CHAPTER 3 SECTIONS 1 & 2 – ROOTS OF AMERICAN DEMOCRACY & ENLIGHTENMENT 
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Directions: Answer each question carefully. Your answers should be complete, and thorough. You are welcome answer the questions on this sheet, or your own (if you use this sheet, I would space out the questions). 

1. What is Natural Law, why would our founding fathers think this “law” is important?
2. What is a Charter, would the Constitution qualify as a charter?
3. What is the Magna Carta? 
4. Why is the Petition of Right an important document, what does it do? 
5. Based on this reading who did the founding fathers follow most closely when developing the US Government? (This can be a one word answer)
6. What was the Enlightenment?
7. Explain what Thomas Hobbes believed. Use evidence (direct quotes) from the article. 
8. Explain what John Locke believed. Use evidence (direct quotes) from the article. 
9. How do Hobbes and Locke differ in their opinions?
10. What impact did Montesquieu have on US Government?
11. Why is the separation of powers “admired by Americans?” Why would the founding fathers use this when creating the US Government?
12. What did Rousseau add to the Social Contract Theory?
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Influences of French Enlightenment Thinkers.
Two French thinkers also made major contributions to poliical thought during the Enlightenment. One was Charles-Louis de Secondat, more commonly known as
Baron de Montesquieu. The other was Jean-Jacques Rousseau

Montesquieu is most famous for his book The Spirit of Lews, published in 1748. In this book, Montesquieu argued that governments should be organized in a way that
prevents any one person or group from dominating or oppressing others. This argument led him to propose a three-branch system of govemment—executive,
legisiative, and judicial— with separate functions for each branch. In this system, each branch would act to limit the power of the other branches. This principle of
‘separation of powers was so admired by Americans that they applied it to their colonial govemments

Rousseau was a Swiss-bom philosopher who spent much of his lfe in France. In his book The Sosial Contract, Rousseau extended the social contract stil further. He
‘added the idea that for a govemment formed by a social contract to have legitimacy, it must be based on popular sovereignty. or the general will of the people. He
wrote,

The heart of the idea of the social contract may be stated simply: Each of us places his person and authority under the supreme direction of the general
will and the group receives each individual &s an indivisible part of the whole.
—Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The Social Contract, 1762

Rousseau further argued that if a government acted contrary to the general will it had broken the social contract and shouid be dissolved. Many colonial leaders

‘agreed with Rousseau that government should be based on the will of the people. Thomas Paine, whose book Common Sense helped push the colonies toward
independence, was particularly influenced by Rousseau's writings.
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1. Introduction

On July 4, 1976, Americans celebrated their nation's 200th birthday. Two centuries earlier, the United States of America had come
into being with the signing of the Declaration of Independence. In 1776, no one had been more pleased than John Adams, who had
worked tirelessly for independence. The anniversary of that first Independence Day would, he hoped, "be commemorated as the day

of deliverance.” He added,

It ought to be solemnized with pomp and parade, with shows, games, sports, guns, bells, bonfires, and iluminations, from one
end of this continent to the other. from this time forward forevermore.

In 176, President Gerald Ford marked the bicentennial with a speech in Philadelphia, where the
Declaration was signed. “The American adventure is a continuing process,” he said. *As one
milestone is passed, another s sighted . .. As we begin our third century, there s still so much to
be done.” Across the nation that evening, magnificent fireworks displays lit the skies, just as
Adams had hoped

Eleven years later, on September 17, 1987, Americans celebrated another bicentennial—this time
to commemorate the signing of the U.S. Constitution. In Philadelphia, where the Constitution had
been written during a long hot summer, a quarter of a million people tumed out for a grand
celebration

At 4:00 p.m., the hour in which the Constitution was signed in 1767, former U S. chief justice
Warren Burger rang 2 repiica of the Liberty Bell. At that moment, other bells rang out in

communities across the nation and at U.S. embassies and military bases around the world.

