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Chapter 17 – Section 2
The Enlightenment


Male Narrator: Before the Seventeenth century Europe was swathed in darkness. Across the continent autocratic kings ruled by decree, claming their authority from God. A powerful Church controlled the intellectual climate and persecuted dissenters. Progress was strangled, society looked back, not forward, but the long night of authoritarianism, superstition, and religious bigotry was coming to an end. Europe was about to experience what became known as the Enlightenment.
The Eighteenth century witnessed the French revolution, but it also brought a revolution of the mind, for this was the age of the enlightenment, a time when bold thinking broke the mold. When advances in the arts, science and philosophy changed society beyond recognition and when people began to believe for the first time ever that the future would outshine the glories of the past. The enlightenment has been seen primarily as a French phenomenon, focused here in Paris. The work of clever continentals like Voltaire, Diderot and Rousseau, but these radical thinkers looked to Britain as the birth place of the modern, and if we are to understand how the enlightenment came about, we too must take a look far closer to home.
To understand the enlightenment we must begin with the dark, what was that darkness which the enlightened wish to dispel? For the English, it was the divine right absolutism of the Stuarts. The bigotry and blood-shed associated with the puritans of the civil war period, the militarism and fanatical Roman Catholicism of Louis XIV in France and more generally the stranglehold of custom, convention and the past.
Male Speaker: The age before 1688 was a dark age. The British Isles were showing exactly the same tendencies that they saw operating on the continent, in other words, a movement towards autocracy, towards authoritarian government, and towards Catholicism. Britain had had a protracted civil war in the 1640s, one thinks of the English civil war from 1642 to 1646, but there was also large scale civil violence in both Scotland and Ireland, followed by the Cromwellian conquest of both Scotland and Ireland. It had been a very bloody and divided period and the restoration of Charles II in 1660 had not brought stability. What that reminds us is that you cannot predict the future. If people had been asked in 1688 which European country would have likely been the basis of the future progress of Europe? They probably wouldn’t have said Britain, but by 1725 they would have had a very different account and Britain would have been the center of their attention.
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