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Locke’s Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1689) provided the foundation for an interest in education. His view was that the mind is blank at birth. If humans were born without ideas, then they were not sinful, like Christianity said. Also, a person’s environment was the decisive force in shaping that person. Such a theory was accepted by reform-minded philosophers. Locke said that people take information and act on it, and arrive at complex ideas. Education requires the participation of the students; merely receiving knowledge is inadequate. On the Continent, where the clergy controlled the schools, the educated laity began to demand regulation and inspection of schools. This was an expression of discontent with the clergy. By the 2nd half of the century, Central/Eastern Europe attempted to teach subjects suited to the laity. The standards for female education were appalling. As for higher education, women were excluded, with a few exceptions. Protestant countries were better at ensuring literacy for boys and girls. For the latest ideas, one went to the salons, rather than universities. That fitted in well with Locke’s doctrine that knowledge comes through experience. Rosseau took it up and brought it to its logical conclusions. In Émile (1762), he argued that people learn from nature and people. He wanted the early years of a child’s education to be centered on the senses. He appealed to women to teach their children about honesty and sentiment. The problems with his educational system was that he made the family the teachers, and they would instill prejudice in the children, and the women had little experience. Prisoners often died. In many countries, they were subject to torture or punishment. In 1777, John Howard published a report in England about the condition of the prisoners. The most powerful critique of the system of punishment came from the Inquisition. In Milan, during the early 1760s, this was discussed. Of Crime and Punishment (1764) was written by Cesare Beccaria (1738-1794). Beccaria argued that the church should concern itself with sin, not with crime. Crime is a matter of the state, and punishment should reintegrate the person into the society. He also inquired into the causes of crime. His attackers labeled him a socialist because he wanted a society of free and equal citizens. The defenders of torture argued that his teachings would lead to chaos. When his book and then he himself turned up in Paris, they philosophes greeted them with acclaim. Criticism of slavery was growing. At first it came from religious groups like the Quakers. On the problem of slavery, the Enlightenment was ambivalent. In an ideal world, slavery would not exist. But the world was not ideal, and slavery did. Not until 1794 did France abolish slavery in its colonies. Locke and Montesquieu rejected God-given authority and argued for the rights of property holders and for social utility as the foundations of governemnt. Those criteria played right into the hands of the proslavery apologists. By the 2nd half of the century, a new generations launched verbal attacks on slavery. With Rosseau in the front, they condemned slavery as a violation of the rights of man. These writers tipped the scales to put the followers of the Enlightenment in the anti-slavery camp. But that was clouded by their prejudice against blacks as non-Europeans. The humanitarian impulse entailed taking a hard look at social inequalities, which were obvious when little things told all. How could human equality be conceptualized in such a society? Voltaire despised the poor. Kant said that women should not feel and reason. France closed down women’s political clubs. Modern critics condemn the Enlightenment for being inconsistent, but it was better than monarchies and churches. The Enlightenment put human equality on the mental agenda of societies. Everyone attacked the superstitions that the centuries of custom had inherited. The new science pointed to a universe where matter was the same everywhere. 


