
 

 

Course Overview 

Successful republican government depends on a well-informed and knowledgeable electorate, 
and the purpose of this course is rooted in this theme.  Students examine the events, political 
philosophies and social movements that shaped United States history from 1877 to the 21st 
century.  The analyses of both primary and secondary sources provide opportunities to apply 
basic concepts of historical thinking and to examine alternative courses of action with their 
possible repercussions.  Significant documents pertinent to the development of the United States 
as we know it are featured and are studied in their original text.  Students also consider the 
challenges facing future generations of Americans. 
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Unit Overview 

The development of the United States is based on certain significant documents that have come 
to define American political philosophy.  In this unit, students consider the Declaration of 
Independence and trace its roots to the Enlightenment.  The creation of the United States’ first 
plan for government, the Articles of Confederation, is also discussed. 

 

The Impact of the Enlightenment 

The Enlightenment, a philosophical movement that swept across Western Europe in the 
eighteenth century, impacted almost every aspect of colonial America.  This was especially true 
in the areas of government and politics.  Documents, such as the Declaration of Independence, 
the Articles of Confederation and the Constitution, were inspired by John Locke, Rousseau, 
Montesquieu and other writers of the age.  The American principles of freedom from oppression, 
government’s obligations to its citizens and natural rights are all products of enlightened thought. 

 



 

Go to Questions 1 through 4. 

 

The Declaration of Independence 

The American Revolution came about following the imposition of a series of taxes, which the 
colonists viewed as unfair.  On the other hand, the British government thought that this was a 
reasonable way to recover some of the money used to fight wars on the North American 
continent.  In response to a series of new taxes, known as the Coercive Acts, delegates from 



twelve of the thirteen colonies met in Philadelphia as the First Continental Congress in 
September of 1774.  The group issued a Declaration of Rights that affirmed the colonists’ loyalty 
to Britain but disputed the policy of taxation without representation in Parliament.  The First 
Continental Congress also formed a plan to boycott the importation of British goods.  The 
representatives agreed to meet again in May of 1775 if the crown had not addressed their 
complaints. 

When the group reconvened on May 10, 1775 as the Second Continental Congress, the 
American Revolution had already begun.  Armed villagers from Lexington and Concord met 
British soldiers when they marched to seize a stockpile of colonial weapons.  Since the non-
existent country did not have a federal government, the Second Continental Congress found itself 
managing the war effort and named George Washington commander.  By 1776, an increasing 
number of American colonists believed that a complete separation from Britain was a necessity.  
Writers, such as Thomas Paine, published convincing arguments in the form of pamphlets that 
were widely read.  Americans were also aware that they might not be able to defeat the British 
Empire on their own.  Independence offered an opportunity to form alliances with France and 
other powerful British rivals.   

 



 

 

Go to Questions 5 through 9. 

 

The provisional government of Virginia instructed its delegation to submit a proposal for 
independence to the Second Continental Congress.  When Richard Henry Lee presented this 
idea, the assembly appointed a committee to draft a declaration of independence in case the 
proposal passed.  It consisted of John Adams, Benjamin Franklin, Robert Livingston, Roger 



Sherman and Thomas Jefferson, who was given the job of authoring the first draft.  Jefferson 
began the document with an explanation of the need to declare independence and justified this 
through references to Enlightenment principles.  He proclaimed a series of self-evident truths, 
stressed that authority is derived from the consent of the governed and concluded that a 
government is rightly overthrown when it violates the social contract. 

 

 

 

To support the call for independence, Thomas Jefferson went on to list a number of grievances 
that the colonists had with King George III and Parliament.  Many of these referred to a 
specific series of events relating to the French and Indian War.  The colonists interpreted the 
actions of the British government as tyrannical demands that ignored their rights.  The writers of 
the Enlightenment also had their influence on this aspect of the Declaration of Independence.  
Compare the passages from John Locke and Thomas Jefferson as quoted in the graphic below.  
Based on this enlightened line of reasoning, Jefferson concluded that the colonies must become 
free and independent states.  He also established popular sovereignty, individual liberty and 
republican government as the political values of what would become a new nation. 

 



 

 

Although it did not convince everyone, the Declaration was widely read at home and abroad.  It 
won support for the American cause in both France and Germany.  On this side of the Atlantic, 
small towns and large cities celebrated the issue of the Declaration of Independence.  Crowds 
burned effigies of King George III and tore down his statues.  Although it was masterfully 
written in Jefferson’s eloquent and clear style, the document was not perfect.  Jefferson had 
included a section that addressed the question of slavery and noted that the continuation of this 
practice was at odds with America’s commitment to liberty.  The Second Continental Congress 
chose to exclude this paragraph from the Declaration of Independence.  The document also 
ignored women, who composed 40% of the population of the colonies.  It would be up to future 
generations to broaden the guarantee of rights for African-Americans, women and other 
minorities. 
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Go to Questions 10 through 16. 

 

Articles of Confederation 

Along with approving the Declaration of Independence in the summer of 1776, the Second 
Continental Congress also appointed a committee to write a constitution for the new, 
independent country.  Their experience with the British monarchy had convinced Americans that 
a strong, central government would threaten their new-found freedom.  This resulted in a plan 
that called for a firm league of friendship in which the states retained their power.  This plan, 
known as the Articles of Confederation, was adopted by the Second Continental Congress in 
1777, but it quickly became embroiled in a controversy. 
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The major obstacle that prevented agreement among the states was the problem of the western 
lands or the areas beyond the Allegheny Mountains.  Seven states, including New York and 
Virginia, claimed vast tracts of land there.  Following the American Revolution, they would have 
the option of using the money made from the sale of these properties to pay off war debts and 
pensions.    The remaining six states would have to raise taxes to pay off similar debts and 
argued that these holdings could not have been retained if all the states had not fought for 
independence.  Therefore, all states should benefit from the sale of the western lands. Since the 
Articles of Confederation required the unanimous approval of all thirteen states, this 
disagreement blocked the ratification process for several years.  Eventually, the Second 
Continental Congress agreed to dispose of the western lands in a more equitable manner, and the 
Articles of Confederation was officially adopted in 1781.   

 



 

 

Go to Questions 16 through 18. 

 

What’s next? 

Once the American Revolution concluded with a decisive victory at Yorktown, negotiations to 
arrange a peace settlement began in Paris in 1782.  The diplomatic team of John Jay, Benjamin 
Franklin and John Adams secured very favorable terms for the Americans.  Great Britain 
recognized the independence of its former colonies along with relinquishing claims to lands 
south of the Great Lakes and east of the Mississippi River.  The British did not demand separate 
territory for their Indian allies.  The Treaty of Paris also granted fishing rights off the coasts of 
Newfoundland and Nova Scotia to the Americans.  In spite of the positive outcomes from the 
peace process, the new nation faced a number of critical issues at home.  The Articles of 
Confederation did not give the federal government adequate strength to manage national and 
international affairs effectively.  Shays’ Rebellion highlighted the fiscal crisis and the dire 
economic situation within the individual states.  If the United States was to avoid a complete 
collapse, American leaders recognized that immediate action was necessary.  How would the 
United States strengthen its government, preserve its individual liberties and solve its financial 
crisis?  The next unit provides some of the answers. 

Go to Questions 19 through 28. 

 



 

 

 

 


