable service of God is doing Good to Man.”

Franklin drew more from freemasonry than the search for 
a universal, natural religion. He also learned lessons in group 
behavior and political organizing. In 1774, he co- founded with 
David Williams the Society of 13, a deistic circle that included 
in its original membership Franklin, Williams, Major Dawson, 
Thomas Bentley (assistant to Josiah Wedgwood), James Stu-
art, John Whitehurst, Thomas Day, and Daniel Solander. The 
Society of 13, echoing the masonic model of a secret society of 
learned men, kept the masonic tradition of limiting the mem-
bership of lodges in persecuted countries, in this case to 13. All 
the men in the group associated with it were radical Whigs and 
republicans; they were not entirely wrong in thinking them-
selves persecuted.

Richard Price, Joseph Priestley, Benjamin Vaughan, J. R. 
Forster, Edward Bancroft, Thomas Paine, and David Hartley 
were among the big names associated with the society. Vaughan 
corresponded extensively with Franklin, particularly on mat-
ters of moral philosophy, and was more familiar than most with 
Franklin’s attempts at elucidating an ethical, largely secular sys-
tem. All of these men supported the American Revolution, and 
the group served, above all else, to conduct English and French 
radicals safely and secretly across the Atlantic.

Even though his temperament was not for secret socie ties  
and philosophical liturgies, Jefferson nevertheless knew of the  
group, corresponded with its members, and as a deist shared their  
views on religion and politics. Franklin, Price, and Priestley 
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were associated with another British radical organization that 
was obviously descended from masonic influence: the Grand 
Lodge of the Constitutional Whigs, which traced its origins 
back to the principles of the Glorious Revolution of 1689 and 
the preceding years of opposition political thought.63

The ferment of ideas around the nature and origins of reli-
gion, when combined with new forms of social solidarity, gal-
vanized attention on government, particularly on its absolutist 
forms. Later in the century, this unwelcome attention was par-
ticularly visible in France and Germany but was also seen in the 
Austrian Netherlands and Italy. We do not think about enlight-
ened challenges to Christian orthodoxy as having much to do 
with the democratic revolutions of the late 1780s. We should 
think again.

In 1765, John Adams believed the settlement of America 
opened up “a grand scene and design in Providence for the 
illumination of the ignorant.” Other Americans in the 1790s 
thought that the new nation was the “most enlightened” in the 
world.64 They were capable of identifying with an international 
and cosmopolitan movement while still professing loyalty to 
the nation. Paradoxically, they imagined themselves as equal 
yet at the same time excluded blacks and indigenous people 
from citizenship. American prosperity reinforced this righteous 
sense of being enlightened.

The philosophes were also on the minds of colonial politi-
cal thinkers. In 1765, amid the Stamp Act crisis, Samuel Adams 
invoked Montesquieu when he argued that political liberty 
depends upon “a tranquility of mind.”65 He further described 
that state of nature in Rousseauian terms: “no man in the state 
of nature can justly take another’s Property without his con-
sent.”66 Likewise Samuel Adams believed that “the present age 
is more enlightened than former ones. . . . Such an age . . . will 
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view the utility of universal Education in so strong a light as to 
induce sufficient national patronage and support.”67 By 1794, he 
saw the French as having repudiated “the absurd and unnatural 
claims of hereditary and exclusive privileges . . . [they] suddenly 
awoke, from their long slumber, abolished the usurpation, and 
placed every man upon the footing of equal rights.”68

Such favorable judgments did not prevent a growing hostil-
ity between the French and American governments. In 1798,  
the Alien and Sedition Acts attempted to tamp down radical 
and potentially rebellious movements in the new United States. 
Led by the Federalists, the opponents of democracy sought to 
demote the revolutionary tradition that was now both Amer-
ican and French. How far should the revolution be taken? To 
slaves? Women? The impoverished? Therein lay the tension, 
present since the seventeenth century, and caused by self- 
proclaimed “freeborn English men” who both practiced and 
profited from slavery.

Thomas Jefferson laid out these tensions in a frank letter to 
Richard Price regarding Price’s 1784 pamphlet, Observations on 
the Importance of the American Revolution. People south of the 
Chesapeake, Jefferson says, will not accept its condemnation 
of slavery; a little farther north they will accept it in theory 
but “not have the courage to divest their families of a prop-
erty which however keeps their consciences inquiet.” In the 
area north of Maryland, where fewer and fewer slaves are kept, 
opponents will be found largely among the young. Jefferson 
thought that the decision to abolish slavery might still be pos-
sible, “but will not be so long.”69 In their darker moments, the 
heirs of the democratic revolutions may have realized that only 
war would one day settle the issue of slavery.

At the beginning of the American Revolution, the rebels were 
also frightened. So Jefferson wrote, to console those Americans 
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who had actually witnessed the bloody events in Paris and were 
at times frightened. But according to Jefferson, they too would 
need to “pass successively thro’ it, and happy if they get thro’ it 
and as soon and as well as Paris has done.”70 Revolutionaries like 
Jefferson believed that each generation had the right to forge its 
own consensus, customs, and laws. Writing some years after his 
time in Paris and as president of the United States, Jefferson be-
lieved that no experiment of forming and governing a new re-
public “can be more interesting than that we are now trying, and 
which we trust will end in establishing the fact that we are now 
governed by reason and trust.”71 He spoke like the philosophe 
he had become.

Germanic Lands

The response to the French Revolution varied considerably in 
the German-  and Dutch- speaking lands. The German lands 
were run by princes, and even the most liberal of them, the small 
duchy of Saxe- Weimar and Eisenach, officially displayed no sup-
port for foreign revolutions. It even made money by selling in-
mates from the local jails to the British, who put them to work as 
soldiers against the American colonists. The poet Goethe, in his 
capacity as a government official, actively engaged in the prac-
tice. The duchies were run in the manner of absolutist monar-
chies, and revolutions were not on their list of approved political 
actions. Even in Weimar, every effort was made to shield the 
population from contact with revolutionary ideas, and this was 
especially true in the wake of the French Revolution.72

In the German- speaking lands, the stage for this negative re-
action had been set by the emergence of a radical secret organi-
zation, the Illuminaten, and the publication of its secret papers 
in 1786/87. The hysterical reaction by the German authorities 
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in every province merged with the growing fear— put forward 
as early as the autumn of 1789 by French opponents of the 
Revolution— that the Revolution had been the work of a secret 
conspiracy of philosophes and freemasons. We saw in Scotland 
how John Robison latched on to this conspiracy theory (chap-
ter 5) and helped make it an indelible part of far- right political 
philosophy well into our own time. In reality, we now believe 
that there were about 600 Illuminati in the whole of Germany. 
To repeat: Conspiracy theories never depend upon facts.

