
GOVERNMENT WEEK THREE GUIDE 

Overview of Week 

You will be extending on your learning from last week, as we take a more in-depth look at the 
Declaration of Independence.  Some of the reading for this week will consist of an analysis of 
the Declaration of Independence, as well as, discussing its fundamental principles.  You will look 
at the grievances listed and other documents that were used to help shaped the Declaration of 
Independence, Articles of Confederation, and later the U.S. Constitution. 

Day One (8/24) 

The reading listed for today give a more in-depth look at the Declaration of Independence than 
seen last week.  The Main Ideas reading is what the title suggestions; you will be seeing the 
main ideas laid out within the Declaration of Independence.  The Analysis is the author’s 
personal analysis of the document and Founding.com is their opinionated look further into 
some aspects of the document.  

 Read: Main Ideas, Analysis of the Declaration of Independence, Founding.com 

 EXTRA RESOURCE (you do not have to use it): If you have access to the internet, watch 
this fun YouTube video. It will be posted on Bloomz too. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A_56cZGRMx4&list=RDco6qKVBciAw&start_radio=
1 

Day Two (8/25) 

The Grievances reading will be used for your assignment today.  Grievances is a section of the 
Declaration of Independence where Thomas Jefferson listed out the colonies issue with King 
George III and why they were declaring their independence from Great Britain. 

 Read: Grievances  

 Assignment: Declaration of Independence Review 

Day Three (8/26) 

The reading, John Locke, discusses Locke’s ideals and philosophies that Thomas Jefferson took 
inspiration from when writing the Declaration of Independence.  

 Read: John Locke 

Day Four (8/27) 

The reading, Voltaire and Rousseau, discusses the two men’s theories and philosophies that 
Thomas Jefferson and other founders of the United States looked to when creating the 
Declaration of Independence and other major documents like the U.S. Constitution.  

 Read: Voltaire & Rousseau 

 Assignment: Enlightenment Philosophies 

Vocabulary: This list of vocabulary is not an assignment. It is just vocabulary that is important 
this week. 

Declaration of Independence Thomas Jefferson “All Men Are Created Equally” 

Natural Rights Grievances John Locke 

Voltaire Jean-Jacques Rousseau Thomas Hobbes 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A_56cZGRMx4&list=RDco6qKVBciAw&start_radio=1
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A_56cZGRMx4&list=RDco6qKVBciAw&start_radio=1


 

Turn-in Format 

All assignments are due at the end of the week.  This means you can turn all assignments in at 
once or you can turn them in as you go.  You can a document to me through email or Bloomz or 
send a picture through text, email, or Bloomz.  You do not have to print the packet out and fill 
in the holes.  You can just type up a document or write out your answers. YOU HAVE TO 
NUMBER YOUR ASSIGNMENTS TO MATCH THE QUESTION AND WRITE THE NAME OF THE 
ASSIGNMENT AT THE TOP. This information will help me match your answers to the 
assignment.  Be careful when you turn things in too.  DOUBLE CHECK to make sure you are 
sending all of your work especially if you submitting by a photo.  

Note About Assignments 

If the assignment has a specific format, please follow it.  I will put a description above the 
assignments.  This description will tell you how many sentences you should use to answer the 
question or discuss how to complete the assignment.  Examples would be telling you to match 
terms with definition or define vocabulary. 
  



A. Main Ideas Behind the Declaration of Independence 

The Declaration of Independence has four parts. The Preamble states that the colonists believe 
it necessary to explain why they are declaring their independence from Great Britain, so they 
have written this document. The next part explains the political ideas behind their action. 
Thomas Jefferson borrowed many of these ideas from French and British thinkers of the era, a 
time in history known as the Enlightenment. The third, and longest, part lists all the charges 
against the king, and the fourth part lists all the rights that the new nation is claiming for itself.  
Students should be familiar (at a minimum) with the beginning of the second part:  
“We hold these truths to be self-evident: That all men are created equal; that they are endowed 
by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights; that among these are Life, Liberty, and the 
pursuit of Happiness.” 
This second section continues with some words that may be less familiar to students but are no 
less important to the foundation of the nation: 

That to secure these rights, governments are instituted among men, deriving their just 
powers from the consent of the governed; that is, whenever any form of government 
becomes destructive of these ends, it is the right of the people to alter or abolish it, and to 
institute a new government, laying its foundation on such principles, and organizing its 
powers in such form, as to them shall seem most likely to effect [bring about] their safety 
and happiness. 

