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Name:	
	
 
 

*You	may	bullet-point	all	responses. 
 

John	Locke:	Second	Treatise	of	Civil	Government 
 
Before	reading	Locke,	do	some	research	and	discuss	the	historical	context	of	the	Second	
Treatise.	When	did	he	write	this	and	why?	What	was	his	purpose?	What	was	happening	at	
the	time	that	can	provide	insight	into	the	motivations	and	perspective	of	the	author? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In	what	many	ways	and	in	what	contexts	does	Locke	continuously	refer	to	the	laws	of	
nature?	How	does	Locke	differentiate	between	the	laws	of	nature	and	the	laws	of	
man?	Provide	specific	support	from	the	reading. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
When,	according	to	Locke,	is	it	necessary	for	man	to	give	up	certain	liberties	under	the	laws	
of	nature? 
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United	States	Government  - Pre	Course	Assignment	–	Guided	Questions 
 
 
According	to	Locke,	what	is	the	role	of	the	legislative	power	and	how	does	it	get	that	
power?	Be	detailed	in	your	response. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Under	what	circumstances,	to	Locke,	might	it	be	necessary	for	the	people	to	dissolve	their	
government	and	start	anew?	Be	detailed	in	your	response. 
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United	States	Government  - Pre	Course	Assignment	–	Guided	Questions 
 
 

Baron	de	Montesquieu:	The	Spirit	of	the	Laws 
 
Before	reading	Montesquieu,	do	some	research	and	discuss	the	historical	context	of	The	
Spirit	of	the	Laws.	When	did	he	write	this	and	why?	What	was	his	purpose?	What	was	
happening	at	the	time	that	can	provide	insight	into	the	motivations	and	perspective	of	
the	author? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Immediately	in	the	first	five	paragraphs	Montesquieu	lays	out	an	idea	that	directly	
influenced	the	shaping	of	American	government.	What	is	it	and	why	does	he	state	it	is	so	
important? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
According	to	Montesquieu,	who	should	exercise	executive	power?	Who	should	
exercise	legislative	power?	Why? 
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United	States	Government  - Pre	Course	Assignment	–	Guided	Questions 
 
 
What	does	Montesquieu	say	about	the	idea	of	the	executive	limiting	the	legislative	power?  
How	about	the	legislative	limiting	the	executive	power? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Who,	according	to	Montesquieu,	should	comprise	the	army,	and	what	role	does	he	say	
the	army	should	play? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
To	Montesquieu,	what	will	ultimately	cause	the	state	to	perish? 
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United	States	Government  - Pre	Course	Assignment	–	Guided	Questions 
 
 
 

Jean	Jacques	Rousseau:	The	Social	Contract 
 
Before	 reading	Rousseau,	 do	 some	 research	 and	discuss	 the	 historical	 context	 of	The	Social	
Contract.	When	did	he	write	this	and	why?	What	was	his	purpose?	What	was	happening	at	the	
time	that	can	provide	insight	into	the	motivations	and	perspective	of	the	author? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
To	Rousseau,	what	is	the	fundamental	question	that	he	seeks	to	address	in	The	Social	
Contract?	Reword	and	analyze	this	question. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
According	to	Rousseau,	what	is	the	social	contract	and	what	are	the	social	contract’s	
benefits	to	society?	Explain	thoroughly. 
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United	States	Government  - Pre	Course	Assignment	–	Guided	Questions 
 
 
What	does	Rousseau	think	of	the	concept	of	individualism,	and	how	does	the	social	
contract	affect	individual	will? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What	is	Rousseau’s	overall	thinking	on	the	concept	of	representative	democracy	vs.	
direct	democracy?	Explain	in	detail. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In	what	ways	are	Rousseau’s	theories	and	Locke’s	theories	of	the	role	of	government	
similar?	Cite	specific	examples. 
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United	States	Government  - Pre	Course	Assignment	–	Guided	Questions 
 
 
 

