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Light the Way! Influences of the Enlightenment on the American Declaration of Independence – Grade Eight


Note: The following philosophies and ideas are a basic summary of content included in this lesson. They may be used by teachers as an answer key or quick reference. If possible, students should conduct more thorough research in order to gain a more comprehensive understanding than is presented here.

Key Ideas of Locke: 

· The idea of self-government favored over absolute monarchy.

· All humans have the same natural rights to seek life, liberty and property.

· All humans have a responsibility not to intrude on the rights of others.

· Government represents a social contract between the ruler and the people.

· The purpose of government is to protect people’s natural rights.

· If it doesn’t, the people have the right to overthrow that government.

· Government’s power comes from the consent of the people.

Key Ideas of Rousseau:

· People are born free but are often kept in chains by their social institutions.

· People give up some of their freedom in exchange for the common good.

· The general will or the will of the majority must take priority over individual will.

· Government should be formed by the people and guided by the general will of society. 

· All people are equal and titles of nobility should be abolished.

· Every system of government should have as its objectives two things, liberty and equality.
Key Ideas of Montesquieu:

· Many forms of government can work well.

· The liberty of the people should be protected from corrupt leaders.

· Freedom for the people should be sought and tyranny in any form should be opposed.

· Separation of powers in government is the key to successfully keeping one person or group from obtaining too much power.

· Having three branches of government would separate the power and serve as a check of each other.  

Key Ideas of the Declaration of Independence:

· All men are created equal.

· Men have inalienable rights such as life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.

· Governments are instituted to protect these rights.

· Governments derive their powers from the consent of the governed.

· If a government takes away people’s natural rights, the people have a right to abolish it.

· People have a right to establish a new government that will protect their natural rights.
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