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Introduction
Welcome to the 3 Books To Know series, our idea is to
help readers learn about fascinating topics through three
essential and relevant books.
These carefully selected works can be fiction, non-fiction,
historical documents or even biographies.
We will always select for you three great works to instigate
your mind, this time the topic is: Age of Enlightenment

The Age of Enlightenment - or Age of Reason - was an
intellectual and philosophical movement that dominated the
world of ideas in Europe during the 17th and 18th centuries.
The Enlightenment included a range of ideas centered on
the sovereignty of reason and the evidence of the senses as
the primary sources of knowledge and advanced ideals such
as liberty, progress, toleration, fraternity, constitutional
government and separation of church and state.

What is Enlightenment? by Immanuel Kant.
Discourse on the Method by René Descartes.
The Social Contract by Jean-Jacques Rousseau.

"What Is Enlightenment?" is a 1784 essay by the
philosopher Immanuel Kant. Kant replied to the question
posed a year earlier by the Reverend Johann Friedrich
Zöllner, who was also an official in the Prussian government.
Zöllner's question was addressed to a broad intellectual
public community, in reply to Biester's essay entitled:
"Proposal, not to engage the clergy any longer when
marriages are conducted" (April 1783) and a number of
leading intellectuals replied with essays, of which Kant's is
the most famous and has had the most impact. Kant's
opening paragraph of the essay is a much-cited definition of



a lack of enlightenment as people's inability to think for
themselves due not to their lack of intellect, but lack of
courage.
Discourse on the Method is one of the most influential
works in the history of modern philosophy, and important to
the development of natural sciences. In this work, Descartes
tackles the problem of skepticism, which had previously
been studied by other philosophers. While addressing some
of his predecessors and contemporaries, Descartes modified
their approach to account for a truth he found to be
incontrovertible; he started his line of reasoning by doubting
everything, so as to assess the world from a fresh
perspective, clear of any preconceived notions.
The Social Contract by Jean-Jacques Rousseau, is a 1762
book in which Rousseau theorized about the best way to
establish a political community in the face of the problems
of commercial society. The Social Contract helped inspire
political reforms or revolutions in Europe, especially in
France. The Social Contract argued against the idea that
monarchs were divinely empowered to legislate. Rousseau
asserts that only the people, who are sovereign, have that
all-powerful right.
This is one of many books in the series 3 Books To Know.
If you liked this book, look for the other titles in the series,
we are sure you will like some of the topics.



What is Enlightenment?
by Immanuel Kant

Enlightenment is man's release from his self-incurred
tutelage. Tutelage is man's inability to make use of his
understanding without direction from another. Self-incurred
is this tutelage when its cause lies not in lack of reason but
in lack of resolution and courage to use it without direction
from another. Sapere aude! "Have courage to use your own
reason!" - that is the motto of enlightenment.
Laziness and cowardice are the reasons why so great a
portion of mankind, after nature has long since discharged
them from external direction (naturaliter maiorennes),
nevertheless remains under lifelong tutelage, and why it is
so easy for others to set themselves up as their guardians. It
is so easy not to be of age. If I have a book which
understands for me, a pastor who has a conscience for me,
a physician who decides my diet, and so forth, I need not
trouble myself. I need not think, if I can only pay - others will
easily undertake the irksome work for me.
That the step to competence is held to be very dangerous
by the far greater portion of mankind (and by the entire fair
sex) - quite apart from its being arduous is seen to by those
guardians who have so kindly assumed superintendence
over them. After the guardians have first made their
domestic cattle dumb and have made sure that these placid
creatures will not dare take a single step without the
harness of the cart to which they are tethered, the
guardians then show them the danger which threatens if
they try to go alone. Actually, however, this danger is not so
great, for by falling a few times they would finally learn to