In general, the signers of the Declaration and the framers of the later Constitution were 
educated men who drew on ancient Greek and Roman ideas about government. They also read 
the works of British Whigs Trenchard and Gordon and European philosophers and political 
theorists of the Enlightenment period, such as Locke, Montesquieu, and Voltaire. The 
underlying idea of the Enlightenment was that reason was the basis of all knowledge, and all 
received ideas could and should be tested by reason. Instead of just accepting preexisting 
political institutions, Enlightenment political thinkers urged that reason be used to evaluate 
political ideas and institutions.  
It was the ideas of philosophers such as John Locke in England and Louis, Baron de Montesquieu 
in France to which Thomas Jefferson turned in writing the Declaration. Jefferson based the 
Declaration on the theory of natural rights, which argued that every human being has certain 
basic rights that belong to the person by virtue of his or her being human. From this 
assumption, Jefferson pursued a logical argument that people institute government to preserve 
these rights. When government no longer safeguards these rights, he asserted, people have a 
right to change the government.  

 “All Men Are Created Equal” 
This is the basic assumption in the Declaration: every human is equal to every other by virtue of 
one’s humanity. However, this does not mean that every person should necessarily have the 
same amount of education, money, or possessions, in material terms. It is also important to 
note that in the 18th century, not all people were considered equal. For example, women and 
African Americans did not receive equal treatment. 
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 Natural Rights 
What rights does a person have by virtue of being human? The first sentence of the Declaration 
identifies these rights as “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.” The Declaration states that 
these are unalienable (“inalienable” in some versions)—that is, they cannot be taken away by 
any person or government. It is important to note that the signers agreed that these rights were 
only examples of the rights people have. 

 Government’s Responsibility 
The second sentence of the second section of the Declaration states, “That to secure these 
rights, governments are instituted among men . . . .” According to the Declaration, people 
establish governments in order to ensure that their rights are guaranteed and protected; that is 
the purpose of government.  

 “Right of the People . . . to Institute a New Government” 
If a government does not protect the rights of its citizens, asserts the Declaration, then its 
citizens have the right “to alter or abolish it” and to establish a new government. Jefferson 
explains in the next few sentences that changing a government structure is not something to be 
done lightly. 
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Read a Summary & Analysis of the Declaration of Independence 

Summary of the Introduction: The introduction of The Declaration of Independence contains 
some of the world’s most oft quoted words. The introduction opens by stating the purpose of 
the document–to declare the causes that compel the colonists to separate themselves from the 
British Crown. The second paragraph contains the philosophy upon which the declaration is 
based, stating that “all Men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with 
certain unalienable Rights,” that men institute governments in order to secure these rights, and 
that when government attempts to remove these rights, the governed have the right to rebel. 

Analysis: The line of reasoning used by the document’s writers is as follows: 

1. Governments are created to secure certain unalienable rights, rights that are granted, 
not by government or man, but by God. This is called an appeal to Natural Law. It is 
apparent the founding fathers felt that God should play an important part in the 
government of man; they do not, however, go into detail on the nature of that God. This, 
as repeated nearly a decade later in the Bill of Rights, is up to the individual and a right 
which, also, cannot be taken away by government. 

2. When government takes away these rights, the governed have just cause to overthrow 
or separate themselves from that government. The thought that people had a right to 
overthrow government was revolutionary, although the premise had been stated by 
philosophers in the past–John Locke, for example. The Declaration contends that 
although the right to rebel exists, human nature dictates that people will not do so over 
light and transient causes, choosing rather to suffer than rebel in most cases. 

