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Enlightenment Thinkers 

 
How do we think about government? 

 
Read the two excerpts from Thomas Hobbes and John Locke. As your read, annotate the text and highlight key 
ideas of each Enlightenment thinker.  
 

1. Which thinker do you believe had the right idea? 
 
 
 

2. Why would the basic nature of humans be a topic of discussion? 
 
 
 

3. How would these writers have come up with their point of view? 
 
 
 

4. How could Locke and Hobbes have come to such different conclusions? 
 
 
 
What is the role and purpose of government? 
 
Read the excerpts from Jean Jacques Rousseau and Voltaire. As you read, annotate the text and take notes on each 
philosopher’s main ideas about government. 
 
 

Rousseau 

 

Voltaire 

 

 
 
 

Standard: SSWH13 The student will examine the intellectual, political, social, and economic factors that changed 
the world view of Europeans. 
b. Identify the major ideas of the Enlightenment from the writings of Locke, Voltaire, and Rousseau 
and their relationship to politics and society. 



How did Enlightenment philosophers influence and shape America’s government? 
 
Read the excerpts from the three US documents. As you read annotate the text and mark E where you see 
influences of the Enlightenment. 
 

1. Where do you see any influences from the philosophers we just learned about?  
 
 
 

2. Why would the Founding Fathers of the United States use these Enlightenment ideas in creating their new 
government? 
 
  



Excerpts from The Leviathan   
Thomas Hobbes  

(1588 - 1679) 
Human Equality  

Nature hath made men so equal in the faculties of body and mind as that, though there be found one man 

sometimes manifestly stronger in body or of quicker mind than another, yet when all is reckoned together the 

difference between man and man is not so considerable...  

 

For such is the nature of men that howsoever they may acknowledge many others to be more witty, or more 

eloquent or more learned, yet they will hardly believe there be many so wise as themselves...  

 

The State of Nature  

From this equality of ability ariseth equality of hope in the attaining of our ends. And therefore if any two men 

desire the same thing, which nevertheless they cannot both enjoy, they become enemies...  

 

Hereby it is manifest that during the time men live without a common power to keep them all in awe, they are in 

that condition which is called war; and such a war as is of every man against every man...  

 

In such condition there is no place for industry, because the fruit thereof is uncertain: and consequently no culture 

of the earth; no navigation, nor use of the commodities that may be imported by sea; no commodious building; no 

instruments of moving and removing such things as require much force; no knowledge of the face of the earth; no 

account of time; no arts; no letters; no society; and which is worst of all, continual fear, and danger of violent death; 

and the life of man, solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short...  

 
  



Excerpts from Of Civi l  Government   
John Locke 
(1632 - 1704) 

Of the State of Nature  
To understand political power right, and derive it from its original, we must consider, what state all men are 
naturally in, and that is, a state of perfect freedom to order their actions, and dispose of their possessions and 
persons, as they think fit, within the bounds of the law of nature, without asking leave, or depending upon the will 
of any other man...  
 
Of the Beginning of Political Societies  
Men being, as has been said, by nature, all free, equal, and independent, no one can be put out of this estate, and 
subjected to the political power of another, without his own consent. The only way whereby any one divests himself 
of his natural liberty, and puts on the bonds of civil society, is by agreeing with other men to join and unite into a 
community for their comfortable, safe, and peaceable living one amongst another, in a secure enjoyment of their 
properties, and a greater security against any, that are not of it.  
 
Of the Ends of political Society and Government  
If man in the state of nature be so free, as has been said; if he be absolute lord of his own person and possessions, 
equal to the greatest, and subject to nobody, why will he part with his freedom? Why will he give up this empire, 
and subject himself to the dominion and control of any other power? To which it is obvious to answer, that though 
in the state of nature he hath such a right, yet the enjoyment of it is very uncertain, and constantly exposed to the 
invasion of others: for all being kings as much as he, every man his equal, and the greater part no strict observers of 
equity and justice, the enjoyment of the property he has in this state is very unsafe, very unsecure. This makes him 
willing to quit a condition, which, however free, is full of fears and continual dangers: and it is not without reason, 
that he seeks out, and is willing to join in society with others, who are already united, or have a mind to unite, for 
the mutual preservation of their lives, liberties and estates, which I call by the general name, property.  
 
