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Document 1 

Question(s): • What pre-conditions are necessary for a society to be called “Enlightened?” 
• How can a ruler create this “enlightened” atmosphere in his kingdom/nation? 

Enlightenment is man's leaving his self-caused immaturity. Immaturity is the incapacity to use one's intelligence 
without the guidance of another. Such immaturity is self-caused if it is not caused by lack of intelligence, but 
by lack of determination and courage to use one's intelligence without being guided by another. Sapere Aude! 
Have the courage to use your own intelligence! is therefore the motto of the enlightenment. 
          Through laziness and cowardice a large part of mankind, even after nature has freed them from alien 
guidance, gladly remain immature. It is because of laziness and cowardice that it is so easy for others to usurp 
the role of guardians. It is so comfortable to be a minor! If I have a book which provides meaning for me, a 
pastor who has conscience for me, a doctor who will judge my diet for me and so on, then I do not need to exert 
myself. I do not have any need to think; if I can pay, others will take over the tedious job for me. The guardians 
who have kindly undertaken the supervision will see to it that by far the largest part of mankind, including the 
entire "beautiful sex," should consider the step into maturity, not only as difficult but as very dangerous. . . . 
          But it is more nearly possible for a public to enlighten itself: this is even inescapable if only the public is 
given its freedom. . . . 
          All that is required for this enlightenment is freedom; and particularly the least harmful of all that may 
be called freedom, namely, the freedom for man to make public use of his reason in all matters. . . . 
          The question may now be put: Do we live at present in an enlightened age? The answer is: No, but in an age 
of enlightenment. Much still prevents men from being placed in a position or even being placed into position to 
use their own minds securely and well in matters of religion. But we do have very definite indications that this 
field of endeavor is being opened up for men to work freely and reduce gradually the hindrances preventing a 
general enlightenment and an escape from self-caused immaturity. In this sense, this age is the age of 
enlightenment and the age of Frederick (The Great). ... 
         I have emphasized the main point of enlightenment, that is of man's release from his self-caused 
immaturity, primarily in matters of religion. I have done this because our rulers have no interest in playing the 
guardian of their subjects in matters of arts and sciences. Furthermore immaturity in matters of religion is not 
only most noxious but also most dishonorable. But the point of view of a head of state who favors freedom in 
the arts and sciences goes even farther; for he understands that there is no danger in legislation permitting his 
subjects to make public use of their own reason and to submit publicly their thoughts regarding a better 
framing of such laws together with a frank criticism of existing legislation.  We have a shining example of this; 
no prince excels him whom we admire. Only he who is himself enlightened does not fear specters when he at the 
same time has a well-disciplined army at his disposal as a guarantee of public peace. Only he can say what (the 
ruler of a) free state dare not say: Argue as much as you want and about whatever you, want but obey! 

SOURCE:  Immanuel Kant, “What is Enlightenment?”, 1784. 
 
 
 
 



 

Document 2 

Question(s): • How does organized religion impede the development of enlightened thinking? 

As several of my colleagues, and others of my fellow-citizens of France, have given me the example of making 
their voluntary and individual profession of faith, I also will make mine; and I do this with all that sincerity and 
frankness with which the mind of man communicates with itself. 
          I believe in one God, and no more; and I hope for happiness beyond this life.   
          I believe the equality of man, and I believe that religious duties consist in doing justice, loving mercy, and 
endeavoring to make our fellow-creatures happy.   
          But, lest it should be supposed that I believe many other things in addition to these, I shall, in the 
progress of this work, declare the things I do not believe, and my reasons for not believing them. 
          I do not believe in the creed professed by the Jewish church, by the Roman church, by the Greek church, 
by the Turkish church, by the Protestant church, nor by any church that I know of. My own mind is my own 
church.   
          All national institutions of churches. Whether Jewish, Christian, or Turkish, appear to me no other than 
human inventions set up to terrify and enslave mankind, and monopolize power and profit.   
          I do not mean by this declaration to condemn those who believe otherwise; they have the same right to 
their belief as I have to mine. But it is necessary to the happiness of man, that he be mentally faithful to 
himself. Infidelity does not consist in believing, or in disbelieving; it consists in professing to believe what he 
does not believe. 
          It is impossible to calculate the moral mischief, if I may so express it, that mental lying has produced in 
society. When a man has so far corrupted and prostituted the chastity of his mind, as to subscribe his 
professional belief to things he does not believe, he has prepared himself for the commission of every other 
crime. He takes up the trade of a priest for the sake of gain, and, in order to qualify himself for that trade, he 
begins with a perjury. Can we conceive anything more destructive to morality than this? 
          Soon after I had published the pamphlet Common Sense, in America, I saw the exceeding probability that 
a revolution in the system of government would be followed by a revolution in the system of religion. The 
adulterous connection of church and state, wherever it had taken place, whether Jewish, Christian, or Turkish, 
had so effectually prohibited, by pains and penalties, every discussion upon established creeds,  and upon first 
principles of religion, that until the system of government should be changed, those subjects could not be 
brought fairly and openly before the world; but that whenever this should be done, a revolution in the system of 
religion would follow. Human inventions and priest-craft would be detected; and man would return to the pure, 
unmixed, and unadulterated belief of one God, and no more. 