3. Great Britain is guilty of attempting to take away the aforementioned God given rights; 
therefore, the colonists are justified in separating themselves from Great Britain. 
Jefferson and the committee use deductive reasoning to make their case, stating rst the 
principal and then supplying evidence (in the body of the document). Pauline Meier 
points out that Jefferson, in the introduction, uses an “eighteenth-century rhetorical 
method by which one phrase was piled on another, but their point became clear only at 
the end. It made sense to assert the right of revolution so dramatically in The Declaration 
of Independence: it was the right they were exercising in 1776, and the Declaration was 
designed to demonstrate that they did so with justice.” (8-9)* 

The Conclusion 
The Declaration’s Conclusion: The Declaration’s introduction establishes the people’s right to 
separate themselves from a tyrannical government. The body gives evidence that the British 
government has acted tyrannically. The conclusion unequivocally states that the colonies 
“ought to be FREE AND INDEPENDENT STATES; that they are absolved from all Allegiance to the 
British Crown, and that all political connection between them and the State of Great-Britain, is 
and ought to be totally dissolved.” The conclusion states that free and independent states 
possess the power to: 

1. wage war 
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2. make peace 

3. contract alliances 

4. establish trade 

5. do anything independent states do 

Interpretation: Signing the Declaration was an act of treason. The signers, in the Declaration’s 
conclusion, openly declare themselves enemies to the British crown. The word “ought”, used 
twice in the conclusion, implies moral correctness and makes a final appeal to Natural Law. The 
conclusion makes several appeals to God. Its authors call upon divine intervention to aid their 
cause and appeal to God in order to persuade the nations of the world of the justness of their 
act. When taking the nation’s founding document and the intent of its framers into account, the 
modern liberal notion that images of God and other references to Deity are opposed to liberty 
and should be removed from public buildings is ludicrous at best and treasonous at worst. 
That’s my analysis. Feel free to share your own thoughts by in the comments. 

 

Article authored by Trent Lorcher 
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PRUDENCE, INDEED, WILL DICTATE THAT GOVERNMENTS LONG ESTABLISHED SHOULD NOT 
BE CHANGED FOR LIGHT AND TRANSIENT CAUSES 

The right to revolution does not mean that it is right or good to overthrow any government for 
any cause. First and most obviously, it would be foolish and wrong to overthrow a government 
that was performing its proper duty--securing the rights of its citizens. That is true even if the 
government is not entirely based on the consent of the governed. Second, prudence--or sound 
judgment of particular circumstances-tells us that people should think long and hard before 
trying to overthrow any government, however evil. A revolution is a two-edged sword. It 
throws men back into the state of nature, where extreme passions will be released and violence 
may become uncontrolled. Like a dangerous drug, it may exacerbate the disease it is designed 
to cure. Revolution should only be prescribed to the worst sorts of diseases, and only in 
conditions where the prospect for success is good. 
For this reason, the Declaration's teaching does not mean that every country everywhere in the 
world should overthrow its government if it is not democratic. Democracy is the form of 
government that conforms best to the principles of just government, but there may be peoples 
who are currently incapable of self-government, because they have been corrupted by 
despotism, or for other reasons. During the French Revolution of the 1790s, Gouverneur 
Morris, a leading author of the U.S. Constitution, predicted that the French, who at that time 
were in Morris's judgment very deficient in moral self-restraint, would end up not with freedom 
but with a despotism worse than the one they replaced. The ensuing Terror, and the 
dictatorship of Napoleon, proved Morris correct. 
 