Of the Dissolution of Government  
The reason why men enter into society, is the preservation of their property; and the end why they choose and 
authorize a legislative, is, that there may be laws made, and rules set, as guards and fences to the properties of all the 
members of the society, to limit the power, and moderate the dominion, of every part and member of the society: 
for since it can never be supposed to be the will of the society, that the legislative should have a power to destroy 
that which every one designs to secure, by entering into society, and for which the people submitted themselves to 
legislators of their own making; whenever the legislators endeavour to take away, and destroy the property of the 
people, or to reduce them to slavery under arbitrary power, they put themselves into a state of war with the people, 
who are thereupon absolved from any farther obedience, and are left to the common refuge, which God hath 
provided for all men, against force and violence. Whensoever therefore the legislative shall transgress this 
fundamental rule of society; and either by ambition, fear, folly or corruption, endeavour to grasp themselves, or put 
into the hands of any other, an absolute power over the lives, liberties, and estates of the people; by this breach of 
trust they forfeit the power the people had put into their hands for quite contrary ends, and it devolves to the 
people, who have a right to resume their original liberty, and, by the establishment of a new legislative, (such as they 
shall think fit) provide for their own safety and security, which is the end for which they are in society.  
 
  



Excerpts from The Soc ia l  Contrac t  (1762)  
Jean Jacques Rousseau 

 
Man is born free; and everywhere he is in chains. One thinks himself the master of others, and still remains a greater 
slave than they. How did this change come about? I do not know. What can make it legitimate? That question I 
think I can answer.  
 
The problem is to find a form of association which will defend and protect with the whole common force the 
person and goods of each associate, and in which each, while uniting himself with all, may still obey himself alone, 
and remain as free as before. This is the fundamental problem of which the Social Contract provides the solution.  
 
Each of us puts his person and all his power in common under the supreme direction of the general will, and, in our 
corporate capacity, we receive each member as an indivisible part of the whole.  
 
To renounce liberty is to renounce being a man, to surrender the rights of humanity and even its duties. For him 
who renounces everything no indemnity is possible. Such a renunciation is incompatible with man's nature; to 
remove all liberty from his will is to remove all morality from his acts. Finally, it is an empty and contradictory 
convention that sets up, on the one side, absolute authority, and, on the other, unlimited obedience. Is it not clear 
that we can be under no obligation to a person from whom we have the right to exact everything? Does not this 
condition alone, in the absence of equivalence or exchange, in itself involve the nullity of the act? For what right can 
my slave have against me, when all that he has belongs to me, and, his right being mine, this right of mine against 
myself is a phrase devoid of meaning?  
 
This passage from the state of nature to the civil state produces a most remarkable change in man, by substituting 
justice for instinct in his conduct, and giving his actions the morality they previously lacked...  
 
What man loses by the social contract is his natural liberty and an unlimited right to everything that tempts him and 
to everything he can take; what he gains is civil liberty and ownership of everything he possesses.  
 
  



Excerpts from A Treat i se  on Tolerat ion  (1763)  
Voltaire 

 
It does not require great art, or magnificently trained eloquence, to prove that Christians should tolerate each other. 

I, however, am going further: I say that we should regard all men as our brothers. What? The Turk my brother? The 

Chinaman my brother? The Jew? The Siam? Yes, without doubt; are we not all children of the same father and 

creatures of the same God? But these people despise us; they treat us as idolaters! Very well! I will tell them that 

they are grievously wrong. They would then interrupt me, and ask which fool blabbed all this nonsense. I would be 

obliged to answer, "You, yourselves." I would then endeavor to calm them, which would be very difficult.  

 

I would then speak with the Christians, and I would dare to say, for example, to a Dominican Inquisitor of the 

Faith: "My brother, you know that each province of Italy has their own dialect, and that people do not speak at 

Venice or Bergamo the same way they speak at Florence. The Academy of Crusca near Florence has fixed the 

language; its dictionary is a rule which one dare not depart from, and the Grammar of Buonmattei is an infallible 

guide that one must follow. But do you believe that the consul of the Academy, or Buonmattei in his absence, could 

in conscience cut the tongues out of all the Venetians and all the Bergamese who persist in speaking their dialect?"  

 

The inquisitor responds, "There is a difference between your example and our practice. For us, it is a matter of the 

health of your soul. It is for your good that the director of the Inquisition ordains that you be seized on the 

testimony of a single person, however infamous or criminal that person might be; that you will have no advocate to 

defend you; that the name of your accuser will not even be known by you; that the inquisitor can promise you 

mercy, and immediately condemn you; that five different tortures will be applied to you, and then you will be 

flogged, or sent to the galleys, or ceremoniously burned.  

