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To understand the political French Revolution, we must first have a brief overview of two other revolutions of a 
very different type.  The Scientific Revolution in the 1600s was a revolution of ideas that brought Europe a 
new scientific way of looking at the physical world.  The Enlightenment in the 1700s brought Europe a whole 
set of new ideas about government.  Both were revolutions of ideas but ideas are very powerful. 

The Scientific Revolution of the 1600s was made possible by the innovations of the Renaissance of the 1600s 
and it was also a product of the massive changes started in the Reformation because a Scientific way of thinking 
was a challenge to the authority of the Church. 

notice the incorrect perfect circles The Scientific Revolution started in astronomy.  In 1543, the book De 
revolutionibus orbium coelestium by Nicolaus Copernicus 
changed everything.  It argued that the earth and the planets 
rotated around the sun, not the other way around – this is 
called a heliocentric or sun-centered view.   When 
Copernicus chose the word “revolution” in the title of his 
book he actually referred to the “revolving” or “rotating” of 
the planets, but the book caused such massive changes that 
the word “revolution” now is more commonly used to mean 
any sort of a  “huge change.”  Before Copernicus, the people 
used more of a common-sense view of the universe that the 
earth did not move and the sun and planets actually rotated [ 
called geocentric or “earth centered”].   This view makes 
sense if you forget your scientific thinking and go outside on 
a clear day – the sun appears to move and the earth certainly 
seems to be standing still.  At night, the stars and planets also 
appear to be moving.  The fact that the Pope and the Christian 
Church also believed the geocentric view had absolutely 
cemented it in the minds of the people for thousands of years. 
Copernicus had studied in Italy at the heart of the 

Renaissance and then at age 30 moved back to his homeland of southern Poland where he systematically 
observed the movement and planets for the next 40 years of his career. His book, published by his students after 
his death, did not start an immediate revolution.  In fact, historians estimate that fewer than 100 people even 
believed the heliocentric theory 50 years later!   The work of many other astronomers improved Copernicus’ 
ideas and made them well known.  Galileo became the most famous of all.  He took the ideas of 
Leeuwenhoek’s newly invented microscope (remember the Scientific Revolution was happening in many 
sciences besides astronomy too – imagine how discovering a microscope lead to the discovery of a whole new 
microbiology world of tiny organisms and cells that no one knew existed) and invented a telescope.  The 
telescope made objects a 1000 times bigger than the eye could see!  Galileo observed the rough surface of our 
moon, found four moons of Jupiter, and discovered dark spots on the sun (don’t look at the sun through a 
telescope).    He also confirmed the heliocentric view and was strongly opposed (arrested!) by the church for his 
ideas.  But soon the science of astronomy was fully accepted by Europe.  Other sciences had their own 
revolutions – Vesalius anatomy and soon the great Isaac Newton put all the revolutionary ideas into the 
Scientific Method, studied gravity, and co-invented Calculus.  
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The Enlightenment of the 1700s took the methods and thinking skills of the Scientific Revolution and came up 
with revolutionary ideas about government and democracy.  Remember that our topic of study is the French 
Revolution and the Enlightenment is one of the biggest long-term causes of the French Revolution because the 
people of France were living under the system of absolute monarchy but the Enlightenment brought them new 
ideas and alternatives.   Ideas are powerful.  

Until the 1700s, people of France accepted the fact that their king ruled by divine right, that Church teachings 
were correct, and that the rich aristocrats had privileges not enjoyed by the poor masses.  But by the end of the 
century, the people of France no longer held these beliefs.  This change in attitude came about as the result of 
writings by a group of political philosophers in the countries of France (and England) known as the 
philosophes. 

The effect of the Enlightenment on the French Revolution has created a debate which will not soon be resolved. 
But, in general, it can be said that there is no causal relationship between the philosophes of the Enlightenment 
and the outbreak of the French Revolution. Few philosophes, if any, advocated revolution and the reason is 
fairly clear. No philosophe advocated the violent overthrow of the existing order of things because violence was 
contrary to human reason. But because the philosophes of the Enlightenment attacked the established order 
together with authority of any kind, their ideas helped to produce what can only be called a revolutionary 
mentality. One modern historian has correctly observed that: 

18th century philosophy taught the Frenchman to find his condition wretched, unjust and illogical and made him 
disinclined to the patient resignation to his troubles that had long characterized his ancestors . . . . The propaganda of the 
philosophes perhaps more than any other factor accounted for the fulfillment of the preliminary condition of the French 
Revolution, namely discontent with the existing state of things. (Henri Peyre, "The Influence of Eighteenth Century Ideas 
on the French Revolution,"Journal of the History of Ideas vol. 10, No. 1 (January 1949). 