These two bicentennial events reminded Americans that they live in a country that is held together not by blood or history. but by
ideas. Those ideas, frst put forth in the Declaration and then given shape in the Constitution, were not new. Some had roots
extending into ancient times. But never before had anyone tried to buld a nation on something so powerful, yet intangible, as ideas.
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2.1deas That Shaped Colonials Views on Government

The Declaration of Independence and the U S. Constitution are among the most important politcal
documents ever witten. Their authors—men like Thomas Jefferson, John Adams, Benjamin Frankiin,
and James Madison—were among the most creative political thinkers of their time. But these men did
not operate in an ideological vacuum. They were influenced by politcal ideas and ethical teachings
that had roots in ancient times. These ideas and beliefs helped shape politcal views in the colonies
and eventually gave rise to the American system of government

The Religious and Classical Roots of Colonial Ideas About Government
Colonial thinkers were strongly influenced by the ethical ideas shared by the Judeo-Christian religious
traditions. Their notion of justice, for example, was rooted in the principles of ancient Judaism, which stressed that people should seek to create a just society based on
respect for the law.

They were also influenced by the concept of natural law. This was the belief that there exists, beyond the framework of human laws, a universal set of moral principles
that can be applied to any culture or system of justice. According to the Christian philosopher Thomas Aquinas, people could discover these natural laws using both
reason and their inbom sense of right and wrong. A human law that violated natural law, many colonists believed, was unjust and should be changed.

The creators of the Declaration of Independence used natural law to explain why the 13 colonies needed to rebel against the Biitish. The Declaration states that ‘the
Laws of Nature and of Nature's God” empowered the colonies to seek a *separate and equal station” from an oppressive govemment.

Colonial leaders also looked to the past for ideas about how to govern a society. From the Greek city-state of Athens came the tradition of direct democracy, or
decision making by allcitizens. Direct democracy took root in New England's town meetings, where citizens gathered to discuss and solve their local problems.

From the Roman Republic came the idea of republicanism, or representative government, which refers to decision making by offcials elected from the citizenry.
Many colonists also admired the Roman idea of civic virtue. They understood this to mean a wilingness to serve one's country
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The English Roots of American Government - e .
The traditions and principles of English government also had a great influence on politcal views in o s i o bt

the colonies. Although the colonists eventually rebelled against British rule, they had great respect for
English common law and Britain's constitutional system. This system was based on a set of laws,
customs, and practices that limited the powers of goverment and guaranteed the people certain

basic rights. In fact, one reason the colonists rebelled was to secure the “rights of Englishmen” that i e
they believed had been denied to them

This tradition of English rights was based on three key documents: the Magna Carta, the Petition of Right, and the English Bill of Rights. The first—the Magna Carta, or
“Great Charter'—was signed by King John in 1215. A charter is a written grant of authority. The Magna Carta was forced on the king by English nobles, who were
angered by the heavy taxes and arbitrary rules imposed by their monarch

The Magna Carta defined the rights and duties of English nobles and set imits on the monarch's power. For example, the charter stated that the monarch could not
make special demands for money from his nobles without their consent. In time, this provision was used to support the argument that no tax should be levied by a
monarch without Parliament’s consent

In addition, the Magna Carta established the principle of the rule of law. One article of the charter says that the king cannot sell, deny, or delay justice. Another states
that “no free man shall be seized or imprisoned .. except by the lawful judgment of his equals or by the law of the land " The Magna Carta made it clear that all
people, including the monarch, were subject to the rule of law.

Over the next few centuries, English monarchs often ignored or defied the principles set down in the Magna Carta. Royal taxation and abuse of power sparked ongoing
struggles with Parliament. In 1628, Parliament tried to limit the power of King Charles | by passing a law called the Petition of Right. This second key document
prohibited arbitrary arrests and the quartering of troops in private homes without the owners' consent. The Petition of Right underscored the principle of limited
government by affiming that the king's power was not absolute.

The third key document, the English Bill of Rights, was passed by Parliament in 1689. At the time, Britain was just emerging from years of political turmoil and civil war.
Parliament offered the throne to a new king and queen, William and Mary of Orange, but insisted that they accept the Bill of Rights as a condition of their rule.