Virginia	Declaration	of	Rights	and	the	Declaration	of	Independence 
 
Certainly,	the	philosophies	undergirding	the	Declaration	of	Independence	were	not	original	to	
Thomas	Jefferson.	Nor	was	the	idea	for	writing	such	a	declaration	in	the	first	place.	Likewise,	
though	the	Virginia	Declaration	of	Rights	preceded	Jefferson’s	Declaration	of	Independence,	most	
of	the	ideas	expressed	were	not	original	to	its	author,	George	Mason	(and	later	added	to	by	James	
Madison,	Thomas	Ludwell	Lee,	and	Patrick	Henry).	Indeed,	Mason	based	much	of	his	draft	on	the	
English	Bill	of	Rights	of	1689.	Moreover,	both	declarations	have	their	roots	in	Enlightenment	
thought	and	the	philosophies	of	the	likes	of	Locke,	Montesquieu,	and	Rousseau	and	were	directly	
influenced	by	the	urgings	of	Thomas	Paine’s	Common	Sense. 
 
Here	are	two	questions	to	address: 
 
What	specific	things	do	the	Virginia	Declaration	of	Rights	and	Declaration	of	
Independence	have	in	common? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What	specific	ideas	expressed	in	both	documents	can	be	traced	to	those	of	Locke,	
Montesquieu,	Rousseau,	and	Paine?	Make	direct	connections. 
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Philosophical	Underpinnings	of	American	Government 
 

Analytical	Essay 
 

United	States	Government	 
Now	that	,	you’ve	read	excerpts	from	the	works	from	the	Enlightenment	(1600s-1700s)	that	helped	
to	serve	as	the	basis	for	American	government	in	the	late	18th	century.	The	guided	questions	(and	
required	research	on	historical	context)	were	designed	to	help	you	examine	the	main	points	and	
arguments	most	relevant	to	American	government. 
 
You	are	to	take	your	understanding	of	these	works	and	integrate	it	into	an	analytical	essay	
concerning	the	roots	of	American	government.	The	focus	for	this	essay	is: 
 
The	language	and	scope	of	the	Virginia	Declaration	of	Rights,	the	Declaration	of	Independence,	and	
ultimately	the	United	States	Constitution	can	be	traced	back	to	Locke,	Montesquieu,	Rousseau.	How	
did	their	works	heavily	influence	Thomas	Paine’s	writing	of	Common	Sense	and	the	writers	of	the	
Virginia	Declaration	of	Rights	and	the	Declaration	of	Independence?	And	how	did	all	of	these	writings	
serve	as	the	philosophical	underpinnings	of	what	would	become	government	of	the	United	States	of	
America? 
 
In	this	essay,	you	are	to	draw	from	specific	parts	of	each	philosopher’s	writings	and	connect	them	
to	various	aspects	of	American	government,	which	includes	not	only	the	Virginia	Declaration	and	
the	Declaration	of	Independence	but	also	what	you	know	about	the	organization	and	powers	of	the	
United	States	government	embedded	in	the	Constitution	(three	branches,	Bill	of	Rights,	etc.). 
 
Minimum	Requirements 
 

ü 2	-3		double-spaced	pages 
 

ü Times	New	Roman,	Arial,	or	another	standard	font	(nothing	fancy!) 
 

ü One-inch	margins	on	all	sides 
 

ü Simply	your	name	and	assignment	title	(Government	Assignment)	in	the	top	left-hand	
corner 

 
ü Proper	citations	and	a	works	cited	listed	in	MLA	format	if	you	use	any	outside	interpretive	

sources,	including	information	from	your	research	on	historical	context.	*No	citations	are	
required	if	you	use	only	the	sources	provided	you. 

 



The Declaration of Independence 

1776 

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. To prove this, let Facts be submitted to a candid world. 

He has refused his Assent to Laws, the most wholesome and necessary for the public good. 

He has forbidden his Governors to pass Laws of immediate and pressing importance, unless suspended 
in their operation till his Assent should be obtained; and when so suspended, he has utterly neglected to 
attend to them. 

He has refused to pass other Laws for the accommodation of large districts of people, unless those 
people would relinquish the right of Representation in the Legislature, a right inestimable to them and 
formidable to tyrants only. 

He has called together legislative bodies at places unusual, uncomfortable, and distant from the 
depository of their Public Records, for the sole purpose of fatiguing them into compliance with his 
measures. 

He has dissolved Representative Houses repeatedly, for opposing with manly firmness his invasions on 
the rights of the people. 

He has refused for a long time, after such dissolutions, to cause others to be elected, whereby the 
Legislative Powers, incapable of Annihilation, have returned to the People at large for their exercise; the 
State remaining in the mean time exposed to all the dangers of invasion from without, and convulsions 
within. 