TO SECURE THESE RIGHTS, GOVERNMENTS ARE INSTITUTED AMONG MEN 

The Declaration's third self-evident truth answers the question, why do men establish 
government? The answer: to secure natural rights, or the rights people are born with. The 
Declaration implies that these rights are not secure outside of government. 
Outside of government, people are in what the Founders called "the state of nature." They 
have natural rights, but when men live without government, those rights are jeopardized. As 
James Madison explained in Federalist no. 51, in the state of nature, "the weaker individual is 
not secured against the violence of the stronger." In such a state, even the decent may be 
tempted to act according to their selfish passions rather than their reason and duty. As James 
Madison put it in the same number of The Federalist, men are not angels-that is, they are not 
simply rational. The state of nature is characterized not by life, liberty, and happiness, but 
rather by violent death, slavery, and misery. Because of this-and so that they can enjoy their 
rights in peace-people join to form governments. 
When people set up a government, they must give up some of the power they had in the state 
of nature. For example, one gives up the right to punish wrongdoers and gives that right to 
government. In this sense, one surrenders some of the natural right to liberty. But in another 
sense, the right to liberty is unalienable, meaning that one never gives it up at all. That is, no 
one rightfully assigns to a government absolute authority over his freedom of action, and no 
one rightfully gives up his ultimate right to revolt against a tyrannical government. One 
surrenders liberty conditionally: we give some of it to government, on the condition that 
government secures our rights. 
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For instance, people may not rightfully give government the right to kill or enslave them or 
confiscate their property (except as restitution for injuries committed). But people accept some 
restraints on the liberty they enjoyed in the natural state for the sake of more secure liberty. 
For instance, they give a portion of their property for the greater protection of the right of 
acquisition (e.g., when taxes go to pay for judges and for national defense). 
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Declaration of Independence – Part Two  (The Grievances) [Numbers Added]  

1. He has refused his Assent to Laws, the most 
wholesome and necessary for the public good.  

2. He has forbidden his Governors to pass Laws of 
immediate and pressing importance, unless 
suspended in their operation till his Assent should 
be obtained; and when so suspended, he has 
utterly neglected to attend to them.  

3. He has refused to pass other Laws for the 
accommodation of large districts of people, 
unless those people would relinquish the right of 
Representation in the Legislature, a right 
inestimable to them and formidable to tyrants 
only.   

4. He has called together legislative bodies at places 
unusual, uncomfortable, and distant from the 
depository of their public Records, for the sole 
purpose of fatiguing them into compliance with 
his measures.   

5. He has dissolved Representative Houses 
repeatedly, for opposing with manly firmness his 
invasions on the rights of the people.  

6. He has refused for a long time, after such 
dissolutions, to cause others to be elected; 
whereby the Legislative powers, incapable of 
Annihilation, have returned to the People at large 
for their exercise; the State remaining in the 
mean time exposed to all the dangers of invasion 
from without, and convulsions within.  

7. He has endeavoured to prevent the population of 
these States; for that purpose obstructing the 
Laws for Naturalization of Foreigners; refusing to 
pass others to encourage their migrations hither, 
and raising the conditions of new Appropriations 
of Lands.  

8. He has obstructed the Administration of Justice, 
by refusing his Assent to Laws for establishing 
Judiciary powers.  

9. He has made Judges dependent on his Will alone, 
for the tenure of their offices, and the amount 
and payment of their salaries.  

10. He has erected a multitude of New Offices, and 
sent hither swarms of Officers to harrass our 
people, and eat out their substance.  

11. He has kept among us, in times of peace, 
Standing Armies without the Consent of our 
legislatures.  

12. He has affected to render the Military independent of 
and superior to the Civil power.  

13. He has combined with others to subject us to a 
jurisdiction foreign to our constitution, and 
unacknowledged by our laws; giving his Assent to their 
Acts of pretended Legislation:  

14. For Quartering large bodies of armed troops among us:  
15. For protecting them, by a mock Trial, from punishment 

for any Murders which they should commit on the 
Inhabitants of these States:  

16. For cutting off our Trade with all parts of the world:  
17. For imposing Taxes on us without our Consent:   
18. For depriving us in many cases, of the benefits of Trial 

by Jury:  
19. For transporting us beyond Seas to be tried for 

pretended offences  
20. For abolishing the free System of English Laws in a 

neighbouring Province, establishing therein an Arbitrary 
government, and enlarging its Boundaries so as to 
render it at once an example and fit instrument for 
introducing the same absolute rule into these Colonies:  

21. For taking away our Charters, abolishing our most 
valuable Laws, and altering fundamentally the Forms 
of our Governments:  

22. For suspending our own Legislatures, and declaring 
themselves invested with power to legislate for us in 
all cases whatsoever.  