Building on the Scientific Revolution, the philosophes advocated the use of Reason in all human affairs. They 
knew that Reason, together with its sister, criticism, could effect change: a change in morals, a change in human 
knowledge, a change in human happiness. Voltaire, of course, was a case in point. He had few problems with 
monarchy. All he wanted was an enlightened monarch, which is a king or queen that ruled their country in a 
wise and educated way based on science.  Was Voltaire a liberal? Or a republican? Hardly. But Voltaire’s ideas 
got him in trouble in France and after a brief stay in the prison of the Bastille in Paris, he was kicked out of the 
country for two years.  In England, he read another Enlightenment thinker named John Locke.  Locke took the 
Scientific Revolution ideas about nature and created some revolutionary ideas about government.  He said 
governments were formed to protect the natural rights of life, liberty, and property.  Governments formed a 
social contract with their people– if the government failed to do its basic job of protecting the natural rights 
then the people had a right to revolt!  Of course, Locke also had a positive view of human nature and believed 
that if people were left alone in a “state of nature”, without any government they would be reasonable and that 
they would have a natural ability to govern their own affairs.  But France during the Enlightenment was the 
cultural and intellectual capital of Europe.  There, it was trendy to have social gatherings (parties) which 
became known as salons.  For these events, wealthy hostesses invited the best poets, the keenest wits, the 
newest political philosophers, and the most charming conversationalists to their mansions for a night of 
discussions.  One salon guest might read a poem or play a piece of music on the flute.  Other guest would 
comment on the performance, showing off their good taste and understanding.  In this way the Enlightenment 
spread.  

Baron de Montesquieu was popular guest at the salons because he was an aristocrat.  Though he was from the 
upper class, his modern ideas were against the absolute monarchy.  He advocated for a separation of powers 
among branches of government so that no one branch of government would become too powerful. 
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Jean-Jacques Rousseau was not popular at salons!  His ideas were fine and democratic, a social contract and 
government ruling by consent of the people, but Rousseau was simply out of place in the high-class world of 
mansions.  He preferred walking in the woods by himself.  He was also an arrogant and combatitive person who 
managed to get in arguments with nearly everyone.  Later in life, he was probably more insane than normal but 
his ideas about the “general will” of the people still seem brilliant today. 

Though the ideas of the Enlightenment eventually had a big influence, the absolute monarchs like Louis XV and 
then Louis XVI in France completely rejected them.  But some new kings and queens began to adopt some of 
the ideas and now historians use the term enlightened monarch to describe the rulers that combined their old 
absolute monarchy ideas with the newer ideas of good government. 

The small but militarily powerful German state of Prussia became an absolute monarchy during the late 1600s 
and 1700s. Frederick the Great (1740-1786)–a great general as well as a skilled ruler–was one of the most 
effective monarchs of his time. His victory over Austria, France, and Russia during the Seven Years’ 
War (1756-1763) is considered one of the greatest military triumphs in European history. However, the price 
Prussia paid for Frederick’s talents was greater dictatorship and decreased freedoms.  He built a palace called 
Sans-Souci in Prussia that looks like a miniature model of Versailles.  But Frederick made Enlightened changes 
too.  He was brilliant, loved music, loved conversation, and always carried his flute with him.  Frederick even 
invited Voltaire to come to Prussia and talk philosophy.  At first they were strong companions, but Frederick the 
Great’s absolutism was too strong and eventually Voltaire snuck out of the palace and left town.  Frederick’s 
greatest contribution was his enlightened attitude – he considered himself the first “servant of the state.” 
 
Catherine the Great of Russia was another “enlightened monarch” who combined some absolute monarchy 
and adopted some enlightened ideas.  She was a great absolute ruler of the eighteenth-century and did some 
very harsh things like seizing the throne by coordinating the assassination of her inept husband the king and 
keeping the peasants in horrible living conditions, after a big rebellion against her in 1773.  But Catherine also 
honored the great writers of the Enlightenment.  Specifically, Catherine financially supported Denis Diderot 
when he went broke by writing a huge Encyclopedia.  Diderot brought together all the most current and 
enlightened thinking about technology, science, math, music, art, medicine, government, law geography, and 
more into a series of books.  They took twenty years to write and in the end encompassed 28 volumes! 
Catherine the Great knew Diderot needed money and she offered to buy all the books in his personal library. 
Impressively, she actually generously paid Diderot twice the amount he asked for and then let him keep all the 
books for as long as he was alive.  Catherine even wrote a large number of plays, fairy tales, and essays herself.  
 
But both Catherine the Great of Russia and Frederick the Great of Prussia earned their epithets with large 
armies by conquering and expanding.  They are better examples of the limited influence of the Enlightenment 
than any real changes created by it.  The real change from the powerful democratic ideas would come in its 
inspiration of two very powerful revolutions at the end of the century – the American Revolution of 1776 and 
the French Revolution of 1789. 
 

 

 