walk alone. But an example of this failure makes them timid
and ordinarily frightens them away from all further trials.
For any single individual to work himself out of the life under
tutelage which has become almost his nature is very
difficult. He has come to be fond of his state, and he is for
the present really incapable of making use of his reason, for
no one has ever let him try it out. Statutes and formulas,
those mechanical tools of the rational employment or rather
misemployment of his natural gifts, are the fetters of an
everlasting tutelage. Whoever throws them off makes only
an uncertain leap over the narrowest ditch because he is
not accustomed to that kind of free motion. Therefore, there
are few who have succeeded by their own exercise of mind
both in freeing themselves from incompetence and in
achieving a steady pace.
But that the public should enlighten itself is more possible;
indeed, if only freedom is granted enlightenment is almost
sure to follow. For there will always be some independent
thinkers, even among the established guardians of the great
masses, who, after throwing off the yoke of tutelage from
their own shoulders, will disseminate the spirit of the
rational appreciation of both their own worth and every
man's vocation for thinking for himself. But be it noted that
the public, which has first been brought under this yoke by
their guardians, forces the guardians themselves to remain
bound when it is incited to do so by some of the guardians
who are themselves capable of some enlightenment - so
harmful is it to implant prejudices, for they later take
vengeance on their cultivators or on their descendants.
Thus the public can only slowly attain enlightenment.
Perhaps a fall of personal despotism or of avaricious or
tyrannical oppression may be accomplished by revolution,
but never a true reform in ways of thinking. Farther, new



prejudices will serve as well as old ones to harness the great
unthinking masses.
For this enlightenment, however, nothing is required but
freedom, and indeed the most harmless among all the
things to which this term can properly be applied. It is the
freedom to make public use of one's reason at every point.
But I hear on all sides, "Do not argue!" The Officer says: "Do
not argue but drill!" The tax collector: "Do not argue but
pay!" The cleric: "Do not argue but believe!" Only one
prince in the world says, "Argue as much as you will, and
about what you will, but obey!" Everywhere there is
restriction on freedom.
Which restriction is an obstacle to enlightenment, and which
is not an obstacle but a promoter of it? I answer: The public
use of one's reason must always be free, and it alone can
bring about enlightenment among men. The private use of
reason, on the other hand, may often be very narrowly
restricted without particularly hindering the progress of
enlightenment. By the public use of one's reason I
understand the use which a person makes of it as a scholar
before the reading public. Private use I call that which one
may make of it in a particular civil post or office which is
entrusted to him. Many affairs which are conducted in the
interest of the community require a certain mechanism
through which some members of the community must
passively conduct themselves with an artificial unanimity, so
that the government may direct them to public ends, or at
least prevent them from destroying those ends. Here
argument is certainly not allowed - one must obey. But so
far as a part of the mechanism regards himself at the same
time as a member of the whole community or of a society of
world citizens, and thus in the role of a scholar who
addresses the public (in the proper sense of the word)
through his writings, he certainly can argue without hurting



the affairs for which he is in part responsible as a passive
member. Thus it would be ruinous for an officer in service to
debate about the suitability or utility of a command given to
him by his superior; he must obey. But the right to make
remarks on errors in the military service and to lay them
before the public for judgment cannot equitably be refused
him as a scholar. The citizen cannot refuse to pay the taxes
imposed on him; indeed, an impudent complaint at those
levied on him can be punished as a scandal (as it could
occasion general refractoriness). But the same person
nevertheless does not act contrary to his duty as a citizen,
when, as a scholar, he publicly expresses his thoughts on
the inappropriateness or even the injustices of these levies,
Similarly a clergyman is obligated to make his sermon to his
pupils in catechism and his congregation conform to the
symbol of the church which he serves, for he has been
accepted on this condition. But as a scholar he has
complete freedom, even the calling, to communicate to the
public all his carefully tested and well meaning thoughts on
that which is erroneous in the symbol and to make
suggestions for the better organization of the religious body
and church. In doing this there is nothing that could be laid
as a burden on his conscience. For what he teaches as a
consequence of his office as a representative of the church,
this he considers something about which he has not
freedom to teach according to his own lights; it is something
which he is appointed to propound at the dictation of and in
the name of another. He will say, "Our church teaches this
or that; those are the proofs which it adduces." He thus
extracts all practical uses for his congregation from statutes
to which he himself would not subscribe with full conviction
but to the enunciation of which he can very well pledge
himself because it is not impossible that truth lies hidden in
them, and, in any case, there is at least nothing in them
contradictory to inner religion. For if he believed he had
found such in them, he could not conscientiously discharge