The English Bill of Rights reaffirmed the principle of individual rights established in the Magna Carta and the Petition of Right New individual rights guaranteed to
British subjects included the right to petition the king, the right to bear arms, and freedom from cruel and unusual punishments. Other provisions included the right to
trial by jury and to hold elections without royal interference. The English Bill of Rights also finally established the power of Parfiament over the monarchy. The king

could ot levy taxes or maintain an army during peacetime, for example, without Parliament's consent
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The Contributions of English Enlightenment Thinkers
Colonial leaders were also strongly influenced by the ideas of the Enlightenment, an intellectual
movement of the 1600s and 1700s. Enlightenment thinkers stressed the value of science and reason,
not only for studying the natural world, but also for improving human society and government

Two key figures of the early Enlightenment were the English philosophers Thomas Hobbes and John
Locke. Both men helped develop the social-contract theory, which stated that people in society
agreed to give up some of their freedom to govemments in exchange for security and order.

Hobbes firstintroduced the idea that government was the result of a social contract between people
and their rulers. In his book Leviathan, published in 1651, Hobbes theorized that people had once
lived in a state of nature. This state was an imaginary time before any govermments had been formed
People lving in this mythical time were free to do as they pleased, without laws or other restraints.
Because some people used their freedom to prey on others, however, the result was a war of “every
man against every man.” For most people, Hobbes wrote, life in this time was “solitary, poor, nasty,
brutish, and short”

To escape from this misery, Hobbes argued, people entered into a social contract. This contract
obliged the peaple to give up some of their freedom by agreeing to obey an absolute ruler. In
exchange for this pledge of obedience, the ruler agreed to bring peace and order to society. Hobbes
was obviously not promoting demacracy in his writing, but his social-contract theory did lay the
groundwork for the idea that govemment was formed by the consent of the people.

Locke took the idea of a social contract between the people and their rulers a step further. In his
Second Treatise on Goverment, published in 1689, Locke argued that n the state of nature, all
people were equal and enjoyed certain natural rights, or rights that all people have by virtue of being
human. These rights include the right to e itsel, o liberty, and to the ownership of property
produced or gained through one's own labors.
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Locke agreed with Hobbes that t was in people's selfinterest to enter into a social contract that exchanged some of their reedom for the protection of government He
went on to argue that this social contract was provisional. If a ruler faled to protect the people’s life, liberty, and property, then the people had a right to overthrow that

ruler and establish a new government.

The idea that the purpose of govemment was to protect the rights of the people exerted a powerful influence on colonial thinkers. Eventually this idea would be used to

help justify the American Revolution
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‘Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679) was an English philosopher who
developed the notion o a social contract between rulers and
their subjocts. Ho thought that people were o selish o gov-
e themselves and needed the protection of a strong ruler.
Ha wrote, "All mankind [has] a perpetual and restless desire
of power ... that ceasth only in death.”

Baron de Montesquieu (1683-1755) was a French aristocrat
and polical philosopher. Ho believed that domocracy was
the best form of govornment. But he said that power must
be divided among different groups for demacracy to work.
“When the (lawmaking] and (law enforcement] powers

are united in the same persan,” he wro
no lberty.”

“there can be

Joha Locke (1632-1704) was an English political theorist and
philosopher whose ideas helped lay the foundations for demo-
cratic governmant. Uniike Hobbes, Locke bolievod that paopla
formed governments to protect their rghts, not to save them
rom themselves. “The end [purpose] o law is notto abolish
or restain,” he wrote, “but o preserve and enlarge freedom.”

Joan-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778),a French philosopher,
believed that people were naturally good but were corruptad
and anslaved by society. “Man is born ree,” ho observed, but
“overywher he s i chains.” Rousseau said that govern-
ments had a duty to secure freedom for their people. fthey.
did not,they had no ight o exist. “Force does not create
right,” he wrots. “Obedience is dus orly to legitimate powers.”