The Weimar duchy also feared that the bellicose French 
might invade, a fear that was particularly acute because local 
peasants and students began to display an affection for their rev-
olution. Various repressive tactics were tried against the press 
and the university, and discontent went largely underground. 
Clearly, the authorities in every German principality— Prussia 
and Saxony, for example— were worried, and in Weimar the 
duke even enlisted Goethe to write against the revolution.73 
Weimar intellectuals were not uniformly anti- revolutionary, but 
under the circumstances they kept a very low profile.

Independent port cities such as Hamburg became relatively 
open to events as they unfolded in France. The journal Mi­
nerva appeared there, and it brought news from France and the 
French Caribbean as well as discussions of economic matters, 
all of interest to the city’s merchants. In the 1790s, German peri-
odicals exploded with over one thousand publications in press. 
Many contributors, such as Friedrich Schiller, tried to maintain 
their aesthetic sensibility and to avoid politics altogether. Their 
enlightened German predecessors had long practiced such ab-
stinence. But others ventured their support for events in Paris, 
at least up until the execution of Louis XVI in September 1793.

In the decades before the French Revolution, various Ger man-  
speaking states and territories had effected reforms inspired by 
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enlightened principles. In the Habsburg Empire in 1776, Maria 
Theresa abolished the use of torture in judicial proceedings, a 
move supported by her reforming chancellor of state, Prince 
Wenzel Kaunitz, who had been directly influenced by the writ-
ings of the Italian philosophe, Beccaria. His 1764 On Crimes 
and Punishments became a point of reference for all who found 
European prisons, and the use of torture, barbaric. Kaunitz and 
the empress (d. 1780) had begun reforms and building projects 
in the Habsburg territories, including the Austrian Netherlands 
(today Belgium). Her son, Joseph II, inherited these enlight-
ened impulses.74

Joseph II (d. 1790) came to exemplify what has been called 
“enlightened absolutism.” With all the contradictions inherent 
in the phrase, it came to be associated with Joseph’s principles 
and his desire to bring the Enlightenment to the Habsburg 
territories. In this activity, he was aided by Viennese masonic 
lodges and their Western European brethren.75 Joseph’s in-
stincts for limited religious toleration and a relaxation of cen-
sorship awakened similar impulses among the lower classes, 
who resented the privileges and arrogance of the clergy and 
aristocracy. In Naples, as we saw, Queen Caroline had also used 
the masonic lodges to enhance the power of the court and to 
point its interests in the direction of the Habsburgs. In Milan, 
Josephine reforms privileged lay authority in the educational 
system and strengthened the education of students aspiring to 
liberal professions such as law and medicine.76

Then came the French Revolution. Its impact was felt through-
out the Habsburg territories, especially in Hungary. Even the 
peasantry responded to the news coming from Paris, and the 
floodgates opened with tracts against the papacy and against 
clerical and aristocratic privileges in general. Joseph II had no 
alternative, as he saw it, but to pull back from enlightened re-
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form as he witnessed cobblers, tailors, and female cooks taking 
sides against the privileged. The trouble brewing in the western 
Habsburg lands predated the French uprising, and revolution 
had broken out in Brussels in 1787. By that year and slightly be-
fore, Joseph had instructed the secret police to be vigilant, and 
at his death in 1790, reaction against enlightened principles had 
become the norm.

His successor, Leopold II, sought to restore public order in 
Belgium, to strengthen the monarchy while sustaining peasant 
objections to the power of the nobility. While offering his ser-
vices, one Hungarian professor summed up Leopold’s policies: 
“The Americans and the French have made good laws as a result 
of much bloody violence. Your Majesty makes good laws, which 
all enlightened men admire . . . without any revolution.”77 The 
Enlightenment was back on the political agenda as Leopold 
limited the secret activities of the police. He was dead in 1792, 
succeeded by his son, Francis II, who abandoned, once again, 
the policies of enlightened absolutism. War against the French, 
whose army had advanced on the Low Countries, now became 
inevitable. Censorship, secret police, and the closing of inde-
pendent presses became the order of the day.

By 1793, the masonic lodges had ceased to meet. Now forced 
to meet in private, opposition groups circulated the French 
translation of Thomas Paine’s Rights of Man and sang French 
revolutionary songs, while handwritten democratic pamphlets 
passed among sympathizers and Rousseau’s Social Contract was 
translated into Hungarian. The Ministry of the Police decided 
that a Jacobin conspiracy had been established, while the Aus-
trian army suffered one defeat after the other at the hands of the 
French. In the summer of 1794, the police struck out against the 
imagined Jacobins. Anyone suspected of atheism was arrested, 
cautioned, or in some cases pilloried or imprisoned. In 1795, the 
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Hungarian courts sentenced eighteen “Jacobins” to be hanged, 
while in both parts of the kingdom large prison sentences were 
imposed. In the Habsburg Empire, the anti- Enlightenment  
had won.

Upheaval in Naples

It is worth remembering that Queen Carolina was an Austrian 
and the sister of Marie Antoinette, wife of the French king, who 
was famously guillotined in October 1793. No place in Europe 
was more alarmed by the events in Paris than the Neapolitan 
court. As news came from France, royal police and spies multi-
plied, as did the surveillance of the population, and especially 
of anyone with French sympathies. Somehow, an Italian trans-
lation of the Declaration of the Rights of Man came to be circu-
lated, while the court refused to receive the new ambassador 
from the French Republic. The French sent a fleet to the harbor 
in Naples and demanded an explanation, and the court caved 
in to its demands.

Repression returned, while at the same time clubs formed 
that demanded “liberty or death,” even “A Republic or Death.” 
Secret judges met, dozens of people were arrested, and three 
young students were condemned to death. A court- sponsored 
reign of terror commenced, and it predictably provoked a back-
lash. In the person of Napoleon and his army, the French Rev-
olution came to Naples. Its supporters declared a republic, and 
for a brief period it looked as if Naples might become the sec-
ond new republic in Europe. Then the British fleet commanded 
by Lord Nelson arrived. By the end of 1799, the Neapolitan Re-
public ceased to exist, the French were defeated, and the Brit-
ish and Austrians emerged victorious. So too had the Italian 
Enlightenment, at least for a time, been defeated.
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The Dutch Republic

After its independence from Spain was legally secured in 1648, 
the Dutch Republic remained an independent nation until it 
was invaded by the French Revolutionary Army in 1795. The 
Army left only in 1813, and at the Congress of Vienna the House 
of Orange was restored as a monarchy in place of the inherently 
weaker stadtholderate. The economic history of the Dutch 
eighteenth century reveals a state of decline from its spectacu-
lar prosperity of the seventeenth century, the co- called Gouden 
Eeuw (Golden Century).