the duties of his office; he would have to give it up. The use,
therefore, which an appointed teacher makes of his reason
before his congregation is merely private, because this
congregation is only a domestic one (even if it be a large
gathering); with respect to it, as a priest, he is not free, nor
can he be free, because he carries out the orders of another.
But as a scholar, whose writings speak to his public, the
world, the clergyman in the public use of his reason enjoys
an unlimited freedom to use his own reason to speak in his
own person. That the guardian of the people (in spiritual
things) should themselves be incompetent is an absurdity
which amounts to the eternalization of absurdities.
But would not a society of clergymen, perhaps a church
conference or a venerable classis (as they call themselves
among the Dutch), be justified in obligating itself by oath to
a certain unchangeable symbol in order to enjoy an
unceasing guardianship over each of its numbers and
thereby over the people as a whole, and even to make it
eternal? I answer that this is altogether impossible. Such
contract, made to shut off all further enlightenment from
the human race, is absolutely null and void even if
confirmed by the supreme power, by parliaments, and by
the most ceremonious of peace treaties. An age cannot bind
itself and ordain to put the succeeding one into such a
condition that it cannot extend its (at best very occasional)
knowledge, purify itself of errors, and progress in general
enlightenment. That would be a crime against human
nature, the proper destination of which lies precisely in this
progress and the descendants would be fully justified in
rejecting those decrees as having been made in an
unwarranted and malicious manner.
The touchstone of everything that can be concluded as a
law for a people lies in the question whether the people
could have imposed such a law on itself. Now such religious



compact might be possible for a short and definitely limited
time, as it were, in expectation of a better. One might let
every citizen, and especially the clergyman, in the role of
scholar, make his comments freely and publicly, i.e. through
writing, on the erroneous aspects of the present institution.
The newly introduced order might last until insight into the
nature of these things had become so general and widely
approved that through uniting their voices (even if not
unanimously) they could bring a proposal to the throne to
take those congregations under protection which had united
into a changed religious organization according to their
better ideas, without, however hindering others who wish to
remain in the order. But to unite in a permanent religious
institution which is not to be subject to doubt before the
public even in the lifetime of one man, and thereby to make
a period of time fruitless in the progress of mankind toward
improvement, thus working to the disadvantage of posterity
- that is absolutely forbidden. For himself (and only for a
short time) a man may postpone enlightenment in what he
ought to know, but to renounce it for posterity is to injure
and trample on the rights of mankind. And what a people
may not decree for itself can even less be decreed for them
by a monarch, for his lawgiving authority rests on his uniting
the general public will in his own. If he only sees to it that all
true or alleged improvement stands together with civil
order, he can leave it to his subjects to do what they find
necessary for their spiritual welfare. This is not his concern,
though it is incumbent on him to prevent one of them from
violently hindering another in determining and promoting
this welfare to the best of his ability. To meddle in these
matters lowers his own majesty, since by the writings in
which his own subjects seek to present their views he may
evaluate his own governance. He can do this when, with
deepest understanding, he lays upon himself the reproach,
Caesar non est supra grammaticos. Far more does he injure
his own majesty when he degrades his supreme power by



