Road to Democracy: Documents and Events that Influenced the Declaration of Independence
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Democracy means rule by the people. In the United States we have a democracy, but where did it come
from? There are lots of civilzations and great thinkers that influenced our Founding Fathers as they
developed American democracy. One of these, Ancient Greece, was a very important civilization that
existed from around 2200 BCE to 130 BCE. In this lesson, we will study five principles of American
democracy and find out where these ideas came from.
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Consent means to give permission for something. Consent of the
governed means that the citizens of a country give their permission for
the government to operate. This is a key feature of government in a
democracy, where citizens have the right to vote.

In the United States, our Declaration of Independence says that
govermments should get their power from the consent of the governed.
‘This idea can be traced back to 510 BCE, when parts of Greece became
democratic.

In a part of Ancient Greece called Athens, democracy required participation of the
people. It came with certain responsibilities, much like our democracy today. The
Greeks established the Assembly, a body of citizens that made decisions and voted on
ssues that affected everyone. All citizens could participate! Decisions made in the
Assembly had to be approved by another group of citizens called the Counci. By
participating in government, all these citizens were giving their permission, or consent,
for that government to operate.
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1n a representative government, the citizens elect representatives that

‘make decisions for the people and are responsible to the people. In the

United States, we elect the people who represent us in Congress and we

elect our President. Even many judges are elected (but not our U.S.

“y) ) Supreme Court Justices).

.l e beginnings of representative government could be seen in the.

ancient Roman empire. This —

civilization lasted from about 500 BCE to 476 CE. By about 150 *

CE, the Roman empire was at its height and stretched almost 2.5

million square miles! Rome was originally ruled by kings, but

eventually it changed into a form of democracy. It was not a true

representative demacracy, because not all of its important officials
were elected. However, citizens were allowed to vote for some of

their representatives, and if these representatives did not please
the people, they could be voted out and replaced!
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Rule of lawmeans that no person s above the law—not even government
officials. In the United States, nobody is above the law. This concept can trace
its beginnings to a document called the Magna Carta. What's so great about the
|_ Magna Carta? For thousands of years, laws had applied to the people but not to
kings or governments. Then, in 1215, the English wrote the Magna Carta and
included a very important section: The King was no longer
allowed to do whatever he wanted. Instead, the King had to
follow the “law of the land” when dealing with his subjects.

“The Magna Carta had a great deal of influence on the United States
Constitution and on other constitutions and charters around the world. It was one
of the first formal documents that made a king subject to the law. The Magna Carta

set the stage for the idea that even governments should be accountable to the law. E
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dual Rights.

A rightis a claim or privilege to something. Individual rights are things

every person has a claim or privilege to have for themselves. Even though

our United States democracy operates by majorty rule, we consider

individual rights to be very important. In fact, our Founding Fathers were

very concerned that the majority might take advantage of the minority. In

order to protect all individuals, they created the Bill of Rights and attached
it to the end of the Constitution. The Bill of Rights

lays out the rights of all citizens in the United States.

Individual rights is a concept that comes from many different thinkers
in many different cultures. John Locke was an English philosopher. In
1689 CE, he published a book about the natural rights held by every human
being. Locke’s ideas about natural rights helped to form the way we think
about individual rights today.
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[image: image7.png]Really? Was it that bad? By 1776, the American colonists
living under English rule thought so. In fact, things were
50 bad that they went to war to gain their independence.
But why? What could have been so intolerable?

“The first Englishmen came to America four hundred years ago looking for
gold, silver, and a waterway to Asia. They were part of a trading company
that convinced the king of England to grant them a charter giving them
permission to set up a colony in America. But they did not find what they
were looking for. Times got so hard those first settlers had to eat rats and
even each other to keep from starving to death. Pretty soon, though, more:
people arrived and times got better. The English were here to stay.
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Back in England, the King probably figured he had a pretty good
deal. Other people got seasick sailing across the ocean to settle
an untamed land while he sat in his palace ruling England. Except
that being king just wasn't what it used to be. Back in the 1200s,
aking could really do what he wanted! But this was the 1600s,
and now the English people had representatives in Parliament
‘who made laws and stood up for peoples’ rights. They even gave:
advice to the king. Bah!
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But then times got tough, and the British
government went looking for money. Great Britain,
which now included both England and Scotland, saw
its colonies around the world as a source of profit.
Colonies were places to cut timber, grow crops such
as cotton and coffee, and mine for valuable
minerals. The king forced the colonists to sell these
raw materials back to England at really cheap
prices. People in England would use the materials to
make finished products. But did the colonists get a
bargain on these items because they provided the
‘materials? No way! The king forced the colonists to
buy the finished products at extra high prices.

here come your parents] They tell you
the fun's over: they're moving in and
things are going to be just like old
times. No more decisions for
You—they're back in charge nowl

Looking for a Fast Buck?

‘That was only the beginning. In the mid-1700's, Britain fought two
‘expensive wars. Britain had taken out a lot of debt to pay for the war,
s it went looking for a way to make money fast. Taxing the American
colonists seemed like the perfect idea. So in 1765, Britain passed the
Stamp Act, which forced colonists to put expensive tax stamps on all
legal documents, as well as newspapers, calendars, and almanacs. The
colonists had an answer for that: They quit buying British goods! But
this boycott didn't work for long. Britain repealed the Stamp Act after
one year, but things did not get better.
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As soon as the Stamp Act was gone, the British
passed the Declaratory Act saying that the
colonies were dependent on the king and
declaring that all laws passed in the colonies
had no effect. As if that weren't bad enough,
Britain also passed the Townshend Revenue
Act, taxing things knew the colonists couldn't
‘make for themselves: paint, glass, paper, lead,
and tea. This Act also allowed British
government workers to search peoples’ houses
and even break down doors to seize items the
‘homeowner hadn't paid taxes for. The
Quartering Acts of 1765 and 1774 forced
certain colonists to let British troops live in their
houses. In the 17705, a series of laws cracked
down on rebellious activity in Massachusetts
colony. Colonists called these the Intolerable
Acts.

