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Introduction

The late 18th century was a period of profound political upheaval and revolutionary change,
particularly in the Atlantic world. Among the most significant developments was the emergence of
documents that articulated ideals of liberty, equality, and human rights. Two of the most influential
texts in this era are the Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen (1789) and the United
States Declaration of Independence (1776). Both documents laid foundational principles for modern
democracy, human rights, and national sovereignty. However, their creation was not in a vacuum; it
was directly inspired by a series of political, philosophical, and social events that challenged existing
monarchical and colonial structures.

This article explores the question: Which event most directly influenced the writing of both
documents? It will examine the historical context, key events, and ideological shifts that served as
the catalyst for these groundbreaking declarations. By understanding the event that most directly
influenced their creation, we can better appreciate the shared values and revolutionary spirit that
underpin these historic texts.

Historical Context Leading Up to the Documents

Before identifying the pivotal event, it is essential to understand the broader historical landscape:

- The Enlightenment: An intellectual movement emphasizing reason, individual rights, and scientific
inquiry, which heavily influenced revolutionary thought.
- Political Absolutism: The dominance of monarchies with centralized power, often leading to
widespread dissatisfaction.
- Colonial Struggles: American colonies seeking independence from Britain, inspired by ideas of self-
governance and liberty.
- Social Inequality: Widespread disparities among social classes and populations, fueling demands
for equality and justice.

Among these factors, one event stands out as the most immediate and direct catalyst for both the
Declaration of Independence and the Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen.

The Event That Most Directly Influenced Both Documents: The American Revolution

The American Revolution: The Catalyst for Change



Background of the American Revolution

The American Revolution (1775–1783) was a colonial revolt against British rule, driven by
grievances over taxation, representation, and autonomy. The colonies believed their natural rights as
Englishmen were being violated by the Crown’s policies, including:

- The Stamp Act (1765): Imposing taxes without colonial representation.
- The Boston Tea Party (1773): Protest against taxation and monopoly.
- The Coercive Acts (1774): Punitive measures that further alienated colonists.

The colonies responded by uniting in opposition, forming the Continental Congress, and drafting
foundational documents that articulated their desire for independence and rights.

Impact on the Declaration of Independence

Drafted primarily by Thomas Jefferson and adopted on July 4, 1776, the Declaration of Independence
explicitly states that:

- Governments derive their just powers from the consent of the governed.
- People have unalienable rights to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.
- When a government becomes destructive of these rights, citizens have the right to alter or abolish
it.

This document was directly inspired by:

- Enlightenment ideas, especially those of John Locke.
- The colonies’ experiences with British tyranny.
- The desire to justify their break from Britain to the world.

The Declaration of Independence became a blueprint for asserting sovereignty and individual rights,
emphasizing the importance of consent and the right to revolution.

Impact on the Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the
Citizen

While the Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen was drafted in France in 1789, it
shares many philosophical underpinnings with the American Declaration:

- Emphasis on natural rights and equality.
- Sovereignty residing in the people.
- The idea that rights are universal and inalienable.

The American Revolution demonstrated that Enlightenment principles could be translated into
political action, inspiring the French revolutionaries to articulate similar ideals in their own context.
The success of the American colonies’ assertion of independence provided a tangible example that
challenging monarchical authority was possible and justified.



Why the American Revolution Was the Most Influential
Event

Several reasons make the American Revolution the most direct influence on both documents:

1. Timing and Context: The American Revolution predates the French Declaration by over a decade,
providing a concrete model for revolutionary change based on Enlightenment principles.
2. Philosophical Inspiration: American thinkers and revolutionaries drew heavily on Enlightenment
ideas, which also formed the foundation of the French Declaration.
3. Political Practice: The successful assertion of independence and the establishment of a republic in
America demonstrated that governments based on the consent of the governed and respect for
natural rights could be realized practically.
4. Global Impact: The American Revolution served as a blueprint and inspiration for subsequent
revolutions, including the French Revolution, by exemplifying the power of revolutionary ideas in
action.

Connection Between the Two Documents and the Key
Event

Both the Declaration of the Rights of Man and the Declaration of Independence reflect a shared
ideological foundation rooted in the principles that emerged from the American Revolution:

- Natural Rights: The belief that rights are inherent to all humans, a concept reinforced by American
revolutionary rhetoric.
- Popular Sovereignty: The idea that legitimate government derives authority from the consent of the
governed, exemplified by American independence.
- Rejection of Absolute Monarchy: Both documents challenge monarchical authority, inspired by
American resistance.
- Universal Principles: The belief that rights and freedoms are universal, a notion reinforced by the
American colonies’ assertion of independence.

