The Origins of the American Revolution

MT.1.01 Ideological origins of the American Revolution, the Founding Fathers' philosophy of divinely bestowed unalienable natural rights
In April of 1775, the first shots of the American Revolution were fired at Lexington and Concord.  Within a year all thirteen American colonies would be in open rebellion against Great Britain.  On July 4th, 1776 the colonies agreed to declare their independence from Great Britain, the first steps toward establishing a new nation and a new government.  Although the American colonists moved quickly from rebellion to independence, the decision to revolt was a long time in coming.  The American Revolution was rooted in four main causes: colonial ideas about self-government, the Enlightenment and Great Awakening, the belief in unalienable rights, and the actions of the British government.
Self-Government

One of the earliest groups of English settlers, the Pilgrims, arrived in Plymouth, Massachusetts in 1620.  One of the first actions was to draw up a plan for self-government called the Mayflower Compact.  The signers of the compact all agreed to work together to make all the laws that were necessary to ensure peace and order in the new colony.  They agreed that those laws should be just and fair and that government should work for the good of the entire colony.  They colonists also agreed to obey and abide by these laws.  The Mayflower Contract was the first constitution ever drawn up in America.

Most colonies followed the same plan of government.  Although they were under the rule of the British king, the colonists quickly became used to the idea of self-government.  Because of the great distance between the colonies and Great Britain, colonists had to create their own laws, collect their own taxes, raise their own militias for defense, an elect their own government officials.  When Great Britain did begin passing new laws for the colonies and insisting on new taxes, many colonists became outraged.  They had been self-governing for so long that many colonists began to wonder if they still needed the British to govern them.  Many began thinking for the first time of establishing a completely independent nation.  

Enlightenment and Great Awakening

For centuries, European nations had been ruled by monarchs (kings or queens) who claimed to govern by divine right.  That is, they believed they had been chosen by God to rule over their subjects.  In the 18th Century, many writers and philosophers began to question this idea.  They started a movement known as the Enlightenment.

One of the most important ideas of the Enlightenment was the belief that political power came not from God but from the people themselves.  Many Enlightenment thinkers thought that governments should be formed by the people and that the people should have a say in how they were governed.  They also believed that all people had the ability to think and reason and make decisions for themselves.  They did not believe that monarchs should have absolute power and rejected the idea of divine right.  

One of these Enlightenment writers was John Locke.  Locke believed that all people were born free and equal and had certain natural rights.  The most important of these rights were life, liberty, and property.  Locke believed that governments were created by the people in order to protect these rights.  He further argued that when any government began violating or taking away the peoples’ rights, the people were justified in rebelling against the government.  The people could then agree to create a new and better form of government.  Locke’s ideas about government and revolution had a very important affect on the colonists’ decision to rebel.
Two other important Enlightenment thinkers were Jean Jacques Rousseau and Baron de Montesquieu.  Rousseau agreed with Locke that government should be formed by the consent of the people.  They both referred to this belief as the Social Contract theory of government.  Rousseau also believed that the people should make laws for themselves without the need for kings or queens.  He believed that these laws should reflect the “general will” of the people and be for the benefit of all citizens. Montesquieu also believed that government’s power came from the people, but suggested that government be divided into three different branches to better protect the liberty of the people.  The different branches – executive, legislative, and judicial – would provide checks and balances against each other and prevent the government from abusing its authority
Writers such as Locke, Rousseau, and Montesquieu would not only inspire the American colonists to rebel, but also influence the shape of the new government the colonists would create.

At the same time that the Enlightenment was changing people’s ideas about government, a religious movement called the Great Awakening was sweeping across the colonies.  Throughout the colonies ministers began preaching a new message of personal salvation and an individual relationship with God.  New churches began to spring up like the Baptists, Methodists, and Presbyterians.  These new churches gained many followers while older, more traditional churches lost members.
Although they had different goals, the Enlightenment and Great Awakening had similar results.  Both movements emphasized and individualism that pushed American colonists towards political independence.  The Enlightenment provided political arguments against British rule while the Great Awakening weakened obedience to traditional authority.  

Unalienable Rights

Even before the Enlightenment, most American colonists had come to believe that they had been born with certain natural rights that could not be taken away.  These were the natural rights, such as life, liberty, and property that Locke had written about.  They called these unalienable rights, meaning they could not be violated or destroyed.  Many of these rights had already been well established in English Law.

In 1215, the English king had been forced to sign a charter known as the Magna Carta.  This document guaranteed certain basic rights such as the right to a trial by jury.  It also prevented the King from violating existing laws or rights whenever he felt like it.  In 1688, the British Parliament forced the ruling monarchs to accept a Bill of Rights.  This document recognized additional rights that would be protected for all Englishmen.  These included the right of the people to have a say in how they were taxed and what kinds of laws were passed.  The people had the right to petition, or make complaints to their government if they felt their rights were being violated.  The Bill of Rights protected the people from unjust treatment or cruel and unusual punishments.  The government could not simply take away a persons freedom or property without due process of the law.  The people also had the right to keep weapons for their own defense and the king was forbidden from raising an army against his own people.
For decades, the American colonists had been proud that, as Englishmen, they enjoyed rights that people in other countries did not.  That is why, when the British government began passing laws that unfairly taxed the colonies and took away their rights, the American colonists became so enraged.  These actions taken by the British government would provide the final push towards independence.  We will look at these actions more closely in the next reading.  