Enough is Enough!

The colonists finally decided there was only one
solution: Independencel On July 4, 1776, leaders
of the colonies signed the Declaration of
Independence, breaking ties with Britain. It wasn't
that easy, though. There was the small matter of
fighting a war against Britain to make that freedom
real. When the Americans won the Revolutionary
War, Britain lost all control of the colones. The
United States of America was born.
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Govern ourselves, do you? In America, the colonists needed some.
kind of goverment to deal with everyday problems. After all, the
king was on the other side of the ocean. And because of
Parliament, the colonists were used to having a say in
government. In Virginia Colony, the first settlers decided each
community should have two representatives and that all the
representatives would meet together. Farther north, in Plymouth,
the colonists signed a compact agreeing to form a majority-rule
government where all the men would vote on whatever ssues
came up. (Women didn't get to vote in 1620.) Even so, the king
stil controlled the colonies, and the colonists had to follow
England's laws.












Sum it up: Introduction


Date of Event (not always the obvious):





What happened?





Sum it up: Consent of the Governed


Date of Event (not always the obvious):





What happened?





Sum it up: Rule of Law


Date of Event (not always the obvious):





What happened?





What document is discussed?








Sum it up: Representative Government


Date of Event (not always the obvious):





What happened?





Colonial Charters





Sum it up: Colonial Charters


Date of Event (not always the obvious):





What happened?





What document is discussed?





Sum it up: Individual Rights


Date of Event (not always the obvious):





What happened?





What document is discussed?





The book that he published is called Two Treatises on Government. 





Sum it up: Separation of Powers


Date of Event (not always the obvious):





What happened?





What document is discussed?





Sum it up: Hail to the King


Date of Event (not always the obvious):





What happened?





Separation of Powers


Charles Louis de Secondat, also known as Montesquieu, was born in Bordeaux, France, in 1689. Montesquieu's book, On the Spirit of Laws, was published in 1748, which outlined his ideas on how government would work best.





Montesquieu believed that all things were made up of rules or laws that never changed. He believed that a government that was elected by the people was the best form of government. He did, however, believe that the success of a democracy - a government in which the people have the power - depended upon maintaining the right balance of power among three groups of officials. He thought England - which divided power between the king (who enforced laws), Parliament (which made laws), and the judges of the English courts (who interpreted laws) - was a good model of this. Montesquieu called the idea of dividing government power into three branches the "separation of powers." 





He thought it was important to create separate branches of government with equal but different powers so that no branch or individual could become too powerful. In the separation of powers each branch of government could limit the power of the other two branches. Therefore, no branch of the government could threaten the freedom of the people. His ideas about separation of powers became the basis for the United States Constitution.








Sum it up: English Bill of Rights


Date of Event (not always the obvious):





What happened?





What document is discussed?





English Bill of Rights


The Bill of Rights is one of the basic documents of English constitutional law. William of Orange and Mary II signed it in 1689 as co-rulers of England and Ireland with the English Parliament.





The basic tenets (principles) of the Bill of Rights were:





    * Englishmen possessed certain civil and political rights that could not be taken away. These included:


freedom from royal interference with the law


freedom from taxation by royal prerogative, without agreement by Parliament


freedom to petition the king


freedom to bear arms for self-defense


freedom to elect members of Parliament


the freedom of speech in Parliament


freedom from cruel and unusual punishments


freedom from fines and forfeitures without trial 





The Bill of Rights was a major step in the evolution of the British government towards parliamentary sovereignty, and the limitation of the rights of the monarchy. After the Magna Carta, the Bill of Rights is an important step in England's progress towards a constitutional monarchy.





The English Bill of Rights can be regarded as a predecessor of the United States Constitution.








Common Sense


Americans could not break their ties with Britain easily due to the following: 


The majority of colonists were raised to believe that England was to be loved and its monarch respected.


Fear was another factor, because the British used harsh punishments that did not always fit the crime. 


A revolution could bring mob rule, and no one, not even the potential mob, wanted that. 


Despite taxes, times were good. Arguments can be made that the average American was more prosperous than the average Briton.





Yet there were the terrible injustices the colonists could not forget which turned them against each other. Arguments for independence were growing. Ultimately, a man named Thomas Paine would provide the extra push with his pamphlet titled Common Sense, which he published anonymously. 





Common Sense was an instant best seller when it was published in January 1776 in Philadelphia. By April, nearly 120,000 copies were in circulation. Paine argued in Common Sense for two main points: 


(1) independence from England and (2) the creation of a democratic republic.





Due to Common Sense, the patriot cause grew gaining many followers and leaving many asking: Why should tiny England rule the vastness of a continent? How can colonists expect to gain foreign support while still professing loyalty to the British king? How much longer can Americans stand for the repeated abuses of the Crown? All these questions led many readers to one answer as the summer of 1776 drew near….








Sum it up: Common Sense


Date of Event (not always the obvious):





What happened?





What document is discussed?





Sum it up: A Raw Deal and Looking for a Fast Buck?


Date of Event (not always the obvious):





What happened?





What document is discussed?





Sum it up: From Bad to Worse and Enough is Enough!


Date of Event (not always the obvious):





What happened?





What document is discussed?





Sum it up: You Don’t Mind If We…..Uh…..


Date of Event (not always the obvious):





What happened?





What document is discussed?