While each document was crafted within its own unique political and cultural context—France’s
revolutionary fervor and America’s colonial struggle—they both drew upon the same foundational
ideas exemplified by the American Revolution.

Other Influential Factors But Less Direct

While the American Revolution was the most direct influence, other factors also played roles in
shaping the documents:

- The Enlightenment: Provided the philosophical framework for rights and governance.
- French Socioeconomic Issues: Widespread inequality, famine, and financial crises fueled
revolutionary sentiment in France.
- Previous Revolutions and Political Thinkers: The success of earlier revolutions and writings from



philosophers like Montesquieu and Rousseau influenced the French Declaration.

However, these factors served more as philosophical and contextual backgrounds rather than the
immediate catalyst.

Conclusion

In summary, the event most directly influencing the writing of both the Declaration of the Rights of
Man and of the Citizen and the Declaration of Independence was the American Revolution. It
provided a practical demonstration that Enlightenment ideals of liberty, equality, and popular
sovereignty could be translated into political action and successful independence movements. The
American Revolution’s principles and achievements directly inspired the French revolutionaries to
articulate similar ideas, leading to the creation of the Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the
Citizen.

Understanding this connection highlights the interconnectedness of revolutionary movements and
the pivotal role of the American struggle for independence in shaping modern concepts of human
rights and democratic governance. It underscores how a single historical event can ripple across
continents, inspiring profound changes in political thought and practice that continue to resonate
today.

Frequently Asked Questions

What historical event most directly influenced the writing of
both the Declaration of the Rights of Man and the Declaration
of Independence?
The Enlightenment, which emphasized individual rights and liberty, profoundly influenced both
documents.

Which revolution served as a key catalyst for the creation of
both the Declaration of the Rights of Man and the Declaration
of Independence?
The American Revolution directly inspired the Declaration of Independence and influenced the
principles in the Declaration of the Rights of Man.

How did the French Revolution impact the drafting of the
Declaration of the Rights of Man?
The French Revolution's goal of establishing equality and liberty led to the creation of the
Declaration of the Rights of Man as a fundamental document asserting these rights.



Which event highlighted the need for formal declarations of
rights, leading to the creation of these documents?
The abuses by monarchical governments and colonial rule underscored the need for formal
declarations of rights, prompting their creation.

In what way did the American colonies' quest for
independence influence the principles outlined in the
Declaration of the Rights of Man?
The American colonies' fight for independence established principles of self-governance and rights
that influenced the French declaration.

What role did philosophical ideas play in shaping the content
of both the Declaration of the Rights of Man and the
Declaration of Independence?
Philosophical ideas from Enlightenment thinkers like Locke and Rousseau emphasized natural rights
and social contract theory, shaping both documents.

Additional Resources
The Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen stands as a foundational document in
the history of human rights and revolutionary thought. To understand which event most directly
influenced the writing of both the Declaration of the Rights of Man and the United States
Declaration of Independence, it is essential to analyze the historical context, key events, and
ideological shifts that shaped their creation. This article explores the pivotal moment that served as
the catalyst for both documents, highlighting the interconnectedness of revolutionary ideas, political
upheaval, and societal transformations during the late 18th century.

Contextual Background: The Age of Enlightenment and
Revolutionary Thought

Before delving into the specific event, it is crucial to grasp the intellectual and political environment
that laid the groundwork for both documents. The late 17th and 18th centuries, often referred to as
the Enlightenment era, saw a surge in philosophical discussions about individual rights, liberty,
sovereignty, and the nature of government. Thinkers such as John Locke, Montesquieu, Voltaire, and
Rousseau challenged traditional notions of authority, emphasizing reason, empirical evidence, and
the inherent rights of individuals.

This period fostered revolutionary ideas about the social contract, separation of powers, and natural
rights—concepts that would profoundly influence both the American colonists and the French
thinkers. The dissemination of these ideas through print culture, salons, and intellectual circles
created a fertile environment for demands for political reform and independence.



The Key Event: The American Revolution (1775–1783)

Overview of the American Revolution
The American Revolution was a colonial uprising against British rule, triggered by grievances over
taxation without representation, trade restrictions, and lack of colonial self-governance. The
colonies, seeking autonomy and rights as Englishmen, articulated their frustrations through
protests, political activism, and ultimately, armed conflict.

The culmination of these tensions was the Declaration of Independence in 1776, authored primarily
by Thomas Jefferson. This document boldly asserted the colonies' right to self-determination,
enumerating grievances against King George III and proclaiming the inherent rights of individuals to
"Life, Liberty, and the Pursuit of Happiness." It drew heavily on Enlightenment ideas, particularly
Locke’s theories of natural rights and the social contract.