He has endeavoured to prevent the population of these States; for that purpose obstructing the Laws 
for Naturalization of Foreigners; refusing to pass others to encourage their migrations hither, and raising 
the conditions of new Appropriations of Lands. 

He has obstructed the Administration of Justice by refusing his Assent to Laws for establishing Judiciary 
Powers. 

He has made Judges dependent on his Will alone for the tenure of their offices, and the amount and 
payment of their salaries. 

He has erected a multitude of New Offices, and sent hither swarms of Officers to harass our people and 
eat out their substance. 

He has kept among us, in times of peace, Standing Armies without the Consent of our legislatures. 

He has affected to render the Military independent of and superior to the Civil Power. 

He has combined with others to subject us to a jurisdiction foreign to our constitution, and 
unacknowledged by our laws; giving his Assent to their Acts of pretended Legislation: 

For quartering large bodies of armed troops among us: 

For protecting them, by a mock Trial from punishment for any Murders which they should commit on 
the Inhabitants of these States: 

For cutting off our Trade with all parts of the world: 

For imposing Taxes on us without our Consent: 

For depriving us in many cases, of the benefit of Trial by Jury: 

For transporting us beyond Seas to be tried for pretended offences: 

For abolishing the free System of English Laws in a neighbouring Province, establishing therein an 
Arbitrary government, and enlarging its Boundaries so as to render it at once an example and fit 
instrument for introducing the same absolute rule into these Colonies 

For taking away our Charters, abolishing our most valuable Laws and altering fundamentally the Forms 
of our Governments: 

For suspending our own Legislatures, and declaring themselves invested with power to legislate for us in 
all cases whatsoever. 

He has abdicated Government here, by declaring us out of his Protection and waging War against us. 

He has plundered our seas, ravaged our coasts, burnt our towns, and destroyed the lives of our people. 

He is at this time transporting large Armies of foreign Mercenaries to compleat the works of death, 
desolation, and tyranny, already begun with circumstances of Cruelty & Perfidy scarcely paralleled in the 
most barbarous ages, and totally unworthy the Head of a civilized nation. 



He has constrained our fellow Citizens taken Captive on the high Seas to bear Arms against their 
Country, to become the executioners of their friends and Brethren, or to fall themselves by their Hands. 

He has excited domestic insurrections amongst us, and has endeavoured to bring on the inhabitants of 
our frontiers, the merciless Indian Savages whose known rule of warfare, is an undistinguished 
destruction of all ages, sexes and conditions. 

In every stage of these Oppressions We have Petitioned for Redress in the most humble terms: Our 
repeated Petitions have been answered only by repeated injury. A Prince, whose character is thus 
marked by every act which may define a Tyrant, is unfit to be the ruler of a free people. 

Nor have We been wanting in attentions to our British brethren. We have warned them from time to 
time of attempts by their legislature to extend an unwarrantable jurisdiction over us. We have reminded 
them of the circumstances of our emigration and settlement here. We have appealed to their native 
justice and magnanimity, and we have conjured them by the ties of our common kindred to disavow 
these usurpations, which would inevitably interrupt our connections and correspondence. They too 
have been deaf to the voice of justice and of consanguinity. We must, therefore, acquiesce in the 
necessity, which denounces our Separation, and hold them, as we hold the rest of mankind, Enemies in 
War, in Peace Friends. 

We, therefore, the Representatives of the united States of America, in General Congress, Assembled, 
appealing to the Supreme Judge of the world for the rectitude of our intentions, do, in the Name, and by 
Authority of the good People of these Colonies, solemnly publish and declare, That these united 
Colonies are, and of Right ought to be Free and Independent States, that they are Absolved from all 
Allegiance to the British Crown, and that all political connection between them and the State of Great 
Britain, is and ought to be totally dissolved; and that as Free and Independent States, they have full 
Power to levy War, conclude Peace, contract Alliances, establish Commerce, and to do all other Acts and 
Things which Independent States may of right do. — And for the support of this Declaration, with a firm 
reliance on the protection of Divine Providence, we mutually pledge to each other our Lives, our 
Fortunes, and our sacred Honor. 