SOURCE:  Thomas Paine, The Age of Reason, 1794. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Document 3 

Question(s): • What is Voltaire’s main argument in support of religious toleration? 

Such is the feebleness of humanity, such is its perversity, that doubtless it is better for it to be subject to all 
possible superstitions, as long as they are not murderous, than to live without religion. Man always needs a rein, 
and even if it might be ridiculous to sacrifice to fauns, or sylvans, or naiads, it is much more reasonable and 



 

more useful to venerate these fantastic images of the Divine than to sink into atheism. An atheist who is 
rational, violent, and powerful, would be as great a pestilence as a blood-mad, superstitious man.  

When men do not have healthy notions of the Divinity, false ideas supplant them, just as in bad times one uses 
counterfeit money when there is no good money. The pagan feared to commit any crime, out of fear of 
punishment by his false gods; the Malabarian fears to be punished by his pagoda. Wherever there is a settled 
society, religion is necessary; the laws cover manifest crimes, and religion covers secret crimes.  

But whenever human faith comes to embrace a pure and holy religion, superstition not only becomes useless, but 
very dangerous. We should not seek to nourish ourselves on acorns when God gives us bread.  

Superstition is to religion what astrology is to astronomy: the foolish daughter of a very wise mother. These 
two daughters, superstition and astrology, have subjugated the world for a long time…. 
 
                                                              ******************************* 
 
It does not require great art, or magnificently trained eloquence, to prove that Christians should tolerate each 
other. I, however, am going further: I say that we should regard all men as our brothers. What? The Turk my 
brother? The Chinaman my brother? The Jew? The Siam? Yes, without doubt; are we not all children of the 
same father and creatures of the same God?  

But these people despise us; they treat us as idolaters! Very well! I will tell them that they are grievously 
wrong. It seems to me that I would at least astonish the proud, dogmatic Islam imam or Buddhist priest, if I 
spoke to them as follows:  

"This little globe, which is but a point, rolls through space, as do many other globes; we are lost in the immensity 
of the universe. Man, only five feet high, is assuredly only a small thing in creation. One of these imperceptible 
beings says to another one of his neighbors, in Arabia or South Africa: 'Listen to me, because God of all these 
worlds has enlightened me: there are nine hundred million little ants like us on the earth, but my ant-hole is the 
only one dear to God; all the other are cast off by Him for eternity; mine alone will be happy, and all the others 
will be eternally damned."  

They would then interrupt me, and ask which fool blabbed all this nonsense. I would be obliged to answer, "You, 
yourselves." I would then endeavor to calm them, which would be very difficult…. 

Not only is it extremely cruel to persecute in this brief life those who do not think the way we do, but I do not 
know if it might be too presumptuous to declare their eternal damnation. It seems to me that it does not 
pertain to the atoms of the moment, such as we are, to anticipate the decrees of the Creator. 

SOURCE:  Voltaire, A Treat se on Toleration, 1763. i
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

Document 4 

Question(s): • What is the most powerful benefit of a government divided into three branches? 

         . . . . Political liberty is to be found only in moderate governments; and even in these it is not always found. 
It is there only when there is no abuse of power: but constant experience shows us that every man who is given 
power is likely to abuse it. . . .   
          To prevent this abuse, it is necessary, from the very nature of things, that power should be a check to 
power. . . . We shall presently examine the principles on which this liberty is founded: if they are sound, liberty 
will appear in its highest perfection. 
          To discover political liberty in a constitution, no great labor is required. If we are capable of seeing 
where it exists, it is soon found, and we need not go far in search of it. . . . In every government there are three 
sorts of power; the legislative; the executive . . . and the . . . civil law [i.e., judicial]. 
          The political liberty of the subject is a tranquility of mind arising from an opinion each person has of his 
own safety. In order to have this liberty, it is necessary that the government be so constituted that one man 
need not be afraid of another.  
          When the legislative and executive powers are united in the same person, or in the same body of officials, 
there can be no liberty; because fears may arise, that the same monarch or senate will enact unjust laws and 
carry them out in a tyrannical manner.  
          Again there is no liberty if the judicial power is not separated from the legislative and executive. If it is 
joined to the legislative, the life and liberty of the subject would be exposed to arbitrary control; for the judge 
would be the legislator as well.  Were it joined to the executive power, the judge might behave with violence and 
oppression. 
          There would be an end of everything if the same man or the same body were . . . to exercise those three 
powers: that of enacting laws, of carrying them out, and of trying individual cases.  
          Here then is the fundamental constitution of the government we are considering. The legislative body 
being composed of two parts, they check one another by the mutual privilege of rejecting. They are both 
restrained by the executive power, as the executive is by the legislative. . . .  
         As the executive power has no part in the legislative other than the privilege of vetoing, it can have no 
share in the public debates. It is not even necessary that it should propose laws; because, as it may always 
disapprove the laws that are passed. . . . 