 

I would take the liberty to respond, "My brother, perhaps you are reasonable; I am convinced that you wish to do 

me good; but could I not be saved without all that?" It is true that these absurd horrors do not stain the face of the 

earth every day; but they are frequent, and they could easily fill a volume much greater than the gospels which 

condemn them. Not only is it extremely cruel to persecute in this brief life those who do not think the way we do, 

but I do not know if it might be too presumptuous to declare their eternal damnation. It seems to me that it does of 

the Creator.  

 
  



Declaration of Independence Excerpt 
 
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. Prudence, indeed, will dictate that 

Governments long established should not be changed for light and transient causes; and accordingly all experience 

hath shewn, that mankind are more disposed to suffer, while evils are sufferable, than to right themselves by 

abolishing the forms to which they are accustomed. But when a long train of abuses and usurpations, pursuing 

invariably the same Object evinces a design to reduce them under absolute Despotism, it is their right, it is their 

duty, to throw off such Government, and to provide new Guards for their future security.--Such has been the 

patient sufferance of these Colonies; and such is now the necessity which constrains them to alter their former 

Systems of Government. The history of the present King of Great Britain is a history of repeated injuries and 

usurpations, all having in direct object the establishment of an absolute Tyranny over these States  

 
  



Constitution Articles I, II, III Excerpts 
Article I:  
 
Section 1:  
All legislative Powers herein granted shall be vested in a Congress of the United States, which shall consist of a 
Senate and House of Representatives.  
 
Section 2:  
The House of Representatives shall be composed of Members chosen every second Year by the People of the 
several States, and the Electors in each State shall have the Qualifications requisite for Electors of the most 
numerous Branch of the State Legislature. No Person shall be a Representative who shall not have attained to the 
Age of twenty five Years, and been seven Years a Citizen of the United States, and who shall not, when elected, be 
an Inhabitant of that State in which he shall be chosen.  
 
Section 3:  
The Senate of the United States shall be composed of two Senators from each State, chosen by the Legislature 
thereof, for six Years; and each Senator shall have one Vote. No Person shall be a Senator who shall not have 
attained to the Age of thirty Years, and been nine Years a Citizen of the United States, and who shall not, when 
elected, be an Inhabitant of that State for which he shall be chosen.  
 
Article II:  
 
Section 1:  
The executive Power shall be vested in a President of the United States of America. He shall hold his Office during 
the Term of four Years, and, together with the Vice President, chosen for the same Term, be elected, as follows: 
Each State shall appoint, in such Manner as the Legislature thereof may direct, a Number of Electors, equal to the 
whole Number of Senators and Representatives to which the State may be entitled in the Congress: but no Senator 
or Representative, or Person holding an Office of Trust or Profit under the United States, shall be appointed an 
Elector.  
 
Section 2:  
The President shall be Commander in Chief of the Army and Navy of the United States, and of the Militia of the 
several States, when called into the actual Service of the United States; he may require the Opinion, in writing, of 
the principal Officer in each of the executive Departments, upon any Subject relating to the Duties of their 
respective Offices, and he shall have Power to grant Reprieves and Pardons for Offences against the United States, 
except in Cases of Impeachment.  
 
Section 3:  
He shall from time to time give to the Congress Information of the State of the Union, and recommend to their 
Consideration such Measures as he shall judge necessary and expedient; he may, on extraordinary Occasions, 
convene both Houses, or either of them, and in Case of Disagreement between them, with Respect to the Time of 
Adjournment, he may adjourn them to such Time as he shall think proper; he shall receive Ambassadors and other 
public Ministers; he shall take Care that the Laws be faithfully executed, and shall Commission all the Officers of 
the United States.  
 
 



Article III:  
 
Section 1:  
The judicial Power of the United States, shall be vested in one supreme Court, and in such inferior Courts as the 
Congress may from time to time ordain and establish.  
 
 
Section 2:  
The judicial Power shall extend to all Cases, in Law and Equity, arising under this Constitution, the Laws of the 
United States, and Treaties made, or which shall be made, under their Authority;—to all Cases affecting 
Ambassadors, other public Ministers and Consuls;—to all Cases of admiralty and maritime Jurisdiction;—to 
Controversies to which the United States shall be a Party;—to Controversies between two or more States;— 
between a State and Citizens of another State,—between Citizens of different States,—between Citizens of the 
same State claiming Lands under Grants of different States, and between a State, or the Citizens thereof, and 
foreign States, Citizens or Subjects.  
 
 