 



Virginia Declaration of Rights 

1776 

A declaration of rights made by the representatives of the good people of Virginia, assembled in 
full and free convention; which rights do pertain to them and their posterity, as the basis and 
foundation of government. 

SECTION I. That all men are by nature equally free and independent and have certain inherent 
rights, of which, when they enter into a state of society, they cannot, by any compact, deprive 
or divest their posterity; namely, the enjoyment of life and liberty, with the means of acquiring 
and possessing property, and pursuing and obtaining happiness and safety. 

SEC. 2. That all power is vested in, and consequently derived from, the people; that magistrates 
are their trustees and servants and at all times amenable to them. 

SEC. 3. That government is, or ought to be, instituted for the common benefit, protection, and 
security of the people, nation, or community; of all the various modes and forms of 
government, that is best which is capable of producing the greatest degree of happiness and 
safety and is most effectually secured against the danger of maladministration; and that, when 
any government shall be found inadequate or contrary to these purposes, a majority of the 
community hath an indubitable, inalienable, and indefeasible right to reform, alter, or abolish 
it, in such manner as shall be judged most conducive to the public weal. 

SEC. 4. That no man, or set of men, are entitled to exclusive or separate emoluments or 
privileges from the community, but in consideration of public services; which, not being 
descendible, neither ought the offices of magistrate, legislator, or judge to be hereditary. 

SEC. 5. That the legislative and executive powers of the state should be separate and distinct 
from the judiciary; and that the members of the two first may be restrained from oppression, 
by feeling and participating the burdens of the people, they should, at fixed periods, be reduced 
to a private station, return into that body from which they were originally taken, and the 
vacancies be supplied by frequent, certain, and regular elections, in wh ich all, or any part, of 
the former members, to be again eligible, or ineligible, as the laws shall direct. 

SEC. 6. That elections of members to serve as representatives of the people, in assembly, ought 
to be free; and that all men, having sufficient evidence of permanent common interest with, 
and attachment to, the community, have the right of suffrage and cannot be taxed or deprived 
of their property for public uses without their own consent, or that of their representatives so 
elected, nor bound by any law to which they have not, in like manner, assented for the public 
good. 

SEC. 7. That all power of suspending laws, or the execution of laws, by any authority, without 
consent of the representatives of the people, is injurious to their rights and ought not to be 
exercised. 



SEC. 8. That in all capital or criminal prosecutions a man hath a right to demand the cause and 
nature of his accusation, to be confronted with the accusers and witnesses, to call for evidence 
in his favor, and to a speedy trial by an impartial jury of twelve men of his vicinage, without 
whose unanimous consent he cannot be found guilty; nor can he be compelled to give evidence 
against himself; that no man be deprived of his liberty, except by the law of the land or the 
judgment of his peers. 

SEC. 9. That excessive bail ought not to be required, nor excessive fines imposed, nor cruel and 
unusual punishments inflicted. 

SEC. 10. That general warrants, whereby an officer or messenger may be commanded to search 
suspected places without evidence of a fact committed, or to seize any person or persons not 
named, or whose offense is not particularly described and supported by evidence, are grievous 
and oppressive and ought not to be granted. 

SEC. 11. That in controversies respecting property, and in suits between man and man, the 
ancient trial by jury is preferable to any other and ought to be held sacred. 

SEC. 12. That the freedom of the press is one of the great bulwarks of liberty and can never be 
restrained but by despotic governments. 

SEC. 13. That a well-regulated militia, or composed of the body of the people, trained to arms, 
is the proper, natural, and safe defense of a free state; that standing armies, in time of peace, 
should be avoided as dangerous to liberty; and that in all cases the military should be under 
strict subordination to, and governed by, the civil power. 

SEC. 14. That the people have a right to uniform government; and, therefore, that no 
government separate from or independent of the government of Virginia ought to be erected 
or established within the limits thereof. 

SEC. 15. That no free government, or the blessings of liberty, can be preserved to any people, 
but by a firm adherence to justice, moderation, temperance, frugality, and virtue, and by 
frequent recurrence to fundamental principles. 

SEC. 16. That religion, or the duty which we owe to our Creator, and the manner of discharging 
it, can be directed only by reason and conviction, not by force or violence; and therefore all 
men are equally entitled to the free exercise of religion, according to the dictates of conscience; 
and that it is the mutual duty of all to practice Christian forbearance, love, and charity toward 
each other. 

