
The Enlightenment – the family as a wealth generating mechanism 
 See to it that no one takes you captive by philosophy and empty deceit, according to human tradition, 

according to the elemental spirits2 of the world, and not according to Christ.1  

The way that the world, and family, in North America is structured is in large part a result of a time in the 17
th

 and 

18
th

 centuries called “The Enlightenment”.  During this time, beginning in France and spreading across Europe, 

philosophers spent a great deal of time thinking about a better way to order society.  Philosophers such as 

Emmanuel Kant, Voltaire, Rousseau, David Hume and Adam Smith are examples of the thinkers of the time.    

This movement began in France with the philosophe movement.  The philosophes had three central ideas; 

1. Progress: Human history is largely a history of the improvement of humanity in three respects: a) 

developing a knowledge of the natural world and the ability to manipulate the world through technology; 

b) overcoming ignorance bred of superstitions and religions; c) overcoming human cruelty and violence 

through social improvements and government structures. 

2. Deism: Deism is a term coined in the philosophe movement and applies to two related ideas: a) 

religion should be reasonable and should result in the highest moral behavior of its adherents 

(MORALISM); b) the knowledge of the natural world and the human world has nothing to do whatsoever 

with religion and should be approached completely free from religious ideas or convictions.  (GOD IS 

IMPERSONAL AND UNINVOLVED.) 

3. Tolerance: The greatest human crimes, as far as the philosophes were concerned, have been 

perpetrated in the name of religion and the name of God. A fair, just, and productive society absolutely 

depends on religious tolerance. This means not merely tolerance of varying Christian sects, but tolerance 

of non-Christian religions as well (for some philosophes ). 
i
  

These Enlightenment philosophers were very mechanistic in their approach to progress.  The ideas that created 

this social machinery lead to the Industrial Revolution.  The philosophies that motivated this change in the western 

world have largely shaped the way the west is governed.  Particularly in the New World, these new ideas were 

used in shaping this new nation.  In large part, these ideas still govern the way life is lived in North America. 

Adam Smith (1723-1790 ς born in Fife, Scotland) is one of the most important theorists of the eighteenth century 

period. His book, An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations (1776), was the first book to 

systematically theorize capitalism and stands as the book that pretty much invented economics in the Western 

world. Smith didn’t influence only capitalism, but is said to have influenced Karl Marx and socialism as well. 

Smith has one and only one concern in the Wealth of Nations: to explain how nations as a collective grow 

wealthier.  While other eighteenth century thinkers were concerned about improvements in knowledge and 

society, Smith believed that human progress largely consisted in the steady improvement of human life through 

the increasing wealth of a nation as a whole. The Wealth of Nations is a systematic attempt to explain the 
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processes whereby the collective wealth of a nation grows. 

 

   Smith identifies several characteristics of growing economies. The first and foremost is division of labour. The 

revolution in labour in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, in which productive tasks were divided among a 

number of workers each doing a single task, produced a revolution in production in which output was increased a 

hundredfold. Smith's foundational argument is that all meaning and value in human life is to be found in 

productive labor; the exponential increase of production, then, not only resulted in more wealth for the nation, 

but greater meaning and value for human life. (MATERIALISM) 

Second, all monopolies and regulations stifle productive labor. Human beings work for their own profit; regulations 

and monopolies do away with the profit incentive and so discourage human productivity. In place of these 

regulations, Smith proposed a natural system of economic liberty, in which each individual in a society is free to 

choose how to expend their productive labor and their capital. This economic liberty was called laissez faire (let 

them do as they please); if individuals were allowed to pursue their own selfish aims, then the wealth of the 

nation as a whole would increase. This selfishness, though, would not result in social injustice; behind this natural 

economic liberty lay an "invisible hand" which guided people into right action. 

Third, the material world was an infinite store of resources that could be exploited for the benefit of humankind. It 

was incumbent on humans to approach material resources, not as scarce, but as infinitely abundant. The idea that 

the world is an infinite storehouse of resources open to human exploitation is such a common aspect of our lives 

that it's hard to realize that it's a modern idea that can be dated back to Smith's book. 

 While the logic of a national economy founded centrally on the family economy and family production 

is more or less a subsistence economy—most production is oriented around keeping the family alive, 

the logic of a manufacturing economy is a surplus economy. In a manufacturing economy, a person's 

productive labor needs to produce more than they need to keep life going. This surplus production is 

what produces profits for the owners of the manufacture. This surplus economy not only makes 

population growth possible, it makes it desirable.  

What drove the industrial revolution were profound social changes, as Europe moved from a primarily 

agricultural and rural economy to a capitalist and urban economy, from a household, family-based 

economy to an industry-based economy. This required rethinking social obligations and the structure 

of the family; the abandonment of the family economy, for instance, was the most dramatic change to 

the structure of the family that Europe had ever undergoneτand we're still struggling with these 

changes.ii 

1. The Trellis and the Vine 

2. The Wealth of Nations ς a plan to create surplus. 

3. Manna in the wilderness vs. laissez faire economic liberty. 

4. Division of Labour = division of family. 

5. Selfish ambition and the invisible hand. 
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