























The notion of divine right was not unique
: to European history. The rulers of many
i ancient civilizations, including the Chinese,
. Egyptian, Aztec, and Mayan civilizations,
¢ were held to be gods or to have been chosen
i by the gods. The Japanese emperor, the mikado,
i governed by divine right until 1945.
i The Social Contract Theory In terms of the
i American pc tical system, the most signifi-
i cant of the theories of the origin of the state is
¢ that of the “social contract.” Philosophers
such as Thomas Hobbes, James Harrington
: (1611-1677), and John Locke (1632-1704) in
i England and Jean Jacques Rousseau (1712-
: 1778) in France developed this theory in the
i seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.
i Hobbes wrote that in earliest history
humans lived in unbridled freedom, in a “state
i of nature,” in which no government existed
i and no person was subject to any superior
i power. That which people could take by force
i belonged to them. However, all people were
i similarly free in this state of nature. No
i authority existed to protect one person from
i the aggressive actions of another. Thus, indi-
. viduals were only as safe as their own physical
i strength and intelligence could make them.
i Human beings overcame their unpleasant con-
¢ dition, says the social contract theory, by agreeing
: with one another to create a state. By contract,
i people within a given area agreed to give up to the
i state as much power as was needed to promote the
i safety and well-being of all. In the contract (that is,
through a constitution), the members of the state
i created a government to exercise the powers they
i had voluntarily given to the state.

In short, the social contract theory argues
that the state arose out of a voluntary act of
free people. It hc s that the state exists only
to serve tl  will of the people, that they are the
sole source of political power, and that they
are free to give or to withhold that power as
they choose. The theory may seem far-fetched
today. The great concepts that this theory pro-
moted, however—popular sovereignty, limited
government, and individual rights—were
immensely important to the shaping of the
American governmental system.

The Declaration of Indepen 'nce (see
pages 40-43) ju: fied its revolution through
the social contract theory, arguing that King
George III and his ministers had violated the
contract. Thomas Jefferson called the document
“pure Loc e.”

What does government do? You can tind a very
meaningful answer to that question in the
Constitution of the United States. The American
system of government was created to serve.the
purposes T out there.

Ve the People of the United

es, in Order to form a
more perfect Union, establish Justice, insure
domestic Tranquility, provide for the
common defence, promote the general
Welfare, and secure the Blessings of Liberty
to ourselves and our Posterity, do ordain and
establish this Constitution for the United

States of America.
—Preamble to the Constitution
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