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Mr. Cegielski’s Presentation of

Origins of American Government

Essential Questions:
•What political events 

helped shaped our 

American government? 

•Why did the Founding 

Fathers fear a “direct 

democracy?”

•How was the 

Constitution created 

through conflict and 

compromise?

Warm Up Review:

• 1) How is our government similar 

to and different from the Ancient 

Greeks, particularly Athens?

• 2) What type of government do 

we have?  Why don’t we have a 

monarchy or dictatorship?  (Think 

back to our nation’s early history!)
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• Aristotle and the Greeks 

articulated the idea of natural law.

• Natural law--Society should be 

governed by ethical principles that 

are part of nature and can be 

understood through reason.

• Government before had been by 

―divine right,‖ (authority derived 

from the gods) but these 

philosophical changes put humans 

on the road toward self 

government.

Assignment: Plato’s Republic

• Directions: Read ―Plato and the 

Republic‖ and answer the 

accompanying comprehension 

questions.  Then, we will complete 

the suggested activity on democracy.
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Assignment: Plato’s Republic 

Extension Task
• Introduction: In The Republic, Plato finds many faults 

with democracy, including the ability of uneducated 

citizens to vote someone into office who becomes corrupt 

with power and greed (see page 13 of your reading). 

Central Question: Was Plato correct?

• Task: To answer the question above, you will go onto the 

site cnn.com and research a breaking news story about 

the alleged corruption of Governor Rod Blagojevich of 

Illinois.  In a well organized, 300-word essay, which must 

feature a thesis statement, supporting evidence and a 

conclusion, you must argue whether the Blagojevich case 

proves Plato’s argument, that democracy ultimately leads 

to corruption.  Whether you agree with Plato or not, your 

essay should also propose solutions about how to 

prevent corruption among elected public officials.

Recap
• Based on our research 

assignment yesterday: In 
The Republic, Plato finds 
many faults with democracy, 
including the ability of 
uneducated citizens to vote 
someone into office who 
becomes corrupt with power 
and greed (see page 13 of 
your reading). Central 
Question: Was Plato correct?
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• Absolutism—total power 
surrendered to sovereign, or 
monarch

• man has no right to resist

• the sovereign answers to no 
one

• if your sovereign is 
overthrown, you give 
loyalty to the new sovereign

• A brutal, oppressive 
government is better than a 
―state of nature‖

• Government is NOT a 
contract between subjects 
and their ruler

• American colonists based their 
governments on the developing tradition of 
ordered, limited, and representative 
government.

• In 1215 AD, England’s nobility placed 
restrictions on King John with the Magna 
Carta, or great charter.  This document 
provided for trial by jury of one’s peers 
(equals), and it prohibited the taking life, 
liberty and property without due process of 
law.

• In a limited government a constitution acts 
as a contract between the ruler and the 

people.
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Assignment: Rewrite the Magna 

Carta for Modern Day!

• Directions: Imagine that a powerful 

monarch has just assumed control of 

England.  The monarch’s power must be 

limited in order to prevent him/her from 

exerting dictatorial control!  Read through 

the Magna Carta (handout).  Rewrite it in 

clear, modern-day language so that the 

new monarch understands that his/her 

power has been constitutionally limited in 

order to protect the peoples’ rights.
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Follow Up: What do you

think?
• One of the purposes of the limitations 

imposed by constitutional government 
is to check the power of the majority. 
How can this be justified in a political 
system that is supposed to be 
democratic?

• What are the major advantages, in your 
judgment, of limited government? What 
are the most serious disadvantages?

• Are there advantages to unlimited 
government? If so, what are they?
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John Locke’s social contract--An 

agreement, or pact, to surrender state 

power to the people to protect citizen’s 

safety and rights. This creates a limited 

government.

• People are source of power

• People give consent to government 

to rule

• Government provides protection of 

natural rights

Scientific 

Revolution

17th Century 

Thinkers

John Locke
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• Enlightenment—an intellectual movement in 18th Century 
Europe which promote free-thinking, individualism
– Dealt with areas such as government, religion, relationships 

between the people and the government, and natural rights

• Developed by philosophes, or social critics, in England 
and France.

 A group of social critics in 
France 

 Opposed to divine right and 
absolute monarchies 

Objected to the privileges of 
the nobility and clergy

 Believed people were 
capable of governing 
themselves 

 Turned away from 
traditional religious values; 
most were atheists or 
deists (believed in God, not 
the Church)
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Thomas Hobbes,

1588-1679

• Believed that 

conflict was a part 

of Human Nature

• Hobbes believed 

that as people we 

need to make a 

contract with the 

government to 

maintain social 

order.

• Leviathan

• John Locke (August 
29, 1632 – October 28, 
1704) was an influential 
English philosopher and 
social contract theorist. 