I have argued elsewhere that the Enlightenment began in 
the late seventeenth century in England and the Dutch Re-
public. The relatively free presses in both places made possi-
ble the publication of foundational texts by Spinoza, Hobbes, 
and Locke. Not least, the Dutch presses specialized in the 
clandestine, which encompassed everything from the risqué 
to the pornographic and the blasphemous. Yet the vibrancy of 
the period before 1750 was not visible in the second half of the 
century. Dutch trade in the Atlantic declined markedly and, 
beginning with the Revolution of 1747– 48, instability plagued 
the Republic. As was the case among French and German re-
formers, Dutch enlightened opinion began to turn away from 
imperialism. In 1769, Onno Zwier van Haren’s play, Agon, Sultan 
van Bantam, cast the Dutch East India Company (VOC) as the 
villain; the play is hostile to the entire enterprise of empires 
and colonies.78 By that decade, widespread discontent in the 
Republic was commented upon by foreign visitors.

An uprising in 1787 would have transformed the state radi-
cally, but it was stopped in its tracks by a Prussian invasion.79 Its 
leaders, Patriotten, fled to France, and many of them returned 
with the victorious French army. Their inspiration had come 
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first from the American Revolution and then the French, and 
whatever their differences they remained committed to revolu-
tionary principles.

Among the patriots who fled to France, J. A. Craÿenshot had 
been the orator in the prestigious Amsterdam masonic lodge, 
La Bien Aimée. He had published radically anti- Orangist pam-
phlets, and his lodge brothers were international merchants, sea 
captains, bankers, surgeons, professors, and artists. The lodge 
must have been a remarkable meeting place. The yet- to- be- 
famous Jean Paul Marat and the soon- to- be- infamous Casanova 
were among the visitors, as were brothers from Philadelphia, 
Edinburgh, and Moscow. Consistently, the orations given in 
the lodge speak of the brothers as freedom loving. In 1782, the 
lodge concluded a treaty with its American counterparts. Thir-
teen years later when the French army invaded, the brothers 
greeted it by singing “La Marseillaise.” The corridor from Am-
sterdam to Paris had witnessed the Enlightenment and then 
embraced the democratic revolutions of both the Americans 
and the French.80

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 3:39 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



263

Epilogue

The developments in eighteenth- century intellectual life 
had far- reaching implications, not always uniform. The fate of 
the Enlightenment in the Dutch Republic was vastly differ-
ent from what occurred in the German-  and Italian- speaking 
lands. Where enlightened principles survived the repression 
of the 1790s and beyond, democracy had a greater chance of 
emerging. If we look to the twentieth century and beyond,  
by and large, and unlike German- speaking Europe and Italy, 
both fascism and Nazism were little fertilized on Dutch soil. In 
Eastern Europe, the secular Enlightenment continues to cast a 
light into the twenty- first century but battles against a resurgent 
xenophobia and a virulent nationalism, with fascist undertones. 
The survival of liberal democracy in places where enlightened 
thought had been weak remains a challenge.

The meaning of the Enlightenment resides in political struc-
tures and personal transformations that emerged in the course 
of the eighteenth century. These are most visible in the lives and 
ideas found in its last quarter. Lessing and Herder tell their read-
ers to look “in the world” and see the achievements of broth-
erhood. Jefferson decried priestcraft; Franklin set out to estab-
lish a new moral consciousness. In London, Unitarian chapels 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 3:39 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



264 E p i l o g u e

tinkered with their liturgy to express an egalitarian discontent 
with Anglican hierarchy and orthodoxy.1 Decades earlier, Vol-
taire had championed the Unitarians’ cerebral version of religi-
osity. He could not imagine anything as irrational as democracy; 
by the 1760s, however, Rousseau showed little restraint when he 
dreamed of it. By the 1770s, it was clear to the enlightened that in 
the Western world the American colonies had embarked upon a 
rebellion that could usher in just such an experiment.

Since the late 1680s into the 1790s, all sorts of people tried to 
break with tradition and find alternatives to absolutism in church  
and state. Someone like Isabella de Moerloose (chap ter 3) turns  
up almost by accident. Early in the century in the Dutch Repub-
lic, she taught school while taunting the local clergy and writ-
ing passionately about sexual freedom. She landed in prison for 
her trouble, and there she seems to have succumbed to mad-
ness. A few decades later in the republic, the Huguenot refugee 
Jean Rousset de Missy became a revolutionary, and after events 
in 1747– 48 he was exiled. Like English, American, and French 
revolutionaries, he enlisted John Locke to justify his rebellious 
battle.2 The Italian theorist of republics, Filangieri wanted to join 
Franklin in the new American Republic so that he could assist 
at its establishment, while several years later Irish radicals and 
republicans flocked to the new republic, where many remained.

Then as now, the political has often been personal. Seekers 
after alternatives to absolute monarchies and their churches 
filled civil society, dwelt in its cafés, coffee houses, salons, eat-
ing clubs, and lodges. There they could find the like- minded, or 
the pugnacious, even the outrageous and the subversive. Not 
least, their shelves offered free newspapers and journals. The 
century ended with revolutions— Brussels, Amsterdam, Paris, 
Belfast, Dublin, Naples— that focused minds on making new in-
stitutions, new laws, new hopes and dreams. All of them in this 
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world, in time to be lived. Sin, hell, and salvation became less 
real, or to be attended to less urgently. Consumption became 
easier for the urban educated and employed; books, clocks, and 
watches to measure the time spent reading were more plentiful. 
In some minds, the clergy could be disdained, churches avoided 
or viewed only for their physical beauty; even the founders of 
the great monotheistic religions could be mocked. By 1800, 
space and time on earth were filled by fewer miracles, saints, 
and prophecies than had been the case in 1700. The secular with 
which we still live had become all pervasive, even if offensive 
to the religiously observant. In the United States, nineteenth- 
century evangelical Protestants still longed for a great awakening 
that would restore the faithful to their Godly covenant. In some 
quarters in our own time, such dreams remain possible, yet cu-
riously unattainable or tainted by political involvements. The 
eighteenth- century philosophes, despite their disagreements, 
shared a universal distrust of organized religion and the priests 
who enforced it. We have sought here to recall the contours of 
their thinking and the social and political settings that gave rise 
to it. This historical account seeks not to return to the past but 
to bring the best of the secular Enlightenment with us into the 
future.
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Adams, John (1735– 1826)— American statesman, lawyer, and political theorist. The 
second president of the United States.

Adams, Samuel (1722– 1803)— American statesman and political philosopher. One 
of the Founding Fathers of the United States.

