Enlightenment Excerpts
René Descartes (1596 – 1650)
. . .seeing that our senses sometimes deceive us, I was willing to suppose that there existed nothing really such as they [our senses] lead us to imagine; and because some men err in reasoning, and fall into paralogisms [illogical conclusion], even on the simplest matters of geometry, I, convinced that I was as open to error as any other, rejected as false all the reasonings that I had so far taken for demonstrations [proofs]; and finally, when I considered that the very same thoughts which we have when awake may also come when we are asleep, while there is at that time not one of them true, I supposed that all the objects that had ever entered my mind when awake, had in them no more truth than the illusions of my dreams. But immediately afterwards I observed that, whilst I thus wished to think that all was false, it was absolutely necessary that I who thus thought, must be something; and as I observed that this truth, I think, therefore I am, was so certain and of such evidence, that no ground of doubt, however extravagant, could be alleged by the skeptics capable of shaking it, I concluded that I might, without scruple, accept it as the first principle of the philosophy of which I was in search.
Blaise Pascal (1623 – 1662)

Man is but a reed, the most feeble thing in nature, but he is a thinking reed. The entire universe need not arm itself to crush him. A vapor, a drop of water suffices to kill him. But, if the universe were to crush him, man would still be more noble than that which killed him, because he knows that he dies and the advantage which the universe has over him, the universe knows nothing of this. All our dignity then, consists in thought. By it we must elevate ourselves, and not by space and time which we cannot fill. Let us endeavor then, to think well; this is the principle of morality. It is not in space that I should look to find my dignity, but rather in the ordering of my thought. I would gain nothing further by owning territories: in point of space the universe embraces me and swallows me up like a mere point: in thought, I embrace the universe.

John Milton (1608 – 1674)

Since therefore the knowledge and survey of vice is in this world so necessary to the constituting of human virtue, and the scanning of error to the confirmation of truth, how can we more safely, and with less danger, scout into to the regions of sin and falsity than by reading all manner of tracts and hearing all manner of reason? And this is the benefit which may be had of books promiscuously read. . .

Baruch Spinoza (1632 – 1677)

Nothing comes to pass in nature, which can be set down to a flaw therein; for nature is always the same, and everywhere one and the same in her efficacy and power of action; that is, nature’s laws and ordinances, whereby all things come to pass and change from one form to another, are everywhere and always the same; so that there should be one and the same method of understanding the nature of all things whatsoever, namely, through nature’s universal laws and rules. . .I shall consider human actions and desires in exactly the same manner, as though I were concerned with lines, planes, and solids. . .
Isaac Newton (1642 – 1727)
Regarding the laws of motion:. . . Then from these forces, by other propositions which are also mathematical, we deduce the motions of the planets, the comets, the moon, and the sea. I wish we could derive the rest of the phenomena of nature by the same kind of reasoning from mechanical principles; for I am induced by many reasons to suspect that they may all depend upon certain forces. . . ;  which forces being unknown, philosophers have hitherto attempted the search of nature in vain; but I hope the principles here laid down will afford some light either to this or some truer method of philosophy.
Alexander Pope (1688 – 1744)

Nature and Nature's laws lay hid in night: God said, "Let Newton be!" and all was light. [epitaph written for Newton]

Isaac Newton’s Epitaph (Newton: 1642 – 1726)

"Here is buried Isaac Newton, Knight, who by a strength of mind almost divine, and mathematical principles peculiarly his own, explored the course and figures of the planets, the paths of comets, the tides of the sea, the dissimilarities in rays of light, and, what no other scholar has previously imagined, the properties of the colours thus produced. Diligent, sagacious and faithful, in his expositions of nature, antiquity and the holy Scriptures, he vindicated by his philosophy the majesty of God mighty and good, and expressed the simplicity of the Gospel in his manners. Mortals rejoice that there has existed such and so great an ornament of the human race! He was born on 25th December 1642, and died on 20th March 1726".

Voltaire (1649-1778)

. . . tolerance never brought civil war; intolerance has covered the earth with carnage . . .

What! Is each citizen to be permitted to believe and to think that which his reason rightly or wrongly dictates? He should indeed, provided that he does not disturb the public order; for it is not contingent on man to believe or not to believe; but it is contingent on him to respect the usages of his country; and if you say that it is a crime not to believe in the dominant religion, you yourself then accuse the first Christians, your ancestors, and you justify those whom you accuse of having martyred them.

You reply that there is a great difference, that all religions are the work of men, and that the Apostolic Catholic Church is alone the work of God.  But in good faith, ought our religion, because it is divine, reign through hate, violence, exiles, [seizure of] property, prisons, tortures, murders, and thanksgivings to God for these murders:  The more the Christian religion is divine, the less it pertains to man to require it; if God made it, God will sustain it without you.  You know that intolerance produces only hypocrites. . . In short, do you want to sustain through executioners the religion of a God whom executioners have put to death and who taught only gentleness and patience?

. . . I shall not cease, my dear sir, in spite of the complaints of your priests and the [outcries] of ours, to preach tolerance from the rooftops as long as persecution does not cease.  The advances of reason are slow; the roots of prejudice are deep.  Doubtless I shall not see the fruits of my efforts, but they will be seeds that perhaps will sprout some day. 