• Believed that all people 
had Natural Rights: life, 
liberty, property 

• The purpose of 
government is to protect 
these rights

• Government had to gain 
the consent of the 
governed.
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Baron de Montesquieu, 

1689-1755
•Believed in a separation of 

powers in government

Legislative, Executive and 

Judicial

•Believed that Liberty of the 

people must be protected 

from corrupt leaders.

Persian Letters, 1721

The Spirit of Laws, 1748

•Francois-Marie Arouet 

Voltaire 
1694-1778

•Believed in tolerance, 

reason and limited 

government

•Quote:  “I disapprove of what you 

say, but I will defend your right till 

the death to say it.”

Candide, 1759 
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Illustration from his 

Encyclopedia, 1751

•Emphasized free will in human 

affairs.

•Believed people that lived in a civilized 

society were happy and unselfish

•People should live in harmony with nature

•Wrote The Social Contract in 1763.

•His most famous line: "Man is born 

free, and everywhere he is in chains."

•Said that the General Will should take 

priority over individual will.
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Adam Smith, FRSE (baptised June 5, 1723 – July 17, 1790) was a Scottish 

politician, economist and moral philosopher. His Inquiry into the Nature and Causes 

of the Wealth of Nations was one of the earliest attempts to study the historical 

development of industry and commerce in Europe. That work helped to create the 

modern academic discipline of economics and provided one of the best-known 

intellectual rationales for free trade, capitalism and libertarianism. 
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Activity #1:Get to know the 

Philosophers!

• Directions: Read ―Hobbes, Locke, 

Montesquieu and Rousseau on 

Government‖ and answer the 

accompanying comprehension 

questions. 

• Then, we will prepare to have 

―Dinner with the Enlightenment 

Thinkers.‖

Activity #2: Dinner with 

Philosophers of the Enlightenment!
• In this activity you will assume the role of a famous philosopher, or political 

thinker!  

• You are required to master this philosopher’s ideas and be prepared to 
engage in conversation at an imaginary dinner party!  To do your research, 
start with the site http://www.lkwdpl.org/lhs/enlightenment/. This party will 
run like a Socratic Seminar in response to the following question: What is 
the duty of government?

• Possible choices:
– Baron de Montesquieu

– Adam Smith

– Jean Jacques Rousseau

– Thomas Hobbes

– Thomas Jefferson

– Benjamin Franklin

– John Locke

– Francois-Marie Arouet
Voltaire 

– Denis Diderot

– Others?

You will be graded based on content knowledge and your ability to clearly express 
the Enlightenment thinker’s ideas! Maximum points: 20

http://www.lkwdpl.org/lhs/enlightenment/
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ESSENTIAL QUESTION:

How did enlightenment thinking

as well as political and 

economic events encourage the

American colonists to rebel

against the British monarchy

and set up their own government?

• Colonists came to the New World during 
the 1600s for a variety of reasons including

– to escape religious persecution

– find plentiful land

– and to seek a new start in life.

• The colonists were allowed significant 
liberties in terms of self-government, 
religious practices, and economic 
organization.
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• Representative government first 
emerged in the British colonies in 
North America.

• The King of England gave the Virginia 
Company of London a charter, a 
written grant of authority, to make laws 
―for the good and welfare‖ of the 
Jamestown settlement.  

• Jamestown’s colonists used created a 
representative assembly, a law-
making body that is composed of 
individuals who represent the 
population.

• (left) First use of the term "New 
England" in John Smith's book of 1616 
on Jamestown.

http://teachpol.tcnj.edu/amer_pol_hist/fi/00000000.htm
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• The Pilgrims established the first New 
England colony, Jamestown, in 1620.

• The adult males drew up the Mayflower 
Compact--a government with laws.  It 
served as a prototype for future 
constitutions.

• America’s first written constitution was 
the Fundamental Orders of 
Connecticut--a representative 
assembly, composed of adult males who 
were elected. 

• By 1732, all thirteen colonies had created 
their own political documents or 
constitutions as well as legislatures, or 
law-making bodies.

• (Left) First page of Penn's Frame of 
Government for the colony of 
Pennsylvania

http://teachpol.tcnj.edu/amer_pol_hist/fi/00000004.htm
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• The British followed a national 

policy of mercantilism--an 

economic theory that the 

prosperity of a nation (Britain) 

depends upon its capital as well 

as the world economy.

– International trade was based upon the 

idea that the colonists had to supply 

the raw materials to the mother country 

(Britain), which would manufacture the 

finished product to sell back to the 

colonists at high prices and taxes!

• The American colonists were 

outraged. Violent protests began.

