In this 1857 painting, William Walcutt imagines
New Yorkers tearing down the statue of King
George 111 at Bowling Green in Manhattan
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The Age of Enlightenment stirs up radical ideas about man’s place in
society, giving birth to a liberating new proposition: the Rights of Man

MAGINE A WELL-REASONED ARGUMENT AGAINST FAMILY,
free speech, the ownership of private property and any
other values you believe to be right and just—and you will
have some idea of how radical the statement “All men are cre-
ated equal” sounded to 18th century ears. We are taught to
think of the American Revolution as a political revolt that led
to an outright war. Such uprisings would never have begun,
much less succeeded, had they not been sparked by an intel-
lectual insurrection that lit fires around the world in the mid-
1700s and continues to burn to this day.
Europeans of the 1700s thought of themselves as, above all
else, supremely modern. They had achieved advances in sci-
ence and culture that would have been unimaginable to their

forebears of only a few generations earlier. All this progress, it
was believed, rested upon a hard-won recognition of the nat-
ural order of things: God, who had created the world, select-
ed the ablest and worthiest men to govern it as kings, while
everyone else accepted their divinely ordained stations in this
life and worked humbly for reward in the next. This social hi-
erarchy was mirrored by a religious hierarchy that answered
the needs of the soul. Acceptance of this order distinguished
humans from animals and made it possible to know the mind
of God by unlocking secrets like the movement of the planets.
But rejecting this order (as the American colonists are doing
in the illustration above) threatened to return humanity to
chaos and squalor of the Dark Ages.
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