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The Influx of New Ideas to the American Colonies

In late 17th century England, hungry new minds started emerging.  They started to question just how right a monarchy was, and they had an incredible lust for knowledge.  Gone were the social structures of medieval times, gone were the ancient and unjust rules kings had forced upon their people.  The “New World”, i.e. the colonies in the Americas, had become a veritable breeding ground for new ideas and readily accepted freethinkers from all around the globe.  Two such men were English John Locke and French Jacques Rousseau.  Though they both tore apart all the rules that had been constricting the world at the time, they still had greatly differing political opinions.

Locke and Rousseau had divergent views on rationalism, which was a new way of thinking based entirely on logic.  First, rationalists challenged deep-set traditions, and believed in natural law.  That means that if left alone, human beings could govern and take care of themselves.  Thus, a government should be limited in its powers, only given enough to keep minimal control over the people.  This also means that the people would have to provide for their own defense and protection of rights (“unalienable rights”, as Locke called them).  John Locke, an English philosopher and writer, believed in this concept.  However, Jacques Rousseau, a Frenchman, did not.  He was one of the biggest opponents of rationalism at the time.  He said that freedom did not come from nature, that it had to be “founded on conventions”, in other words, government.  John Locke believed that the three basic rights, life, liberty, and property, came naturally from God and could not be taken away by anybody.  A government following Rousseau’s line of thinking would have to have a great many powers to be able to protect the freedom of all of its people, which is directly against the principles of rationalism.

John Locke and Jacques Rousseau also had differing views on the subject of human nature.  Firstly, Rousseau believed that humans were naturally peaceable and good.  This concept was highlighted in a work of his called “Noble Savage”.  Next, Locke believed that humans were born with a blank mind (“tabula rasa”).  The human mind can then be filled up with ideas through the effects of its surroundings and environment.

More on the issue of how exactly a government should be run… here we find some similarities between Locke and Rousseau.  For example, both men believed that a social contract existed between the people and their government.  Locke believed that if this contract was broken, if the people were not given their unalienable rights, then they had the right to rebel and oust the existing government, replacing it with one that would better serve them.  Rousseau thought that the governing body should be always be given ample power.  He would likely have said that if the government was given enough power, then there would be no need to worry about rebellions.  Also, Locke and Rousseau both believed that a government should be free of human emotions, and that only logic and reason should control its actions.  Both men also thought that that sovereignty (control) ultimately lay in the hands of the common people.

To summarize, John Locke and Jean-Jacques Rousseau, two of the greatest thinkers of their time, both started to break free of the traditional, medieval way of thinking.  Their ideas influenced the writers of the U.S. Constitution and many other people.  Though their opinions completely disagreed with each other on some issues, they did agree on some.  Without great writers like Locke, our government would not be what it is today.  Indeed, many countries would not even have been formed if they had not been encouraged by these two men.
