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The American Democratic Traditian

The government of the United States evolved out of a variat ion of

d i f ferent  in f luences dat ing back to  the l -600 's .  The Engl ish co lonis ts

that sett led in America during the middle 17th Century designed separate
governments which al lowed them to f ive',t ieely without the',, ini luence of '
a monarch. Consequently, the founding fathers of the United States

designed an effective democratic, representative government. The ideals

of freedom and l iberty are upheld by the paper framework of the
government, nqmely the Constitution and its amendments and the BiIl of

RightsrIthe freedoms that are euar11,!3ed,by the government today are

eclectic because they resulted froir i , . ideas and situations that existed

dur ing  the  co lon ia l  pe r iod  (1 -650 -L783) .  Fo r  exampre ,  t he  Eng l i sh

colonists brought to America their r ights as Englishmen. The English

Magna Carta, Bi l I  of Rights, Habeas Corpus Act, and tocke's theory gave

the colonists r ights that were directly transferred into the new
government in America. The protection of the people against unjust
government bred an overall spirit of d,emocracy in the growing country.

The voice of democracy spoke through the separate legislatures of the

colonies. New England town meetings rye1g. the beginnings of direct

democracy in which at1 land-owningi ' f ieri  
*pirt icipated. 

Representative

democracy began in the form of popular assemblies like the town
meetings. Presently, representatives speak for the people and inf luence

the workings of the glovernment to please the people. However, the !,purn
meetings and rights as Englishmen would have never rooted themselves in
America i f  the English crown did not practice a policy of salutary
neglect. As the English King did not enforce the Navigation Acts, h€

l-ost his poli t ical control over the colonists, and a novel governmept

grew out of the colonies. Thus, the tradit ional "r ights of Englishme5l' f  ,
the popular assemblies, and the Brit ish policy of "salutary neglect"
interacted together to develop the infrastructure of the United States
government as embodied by the Constitution, Bill of Rights, and

Declaration of Independence.

When English colonists began sett l inS America in L6O7, they
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brought with them their English ideas, including their conception of

human rights. The colonists' perception of their basic r ights as

members of a natlon was a fundamental step toward the U.S. government of

today. The rights prescribed by the Magna Carta, Petit ion of Right,

Habeas Corpus Act ,  B i l l  o f  Rights ,  and John Locke were a lso wr i t ten in  
. , . , i .

the U.S. Constitut ion, Bil I  of Rights, and Declaration of Independence. i . i ; , . ,--

In L215, the Magna Carta l imited the power of the King and acted as {" '*.

an important step toward Brit ish democracy. The colonists never had to\,1 ,-,
_ v,"  l ' .  ,

subdue an absolute monarch. Nevertheless, some ideas of the Magna Carta ,, : ; , ' , . , ' -
were vital to the rights of Englishmen. For example, the Magna Carta ;"," ' '
stated, "the English Church shall  be free and shall  have its r ights

entire and its l ibert ies inviolate" (Magna Carta, Marcham I tL5-26).

Roger WiI l iams, founder of Rhode Island, strongly advocated rel igious

freedom and eeparation of church and state. (Wif l iams, 349) The leaders

of the Puritan colony in Massachusetts rejected Wil l iams ideas because 
,)

they believed the government should exist to enforce God's laws. ' '*- ' ' '

(Mather, 225t 236) However, the homogeneous Puritan society did not

al low rel igious freedom. The f irst amendment of the Constitut ion (A.'  -r '

employed Wil l iams' ideas. "Congress shall  make no law respecting an

establishment of rel igionr or prohibit ing the free exercise thereof'n
(BIum, 857) .  Accord ing to  the Magna Car ta,  "Taxes shal l  be lev ied in

our kingdom only by the coilrmon council of our kingdom" (Magna Carta,

Marcham, 1L5-26) .  In  the present  U.S.  government ,  taxes and budgets

must be approved by the Congress ("comrnon council") before they can be

implemented. In addit ion, the Magna Carta declared, "No freeman shall

be captured or imprisoned or dispossessed or in any way destroyed, nor

wil l  we send against him, except by the lawful judgment of his peers or 
i

by the law of the land" (Magna Carta, Marchamr LL5-26). In other words,

a c i t izen wi l l  be protected by the law of  the land.  To c lar i fy  the

importance of the law, the Magna Carta explained, "to no one will we

deny or  de lay r ight  or  just ice"  (Magna Car ta,  Marcham, L15-26) .  The i : r ; . !

