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Ideological Origins
Of The 

Revolution



How did the ideas of 
John Locke and Thomas 
Paine influence 
Jefferson’s writings in 
the Declaration of 
Independence?



The Times Were Changing:
• New political ideas about the relationship between 

people and their government helped to justify the 
Declaration of Independence.

• The revolutionary generation formulated the political 
philosophy and laid the institutional foundations for the 
system of government under which we live.

• The American Revolution was inspired by ideas 
concerning natural rights and political authority, and its 
successful completion affected people and governments 
throughout the world for many generations.



Enlightenment and the 
Social Contract:

• The period known as 
the “Enlightenment” in 
Europe during the 17th 
and 18th centuries saw 
the development of new 
ideas about the rights of 
people and their 
relationship to their 
rulers.

John Locke’s ideas, more 
than any other’s, 
influenced the American 
belief in self-government.



John Locke Wrote That:
• All people are free, 

equal, and have 
“natural rights” of life, 
liberty, and property 
that rulers cannot take 
away.

• All original power 
resides in the people, 
and they consent to 
enter into a “social 
contract” among 
themselves to form a 
government to protect 
their rights.

• In return, the people 
promise to obey the 
laws and rules 
established by their 
government, 
establishing a system 
of “ordered liberty”.

• Government’s powers 
are limited to those the 
people have consented 
to give to it.



John Locke Also Wrote 
That:

• Whenever 
government 
becomes a threat to 
the people’s natural 
rights, it breaks the 
social contract and 
the people have the 
right to alter or 
overthrow it!

• Locke’s ideas about 
the sovereignty and 
rights of the people 
were radical and 
challenged the 
centuries-old 
practice throughout 
the world of 
dictatorial rule by 
kings, emperors, 
and tribal 
chieftains.



Thomas Paine and 
Common Sense

• Thomas Paine wrote a 
pamphlet known as 
Common Sense that 
challenged the rule of the 
American colonies by the 
King of England.  

• Common Sense 
contributed to a growing 
sentiment for 
independence from 
England.

Thomas Paine’s work was 
read by many of the colonists.



The Declaration of 
Independence

• Authored primarily 
by Thomas 
Jefferson of Virginia 

• It reflected the 
ideas of Locke and 
Paine.

• It became the 
foundation of 
American thought 
and inspired the 
world to invoke 
democracy!

Lithograph depicting the writing of the 
Declaration – notice that there were 5 men 
on the Declaration Committee!



“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 abolish it, and to 
institute new government…”

Jefferson then went on to 
detail many of the 
grievances against the king 
that Paine had earlier 
described in Common Sense.

Signing of the Declaration!



The ideas of the Enlightenment and the 
perceived unfairness of British policies 
provoked debate and resistance by the 

American colonists!