supporting the ecclesiastical despotism of some tyrants in
his state over his other subjects.
If we are asked, "Do we now live in an enlightened age?" the
answer is, "No," but we do live in an age of enlightenment.
As things now stand, much is lacking which prevents men
from being, or easily becoming, capable of correctly using
their own reason in religious matters with assurance and
free from outside direction. But on the other hand, we have
clear indications that the field has now been opened
wherein men may freely deal with these things and that the
obstacles to general enlightenment or the release from self-
imposed tutelage are gradually being reduced. In this
respect, this is the age of enlightenment, or the century of
Frederick.
A prince who does not find it unworthy of himself to say that
he holds it to be his duty to prescribe nothing to men in
religious matters but to give them complete freedom while
renouncing the haughty name of tolerance, is himself
enlightened and deserves to be esteemed by the grateful
world and posterity as the first, at least from the side of
government, who divested the human race of its tutelage
and left each man free to make use of his reason in matters
of conscience. Under him venerable ecclesiastics are
allowed, in the role of scholar, and without infringing on
their official duties, freely to submit for public testing their
judgments and views which here and there diverge from the
established symbol. And an even greater freedom is enjoyed
by those who are restricted by no official duties. This spirit
of freedom spreads beyond this land, even to those in which
it must struggle with external obstacles erected by a
government which misunderstands its own interest. For an
example gives evidence to such a government that in
freedom there is not the least cause for concern about
public peace and the stability of the community. Men work



themselves gradually out of barbarity if only intentional
artifices are not made to hold them in it.
I have placed the main point of enlightenment - the escape
of men from their self-incurred tutelage - chiefly in matters
of religion because our rulers have no interest in playing
guardian with respect to the arts and sciences and also
because religious incompetence is not only the most
harmful but also the most degrading of all. But the manner
of thinking of the head of a state who favors religious
enlightenment goes further, and he sees that there is no
danger to his lawgiving in allowing his subjects to make
public use of their reason and to publish their thoughts on a
better formulation of his legislation and even their open-
minded criticisms of the laws already made. Of this we have
a shining example wherein no monarch is superior to him
we honor.
But only one who is himself enlightened, is not afraid of
shadows, and has a numerous and well-disciplined army to
assure public peace, can say: "Argue as much as you will,
and about what you will, only obey!" A republic could not
dare say such a thing. Here is shown a strange and
unexpected trend in human affairs in which almost
everything, looked at in the large, is paradoxical. A greater
degree of civil freedom appears advantageous to the
freedom of mind of the people, and yet it places inescapable
limitations upon it. A lower degree of civil freedom, on the
contrary, provides the mind with room for each man to
extend himself to his full capacity. As nature has uncovered
from under this hard shell the seed for which she most
tenderly cares - the propensity and vocation to free thinking
- this gradually works back upon the character of the
people, who thereby gradually become capable of managing
freedom; finally, it affects the principles of government,



which finds it to its advantage to treat men, who are now
more than machines, in accordance with their dignity.



Discourse on the Method
by René Descartes[1]

Prefatory note by the author
If this Discourse appear too long to be read at once, it may
be divided into six Parts: and, in the first, will be found
various considerations touching the Sciences; in the second,
the principal rules of the Method which the Author has
discovered, in the third, certain of the rules of Morals which
he has deduced from this Method; in the fourth, the
reasonings by which he establishes the existence of God
and of the Human Soul, which are the foundations of his
Metaphysic; in the fifth, the order of the Physical questions
which he has investigated, and, in particular, the explication
of the motion of the heart and of some other difficulties
pertaining to Medicine, as also the difference between the
soul of man and that of the brutes; and, in the last, what the
Author believes to be required in order to greater
advancement in the investigation of Nature than has yet
been made, with the reasons that have induced him to
write.



Part I
Good sense is, of all things among men, the most equally
distributed; for every one thinks himself so abundantly
provided with it, that those even who are the most difficult
to satisfy in everything else, do not usually desire a larger
measure of this quality than they already possess. And in
this it is not likely that all are mistaken: the conviction is
rather to be held as testifying that the power of judging
aright and of distinguishing truth from error, which is
properly what is called good sense or reason, is by nature
equal in all men; and that the diversity of our opinions,
consequently, does not arise from some being endowed
with a larger share of reason than others, but solely from
this, that we conduct our thoughts along different ways, and
do not fix our attention on the same objects. For to be
possessed of a vigorous mind is not enough; the prime
requisite is rightly to apply it. The greatest minds, as they
are capable of the highest excellences, are open likewise to
the greatest aberrations; and those who travel very slowly
may yet make far greater progress, provided they keep
always to the straight road, than those who, while they run,
forsake it.
For myself, I have never fancied my mind to be in any
respect more perfect than those of the generality; on the
contrary, I have often wished that I were equal to some
others in promptitude of thought, or in clearness and
distinctness of imagination, or in fullness and readiness of
memory. And besides these, I know of no other qualities that
contribute to the perfection of the mind; for as to the reason
or sense, inasmuch as it is that alone which constitutes us
men, and distinguishes us from the brutes, I am disposed to
believe that it is to be found complete in each individual;
and on this point to adopt the common opinion of



