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What important political and/or social transformations were brought about by the French Revolution, and what was the cultural impact of these transformations?

During this essay my focus will be the impact of the French Revolution on philosophical ideologies. Throughout, specific attention will be paid to the work of the’ Little Flock’ as they develop the course of the Enlightenment in areas of religion, science and art. Did their work add fuel to the already burning fire of revolution? Or did it have little societal impact at all? I believe it impacted society on a mass scale as ideologies that people had held dear for centuries and built religions around were all brought into question and some were even proved false. I would imagine that many suffered an identity crisis as more informed unfolded, leaving them uncertain of what to now believe. 

Every human has the basic right to freedom of expression and conscience which is nurtured by education and the advancement of the mind. However, in the 1760’s, 160 colleges were closed and national curriculum was thawed, this led to the spark of individual debate and experimentation to further one’s own knowledge.[footnoteRef:1] The Enlightenment was generated by the works of the ‘Little Flock’ who came from various social backgrounds such as journalism, propagandists and activists who all strived to not only understand the world but to transform it.  Their being “men of the world” meant they used their personal experiences and methodical experiments to justify their ideologies, preferring rationality to blind faith in explaining the unknown.[footnoteRef:2] Many of the philosophes were deist in faith origin however some began the movement as Roman Catholics or Christians and later disregarded their faith. It became apparent that the Enlightenment was to be a process rather than a project, hence Immanuel Kant’s proclamation “We live in an age of enlightenment” rather than an enlightened age.[footnoteRef:3] The goal of the Enlightenment was debated as it begun, Denis Diderot and Jean le Rond dit d’Alembert’s Encyclopedie stated its goal was to promote the coherent, scientific modernization of knowledge and society and that philosophers were mere honourable citizens not aspiring to be in “enemy territory” only modify the way people think and interpret information they have been fed.[footnoteRef:4] Contrary opinion in the form of Catherine the Great stated “ … the aim of the philosophes was to overturn all thrones”, many thought the goal of the enlightenment was to bestow chaos amongst the social, religious and political order in their respected areas. This theology made many nervous and unsure of what the ‘Century of Lights’ would hold.[footnoteRef:5]  [1:  William Doyle, The French Revolution; A very short introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press 2001) p.31]  [2:  Roy Porter, The Enlightenment (Basingstoke: Macmillan Education 1990) p.3]  [3:  Immanuel Kant, ‘Answering the Question: What is Enlightenment?’ (written 1784, published 1798) In Kant, Practical Philosophy, translated and edited by Mary J. Gregor (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), p.17-22]  [4:  Denis Diderot, ‘Encyclopaedia’ (1755) in The Encyclopaedia Collaborative Translation Project. Translated by Philip Stewart. http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.did2222.0000.004. Translation of ‘Encyclopedie’, vol. 5 (Paris,1755). ]  [5:  Dorinda Outram, The Enlightenment (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 1995) p.1] 


Catholicism was the state religion enforced by the line of Louis’ in monarchy during the revolution, the churches appeared to be taking advantage of their status in the first and second estates. They were no longer servants of the people or God, they became corrupted by wealth and land as the third estate paid church tithes crippling the economy. There was an attitude of hostility towards religion throughout the revolution which resulted in bitter mocking by philosophes as it slowly became apparent the people could no longer draw comfort from religion and or God’s servants. Jean-Jacques Rousseau sets aside his Christian beliefs and reshapes societies opinion of itself in stating humanity was hopelessly corrupt and only total change could redeem it. Intern, the revolution proved his theory as the people demonstrated against the political and economic crisis brought about by the first and second estate.[footnoteRef:6] François-Marie Arouet, known by his nom de plume Voltaire was often regarded as the “anti-Christ” of the Enlightenment as his theologies opposed the concept of religion but overall, he tolerated it due to its stabilising effect on society. He openly questioned two attributes of the Triperspectivalism, the omnipotence and the omnibenevolence of God in 1755 after an earthquake in Lisbon decimated the city, killing more than 10,000 innocent people. Voltaire’s deist beliefs would have been supported by this event as it highlights an impersonal God that does not interfere with creation. David Hume produced theologies questioning the very existence of God, highlighting how the order of nature and the cosmos didn’t inform us of the origins of its creation or suggest it had a creator at all. His later accounts on miracles further denied God’s existence as he stated the only proof of divine intervention came from testimonies which could be proved unreliable, he believed that eye witnesses were either deceivers or had been deceived. This theology reinforced his deist principles in a non-existent, non- interfering deity.[footnoteRef:7] Although the enlightenment was atheist in origin it did not disregard the concept of religion altogether but questioned certain aspects of it.   [6:  Doyle p.75]  [7:  Outram p.41-43] 