23. He has abdicated Government here, by declaring us 
out of his Protection and waging War against us.  

24. He has plundered our seas, ravaged our Coasts, burnt 
our towns, and destroyed the lives of our people.   

25. He is at this time transporting large Armies of foreign 
Mercenaries to compleat the works of death, desolation 
and tyranny, already begun with circumstances of 
Cruelty & perfidy scarcely paralleled in the most 
barbarous ages, and totally unworthy the Head of a 
civilized nation.  

26. He has constrained our fellow Citizens taken  
Captive on the high Seas to bear Arms against their 
Country, to become the executioners of their friends 
and Brethren, or to fall themselves by their Hands.   

27. He has excited domestic insurrections amongst us, and 
has endeavoured to bring on the inhabitants of our 
frontiers, the merciless Indian Savages, whose known 
rule of warfare, is an undistinguished destruction of all 
ages, sexes and conditions.  
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Take the grievances listed above in bold and group them in the following categories – list their number in 
the appropriate column:  

Political  Economic  Social  

  
  
  
  
 
  
 
 

    

Take the grievances listed above in bold and group them in three new categories – list their number in 
the appropriate column:  

Category:  
  

Category:  
  

Category:  
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Questions: Answer each question in 2-10 sentences.   

Exploring the Document (pg. 49 of textbook) “The following is part of a passage that the 
Congress removed from Jefferson’s original draft: ‘He has waged cruel war against human 
nature itself, violating its most sacred rights of life and liberty in the persons of a distant people 
who never offended him, captivating and carrying them into slavery in another hemisphere, or 
to incur miserable death in their transportation thither.’  

 Why do you think the Congress deleted this passage?” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“That to secure these rights, governments are instituted among men, deriving their just powers 
from the consent of the governed; that is, whenever any form of government becomes 
destructive of these ends, it is the right of the people to alter or abolish it, and to institute a 
new government.” 

 Why was it important to the writers of the Declaration of Independence to give the people 
the power and ability to abolish the government to create a new one? 
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The Second Treatise 
Locke’s importance as a political philosopher lies in the argument of the second treatise. He 
begins by defining political power as a 

right of making Laws with Penalties of Death, and consequently all less Penalties, for the 
Regulating and Preserving of Property, and of employing the force of the Community, in 
the Execution of such Laws and in defence of the Common-wealth from Foreign Injury, 
and all this only for the Publick Good. 