• The Sons of Liberty were 

organized by Samuel Adams and 

Patrick Henry to act out against 

the Crown.
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• During the 1760’s, Great Britain 
attempted to control the 
economic life of its colonies.

• The Stamp Act placed the first 
direct tax on the colonies’ legal 
documents, newspapers, 
pamphlets, and even playing 
cards!

• Angered by increasing taxation 
without representation, the 
colonists staged the Boston 
Tea Party (left), during which 
colonists dumped tons of 
English Tea in Boston Harbor. 
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• The First Continental 
Congress met in 
Philadelphia in September 
and October 1774.
– They were not yet thinking of 

open rebellion.

– They called for colonial 
rights of petition and 
assembly, trial by peers, 
freedom from a standing 
army, and the selection of 
representative councils to 
levy taxes.

– Began boycott—the refusal 
to purchase--British goods.



7/10/2009

22

• King George of Great 
Britain refused the 
demands of the 
Continental Congress. 

• Thus the Second 
Continental 
Congress convened 
on May 10, 1775, and 
were united in their 
hostility toward Britain. 
Began to propose 
independence!

• King George sent 
20,000 more troops. ―The Redcoats are coming!‖

• In 1775, Thomas Paine
wrote Common Sense, 
which attacked every 
argument that favored 
King George and 
encouraged the colonies 
to become a model for 
democracy.  Paine’s work 
became a rallying cry for 
those colonists wishing to 
separate from Great 
Britain.

http://teachpol.tcnj.edu/amer_pol_hist/fi/0000002c.htm
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3. Write your own 200-word Common Sense document In which you outline the abuses of 

Great Britain towards The American colonies and explain the reasons for independence!
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Activity: ―Give me Liberty, or 

Give me Death!‖

• Directions: As a class, we will read Patrick 

Henry’s famous ―Give me Liberty, or Give 

me Death!‖ speech, which persuaded 

Virginia to join in the war of independence.  

Then, working in pairs, students will act as 

a delegates from one of the other colonies 

and write their own such speech! Once the 

speeches are read, if the majority of the 

class votes to join the independence 

movement, we shall declare war on Great 

Britain!

• In May 1775 Thomas 
Jefferson and the 
Second Continental 
Congress produced the 
Declaration of 
Independence.

• On July 2, 1776 the 
colonies voted for 
independence (except 
New York which 
abstained). 

• On July 4, 1776 the 
Congress adopted the 
Declaration.Why was the Declaration so 

important?
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Activity #1: What was Jefferson 

thinking?

• Directions: You will read ―The 

Declaration of Independence and 

Natural Rights” document and answer 

―Questions for Discussion and Writing.‖
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Activity #2: Drafting the 

Declaration of Independence
• Introduction: Students work in small groups to compare and 

contrast Thomas Jefferson's rough draft of the Declaration of 

Independence with the final version. 

• Objectives: Students explain the differences between the Thomas 

Jefferson's draft of the Declaration of Independence and the final 

version of the document. Students work together in cooperative 

groups. 

• Keywords: Declaration of Independence, Thomas Jefferson, draft, 

Continental Congress 

• Directions: Divide into small groups. Go to the site: 

http://www.ushistory.org/declaration/document/rough.htm. You will 

compare/contrast the rough draft and final version of the 

Declaration of Independence. You will list differences between the 

draft and the final version of the document.  It might be easiest to 

create a two-column chart for this.  Also answer this question: 

Why do you think these changes were made for the final version? 

Then, your group will share it’s findings with the class.  
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IN CONGRESS, JULY 4, 1776
The unanimous Declaration of the thirteen 
united States of America
– When in the Course of human events it becomes necessary for one 

people to dissolve the political bands which have connected them 
with another and to assume among the powers of the earth, the 
separate and equal station to which the Laws of Nature and of 
Nature's God entitle them, a decent respect to the opinions of 
mankind requires that they should declare the causes which impel 
them to the separation.

– 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. — That to secure these rights, Governments 
are instituted among Men, deriving their just powers from the 
consent of the governed, — That whenever any Form of Government 
becomes destructive of these ends, it is the Right of the People to 
alter or to abolish it, and to institute new Government, laying its 
foundation on such principles and organizing its powers in such 
form, as to them shall seem most likely to effect their Safety and 
Happiness. 

Something is

missing…Who is

NOT mentioned?

• It established the legitimacy—legal 
authority—of a new nation in the eyes of 
foreign governments. 

• It established the American Creed, a set 
of political beliefs which stress natural 
rights, limited government, equality under 
the law, and government by consent of the 
governed--the people give government the 
right to rule. 

• The newly formed States began to write 
their own constitutions which later 
influenced the Constitution of the United 
States.

• The State constitutions purposely divided 
power among three branches, executive, 
legislative and judicial, and established a 
system of checks and balances.