The Enlightenment saw major breakthroughs in science even though to begin with it was a relatively insecure form of knowledge that was paid little attention however, it soon became the link between diverse areas of thought throughout the revolution. Isaac Newton’s work became vital to the progress of the human intellect and was considered a triumph of pure observation. He produced a series of mathematical works that described the cosmic order, the motion of the planets, the laws of gravity and the idea of space as infinite. His work further developed the 16th century astronomical findings of Nicolas Copernicus and Johannes Kepler and gave atheists a cognitive reason to the universal order they previously did not understand. Copernicus and Kepler’s work highlighted the Heavenly Bodies theory, that the Earth revolved around the sun and was only one of numerous planetary systems in the universe. Together they developed the geocentric world view as a progression from the heliocentric interpretation. Dennis Diderot’s conversion from Roman Catholicism to deism aided in his production of work on the very nature of life which he depicted as the inherent force of will to survive (fight or flight), procreate and obey the laws created by man and God. According to Diderot’s definition, humanity has its own purpose and teleology to abide by, this concept was further developed by the theologies of Immanuel Kant. He shared a similar opinion to that of Rousseau, believing human beings were prone to corruption by evil but their ultimate goal was the achievement of happiness and virtue linking to his Christian ideals.[footnoteRef:8] These discoveries were ground breaking but also controversial as they would have caused many to question their long-term beliefs and would have generated a crisis of religious identity and intern converted mass numbers to philosophical principles.    [8:  Outram p.55-59] 


The Enlightenment became a form of symbolism for change in many works of art, frequently appearing as a raging storm. A depiction of the Tennis Court Oath in 1789 see’s the ‘storm of change’ gathering in the sky heading for the site of the meeting. The storm signifies the winds of change coming for the first and second estate as the third transform into the National Assembly, taking a higher position in society. Further symbolism is connotated through the presence of the Wings of Icarus, suggesting if the enlightenment produced controversial material it would fly too close to the sun and burn up, crashing to the earth and if it remained limited then no one would take notice. Ideologies had to remain in a constant in-between of acceptableness and ‘out-there’ concepts just like Icarus’ wings to be allowed to continue on their journey.[footnoteRef:9] The frontispiece of the Encyclopedie depicts the embodiment of reason pulling away from the veil of truth as the clouds disperse behind her allowing light to flow through and a figure with a crown attempts to re-veil reason. This illustration is an embodiment of the Enlightenment and the problems it faced, the philosophes are pulling away from the “truth” they had always been presented with in faith and the monarchy as the figures below sit in ignorant bliss, contempt, clouded in blind faith.[footnoteRef:10] Benjamin Franklin drawing lighting from the sky is another depiction of the enlightenment as the storm holds knowledge that he is obtaining, through possessing this knowledge he can educate the masses on the phenomena of electricity and its purpose. Franklin is surrounded by muses as he conducts his experiment suggesting divine inspiration in the pursuit of his work which is an ironic contradiction considering he was deist in faith origins.[footnoteRef:11] [9:  Jacques-Louis David, Tennis Court Oath (1791)]  [10:  Charles-Nicolas Cochin II, Frontispiece of the Encyclopedie (1764)]  [11:  Benjamin West, Benjamin Franklin Drawing Electricity from the Sky (c.1816)] 


[bookmark: _GoBack]Historiography would suggest the revolution was the triumph of 18th century philosophy and enlightenment, a previously innocent world was awoken to the possibility of mass change to all they had grown accustom to.[footnoteRef:12] Christianity ceased to occupy popular culture after the enlightenment and the confessional state was brought to an end, it did not disappear altogether but many turned away from faith as its credibility had been shattered by the concept of science and rational thought. In this sense the goal of the philosophes had been achieved as the masses no longer conformed to the dogma thrust upon them for centuries before and were bestowed with excitement of the infinite possibilities brought by rational thinking. Literacy rates improved exponentially as mass numbers of pamphlets and newspaper were produced by the “little flock”, people were encouraged to obtain basic education in order to read such revelations.[footnoteRef:13] This furthering of knowledge would have formed a sophisticated society as opposed to the underdeveloped one that came before and aided in the formation of revolutionary concepts. The Enlightenments ‘non-traditional’ way of thinking legitimized the power of the people through concepts like natural law and reason, intern it mobilised factions of society into public opinion finally giving the third estate a voice to be heard by the elites of Paris.[footnoteRef:14] I believe the revolution had significant impact on the works of philosophes as through their enlightened thinking, they set a new standard in society that stated any ideology, faith or belief was now only valid if it could be justified in rational terms with evidence to support the claim. Power and authority were only as good as their justifications for being and intern meant nothing when the revolution overthrew the monarchy itself and seats of government.   [12:  Doyle p.74-75]  [13:  Porter p.72-75]  [14:  Outram p.127] 
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