Bi l l  of Rights also proclaims that people have a r ight to "be secure in

thei r  persons,  houses,  papers,  and ef fects"  (BIum, 857) .  Present  day
"right or justice" is giuaranteed by the accused right to a "speedy and

publ ic  t r ia l r '  (BIum, 857) .  The r ights  qual i f ied in  the Magna Car ta

were reaffirmed under Charles I when he sigmed the Petition of Right

(1-628) .  The Pet i t ion of  Right  dec l -ared,  "no man be compel led to  make or
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yield any tax, or such l ike charge without common consent by act of
par l iament . . . that  no f reeman be impr isoned or  deta ined"  (Pet i t ion of

Right, Marcham, 450-52). The Habeas Corpus Act of L679 gave an accused 
; '

person the same rights that Amendment VI gives an accused person today. <-i,i&l
They both guarantee that in the process of indict ing someone, "the true
causes of imprisonment" wil l  be cert i f ied and "within three days bring

or cause to be brought the body of the party so committed or restrained

before the jud.ges" (Habeas corpus Act, Marcham, 557-58). rn other
words.  " the accused shal l  en joy the r ight  to  a speedy t r ia l . . .and to  be
informed of the nature and cause of the accusation; to be confronted
w i th  the  w i tnesses  aga ins t  h im .  .  .  "  (B lum,  857 ) .  The  Cons t i t u t i on ' s  

r , . ; , , ,
Bi l l  of Rights "borrowed" many of the same ideas from the English Bil I
o f  Rights  (L689) .  Engl ishmen had the r ights  " to  pet i t ion the k ing" ,  to
freely elect members of Parl iament, and to be protected from excessive
bai l ,  excess ive f ines,  and cruel  and unusual  punishments.  (B i l I  o f
Rights ,  Marcham, 600-601-) .  The Amer ican Bi t I  o f  Rights  speci f ies the
sane rights in almost the same words. Congress sha1l not prohibit the
right "to petit ion the Government for a redress of grievances.

Excessive bai l  shal l  not  be requi red,  nor  excessive f ines imposed,  ror_ 
, . , ,

cruel and unusual punishments inf l icted" (Blum, 857 ) .  The rights ' ; , . .r

del ineated in the Brit ish unwritten constitut ion were almost directly 
{ ' ' -

copied in to the U.S.  Const i tu t ion and Bi l l  o f  Rights .

The Declaration of Independence is another pi l lar of the present

U.S. government that was inf luenced by English doctrine. Thomas
Jefferson borrowed some of John Locke's ideas when he wrote i t .  Locke
asserted, "being aII equal and independent, no one ought to harm another
in  h i s  l i f e ,  l i be r t y ,  o r  possess ions . . .men  be ing  by  na tu re  a r t  f r ee ,
equal ,  and independent"  (Locke,  Leaf le t  No.  208) .  The Declarat ion of
Independence s imi lar ly  s tates,  "a l l  men are created equal . . . they are
endowed with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life,
L iber ty  and the pursui t  o f  Happiness"  (Brum, 850) .  rn  addi t ion,  bpth
Locke's philosophy and the Declaration of Independence declare that mgn
forms government to protect his natural r ights. The Zenger Trial of
l-735 set an $l!""if""t <lf "freedom of speech and the press" which became 

t;",',:,

a part of the f irst Amendment. Zenger's attorney argued for the
"l iberty, both of exposing and opposing arbitrary power...by speaking
and urr i t ing t ru th"  (Ruther ford,  76-L25) .  tn ,cdhcfu i lon, )  some of  the