Much of the remainder of the second treatise is a commentary on this paragraph. 
The state of nature and the social contract 
Locke’s definition of political power has an immediate moral dimension. It is a “right” of making 
laws and enforcing them for “the public good.” Power for Locke never simply means “capacity” 
but always “morally sanctioned capacity.” Morality pervades the whole arrangement of society, 
and it is this fact, tautologically, that makes society legitimate. Locke’s account of political 
society is based on a hypothetical consideration of the human condition before the beginning 
of communal life. In this “state of nature,” humans are entirely free. But this freedom is not a 
state of complete license, because it is set within the bounds of the law of nature. It is a state of 
equality, which is itself a central element of Locke’s account. In marked contrast to Filmer’s 
world, there is no natural hierarchy among humans. Each person is naturally free and equal 
under the law of nature, subject only to the will of “the infinitely wise Maker.” Each person, 
moreover, is required to enforce as well as to obey this law. It is this duty that gives to humans 
the right to punish offenders. But in such a state of nature, it is obvious that placing the right to 
punish in each person’s hands may lead to injustice and violence. This can be remedied if 
humans enter into a contract with each other to recognize by common consent a civil 
government with the power to enforce the law of nature among the citizens of that state. 
Although any contract is legitimate as long as it does not infringe upon the law of nature, it 
often happens that a contract can be enforced only if there is some higher human authority to 
require compliance with it. It is a primary function of society to set up the framework in which 
legitimate contracts, freely entered into, may be enforced, a state of affairs much more difficult 
to guarantee in the state of nature and outside civil society. 
Property 
Before discussing the creation of political society in greater detail, Locke provides a lengthy 
account of his notion of property, which is of central importance to his political theory. Each 
person, according to Locke, has property in his or her own person—that is, each person literally 
owns his or her own body. Other people may not use a person’s body for any purpose without 
that person’s permission. But one can acquire property beyond one’s own body through labour. 
By mixing one’s labour with objects in the world, one acquires a right to the fruits of that work. 
If one’s labour turns a barren field into crops or a pile of wood into a house, then the valuable 
product of that labour, the crops or the house, becomes one’s property. Locke’s view was a 
forerunner of the labour theory of value, which was expounded in different forms by the 19th-
century economists David Ricardo and Karl Marx (see also classical economics). 
Clearly, all persons are entitled to as much of the product of their labour as they need to 
survive. But, according to Locke, in the state of nature one is not entitled to hoard surplus 
produce—one must share it with those less fortunate. God has “given the World to Men in 
common…to make use of to the best advantage of Life, and convenience.” The introduction 
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of money, while radically changing the economic base of society, was itself a contingent 
development, for money has no intrinsic value but depends for its utility only on convention. 
Locke’s account of property and how it comes to be owned faces difficult problems. For 
example, it is far from clear how much labour is required to turn any given unowned object into 
a piece of private property. In the case of a piece of land, for example, is it sufficient merely to 
put a fence around it? Or must it be plowed as well? There is, nevertheless, something 
intuitively powerful in the notion that it is activity, or work, that grants one a property right in 
something. 
Organization of government 
Locke returns to political society in Chapter VIII of the second treatise. In the community 
created by the social contract, the will of the majority should prevail, subject to the law of 
nature. The legislative body is central, but it cannot create laws that violate the law of nature, 
because the enforcement of natural law regarding life, liberty, and property is the rationale of 
the whole system. Laws must apply equitably to all citizens and not favour particular sectional 
interests, and there should be a division of legislative, executive, and judicial powers 
(see separation of powers). The legislature may, with the agreement of the majority, impose 
such taxes as are required to fulfill the ends of the state—including, of course, its defense. If the 
executive power fails to provide the conditions under which the people can enjoy their rights 
under natural law, then the people are entitled to remove it, by force if necessary. 
Thus, revolution, in extremis, is permissible—as Locke obviously thought it was in 1688. 
The significance of Locke’s vision of political society can scarcely be exaggerated. His integration 
of individualism within the framework of the law of nature and his account of the origins and 
limits of legitimate government authority inspired the U.S. Declaration of Independence (1776) 
and the broad outlines of the system of government adopted in the U.S. Constitution. George 
Washington, the first president of the United States, once described Locke as “the greatest man 
who had ever lived.” In France too, Lockean principles found clear expression in the Declaration 
of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen and other justifications of the French Revolution of 
1789. 
 
https://www.britannica.com/topic/Two-Treatises-of-Government 
  

DAY THREE (8/26) 