 

 



Charles de Secondat, Baron de Montesquieu: 

Excerpt from The Spirit of the Laws 

1748 

In every government there are three sorts of power; the legislative; the executive, in respect to things 
dependent on the law of nations; and the executive, in regard to things that depend on the civil law.  

By virtue of the first, the prince or magistrate enacts temporary or perpetual laws, and amends or 
abrogates those that have been already enacted. By the second, he makes peace or war, sends or 
receives embassies; establishes the public security, and provides against invasions. By the third, he 
punishes criminals, or determines the disputes that arise between individuals. The latter we shall call the 
judiciary power, and the other simply the executive power of the state.  

The political liberty of the subject is a tranquillity of mind, arising from the opinion each person has of 
his safety. In order to have this liberty, it is requisite the government be so constituted as one man need 
not be afraid of` another.  

When the legislative and executive powers are united in the same person, or in the same body of 
magistrates, there can be no liberty; because apprehensions may anse, lest the same monarch or senate 
should enact tyrannical laws, to execute them in a tyrannical manner.  

Again, there is no liberty, if the power of judging be not separated from the legislative and executive 
powers. Were it joined with the legislative, the life and liberty of the subject would be exposed to 
arbitrary control, for the judge would then be the legislator. Were it joined to the executive power, the 
judge might behave with all the violence of an oppressor.  

There would be an end of every thing were the same man, or the same body, whether of the nobles or 
of the people to exercise those three powers that of enacting laws, that of executing the public 
resolutions, and that of judging the crimes or differences of individuals.  

Most kingdoms in Europe enjoy a moderate government, because the prince, who is invested with the 
two first powers, leaves the third to his subjects. In Turkey, where these three powers are united in the 
sultan's person the subjects groan under the weight of a most frightful oppression.  

In the republics of Italy, where these three powers are united, there is less liberty than in our 
monarchies. Hence their government is obliged to have recourse to as violent methods for its support, 
as even that of the Turks witness the state inquisitors, and the lion's mouth into which every informer 
may at all hours throw his written accusations.  

What a situation must the poor subject be in, under those republics! The same body of magistrates are 
possessed, as executors of the laws, of the whole power they have given themselves in quality of 
legislators. They may plunder the state by their general determinations; and as they have likewise the 
judiciary power in their hands, every private citizen may be ruined by their particular decisions.  

The whole power is here united in one body; and though there is no external pomp that indicates a 
despotic sway, yet the people feel the effects of it every moment.  



Hence it is that many of the princes of Europe, whose aim has been levelled at arbitrary power, have 
constantly set out with uniting in their own persons, all the branches of magistracy, and all the great 
offices of state.  

The executive power ought to be in the hands of a monarch; because this branch of government, which 
has always need of expedition, is better administered by one than by many: Whereas, whatever 
depends on the legislative power, is oftentimes better regulated by many than by a single person.  

But if there was no monarch, and the executive power was committed to a certain number of persons 
selected from the legislative body, there would be an end then of liberty; by reason the two powers 
would be united, as the same persons would actually sometimes have, and would moreover be always 
able to have, a share in both.  

Were the legislative body to be a considerable time without meeting, this would likewise put an end to 
liberty. For one of these two things would naturally follow; either that there would be no longer any 
legislative resolutions, and then the state would fall into anarchy; or that these resolutions would be 
taken by the executive power, which would render it absolute.  

It would be needless for the legislative body to continue always assembled. This would be troublesome 
to the representatives, and moreover would cut out too much work for the executive power, so as to 
take off its attention from executing, and oblige it to think only of defending its own prerogatives, and 
the right it has to execute.  

Again, were the legislative body to be always assembled, it might happen to be kept up only by filling 
the places of the deceased members with new representatives; and in that case, if the legislative body 
was once corrupted, the evil would be past all remedy. When different legislative bodies succeed one 
another, the people who have a bad opinion of that which is actually sitting, may reasonably entertain 
some hopes of the next: But were it to be always the same body, the people, upon seeing it once 
corrupted, would no longer expect any good from its laws; and of course they would either become 
desperate, or fall into a state of indolence.  

