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Q.2 - The American Revolution was the child of 
Enlightenment. Comment. 

  

Introduction: 

Many Americans today would be surprised to learn that in a number of cases 
leading up to the revolution, the English Government actually lowered prices on 
imported goods for its North American colonies. The Sugar Act, for one, cut taxes 
in half, and even the tea that was so famously dumped in 1773 saw a dramatic 
reduction in price once the East India Company started selling directly to the 
colonies. 

Clearly, there was something other than taxes in the air on the eve of revolution. 
It was not only a matter of money and exploitation, but ideology – it was the 
Enlightenment principles of natural laws, reason, and liberty that truly fueled this 
fire. 

Why the American Revolution was the child of Enlightenment? 

Many revolutionaries made use of Europe’s intellectual flowering, but few did so 
as effectively as Thomas Paine. In his celebrated pamphlet “Common Sense,” 
Paine adopted the tenets of reason and nature, demonstrating that the American 
Revolution was truly a product of the Enlightenment. 

One of Paine’s main arguments for separation was that nature rejected the British 
colonization of America. Earth’s geography alone made a very compelling case for 
independence. Miles of ocean stood between the continents, and the British Isles 
could hardly keep her colonial subjects to the Atlantic coast. 

When Parliament passed the Proclamation of 1763 to restrict colonial settlement 
west of the Appalachian Mountains, it failed miserably, for with an entire 



continent waiting to be discovered, early Americans could not be expected to 
follow a law created across an ocean. Sounding almost like an Enlightenment 
astronomer himself, Paine noted that “in no instance hath nature made the 
satellite larger than its primary planet.” 

This relationship between England and America, he said, “reverses the order of 
nature.” Similarly, he pointed to the relationship between mother and child that 
America’s parent country appeared to manipulate. While all infant mammals are 
first fed on milk, they never keep their children from meat. England, on the other 
hand, seemed to stifle the natural growth and development of its young colonies 
by restricting their trade and commerce. 

Another classic Enlightenment theme is the use of nature to explain the necessity 
of government. English philosopher Thomas Hobbes famously wrote men are 
created so equal in ambition and ability that without the power to keep them in 
check, life will become “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.” 

This natural state of man is a natural state of war, and a government of some sort 
is the natural solution. While Paine certainly did not agree with all that Hobbes 
said, he too spoke to the need for government (calling it a “necessary evil”) and 
expanded on this idea with his own interpretation of nature. Using a small, 
hypothetical settlement, he explained his belief that representative government 
arises from man’s natural want of society. 

Thus, while Hobbes viewed man as inherently competitive, and Paine found them 
inherently cooperative, both called on the same style of thinking to present their 
revolutionary beliefs. Likewise, Paine used this reasoning to present his case 
against the British Monarchy. Claiming “male and female are the distinctions of 
nature, good and bad the distinctions of heaven,” he found “no truly natural or 
religious reason can be assigned” to the separation of royalty and subjects. 

An Enlightenment thinker would call this illogical, especially with regard to 
hereditary succession. Kings cannot pass down leadership traits, whereas a 
representative system searches for the best leaders. In addition, Paine used logic 
to demonstrate that Britain’s constitutional monarchy is plagued with flaws, 
despite the attempts at checks and balances implemented in the government. 

He called it complete “absurdity” that Parliament had the power to withhold 
information from the king when the king was responsible for all final decisions. 



“The state of a king shuts him from the world,” he said, “yet the business of a king 
requires him to know it.” 

This argument against the irrationality of England not only furthered Paine’s push 
for independence but also provides additional evidence of the enlightened 
American mindset in the 1770s. With such words and sentiments, Paine and the 
revolutionaries waged a fiery war of reason, not just against England, but against 
monarchy itself. 

The final and arguably most significant inspiration pulled from the Enlightenment 
was the concept of natural rights. English philosopher John Locke made the 
revolutionary claim that nature gave all men the rights to life, liberty, and 
property, and this truly served as the basis of the American fight for 
independence. With these words, many famous patriots were able to turn the 
words and ideas of Europe’s intellectual movement against the very country that 
made some of the greatest contributions to it. 

In “Common Sense,” Paine adamantly accused King George of “declaring war 
against the natural rights of all Mankind,” having “trampled nature and 
conscience beneath his feet.” 

Conclusion: 

In Boston, 1772, Samuel Adams riled up the colonists with his “Rights of the 
Colonists” centered on Locke’s fiery words. Most importantly, the Declaration of 
Independence, the very document that embodies our freedom, is a clear tribute 
to Enlightenment themes. Thomas Jefferson called on Locke when he penned the 
unalienable rights we quote today: “Life, Liberty, and the Pursuit of Happiness,” 
to show to England that America was the true child of Enlightenment. 

 


