Philosophers of the Enlightenment
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Charles-Louis Montesquieu


Argued that the best form of government included a separation of power


Believed that dividing power would prevent any individual or group from abusing power


Voltaire


Real name was Francois-Marie Arouet, Voltaire was a pen name


Was imprisoned twice for his ideas


Denis Diderot


Wrote the 28 volume work, Encyclopedia, which explained new ideas about art, science, government, and religion


French leaders attacked the work because it criticized the church, the government, and the legal system


Separation of power allows each branche of government to act as a check to the other branches


Concept of checks and balances became an important part of  later democratic governments, especially the United States


French philosopher


Published The Spirit of the Laws in 1748


Attacked injustice wherever he saw it, such as in the nobility, the government, and the church


Exiled to England for two years


Fought against superstition and ignorance


Continued the struggle for justice, religious toleration, and liberty for his entire life


French philosopher


Its purpose was to promote knowledge and Diderot worked on it for 27 years


The government tried to stop publication in 1759 but Diderot finished it in secret


The Encyclopedia helped spread Enlightenment ideas


French philosopher













Mary Wollstonecraft


Rejected traditional views of women


Demanded equal rights for women, especially in education


Adam Smith


Focused on Economics and the economy


Wrote The Wealth of Nations in 1776


Wrote A Vindication of the Rights of Woman in 1792


Her book argued that if men and women had equal education, they would be equal in society


English philosopher


His book argued that business should take place in a free market
Believed in laissez-faire economics
Believed that the economy would be stronger if supply and demand were allowed to work freely
Scottish philosopher








Thomas Hobbes


Wrote the book, Leviathan in 1651


Believed people were naturally solitary, poor, nasty, and brutish


John Locke


Believed people were naturally happy, tolerant, and reasonable


Believed all people were born equal and with the natural rights of life, liberty, and property


Jean-Jacques Rousseau


Believed people were born naturally good


Believed that society corrupted people


Believed government was needed to impose order


Society needed a "social contract" where the people give up freedoms to a strong leader in exchange for peace, safety, and order from the government


Saw absolute monarchy as the best form of government.


English philosopher


Saw the purpose of the government as protecting people's natural rights


Believed that if a government failed to protect the people's natural rights, they had a right to overthrow it


Belief in government by consent became a foundation for modern democracy


English philosopher 


Believed government should work for the benefit of the common good, not for the wealthy few


Argued that individuals should give up some freedoms for the benfit of the community


Believed that all people were equal and should be recognized as equal in society


French philosopher
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