John Locke& Voltaire 

https://www.britannica.com/topic/money
https://www.britannica.com/topic/social-contract
https://www.britannica.com/topic/separation-of-powers
https://www.britannica.com/topic/state-sovereign-political-entity
https://www.britannica.com/topic/revolution-politics
https://www.britannica.com/topic/individualism
https://www.britannica.com/topic/Declaration-of-Independence
https://www.britannica.com/topic/Constitution-of-the-United-States-of-America
https://www.britannica.com/biography/George-Washington
https://www.britannica.com/biography/George-Washington
https://www.britannica.com/topic/Declaration-of-the-Rights-of-Man-and-of-the-Citizen
https://www.britannica.com/topic/Declaration-of-the-Rights-of-Man-and-of-the-Citizen
https://www.britannica.com/event/French-Revolution
https://www.britannica.com/event/French-Revolution
https://www.britannica.com/topic/Two-Treatises-of-Government


Voltaire 
François-Marie Arouet, best known by his pen name Voltaire, 
was another famous writer and philosopher whose views 
shaped the leaders of the American Revolution. 
Voltaire was a great admirer of Benjamin Franklin. Near the 
end of his life, after getting to meet Franklin, he wrote, "When 
I gave my benediction to the grandson of the sage and 
illustrious Franklin, the most honorable man of America, I 
spoke only these words, God and Liberty! All who were present 
shed tears." The feeling was mutual. Franklin, who lived in 
France for many years, had brought many Enlightenment ideas 
to America. In France, Voltaire was the most outspoken 
crusader for reform. He was very critical of political and social issues such as cruelty and 
slavery. He was also a critic of the Catholic Church and the French aristocracy. His writing 
focused on corruption and religious intolerance — two things that many colonists experienced 
under British rule. Because of his criticism, he lived most of his life in fear of being jailed. After 
being imprisoned twice, he moved to England for more than two years to escape. While living 
there, Voltaire met important thinkers such as Isaac Newton and John Locke. Most of his 
writing was banned in France. Voltaire is famous for his strong belief in freedom of speech and 
once said, "I do not agree with a word that you say, but I will defend to the death your right to 
say it." 

 
Copyright © 1999-2020 by the Independence Hall Association, a nonprofit organization in 
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, founded in 1942. Publishing electronically as ushistory.org. On the 
Internet since July 4, 1995. 
 
https://www.ushistory.org/declaration/lessonplan/newideas_france.html 
  

It needs to be noted that not every bit of this is true. 

Voltaire did not simply move to England, he was exiled.  

He was exiled twice in his life once living in England and 

another in Switzerland.  His exile time in England he 

learned a lot and wanted to bring English philosophies, 

Shakespearian plays, and scientific advancements to 

France. He was very critical and many founders of the 

United States read his work as inspiration to shape the 

United States especially his beliefs about free speech. 
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Enlightenment Thinkers That Influenced The Declaration of Independence  

Thomas Hobbes  

Hobbes borrowed a concept from English contract law: an implied agreement. Hobbes asserted 
that the people agreed among themselves to “lay down” their natural rights of equality and 
freedom and give absolute power to a sovereign. The sovereign, created by the people, might 
be a person or a group. The sovereign would make and enforce the laws to secure a peaceful 
society, making life, liberty, and property possible. Hobbes called this agreement the “social 
contract.”  
Hobbes believed that a government headed by a king was the best form that the sovereign 
could take. Placing all power in the hands of a king would mean more resolute and consistent 
exercise of political authority, Hobbes argued. Hobbes also maintained that the social contract 
was an agreement only among the people and not between them and their king. Once the 
people had given absolute power to the king, they had no right to revolt against him.  

John Locke 

In 1690, Locke published his Two Treatises of Government. He generally agreed with Hobbes 
about the brutality of the state of nature, which required a social contract to assure peace. But 
he disagreed with Hobbes on two major points.  
First, Locke argued that natural rights such as life, liberty, and property existed in the state of 
nature and could never be taken away or even voluntarily given up by individuals. These rights 
were “inalienable” (impossible to surrender). Locke also disagreed with Hobbes about the social 
contract. For him, it was not just an agreement among the people, but between them and the 
sovereign (preferably a king).  
According to Locke, the natural rights of individuals limited the power of the king. The king did 
not hold absolute power, as Hobbes had said, but acted only to enforce and protect the natural 
rights of the people. If a sovereign violated these rights, the social contract was broken, and the 
people had the right to revolt and establish a new government. Less than 100 years after Locke 
wrote his Two Treatises of Government, Thomas Jefferson used his theory in writing the 
Declaration of Independence.  
Government, he said, was mainly necessary to promote the “public good,” that is to protect 
property and encourage commerce and little else. “Govern lightly,” Locke said.  