Adanson, Michel (1727– 1806)— Eighteenth- century French botanist and naturalist.
Aikenhead, Thomas (1676– 97)— Scottish student from Edinburgh. The last per-

son in the British Isles to be executed for blasphemy.
Anacreon (582– 485 BCE)— Greek lyric poet.
Anderson, John (1726– 96)— Scottish natural philosopher and liberal educa-

tor. A leader in the application of science and technology in the Industrial  
Revolution.

Aquinas, St. Thomas (1225– 74)— Italian Dominican friar, Catholic priest, and Doc-
tor of the Church.

Ardinghelli, Mariangiola (1728– 1825)— Italian Newtonian who translated the 
writings of the English Newtonian Steven Hales and became an informal but 
important correspondent with the Paris Academy of Science.

Aristotle (384– 322 BCE)— Ancient Greek philosopher.
Arpe, Peter Friedrich (1682– 1740)— German lawyer, historian, and legal writer.
Arthur, Archibald (1744– 97)— Scottish Enlightenment philosopher. Active at the 

University of Glasgow, where he worked as an assistant to Thomas Reid before 
taking over his teaching duties in 1796.

Bacon, Francis (1561– 1626)— English philosopher and scientist. An advocate of 
the scientific method. His Novum Organum is an important work in Europe’s 
scientific revolution.

Bahrdt, Carl Friedrich (1741– 92)— German biblical scholar, theologian, and po-
lemicist. A highly controversial figure in his day.

Bancroft, Edward (1745– 1821)— American- born physician and chemist. During the 
American Revolution, he was a double agent, spying for both the United States 
and Great Britain.
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Barruel, Augustin (1741– 1820)— French publicist and Jesuit priest. Famous for his 
Memoirs Illustrating the History of Jacobinism, where he argued that the French 
Revolution was planned and carried out by secret societies.

Bassi, Laura (1711– 78)— Italian physicist and academic. One of the first female univer-
sity graduates and professors in Europe, she helped spread Newton’s ideas in Italy.

Baxter, Andrew (1686/87– 1750)— Scottish metaphysician.
Bayle, Pierre (1647– 1706)— French philosopher, Huguenot refugee, and writer 

best known for his Historical and Critical Dictionary.
Beccaria, Cesare (1738– 94)— Italian criminologist, jurist, philosopher, and pol-

itician. Best known for his treatise On Crimes and Punishments (1764), which 
condemned torture and the death penalty.

Beddoes, Thomas (1760– 1808)— English physician and scientific writer.
Bekker, Balthazar (1634– 1698)— Dutch minister, philosopher, and theologian. De-

fended reason and opposed superstition, which he attacked in his best known 
work, De Betoverde Wereld, or The World Bewitched.

Benedict XIV, Pope (born Prospero Lorenzo Lambertini) (1675– 1758)— As Pope 
of the Catholic Church from 1740– 58, he promoted scientific learning.

Benezet, Anthony (1713– 84)— French Huguenot reformer. An abolitionist and 
educator active in Philadelphia, he founded one of the world’s first anti- slavery 
societies, the Society for the Relief of Free Negroes Unlawfully Held in Bondage.

Bentley, Richard (1662– 1742)— English classical scholar and theologian. Master of 
Trinity College, Cambridge.

Bentley, Thomas (1731– 80)— English manufacturer of porcelain. Known for his 
partnership with Josiah Wedgwood.

Bernard, Jacques (1658– 1718)— French theologian and publicist who worked in 
the Dutch Republic.

Bernard, Jean Frederic (1680– 1744)— French writer and translator.
Black, Joseph (1728– 99)— Scottish physician and chemist. Known for discoveries 

of magnesium, latent heat, specific heat, and carbon dioxide.
Blake, William (1757– 1827)— English poet, painter, and printmaker. Although little 

appreciated during his lifetime, he is now considered a seminal figure in English 
Romanticism.

Boyer, Jean- Baptiste de (Marquis d’Argens) (1704– 71)— French philosopher and 
writer.

Boyle, Robert (1627– 91)— Anglo- Irish natural philosopher and scientist. Regarded 
as the first modern chemist.

Bruno, Giordano (1548– 1600)— Born Filippo Bruno. An Italian Dominican friar, 
philosopher, mathematician, and poet. Burned at the stake by the Church.

Burke, Edmund (1730– 97)— Irish statesman, author, political theorist, and philos-
opher. Whig Member of Parliament in the House of Commons.
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Byron, George Gordon (Lord Byron) (1788– 1824)— English nobleman, poet, and 
leading figure in the Romantic movement.

Calas, Jean (1698– 1762)— French merchant. A Protestant executed in Catholic 
France, he is remembered as a victim of religious intolerance.

Casanova, Giacomo (1725– 98)— Italian adventurer and social commentator and 
critic. His Story of My Life is regarded as one of the most authentic sources of the 
customs and norms of eighteenth- century European social life.

Cassirer, Ernst (1874– 1945)— Neo- Kantian German philosopher. Attempted to 
theorize an idealist philosophy of science.

Chaptal, Jean- Antoine (1756– 1832)— French chemist, physician, agronomist, 
statesman, and philanthropist.

Châtelet, Madame du (1706– 49)— French natural philosopher, mathemati-
cian, and physicist. Famous for her translation and commentary on Newton’s 
Principia.

Clarke, Samuel (1675– 1729)— English philosopher and Anglican clergyman.
Cleghorn, Robert (1755– 1821)— Scottish physician and pharmacologist.
Cleland, John (1709– 89)— British writer.
Coleridge, Samuel Taylor (1772– 1834)— Arguably the most famous of the English 

Romantic poets.
Collins, Anthony (1676– 1729)— English philosopher and proponent of deism.
Conti, Antonio Schinella (1677– 1749)— Known by his religious title as Abbé 

Conti. An Italian writer, translator, mathematician, philosopher, and physicist.
Craÿenshot, J. A (dates unknown)— Amsterdam freemason.
Cullen, William (1710– 90)— Scottish physician and chemist. One of the most im-

portant professors at the Edinburgh Medical School.
Curchod, Louise- Suzanne (1737– 94)— French- Swiss salonist and writer. Hosted 

one of the most famous salons of the ancien régime. The mother of Madame de 
Staël and the wife of finance minister Jacques Necker, her married name was 
Suzanne Necker.

Dampier, William (1651– 1715)— English explorer and navigator. The first English-
man to explore parts of Australia, and the first person to circumnavigate the 
world three times.

Darwin, Erasmus (1731– 1802)— English physician, natural philosopher, and aboli-
tionist. One of the major thinkers of the Midlands Enlightenment.

Davy, Humphry (1778– 1829)— Cornish chemist and inventor. Best remembered 
for isolating a series of substances for the first time, including potassium, so-
dium, calcium, strontium, barium, magnesium, and boron.