The Influence of the American Revolution on Global Thought
The American Revolution was more than a regional conflict; it became a symbol of resistance against
tyranny and inspired revolutionary movements worldwide. Its declaration articulated universal
principles of human rights and sovereignty, which resonated with oppressed populations elsewhere.

The success of the American colonies in establishing an independent government based on
Enlightenment principles served as a blueprint for subsequent revolutionary efforts, including the
French Revolution. The American model demonstrated that ideas about individual rights and
democratic governance could be translated into tangible political change.

The French Revolution and the Declaration of the
Rights of Man and of the Citizen

Origins of the French Revolution
The French Revolution (1789–1799) was driven by a confluence of economic hardship, social
inequality, political corruption, and Enlightenment ideas. The ancien régime, with its rigid social
hierarchy and privileges for the clergy and nobility, faced widespread discontent among the Third
Estate, which represented commoners and peasants.

Key events such as the Estates-General of 1789, the storming of the Bastille, and the formation of
the National Assembly marked the beginning of a radical transformation of French society and
governance. The revolution sought to dismantle the old order and establish principles of liberty,
equality, and fraternity.



The Writing of the Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the
Citizen
In 1789, amid the revolutionary upheaval, the French National Assembly adopted the Declaration of
the Rights of Man and of the Citizen. Drafted by philosophers and revolutionary leaders such as
Marquis de Lafayette and Abbé Sieyès, the document articulated fundamental rights that belonged
to all men by nature and should be protected by the state.

Its core principles included:
- Equality before the law
- Sovereignty residing in the nation
- Freedom of speech, religion, and property
- Resistance to oppression

The Declaration explicitly echoed Enlightenment ideas and was inspired by earlier philosophical
writings and the American Declaration of Independence.

The Event Most Directly Influencing Both Documents:
The Enlightenment Philosophical Revolution

While the American Revolution and subsequent events significantly influenced the drafting of both
documents, the most direct and profound influence came from the Enlightenment itself—an
intellectual revolution that transformed political philosophy and notions of human rights.

Philosophical Foundations of Human Rights
The Enlightenment challenged traditional authority and emphasized reason, individualism, and
skepticism of absolute monarchy. Key philosophers contributed ideas that became the bedrock of
both the American and French declarations:

- John Locke: His theories of natural rights (life, liberty, property), the social contract, and the right
to overthrow unjust governments directly influenced Jefferson’s drafting of the Declaration of
Independence and the French declaration’s emphasis on inherent rights.

- Montesquieu: His ideas on separation of powers informed the structure of American government
and the French revolutionary call for checks and balances.

- Voltaire: Advocated for freedom of speech, religion, and separation of church and state, echoing in
both documents’ emphasis on civil liberties.

- Rousseau: His concept of the general will and the sovereignty of the people influenced
revolutionary ideas about popular sovereignty and collective authority.

The Enlightenment as a Catalyst for Political Change
The philosophical revolution provided a universal language for rights and governance, which



revolutionaries in America and France adopted to justify their actions. It moved the discourse from
traditional authority based on divine right or hereditary privilege to legitimacy rooted in rational
consent and natural law.

This intellectual shift made it possible for oppressed populations to articulate grievances in terms of
inherent rights, leading to revolutionary declarations that claimed these rights as inalienable and
universal.

Conclusion: The Most Influential Event – The
Intellectual and Political Revolution of the
Enlightenment

Although specific historical events like the American Revolution or the French Revolution served as
dramatic catalysts, the most direct influence on both the Declaration of Independence and the
Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen was the revolutionary wave of Enlightenment
philosophical thought. This intellectual revolution redefined notions of authority, rights, and the role
of the state, providing the foundational principles that both documents articulated.

In essence, the Enlightenment’s emphasis on reason, individual rights, and the social contract
created a new paradigm—one in which legitimacy emanated from the consent of the governed and
inherent human dignity. This paradigm shift inspired revolutionaries across the Atlantic and beyond,
leading to the crafting of documents that enshrined these ideals into legal and political frameworks.

In summary:
- The Enlightenment challenged traditional authority and introduced ideas of natural rights and
sovereignty.
- Philosophers like Locke, Montesquieu, and Rousseau provided the theoretical basis for
revolutionary documents.
- These ideas were practically implemented during the American Revolution, culminating in the
Declaration of Independence.
- The French Revolution adopted similar principles, culminating in the Declaration of the Rights of
Man and of the Citizen.
- Therefore, the most direct influence on both documents was the philosophical revolution of the
Enlightenment itself, which transformed political thought and laid the groundwork for modern
human rights.

This profound transformation of ideas about human dignity, government legitimacy, and individual
liberty remains the enduring legacy of the Enlightenment’s influence on revolutionary documents
worldwide.
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