Charles (Baron de) Montesquieu  

Montesquieu published his greatest work, The Spirit of the Laws, in 1748. Unlike Hobbes and 
Locke, Montesquieu believed that in the state of nature individuals were so fearful that they 
avoided violence and war. The need for food, Montesquieu said, caused the timid humans to 
associate with others and seek to live in a society. “As soon as man enters into a state of 
society,” Montesquieu wrote, “he loses the sense of his weakness, equality ceases, and then 
commences the state of war.”  
Montesquieu did not describe a social contract as such. But he said that the state of war among 
individuals and nations led to human laws and government.  
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Montesquieu wrote that the main purpose of government is to maintain law and order, political 
liberty, and the property of the individual. Montesquieu opposed the absolute monarchy of his 
home country and favored the English system as the best model of government.  
Montesquieu somewhat misinterpreted how political power was actually exercised in England. 
When he wrote The Spirit of the Laws, power was concentrated pretty much in Parliament, the 
national legislature. Montesquieu thought he saw a separation and balancing of the powers of 
government in England.  
Montesquieu concluded that the best form of government was one in which the legislative, 
executive, and judicial powers were separate and kept each other in check to prevent any 
branch from becoming too powerful. He believed that uniting these powers, as in the monarchy 
of Louis XIV, would lead to despotism. While Montesquieu’s separation of powers theory did 
not accurately describe the government of England, Americans later adopted it as the 
foundation of the U.S. Constitution.  

Jean-Jacques Rousseau  

In 1762, Rousseau published his most important work on political theory, The Social Contract. 
His opening line is still striking today: “Man is born free, and everywhere he is in chains.” 
Rousseau agreed with Locke that the individual should never be forced to give up his or her 
natural rights to a king.  

The problem in the state of nature, Rousseau said, was to find a way to protect everyone’s life, 
liberty, and property while each person remained free. Rousseau’s solution was for people to 
enter into a social contract. They would give up all their rights, not to a king, but to “the whole 
community,” all the people. He called all the people the “sovereign,” a term used by Hobbes to 
mainly refer to a king. The people then exercised their “general will” to make laws for the 
“public good.”  

Rousseau argued that the general will of the people could not be decided by elected 
representatives. He believed in a direct democracy in which everyone voted to express the 
general will and to make the laws of the land. Rousseau had in mind a democracy on a small 
scale, a city-state like his native Geneva.  

In Rousseau’s democracy, anyone who disobeyed the general will of the people “will be forced 
to be free.” He believed that citizens must obey the laws or be forced to do so as long as they 
remained a resident of the state. This is a “civil state,” Rousseau says, where security, justice, 
liberty, and property are protected and enjoyed by all.  

All political power, according to Rousseau, must reside with the people, exercising their general 
will. There can be no separation of powers, as Montesquieu proposed. The people, meeting 
together, will deliberate individually on laws and then by majority vote find the general will. 
Rousseau’s general will was later embodied in the words “We the people . . .” at the beginning 
of the U.S. Constitution.  
 
  



Answer each question in 2-10 sentences EXCEPT question four.  You can just list the two ideas. 

1. What aspects of enlightenment did the Americans use to create their new government? 

2. Do you think America would have declared their Independence from Great Britain without 
the Enlightenment period that brought new ideas about human rights and government? Why or 
why not? 

3. Thomas Hobbes believes that people are naturally selfish going on to say that life would be, 
“nasty, brutish, and short,” without government.  Do you agree that life would be that why 
without government? Why or why not? 

4. What are two enlightenment ideas that are included in the Declaration of Independence? 
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