Day, Thomas (1748– 89)— British author and abolitionist. Known for his book The 
History of Sandford and Merton, which emphasized Rousseauian educational 
ideals.
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De Benedictis, Giovani (1641– 1706)— Jesuit of Naples, also known as Benedetto 
Aletino. A professor of philosophy at the College of Naples.

d’Épinay, Louise (Madame d’Épinay) (1726– 83)— French writer, salonist, and 
woman of fashion.

Derrida, Jacques (1930– 2004)— French philosopher. Best known for his method 
of analysis called deconstruction, and one of the major figures associated with 
post- structuralism and postmodern philosophy.

Desaguliers (1683– 1744)— French- born British natural philosopher, clergyman, 
engineer, and freemason. Elected to the Royal Society in 1714 as experimental 
assistant to Isaac Newton.

Des Périers, Bonaventure (1500– 1544)— French author.
Dewey, John (1859– 1952)— American philosopher. His ideas have been influential 

in educational and social reform.
D’Holbach, Paul- Henri Thiry (Baron) (d. 1789)— French- German author, philos-

opher, encyclopedist. Born Paul Heinrich Dietrich, he was a prominent figure  
in the French Enlightenment.

Dickenson, Samuel (1733– 1823)— English clergyman and botanist.
Diderot, Denis (1713– 84)— French philosopher. Best known as the co- editor 

(with Jean le Rond d’Alembert) of the Encyclopédie, a collection of all the world’s 
knowledge.

Dodsley, Robert (1704– 64)— English bookseller, poet, and playwright.
Drennan, William (1754– 1820)— Irish physician, poet, and political radical. One of 

the chief architects of the Society of United Irishmen.
DuLaurens, Henri (1719– 93/97)— Defrocked French monk. Later became a polit-

ical satirist and novelist.
Dunoyer, Anne- Marguerite (1663– 1719)— Famous early eighteenth- century 

journalist.
Durand, David (1680– 1763)— Huguenot French and English minister and 

historian.
Dyer, George (1755– 1841)— English classicist, poet, and editor.
Effen, Justus van (1684– 1735)— Dutch author who wrote chiefly in French. Also 

made important contributions to Dutch literature.
Emmet, Robert (1778– 1803)— Irish nationalist and Republican, orator, and rebel 

leader. Led an abortive rebellion against British rule in 1803, for which he was 
captured and executed for high treason against the British king.

Epictetus (55– 135 CE)— Greek Stoic philosopher.
Eugene of Savoy, Prince (1663– 1736)— General of the Imperial Army and states-

man of the Holy Roman Empire and the Archduchy of Austria.
Evelyn, John (1620– 1706)— English writer and diarist. His rival was Samuel Pepys, 

who also chronicled seventeenth- century English society.
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Evelyn, Mary (1665– 1685)— Daughter of John Evelyn. Believed to be the pseudon-
ymous author of Mundus Muliebris.

Ferguson, Adam (1723– 1816)— Philosopher and historian of the Scottish 
Enlightenment.

Filangieri, Gaetano (1752– 88)— Italian jurist and philosopher.
Filangieri, Serafino (1713– 82)— Italian archbishop.
Forster, Johann Reinhold (1729– 98)— Reformed Calvinist pastor and naturalist 

of Scottish descent. Made early contributions to ornithology, and accompanied 
James Cook on Cook’s second Pacific voyage.

Francke, August Hermann (1663– 1727)— German Lutheran clergyman, philan-
thropist, and biblical scholar.

Franklin, Benjamin (1705– 1790)— American polymath and one of the Founding 
Fathers of the United States.

Frederick III (1657– 1713)— First king of Prussia (1701– 13) and Elector of 
Brandenburg.

Frederick the Great (1712– 86)— King of Prussia from 1740– 86. A patron of the arts 
during the Enlightenment.

Frederick William I (1688– 1740)— King of Prussia and Elector of Brandenburg 
from 1713 until his death. Father of Frederick the Great.

Fréret, Nicolas (1688– 1749)— French scholar.
Furly, Benjamin (1636– 1714)— English Quaker merchant and friend of  John Locke.
Gaime, Abbé Jean- Claude— Credited by Rousseau as the model for his Savoyard 

Vicar.
Galiani, Celestino (1681– 1753)— Italian archbishop.
Galiani, Ferdinando (1728– 87)— Also known as the abbé Galiani. An Italian 

economist.
Galileo, Galilei (1564– 1642)— Italian polymath. Together with Copernicus, Kepler, 

and Newton, he is a central figure in the transition from natural philosophy to 
modern science.

Gassendi, Pierre (1592– 1655)— French philosopher, priest, astronomer, and math-
ematician. Clashed with his contemporary Descartes and attempted to reconcile 
Epicurean atomism with Christianity.

Gay, Peter (1923– 2015)— Born in Germany, he fled when the Nazis came to power. 
Living in the United States, he became of one the most important European 
historians of his generation.

Genovesi, Antonio (1713– 69)— Italian writer, philosopher, and political economist.
Giannone, Pietro (1676– 1748)— Italian historian. Had an open conflict with the 

Catholic Church and papacy.
Godwin, William (1756– 1836)— English journalist, political philosopher, and 

novelist. Considered one of the first exponents of utilitarianism and the first 
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modern proponent of anarchism. He attacked existing political institutions  
and class structures in An Enquiry Concerning Political Justice and Things as They 
Are; or, the Adventures of Caleb Williams.

Goethe, Johann Wolfgang (1749– 1832)— German writer and statesman.
Goeze, Johann Melchior (1717– 86)— Lutheran pastor and theologian.
Gottsched, Johann (1700– 1766)— German philosopher and literary critic.
Gottsched, Luise (1713– 62)— German poet, playwright, and essayist. Considered 

one of the founders of modern German theatrical comedy.
Gregory, David (1661– 1708)— Scottish mathematician and astronomer. A profes-

sor of mathematics at the University of Edinburgh and later of astronomy at 
Oxford University. He was a follower of Newton.

Grimm, Friedrich Melchior (Baron von Grimm) (1723– 1807)— German- born 
French- language journalist, art critic, diplomat, and contributor to Diderot’s 
Encyclopédie. His ideas on aesthetics were particularly influential.

Grotius, Hugo (1583– 1645)— Dutch jurist. Helped lay the foundations for interna-
tional law based on natural law.

Gueudeville, Nicolas (1652– 1721)— Benedictan monk who became a journalist and 
historian after being defrocked.

Haller, Albrecht von (1708– 77)— Swiss anatomist, physiologist, naturalist, and 
poet. Often referred to as the “father of modern physiology.”

Hamann, Johann Georg (1730– 88)— German philosopher whose work was influ-
ential in Germany’s pre- Romantic Sturm und Drang movement.