The legislative body should not assemble of itself. For a body is supposed to have no will but when it is 
assembled; and besides, were it not to assemble unanimously, it would be impossible to determine 
which was really the legislative body, the part assembled, or the other. And if it had a right to prorogue 
itself, it might happen never to be prorogued; which would be extremely dangerous, in case it should 
ever attempt to encroach on the executive power. Besides, there are seasons, some of which are more 
proper than others, for assembling the legislative body: It is fit therefore that the executive power 
should regulate the time of convening, as well as the duration of those assemblies, according to the 
circumstances and exigencies of state known to itself.  

Were the executive power not to have a right of putting a stop to the encroachments of the legislative 
body, the latter would become despotic; for as it might arrogate to itself what authority it pleased, it 
would soon destroy all the other powers.  

But it is not proper, on the other hand, that the legislative power should have a right to stop the 
executive. For as the execution has its natural limits, it is useless to confine it; besides, the executive 
power is generally employed in momentary operations. The power therefore of the Roman tribunes was 



faulty, as it put a stop not only to the legislation, but likewise to the execution itself; which was attended 
with infinite mischiefs.  

But if the legislative power in a free government ought to have no right to stop the executive, it has a 
right, and ought to have the means of examining in what manner its laws have been executed; an 
advantage which this government has over that of Crete and Sparta, where the Cosmi and the Ephori 
gave no account of their administration.  

But whatever may be the issue of that examination, the legislative body ought not to have a power of 
judging the person, nor of course the conduct of him who is intrusted with the executive power. His 
person should be sacred, because as it is necessary for the good of the state to prevent the legislative 
body from rendering themselves arbitrary, the moment he is accused or tried, there is an end of liberty.  

To prevent the executive power from being able to oppress, it is requisite, that the armies, with which it 
is intrusted, should consist of` the people, and have the same spirit as the people, as was the case at 
Rome, till the time of Marius. To obtain this end, there are only two ways, either that the persons 
employed in the army, should have sufficient property to answer for their conduct to their fellow 
subjects, and be enlisted only for a year, as customary at Rome: Or if there should be a standing army, 
composed chiefly of the most despicable part of the nation, the legislative power should have a right to 
disband them as soon as it pleased; the soldiers should live in common with the rest of the people; and 
no separate camp, barracks, or fortress, should be suffered .  

When once an army is established, it ought not to depend immediately on the legislative, but on the 
executive power, and this from the very nature of` the thing; its business consisting more in action than 
in deliberation.  

From a manner of thinking that prevails amongst mankind, they set a higher value upon courage than 
timorousness, on activity than prudence, on strength than counsel. Hence, the army will ever despise a 
senate, and respect their own officers. I hey will naturally slight the orders sent them by a body of` men, 
whom they look upon as cowards, and therefore unworthy to command them. So that as soon as the 
army depends on the legislative body, the government becomes a military one; and if the contrary has 
ever happened, it has been owing to some extraordinary circumstances. It is because the army was 
always kept divided; it is because it was composed of several bodies, that depended each on their 
particular province; it is because the capital towns were strong places, defended by their natural 
situation, and not garrisoned with regular troops. Holland, for instance, is still safer than Venice; she 
might drown, or starve the revolted troops; for as they are not quartered in towns capable of furnishing 
them with necessary subsistence, this subsistence is of course precarious.  

Whoever shall read the admirable treatise of Tacitus on the manners of the Germans, will find that it is 
from them the English have borrowed the idea of their political government. This beautiful system was 
invented first in the woods.  

As all human things have an end, the state we are speaking of will lose its liberty, it will perish. Have not 
Rome, Sparta, and Carthage perished? It will perish when the legislative power shall be more corrupted 
than the executive.  

It is not my business to examine whether the English actually enjoy this liberty, or not. It is sufficient for 
my purpose to observe, that it is established by their laws; and I inquire no further.  



Neither do I pretend by this to undervalue other governments, not to say that this extreme political 
liberty ought to give uneasiness to those who have only a moderate share of it. How should I have any 
such design, I who think that even the excess of reason is not always desirable, and that mankind 
generally find their account better in mediums than in extremes? 

 

From Montesquieu, The Spirit of the Laws, vol. 1, trans. Thomas Nugent (London: J. Nourse, 1777), pp. 
221-237, passim.  
 

Document located at:  

Modern History Sourcebook, http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/mod/montesquieu-spirit.html 
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