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The ideal that order could be imposed on social and political institutions fired the imagination of the leaders of the Enlightenment, who became known as philosophes (philosophers). This name applied to Immanuel Kant, Benjamin Franklin, and Voltaire. Late in the 18th century, Kant gave the definition of the Enlightenment: bringing “light into the dark corners of the mind,” and dispelling ignorance, prejudice, and superstition. Kant said that the Enlightenment insisted that each individual should reason independently. Kant hoped that self-education and critical thought would mean no disruption of the political order. His moderation was typical of most philosophes. Distrusting the uneducated people, they sought a gradual transformation of the human comdition. But there were radical thinkers who were prepared to endorse political disruption of the authority. The philosophes were united by key ideas. They believe in the new science, were critical of clergy and dogma, but tolerant of people’s right to worship freely, and believed in freedom of press. They were also willing to entertain new heresies. Philosophes were found in the major European cities. By the 1770’s, Paris had become the center of the Enlightenment. The writings of the philosophes spread far and wide. They were like journalists, propagandists, writers of fiction. Their success owed to the literacy of people, a prosperity that made books affordable, and the existence of an audience that liked what they had to say. The audience was fed up with medieval culture. They didn’t like privileges, taxes, social classes, and restrictions on manufacturing. Appealing to literate people, the philosophes opposed scholastic learning. They expressed confidence in science, and humanitarian treatment of slaves and criminals. They combined these values with a secular orientation and a belief in future progress. They helped shape, if not define, the modern outlook. In England and the Dutch Republic, freedom of the press existed. That’s were Protestants fled from France after Louis XIV outlawed them. They set up journals and clubs, and aimed them against the injustices of absolutism and religious persecution. They endorsed the need for political change. Freedom of assembly gave rise to salons, coffee houses, Masonic lodges, and academies for scientific learning. These groups helped create a new secular and public culture. People mingled, informal learning flourished, and politeness and conviviality became the norms of behavior. By the 1780’s in Western Europe, no town was without a club or newspaper. In 1785 in the Dutch Republic, the first society founded by women met in Middelburg. They chose a freemason and follower of Voltaire to give scientific demonstrations, and they set about learning Newtonian mechanics. People met in salons because they had a common interest in politics, science, books, or in self-improvement. These people were literate, had wealth and time, and were opposed to social classes. The new societies became schools where the literate expanded their universe. They learned to think for themselves. This training helped prepare the way for liberal revolutions that swept Europe. In the French Revolution, one of the earliest activities of the revolutionaries was to set up clubs modeled after the ones of the Enlightenment. In the 19th century, every nation had clubs, but with them came the demise of salons. In Paris, women organized regular evening receptions, where philosophes gathered to discuss ideas. Originally, the salon had been found only in noble homes. But the Parisian women and their friends made the custom into gatherings where people could educate themselves, and where ideas could be discussed. Eating was replaced with conversation. Salons developed an international correspondence. Some salons excluded women, who were attacked as being gossipy. As the search for a science of religion came to mean a search for an alternative to beliefs and practices, societies with rituals began to flourish. The Freemasons, a fraternity that evolved in the late 17th century in England grew out of the guilds of stonemasons. In 1717, a group of London gentlemen founded the Grand Lodge, a collection of Masonic lodges. Freemasonry spread throughout Europe. In the lodges, people were equal, held elections, and lived under a constitution patterned on the rules of the old lodges. On the continent, election, representative government and self-governance were new and experimental. They lodges sought to make their members disciplined and civilized. Philosophes joined lodges, which became cultural centers. By the middle of the 18th century, 50,000 men belonged to lodges in every major city. In France in the 1780s, the national Grand Lodge instituted an assembly of elected representatives, and monthly payment of charity for poor members. Many lodges were dominated by the old elite, who funded a new system that was incompatible with the one they were born with. During the French Revolution, its opponents claimed that the lodges were responsible for it. By midcentury, there were scientific academies all over the Continent. These societies performed experiments of sophistication, listened to learned papers, collected samples, and kept a cabinet of rarities. Any man who possessed curiosity could join the society. By the 1770s, these societies served as models for groups interested in science or learning. The new groups became centers for the reformers and critics of the age, who sought to turn the Enlightenment into a movement for changing society and government. In Germany and France, where the academies were dominated by the elite, new societies were formed and had to compete. 