philosophers, who say that the difference of greater and less
holds only among the accidents, and not among the forms
or natures of individuals of the same species.
I will not hesitate, however, to avow my belief that it has
been my singular good fortune to have very early in life
fallen in with certain tracks which have conducted me to
considerations and maxims, of which I have formed a
method that gives me the means, as I think, of gradually
augmenting my knowledge, and of raising it by little and
little to the highest point which the mediocrity of my talents
and the brief duration of my life will permit me to reach. For
I have already reaped from it such fruits that, although I
have been accustomed to think lowly enough of myself, and
although when I look with the eye of a philosopher at the
varied courses and pursuits of mankind at large, I find
scarcely one which does not appear in vain and useless, I
nevertheless derive the highest satisfaction from the
progress I conceive myself to have already made in the
search after truth, and cannot help entertaining such
expectations of the future as to believe that if, among the
occupations of men as men, there is any one really excellent
and important, it is that which I have chosen.
After all, it is possible I may be mistaken; and it is but a little
copper and glass, perhaps, that I take for gold and
diamonds. I know how very liable we are to delusion in what
relates to ourselves, and also how much the judgments of
our friends are to be suspected when given in our favor. But
I shall endeavor in this discourse to describe the paths I
have followed, and to delineate my life as in a picture, in
order that each one may also be able to judge of them for
himself, and that in the general opinion entertained of them,
as gathered from current report, I myself may have a new
help towards instruction to be added to those I have been in
the habit of employing.



My present design, then, is not to teach the method which
each ought to follow for the right conduct of his reason, but
solely to describe the way in which I have endeavored to
conduct my own. They who set themselves to give precepts
must of course regard themselves as possessed of greater
skill than those to whom they prescribe; and if they err in
the slightest particular, they subject themselves to censure.
But as this tract is put forth merely as a history, or, if you
will, as a tale, in which, amid some examples worthy of
imitation, there will be found, perhaps, as many more which
it were advisable not to follow, I hope it will prove useful to
some without being hurtful to any, and that my openness
will find some favor with all.
From my childhood, I have been familiar with letters; and as
I was given to believe that by their help a clear and certain
knowledge of all that is useful in life might be acquired, I
was ardently desirous of instruction. But as soon as I had
finished the entire course of study, at the close of which it is
customary to be admitted into the order of the learned, I
completely changed my opinion. For I found myself involved
in so many doubts and errors, that I was convinced I had
advanced no farther in all my attempts at learning, than the
discovery at every turn of my own ignorance. And yet I was
studying in one of the most celebrated schools in Europe, in
which I thought there must be learned men, if such were
anywhere to be found. I had been taught all that others
learned there; and not contented with the sciences actually
taught us, I had, in addition, read all the books that had
fallen into my hands, treating of such branches as are
esteemed the most curious and rare. I knew the judgment
which others had formed of me; and I did not find that I was
considered inferior to my fellows, although there were
among them some who were already marked out to fill the
places of our instructors. And, in fine, our age appeared to
me as flourishing, and as fertile in powerful minds as any



