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Voltaire: His Contribution to the Enlightenment 

Introduction 

Voltaire (1694–1778) was one of the most influential thinkers of the French Enlightenment. 
His real name was François-Marie Arouet. He was a philosopher, historian, dramatist, and 
social critic. Through his writings, Voltaire attacked superstition, religious intolerance, and 
absolute monarchy. He played a major role in spreading the ideas of reason, liberty, and 
tolerance in Europe. 

Major Contributions of Voltaire 

1. Champion of Reason and Rationalism 

Voltaire strongly believed in reason and critical thinking. 

He opposed blind faith and traditional authority. According to him, human progress was 
possible only through rational thought and scientific understanding. 

2. Criticism of the Church 

Voltaire was a severe critic of the Catholic Church. He attacked religious fanaticism, 
corruption, and intolerance. 

He believed in religious tolerance and argued that people should be free to practice any 
religion. His famous slogan was: 

“Écrasez l’infâme” (Crush the infamous thing) 

— referring to superstition and religious oppression. 

3. Support for Freedom of Speech and Expression 

Voltaire defended freedom of speech and expression. 



Although the famous quote often associated with him was written by others, it reflects his 
belief: 

“I disapprove of what you say, but I will defend to the death your right to say it.” 

He believed that freedom of thought was essential for social and intellectual progress. 

4. Opposition to Absolutism 

Voltaire criticized absolute monarchy and arbitrary rule. 

However, he did not fully support democracy; instead, he preferred an enlightened 
monarch—a ruler guided by reason and reform. He admired the English constitutional 
system for limiting royal power. 

5. Influence of English Political System 

During his stay in England, Voltaire observed: 

Constitutional monarchy 

Religious tolerance 

Freedom of press 

In his book Letters on England, he praised the English system and compared it favorably 
with the French system. This work helped spread Enlightenment ideas in France. 

6. Literary and Historical Works 

Voltaire used literature as a powerful tool for reform. 

His famous works include: 

Candide – a satirical novel criticizing war, injustice, and blind optimism. 

Historical writings that promoted a rational interpretation of history.  

Through satire and essays, he reached a wide audience. 

Conclusion 

Voltaire was one of the greatest figures of the Enlightenment. His emphasis on reason, 
tolerance, freedom, and justice helped weaken the foundations of absolutism and religious 
dogmatism in France. His ideas influenced the French Revolution and contributed to the 
development of modern democratic values. 