SOURCE:  The Baron de Montesquieu, excerpts from The Spirit of the Laws, 1748. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Document 5 

Question(s): • According to Gibbon, why did the Roman Empire finally collapse? 
• What is the historical lesson that he wishes to convey to his readers? 
• How was Gibbon an example of the Enlightenment influence in the growing popularity of 

history? 

          The rise of a city, which swelled into an Empire, may deserve, as a singular prodigy, the reflection of a 
philosophic mind. But the decline of Rome was the natural and inevitable effect of immoderate greatness. 
Prosperity ripened the principle of decay; the causes of destruction multiplied with the extent of conquest; and, 



 

as soon as time or accident had removed the artificial supports, the stupendous fabric yielded to the pressure 
of its own weight. The story of its ruin is simple and obvious; and, instead of inquiring why the Roman empire was 
destroyed, we should rather be surprised that it had subsisted so long. The victorious legions, who, in distant 
wars, acquired the vices of strangers and mercenaries, first oppressed the freedom of the republic, and 
afterwards violated the majesty of the purple. The emperors, anxious for their personal safety and the public 
peace, were reduced to the base expedient of corrupting the discipline which rendered them alike formidable to 
their sovereign and to the enemy; the vigor of the military government was relaxed, and finally dissolved, by the 
partial institutions of Constantine; and the Roman world was overwhelmed by a deluge of Barbarians. 
          The decay of Rome has been frequently ascribed to the translation of the seat of empire; but this 
history has already shown that the powers of government were divided rather than removed. The throne of 
Constantinople was erected in the East; while the West was still possessed by a series of emperors who held 
their residence in Italy and claimed their equal inheritance of the legions and provinces. This dangerous novelty 
impaired the strength, and fomented the vices, of a double reign; the instruments of an oppressive and 
arbitrary system were multiplied; and a vain emulation of luxury, not of merit, was introduced and supported 
between the degenerate successors of Theodosius. Extreme distress, which unites the virtue of a free people, 
embitters the factions of a declining monarchy….The foundation of Constantinople more essentially contributed 
to the preservation of the East than to the ruin of the West.  
          As the happiness of a future life is the great object of religion, we may hear, without surprise or scandal, 
that the introduction, or at least the abuse, of Christianity had some influence on the decline and fall of the 
Roman empire. The clergy successfully preached the doctrines of patience and pusillanimity; the active virtues 
of society were discouraged; and the last remains of the military spirit were buried in the cloister; a large 
portion of public and private wealth was consecrated to the specious demands of charity and devotion; and the 
soldiers' pay was lavished on the useless multitudes of both sexes, who could only plead the merits of 
abstinence and chastity. Faith, zeal, curiosity, and the more earthly passions of malice and ambition kindled the 
flame of theological discord; the church, and even the state, were distracted by religious factions, whose 
conflicts were sometimes bloody, and always implacable; the attention of the emperors was diverted from camps 
to synods; the Roman world was oppressed by a new species of tyranny; and the persecuted sects became the 
secret enemies of their country. Yet party-spirit, however pernicious or absurd, is a principle of union as well as 
of dissension. The bishops, from eighteen hundred pulpits, inculcated the duty of passive obedience to a lawful 
and orthodox sovereign; their frequent assemblies, and perpetual correspondence, maintained the communion of 
distant churches: and the benevolent temper of the gospel was strengthened, though confined, by the spiritual 
alliance of the Catholics. The sacred indolence of the monks was devoutly embraced by a servile and effeminate 
age; but, if superstition had not afforded a decent retreat, the same vices would have tempted the unworthy 
Romans to desert, from baser motives, the standard of the republic. Religious precepts are easily obeyed, which 
indulge and sanctify the natural inclinations of their votaries; but the pure and genuine influence of Christianity 
may be traced in its beneficial, though imperfect, effects on the Barbarian proselytes of the North…. 
        This awful revolution may be usefully applied to the instruction of the present age. It is the duty of a 
patriot to prefer and promote the exclusive interest and glory of his native country; but a philosopher may be 
permitted to enlarge his views, and to consider Europe as one great republic, whose various inhabitants have 
attained almost the same level of politeness and cultivation. The balance of power will continue to fluctuate, and 
the prosperity of our own or the neighboring kingdoms may be alternately exalted or depressed; but these 
partial events cannot essentially injure our general state of happiness, the system of arts, and laws, and 
manners, which so advantageously distinguish, above the rest of mankind, the Europeans and their colonies. The 
savage nations of the globe are the common enemies of civilized society; and we may inquire with anxious 
curiosity, whether Europe is still threatened with a repetition of those calamities which formerly oppressed the 
arms and institutions of Rome. Perhaps the same reflections will illustrate the fall of that mighty empire, and 
explain the probable causes of our actual security. 

SOURCE:  Edward Gibbon, The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, 1776-1788. 
 