Haren, Zwier van Onno (1713– 79)— Dutch statesman and playwright.
Hartley, David (1705– 57)— English philosopher and founder of the Associationist 

school of psychology.
Haydn, Joseph (1732– 1809)— Austrian composer of music’s Classical period. 

Widely considered the “father of the symphony.”
Hegel, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich (1770– 1831)— German philosopher and an im-

portant figure in German idealism.
Helvétius, Claude Arien (1715– 71)— French philosopher, materialist, and 

freemason.
Hennepin, Louis (1626– 1704)— Roman Catholic priest and missionary of the 

Franciscan Recollet order. Explored the interior of North America.
Herder, Johann Gottfried von (1744– 1803)— Born to devoutly Lutheran parents, 

he became one of the leading German intellects of the period.
Hobbes, Thomas (1588– 1679)— The founder of modern political theory, Hobbes 

lived through the English civil wars. His most important book is Leviathan 
(1651).

Hogarth, William (1697– 1764)— English painter, printmaker, and social critic.
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Home, Henry (Lord Kames) (1696– 1782)— Scottish judge, philosopher, and 
writer. A central figure of the Scottish Enlightenment and a founding member 
of the Philosophical Society of Edinburgh.

Horne, George (1730– 92)— English churchman, writer, and university 
administrator.

Hume, David (1711– 1776)— Scottish empiricist philosopher, historian, and essayist. 
He was a major figure in the Scottish Enlightenment.

Hutcheson, Francis (1694– 46)— Irish philosopher. Born to a Scottish Presbyterian 
family, he became one of the major figures in the Scottish Enlightenment.

Hutchinson, John (1674– 1737)— Anglican high- churchman.
Hutton, James (1726– 97)— Scottish geologist, physician, and naturalist. Known 

as the “father of modern geology,” he made fundamental contributions to geol-
ogy, including the theory of uniformationism, which explains the features of the 
earth’s crust by means of natural processes over geological time.

Huygens, Christiaan (1629– 95)— Diarist and scientist. Fought alongside  
William III.

Huygens, Constantijn (1596– 1687)— Dutch poet, composer, and royal secretary.
Jacobi, Friedrich Heinrich (1743– 1819)— German philosopher and writer. Popu-

larized the term “nihilism.”
Jardine, George (1742– 1827)— Scottish minister of religion, philosopher, academic, 

and educator.
Jefferson, Thomas (1743– 1826)— One of the Founding Fathers, and the third pres-

ident of the United States.
Johnson, Samuel (1709– 84)— Highly influential English writer and poet.
Joseph II ( Joseph Benedikt Anton Michael Adam) (1741– 90)— Holy Roman em-

peror from 1765– 90, and emperor of the Habsburg lands from 1780– 90.
Kant, Immanuel (1724– 1804)— German philosopher, and a central figure in mod-

ern philosophy. Famously defined the Enlightenment as “man’s emergence from 
his self- imposed immaturity.”

Kaunitz, Wenzel Anton (Prince Wenzel Kaunitz) (1711– 94)— Austrian and Czech 
diplomat and statesman in the Habsburg Monarchy. A proponent of enlightened 
absolutism.

Keill, John (1671– 1721)— Scottish mathematician, academic, and author. An im-
portant disciple of Isaac Newton.

Kotzebue, Augustus von (1761– 1819)— German dramatist and writer. Also worked 
as a consul in Russia and Germany.

Labat, Jean Baptiste (1663– 1738)— French clergyman, botanist, and explorer. 
Made religious missions in the French possessions in the Caribbean.

Lafitau, Joseph (1681– 1746)— French Jesuit and naturalist. Worked in Canada.
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Lange, Johann Joachim (1670– 1744)— German Protestant theologian and 
philosopher.

Lavoisier, Antoine (1743– 94)— French nobleman and chemist. Widely considered 
the “father of modern chemistry.”

Leclerc, Georges Louis, Count de Buffon (1707– 88)— French naturalist and 
mathematician. His works influenced the next two generations of naturalists, 
including Jean- Baptiste Lamarck and Georges Cuvier. His most important work 
is Histoire Naturelle.

Leibniz, Gottfried Wilhelm (1646– 1716)— German polymath and philosopher. 
Developed differential and integral calculus independently of Isaac Newton.

Leon, Gottlieb von (1757– 1830)— Austrian writer and librarian.
Lessing, Gotthold Ephraim (1729– 81)— German writer, philosopher, and art 

critic. Widely considered to be Germany’s leading writer of dramatic plays.
Levier, Charles (dates unknown)— Publisher anonymous in The Hague. Produced 

the first edition of the Traité des trois imposteurs under the title of La Vie et l’Esprit 
de Spinoza (1719). A member of the Knights of Jubilation.

Locke, John (1632– 1704)— English philosopher and physician. Widely regarded as 
one of the most influential figures of the Enlightenment and the tradition of 
political liberalism.

Louis XIV (1638– 1715)— King of France. Known as the Sun King, he reigned from 
1643– 1715.

Lovell Edgeworth, Richard (1744– 1817)— Anglo- Irish politician, writer, and 
inventor.

Machiavelli, Niccolò (1469– 1527)— Italian Renaissance political philosopher and 
historian.

Maclaurin, Colin (1698– 1746)— Scottish mathematician. Made important contri-
butions to geometry and algebra.

Madison, James (1751– 1838)— An American statesman and a Founding Father 
of the United States. One of the most important contributors to the U.S. 
Constitution.

Maillet, Benoît de (1656– 1738)— French diplomat and natural historian. Formulated 
an evolutionary hypothesis to explain the origin of the earth and its contents.

Malthus, Thomas (1766– 1834)— English cleric and scholar. Best known for his 
1798 An Essay on the Principle of Population, a book of political economy and 
demography.

Marat, Jean Paul (1743– 93)— French political theorist, physician, and scientist. 
Best known for his role as a radical journalist and politician during the French 
Revolution.

Marchand, Prosper (1678– 1756)— French bibliographer and member of the 
Knights of Jubilation.
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Maria Theresa (Queen) (1717– 80)— Holy Roman empress from 1745– 65, and arch-
duchess of Austria from 1740– 80.

Marie Antoinette (1755– 93)— Last queen of France before the French Revolution. 
Executed during the revolution.

Marshall, John (1961– )— Contemporary British historian. Has written extensively 
on John Locke and toleration.

Marx, Karl (1818– 83)— German philosopher, economist, historian, political the-
orist, sociologist, and journalist. Heavily influenced by Hegel, his works The 
Communist Manifesto and Capital, among others, have been very influential in 
left- wing political thought.

Mendelssohn, Moses (1729– 86)— German Jewish philosopher. A seminal figure in 
the Haskalah, or Jewish Enlightenment.