preceding one. I was thus led to take the liberty of judging
of all other men by myself, and of concluding that there was
no science in existence that was of such a nature as I had
previously been given to believe.
I still continued, however, to hold in esteem the studies of
the schools. I was aware that the languages taught in them
are necessary to the understanding of the writings of the
ancients; that the grace of fable stirs the mind; that the
memorable deeds of history elevate it; and, if read with
discretion, aid in forming the judgment; that the perusal of
all excellent books is, as it were, to interview with the
noblest men of past ages, who have written them, and even
a studied interview, in which are discovered to us only their
choicest thoughts; that eloquence has incomparable force
and beauty; that poesy has its ravishing graces and
delights; that in the mathematics there are many refined
discoveries eminently suited to gratify the inquisitive, as
well as further all the arts an lessen the labour of man; that
numerous highly useful precepts and exhortations to virtue
are contained in treatises on morals; that theology points
out the path to heaven; that philosophy affords the means
of discoursing with an appearance of truth on all matters,
and commands the admiration of the more simple; that
jurisprudence, medicine, and the other sciences, secure for
their cultivators honors and riches; and, in fine, that it is
useful to bestow some attention upon all, even upon those
abounding the most in superstition and error, that we may
be in a position to determine their real value, and guard
against being deceived.
But I believed that I had already given sufficient time to
languages, and likewise to the reading of the writings of the
ancients, to their histories and fables. For to hold converse
with those of other ages and to travel, are almost the same
thing. It is useful to know something of the manners of



different nations, that we may be enabled to form a more
correct judgment regarding our own, and be prevented from
thinking that everything contrary to our customs is
ridiculous and irrational, a conclusion usually come to by
those whose experience has been limited to their own
country. On the other hand, when too much time is occupied
in traveling, we become strangers to our native country;
and the over curious in the customs of the past are
generally ignorant of those of the present. Besides, fictitious
narratives lead us to imagine the possibility of many events
that are impossible; and even the most faithful histories, if
they do not wholly misrepresent matters, or exaggerate
their importance to render the account of them more worthy
of perusal, omit, at least, almost always the meanest and
least striking of the attendant circumstances; hence it
happens that the remainder does not represent the truth,
and that such as regulate their conduct by examples drawn
from this source, are apt to fall into the extravagances of
the knight-errants of romance, and to entertain projects that
exceed their powers.
I esteemed eloquence highly, and was in raptures with
poesy; but I thought that both were gifts of nature rather
than fruits of study. Those in whom the faculty of reason is
predominant, and who most skillfully dispose their thoughts
with a view to render them clear and intelligible, are always
the best able to persuade others of the truth of what they
lay down, though they should speak only in the language of
Lower Brittany, and be wholly ignorant of the rules of
rhetoric; and those whose minds are stored with the most
agreeable fancies, and who can give expression to them
with the greatest embellishment and harmony, are still the
best poets, though unacquainted with the art of poetry.
I was especially delighted with the mathematics, on account
of the certitude and evidence of their reasonings; but I had



not as yet a precise knowledge of their true use; and
thinking that they but contributed to the advancement of
the mechanical arts, I was astonished that foundations, so
strong and solid, should have had no loftier superstructure
reared on them. On the other hand, I compared the
disquisitions of the ancient moralists to very towering and
magnificent palaces with no better foundation than sand
and mud: they laud the virtues very highly, and exhibit
them as estimable far above anything on earth; but they
give us no adequate criterion of virtue, and frequently that
which they designate with so fine a name is but apathy, or
pride, or despair, or parricide.
I revered our theology, and aspired as much as any one to
reach heaven: but being given assuredly to understand that
the way is not less open to the most ignorant than to the
most learned, and that the revealed truths which lead to
heaven are above our comprehension, I did not presume to
subject them to the impotency of my reason; and I thought
that in order competently to undertake their examination,
there was need of some special help from heaven, and of
being more than man.
Of philosophy I will say nothing, except that when I saw that
it had been cultivated for many ages by the most
distinguished men, and that yet there is not a single matter
within its sphere which is not still in dispute, and nothing,
therefore, which is above doubt, I did not presume to
anticipate that my success would be greater in it than that
of others; and further, when I considered the number of
conflicting opinions touching a single matter that may be
upheld by learned men, while there can be but one true, I
reckoned as well-nigh false all that was only probable.
As to the other sciences, inasmuch as these borrow their
principles from philosophy, I judged that no solid
superstructures could be reared on foundations so infirm;


