Introduction to Enlightenment Political Philosophy

During the 1700s, many philosophers wrote about humanity, governments and the different types of governments that people could create.  They were called Enlightenment Philosophers, and the 1700s is now recognized as the Enlightenment Era.  During this time Europe was mostly ruled by kings and queens who had absolute (total) power.  These kings and queens had spent over 100 years fighting religious wars with their neighbors, either against Protestants or against Catholics.  These kings and queens spend a lot of money and a lot of people to fight their religious wars.  As a result, many of the regular people were poor and powerless.  Most people were very superstitious, and were considered uneducated.  One of these philosophers described life as “nasty, short and brutish”!

Most of the Enlightenment philosophers believed that humans could only know Truth through evidence, observations, rationality and logic.  They rejected superstitions, religious leaders’ beliefs or revelations as false or misguided.  But, more importantly, they argued that every person was rational, that every person could think and reason, and that people were essentially equal. As a creature of reason and equal to every other person by nature, every individual had the right to life, liberty, and a chance at happiness. Associated with these natural rights were others like the right to freedom of speech and to religious liberty.  One philosopher, Jean Jacques Rousseau believed that human beings were born good, peaceful and free; they only became violent, greedy and oppressed in society.  Because everybody was born free, good and intelligent he believed that everybody was equal; kings were not special, and regular people could not be denied their rights. 
But during this time, most European kings and queens in the 1600-1700s had total power over the different countries, and they used this power against their population.  Enlightenment Philosophers called the abuse of absolute power, tyranny.  They wanted to change this, and argued that every human being had “natural rights” that governments had to respect.  So, many argued for governments that were controlled by the people.  For example, John Locke argued that people had the rights to “life, liberty and the pursuit of property.”  Locke and Rousseau argued that a government had a social compact, or agreement, with its people.  The government had to respect people’s natural rights in order for people to follow the laws.  If the government does not protect people’s rights to “life, liberty and the pursuit of property,” then Locke argued that the population had a right to rebel against the king and create a new government. 
One way people could control the government was if they, the people, decided everything about their community.  In other words, people would be the government!  People would vote to show their opinion and provide solutions to the important issues that affected their lives.  This is called a Democracy, a type of government in which people have the right to vote and vote on everything. 

Another way people could control their government was if people voted on representatives who would then become the government.  Representatives would vote and decide on anything affecting the community.  The regular people could protect their interests and lives because if a representative misbehaved or tried to control the people, the people just had to vote them out.  Think of your ASB representatives.  Imagine if they did a terrible job and had the worst dances and carnivals; students would quickly vote for other ASB representatives.  A country that elects representatives is called a Republic, which many people liked because they did not have to worry about every little thing affecting their country. 
Still, many philosophers and political leaders worried that any government would abuse its people, even if the people had voted them in.  Imagine voting in ASB leaders who said they were really intelligent and efficient, but then they turned out to be careless and over controlling --- they start telling students what to wear, how to walk and who to talk to and use security guards to control everybody!

So, voting rights in democracies and republics were sometimes not enough.  These philosophers started to ask, how can we have a government that cannot concentrate so much power that it controls people’s lives and makes them do whatever it wants?  One philosopher, Baron de Montesquieu offered a solution: break up the government into three different parts, each of which would limit the other parts’ power.  The government would be broken into three parts: 

1. Legislature: this is the part of the government that makes the country’s laws and usually controls the money.  In the U.S., it is called the Congress and in Mexico they call it ‘el Congreso.’ People can elect representatives that will make laws for the country, and re-elect them if they do a good job.
2. Executive: this is the part of the government that enforces the country’s laws --- this branch doesn’t make any laws, it just makes sure people follow them.  This is the President.  You can also think of police officers as part of the executive: they don’t make the laws, but they enforce them. 

3. Judiciary: this part of the government interprets or explains the country’s laws to those who are still confused or who want to challenge a law.  The judiciary are all the country’s courts and judges.  These can be elected and/or appointed by Congress or the President.
	
[image: image2.png]The Constitution: Checks and Balances

Legislative Branch

@ can declare executive
actions unconstitutional

11
I=n

Judicial
Branch

 appoints federal judges

Executive
Branch

“The power of the Suprene Court 0 declar laws and seions of govrmment offils
unconstiuonal is called the power of udical eview. Tis power i ot i the Constiion
sl butwas stblished in 3 famous Tegalcse in 103 called Marbury . Madison

- www fasttrackteaching.com






	This break up of government into three parts (or branches) is called the Separation of Powers.  Philosophers hoped that if power was separated into three independent parts in a government, that no one group of people would have so much power that they would be able to control and hurt other people. So, besides elections (for a democracy or republic), this separation made sure governments were for the people and controlled by them. 

Below is a diagram of how the separation of powers would work.  The title says “Checks and Balances” because the idea is that each branch or part of the government would check (limit/control) the other parts’ power and balance the government. 




de
Finally, many of these philosophers wondered how big countries should be.  They worried that if a country expanded into a huge country (like current day U.S.) that regular people would lose the power to control their political leaders and that democracies/republics would turn into tyrannies. Most philosophers believed that a republic or democracy needed to stay small, the size of countries such as France or El Salvador. 
A Confederacy is a group of small republics/democracies that work together to defend themselves.  Each republic is still its own country, but now it works with others to protect itself. Many U.S. political leaders like Thomas Jefferson imagined that each colony would become its own independent country, but that together they would create a confederacy. 
Discussion Questions
1. What “natural rights” do people have?  How are “natural rights” connected to “rational” thinking? 

2. What is the “social contract”?  Why did a government have a social contract with its people?  If the government broke this social contract, what could people do?
3. Explain each branch of government under the separation of powers.  How does the “checks and balances” of Montesquieu’ government create “good” government?

4. Given everything you have learned about the Enlightenment Period, do you think these philosophers were really “enlightened”?  Explain why or why not. 
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