Mercier, Louis- Sebastien (1740– 1814)— French dramatist and writer.
Millar, John (1735– 1801)— Scottish philosopher and historian. A professor of civil 

law at the University of Glasgow from 1761– 1800.
Mirabeau (Count) (1749– 91)— Political leader in the early stages of the French 

Revolution.
Moerloose, Isabella de (1660/1– 1712)— Dutch writer. Penned an autobiography.
Monro, John (1716– 91)— English physician and specialist in insanity.
Montesquieu (1689– 1755)— French man of letters and political philosopher. His 

full name was Charles- Louis de Secondat, Baron de La Brède et de Montesquieu.
Moore, Thomas (1779– 1852)— Irish Catholic, poet, songwriter, and entertainer.
Moreau de Maupertuis, Pierre- Louis (1698– 1759)— French mathematician, phi-

losopher, and man of letters. Director of the Académie des Sciences and the first 
president of the Prussian Academy of Science.

Mozart, Wolfgang Amadeus (1756– 91)— Austrian composer of music’s Classical 
period, and freemason.

Muratori, Lodovico Antonio (1672– 1750)— Italian historian and Catholic re-
former. Best known for his discovery of the Muratorian fragment, the earliest 
known list of New Testament books.

Necker, Jacques (1732– 1804)— Banker of Genevan origin who became French 
statesman and finance minister for Louis XVI.

Nelson, Horatio (Lord Nelson) (1758– 1805)— Officer in Britain’s Royal Navy. 
Played an important role in his country’s military efforts during the Napoleonic 
Wars.

Newton, Isaac (1642– 1726/7)— English physicist, mathematician, and astronomer. 
His book Principia Mathematica (1687) was seminal in the Enlightenment.

Niccolini, Antonio (1701– 69)— Italian abbot, jurist, and scholar. A leading cultural 
figure in Tuscany.

Nicolai, Friedrich (1733– 1811)— German writer and bookseller.
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Nollet, Jean Antoine (1700– 1770)— French clergyman and physicist. As a priest, 
he was also known as Abbé Nollet.

Paine, Thomas (1737– 1809)— English- born American political activist, and polit-
ical theorist. One of the Founding Fathers of the United States, his ideas were 
influential during the American Revolution.

Palmer, Elihu (1764– 1806)— American author and deist.
Parny, Évariste (1753– 1814)— French poet.
Pepys, Samuel (1633– 1703)— English navy administrator and Member of Parlia-

ment. Most famous for his diary, which is one of the best primary sources for 
the English Restoration period.

Pezzl, Johann (1756– 1823)— German writer and librarian.
Picart, Bernard (1673– 1733)— French engraver.
Pitcairne, Archibald (1652– 1713)— Scottish physician.
Plumptre, Anne (1760– 1818)— English writer and translator.
Pope, Alexander (1688– 1744)— English poet. Best known for his translation of Ho-

mer. A great stylist, he is second only to Shakespeare as the most quoted writer 
in The Oxford Dictionary of Quotations.

Price, Richard (1723– 91)— Welsh moral philosopher, preacher, and mathematician. 
Active in radical causes, such as the American Revolution.

Priestley, Joseph (1733– 1804)— English Unitarian theologian, natural philosopher, 
chemist, and political theorist. Credited with the discovery of oxygen, although 
others have strong claims.

Pufendorf, Samuel (1632– 94)— German jurist, political philosopher, economist, 
statesman, and historian.

Radicati di Passerano, Alberto (1698– 1737)— Italian historian, philosopher, and 
freethinker.

Raynal, Abbé (1713– 96)— Also known as Guillaume Thomas Raynal. A French 
writer during the Enlightenment and a fierce critic of imperialism.

Reid, Thomas (1710– 96)— Scottish philosopher. A contemporary of David Hume, 
a founder of the Scottish School of Common Sense, and an important figure in 
the Scottish Enlightenment.

Reimarus, Elise (1735– 1805)— German writer, educator, translator, and salon- 
holder. Sister of Johann Albert Reimarus, and daughter of Hermann Samuel 
Reimarus.

Reimarus, Hermann Samuel (1694– 1768)— German philosopher. A deist who 
denied the supernatural origin of Christianity and the divinity of Jesus.

Rey, Marc Michel (1720– 80)— Influential publisher in the United Provinces. He pub-
lished many of the works of the French philosophes, including Jean- Jacques Rousseau.

Rich, Mary, Lady Warwick (1625– 78)— Seventh daughter of Richard Boyle, First 
Earl of Cork, and his second wife, Catherine Fenton.
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Robertson, William (1721– 93)— Scottish historian, minister in the Church of Scot-
land, and principal of the University of Edinburgh.

Robison, John (1739– 1805)— Scottish physicist and mathematician. A professor of 
philosophy at the University of Edinburgh.

Roche, Daniel (1935– )— Contemporary French social and cultural historian.
Rousseau, Jean- Jacques (1712– 78)— Francophone Genevan political philosopher 

and writer. His Social Contract (1762) was influential in the Enlightenment and 
French Revolution.

Rousset de Missy, Jean (1686– 1762)— French Huguenot writer and historian.
Rush, Benjamin (1745– 1813)— American physician, politician, social reformer, and 

educator. A Founding Father of the United States.
Ryder, Joseph (1695– 1768)— Devout Protestant of the mid- eighteenth century. 

Wrote one of the longest diaries of the period.
Schiller, Friedrich (1759– 1805)— German poet, philosopher, physician, historian, 

and playwright. Had a close personal and intellectual relationship with Goethe.
Schlegel, Johann Elias (1719– 49)— German critic and dramatic poet.
Schmidt, Johann Lorenz (1702– 49)— German theologian during the 

Enlightenment.
s’Gravesande, Willem Jacob (1688– 1742)— Dutch mathematician and natural phi-

losopher. Mostly remembered for his experimental demonstrations of the law 
of classical mechanics. As a professor at Leiden University, he propagated Isaac 
Newton’s ideas in continental Europe.

Simon, Richard (1638– 1712)— French priest and Oratorian. An influential biblical critic.
Smith, Adam (1723– 90)— Scottish economist and philosopher. A pioneering figure 

in political economy, and key in the Scottish Enlightenment. He is best known 
for two works: one on political economy, An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes 
of the Wealth of Nations, and the other on moral philosophy, The Theory of Moral 
Sentiments.

Smith, Charlotte (1749– 1806)— English Romantic poet and novelist.
Solander, Daniel (1733– 82)— Swedish naturalist.
Southey, Robert (1774– 1843)— English poet of the Romantic school. He was one 

of the so- called Lake Poets, together with William Wordsworth and Samuel Tay-
lor Coleridge.