Frederick II (Frederick the Great of Prussia) (1712 – 1786)
Catholics, Lutherans, Reformed, Jews and other Christian sects live in this state, and live together in peace: if the sovereign, actuated by a mistaken zeal, declares himself for one religion or another, parties will spring up, heated disputes will ensue, little by little persecutions will commence and, in the end, the religion persecuted will leave the fatherland and millions of subjects will enrich our neighbors by their skill and industry. It is of no concern in politics whether the ruler has a religion or whether he has none. All religions, if one examines them, are founded on superstitious systems, more or less absurd. It is impossible for a man of good sense, who dissects their contents, not to see their error; but these prejudices, these errors and mysteries were made for men, and one must know enough to respect the public and not to outrage faith, whatever religion be involved. (Political Testament, 1752)
Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz (1646–1716)

In whatever manner God created the world, it would always have been regular and in a certain general order. God, however, has chosen the most perfect, that is to say, the one which is at the same time the simplest in hypothesis and the richest in phenomena.

I do not believe that a world without evil, preferable in order to ours, is possible; otherwise it would have been preferred. It is necessary to believe that the mixture of evil has produced the greatest possible good: otherwise the evil would not have been permitted. The combination of all the tendencies to the good has produced the best; but as there are goods that are incompatible together, this combination and this result can introduce the destruction of some good, and as a result some evil.

Wisdom is a perfect knowledge of the principles of all the sciences and of the art of applying them. By principles I mean all the fundamental truths which suffice to enable us to derive any conclusions we may need, by dint of some exertion and some little application; in sum, that which serves the mind to regulate manners, to make an honest living, and everywhere (even if one were surrounded by barbarians), to preserve one’s health, to perfect one’s self in any sort of things we may need, and finally, to provide for the conveniences of living.  The art of applying these principles to situations includes in it the art of judging well or reasoning, the art of discovering unknown truths, and finally, the art of recalling what one knows on the instant whenever needed.

Cesare Beccaria (1738 – 94)

What are, in general, the proper punishments for crimes? Is the punishment of death really useful, or necessary for the safety or good order of society? Are tortures and torments consistent with justice, or do they answer the end proposed by the laws? Which is the best method of preventing crimes? Are the same punishments equally useful at all times? What influence have they on manners? These problems should be solved with that geometrical precision, which the mist of sophistry, the seduction of eloquence, and the timidity of doubt, are unable to resist. . . [B]ut if by supporting the rights of mankind and of invincible truth, I shall contribute to save from the agonies of death one unfortunate victim of tyranny, or of ignorance, equally fatal, his blessing and tears of transport will be a sufficient consolation to me for the contempt of all mankind.

 . . .Crimes are more effectually prevented by the certainty than the severity of punishment. . . . The certainty of a small punishment will make a stronger impression than the fear of one more severe, if attended with the hopes of escaping; for it is the nature of mankind to be terrified at the approach of the smallest inevitable evil, [but when a harsher punishment is far off in the future, people think they will be able to avoid it.]  If punishments be very severe, men are naturally led to the perpetration of other crimes, to avoid the punishment due to the first. (Of Crimes and Punishment, 1764)

[I]t is confusing all relations to expect that . . . pain should be the test of truth, as if truth resided in the muscles and fibers of a wretch in torture.  By this method, the robust will escape, and the feeble be condemned.  These are the inconveniences of this pretended test of truth, worth only of a cannibal. . .

 

A very strange but necessary consequence of the use of torture is that the case of the innocent is worse than that of the guilty.  With regard to the first, either he confesses (under torture) the crime, which he has not committed, and is condemned; or he is acquitted, and has suffered a punishment he did not deserve.  On the contrary, the person who is really guilty, . . . if he supports the torture with firmness and resolution, . . .is acquitted.  

Voltaire

There is no good code of laws in any country. The reason is evident. . .Laws were established in nearly all states through the selfish interests of the legislator, to meet the need of the moment, through ignorance and superstition. They were made gradually, by chance, irregularly, just as cities were built. . .London became worthy of being inhabited only after it was reduced to ashes. From that time one, the streets were broadened and straightened: London was a city for having been burned. If you want to have good laws, burn your own, then, and make new ones . . . The intellect of Europe has made greater progress in the last hundred years than the whole world had made since the days of Brahma, Fohi, Zoroaster, and Thaut the Egyptian. Why is it that the spirit of legislation has made so little?

Nicolas (Marquis) de Condorcet (1743 – 94) 

Such is the aim of the work that I have undertaken, and its result will be to show by appeal to reason and fact that nature has set no term to the perfection of human faculties; that the perfectibility of man is truly indefinite; and that the progress of this perfectibility, from now onwards independent of any power that might wish to halt it, has no other limit than the duration of the globe upon which nature has cast us. This progress will doubtless vary in speed, but it will never be reversed as long as the earth occupies its present place in the system of the universe, and as long as the general laws of this system produce neither a general cataclysm nor such changes as will deprive the human race of its present faculties and its present resources. . .  Once such a close accord has been established between all enlightened men, from then onwards all will be the friends of humanity, all will work together for its perfection and its happiness.  

. . . How consoling for the philosopher who laments the errors, the crimes, the injustices which still pollute the earth and of which he is often the victim is this view of the human race, emancipated from its shackles, released from the empire of fate and from that of the enemies of its progress, advancing with a firm and sure step along the path of truth, virtue and happiness! It is the contemplation of this prospect that rewards him for all his efforts to assist the progress of reason and the defense of liberty. He dares to regard these strivings as part of the eternal chain of human destiny; and in this persuasion he is filled with the true delight of virtue and the pleasure of having done some lasting good which fate can never destroy by a sinister stroke of revenge, by calling back the reign of slavery and prejudice. Such contemplation is for him an asylum in which the memory of his persecutors cannot pursue him; there he lives in thought with man restored to his natural rights and dignity, forgets man tormented and corrupted by greed, fear or envy; there he lives with his peers in an Elysium created by reason and graced by the purest pleasures known to the love of mankind. (The Future Progress of the Human Mind, 1794)
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