Southwell, Sir Robert (1635– 1702)— Diplomat, secretary of state for Ireland, and 
president of the Royal Society from 1690 to 1695.

Spinoza, Baruch (1632– 77)— Dutch philosopher of Sephardi/Portuguese origin. 
His ideas laid the philosophical foundation of the Enlightenment and modern 
biblical criticism.

St. John, Henry, First Viscount Bolingbroke (1678– 1751)— English politician and 
political philosopher. Leader of the Tories.
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Staël, Madame de (1766– 1817)— French woman of letters of Swiss origin. Her work 
was influential in European Romanticism.

Tanucci, Bernardo (1698– 1783)— Italian statesman. Brought enlightened govern-
ment to the kingdom of the Two Sicilies of Charles III and his son, Ferdinand IV.

Tavernier, Jean Baptiste (1605– 89)— French merchant and traveler. His journeys 
were financed by Louis XIV.

Taylor, Jeremy (1613– 67)— Cleric in the Church of England. A writer during the 
protectorate of Oliver Cromwell.

Thelwall, John (1764– 1834)— Radical British orator and writer.
Thomasius, Christian (1655– 1728)— German jurist and philosopher.
Thoresby, Ralph (1658– 1725)— Antiquarian and fellow of the Royal Society. 

Widely regarded as the first historian of Leeds, England.
Tindal, Matthew (1657– 1733)— English deist author.
Toland, John (1670– 1722)— Irish philosopher. His works were early expressions of 

the Enlightenment.
Tone, Theobald Wolfe (1763– 98)— Leading Irish revolutionary figure. A founding 

member of the United Irishmen, and leader of the 1798 Irish Rebellion.
Vanini, Lucilio (1585– 1619)— Italian philosopher, physician, and freethinker.
Vaughan, Benjamin (1751– 1835)— British political radical.
Venturi, Franco (1914– 94)— Italian historian and journalist. A scholar of the  

Italian Enlightenment, and active in the anti- fascist Resistance during World 
War II.

Verri, Pietro (1728– 97)— Italian philosopher, economist, historian, and writer.
Victor Amadeus II (1666– 1732)— Duke of Savoy from 1675– 1730. Had a consider-

able cultural influence in Turin, remodeling the Royal Palace of Turin, among 
other buildings.

Volney (Constantin Francois de Chasseboeuf, Count of Volney) (1757– 1820)— 
 French philosopher, abolitionist, historian, and politician.

Voltaire (1694– 1778)— French writer and philosopher. Helped introduce Newto-
nian science in France. His full name was Francois- Marie Arouet.

Vries, Simon de (1570/75– 1628/29)— Dutch engraver.
Watt, Gregory (1777– 1804)— Son of James Watt and Ann MacGregor. Became a 

geologist and mineralogist.
Watt Jr., James (1769– 1848)— Scottish engineer, businessman, and activist.
Wedgwood, Josiah (1730– 95)— English potter and entrepreneur. Credited with the 

industrialization of the manufacture of pottery.
Weisse, Christian Hermann (1801– 66)— German Protestant religious philosopher 

and professor of philosophy at the University of Leipzig.
Whitehead, Paul (1710– 74)— British satirist and a secretary of the infamous Hell-

fire Club.
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Whitehurst, John (1713– 88)— English clockmaker and scientist. Made significant 
contributions to early geology and was an influential member of the Lunar 
Society.

Wilkes, John (1725– 97)— English radical and journalist. Supported the American 
rebels during the American War of Independence.

Williams, David (1738– 1816)— Welsh philosopher and political polemicist. Also 
an ordained minister.

Williams, Edward (Iolo Morganwg) (1747– 1826)— Welsh poet, antiquarian collec-
tor, and literary forger. Forged a number of manuscripts of  Welsh literature, but 
nonetheless played a major role in reviving Welsh culture.

Windham, William (1750– 1810)— British Whig statesman.
Wolff, Christian (1679– 1754)— German philosopher and polymath.
Wollstonecraft, Mary (1759– 97)— English writer, philosopher, and advocate of 

women’s rights. Best known for A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792), 
where she argues for gender equality.

Wordsworth, William (1770– 1850)— Major English Romantic poet. His joint pub-
lication of Lyrical Ballads with Samuel Taylor Coleridge helped to launch the 
Romantic Age in English literature.

Wyndham, Henry (1736– 1819)— British Whig Member of Parliament.
Yorke, Henry Redhead (1772– 1813)— English writer and radical publicist.
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1. See the opening, “Introduction: Times Like These,” in Janet R. Jakobsen and 
Ann Pellegrini, Secularisms (Durham, NC, and London: Duke University Press, 
2008). Also see the introduction in Hasse Hämäläinen and Anna Tomaszewska, 
eds., The Sources of Secularism (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2017), pp. 1– 20.

2. This is a vast subject. See Giorgio Agamben, Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and 
Bare Life, translated by Daniel Heller- Roazen (Stanford, CA: Stanford University 
Press, 1998); Talal Asad, Formations of the Secular: Christianity, Islam, Modernity (Stan-
ford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2003); Jürgen Habermas, Religion and Rational-
ity: Essays on Reason, God, Modernity, edited by Eduardo Mendieta (Cambridge, MA: 
MIT Press, 2002), and see also his dialogue with Ratzinger, Dialectics of Secularization: 
On Reason and Religion, Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger and Jürgen Habermas, translated 
by Brian McNeil (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2006); Mark Lilla, The Still- Born God: 
Religions, Politics and the Modern West (New York: Knopf, 2007); Tomoko Masuzawa, 
The Invention of World Religions, or How European Universalism Was Preserved in the 
Language of Pluralism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005); Charles Taylor, A 
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and Comparative Perspectives, edited by Thomas Kselman and Joseph A. Buttigieg 
(Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2003). And not least, “Introduc-
tion,” in Sanja Perovic, Sacred and Secular Agency in Early Modern France: Fragments  
of Religion (London and New York: Continuum International Publishing Group, 
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Chapter One. The Setting: Space Expanded and Filled Anew

1. Margaret C. Jacob, The Newtonians and the English Revolution (Ithaca, NY: 
Cornell University Press, 1976).

2. John Dewey, Experience and Nature (New York: Dover, 2013), a reprinting of 
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6. See Georges Gurvitch, The Spectrum of Social Time (Dordrecht: Reidel, 1964), p. 3.
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ment [sic] of Learning,” f. 1. The society began in 1736 and ended for financial rea-
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masking the Truth: The Theme of Imposture in Early Modern European Culture, 
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Daubert, and Richard H. Popkin, eds., Heterodoxy, Spinozism and Free Thought in 
Early- Eighteenth- Century Europe (The Hague: Kluwer, 1996), p. 220.
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