Ken Burns’ The American Revolution
Meeting the Moment Discussion Guide and Questions

The new Ken Burns series on the American Revolution, which airs on PBS the week of
November 16, 2025, provides an excellent opportunity for conversation about the reasons the
colonists separated from England and why they established the government they did.

Many of the democracy and rule of law discussions we wish to have in our communities focus
on ways that governmental actions today are a departure from what our Founders intended. The
American Revolution series provides a very natural way to foster discussions about the intent of
the Founders and why they made the choices they did — and to compare and contrast that with
how the country is responding in 2025 to executive actions that often parallel the behaviors of a
sovereign, rather than the leader of a representative government. This series promotes a way to
root these conversations in the language of history.

We have prepared some discussion questions for our volunteers to facilitate these conversations.

L The American Revolution was based on trust in the concept that ordinary people
could govern themselves, rather than be directed by a king.

This was a radical step in the 1700s. To form a new government, the Founders still needed to
determine what its system of self-governance would look like and how its powers should be
balanced. However, they understood that freedom was at the heart of a struggle that included
these core commitments:
e Government by Consent
Out of the revolution came the principle that power is derived from the governed.
What challenges to this principle are we seeing today?
How do we achieve government by consent when Americans often are unable to agree on
a common set of facts?
e Rule of Law Instead of Law by Rulers
A foundational concept from the Founders is that no one—soldier, governor, or
president—stands above the law.
What happens when leaders act as if they are exceptions to this principle? What happens
when justice is applied differently to elites? What are the implications when others obey
in order to curry favor?



Liberty and Rights

Since 1776, the meaning of “all men are created equal” has expanded.

Which groups have gained rights since our founding?

Today we are seeing another shift in whose freedoms are protected. Whose liberty and
rights are expanding today? Whose are shrinking?

Civic Engagement as a Requirement for Maintaining Democracy

The Founders assumed citizens would be active, informed, and engaged.

What is at risk when a republic is populated by spectators and bystanders, rather than
engaged citizens?

What does civic engagement mean today?

Checks on Power

The colonists designed a system to prevent concentration of authority, in part as a
reaction to the overreach of King George I11.

Where are we seeing that system of checks and balances fraying today? How are the
expansive powers of the executive creating risks for maintaining a country based on the
rule of law, separation of powers, and a functioning justice system?

I1. Why the Revolution Echoes Today

The arguments that sparked America’s revolution — representation in government decisions, the
insistence that leaders be truthful, fairness in exerting power, the recognition of certain rights, the
ability to dissent — are arguments that define America in 2025.

The Revolution’s Fault Lines Are Our Fault Lines
How much power should an executive have?
Who counts as “the people”?
What are the rights of those who dissent from the executive’s decisions?
Who has the power to make decisions that affect fundamental individual rights?
Revolutionary Principles Have Fueled Every Expansion of Freedom
Abolitionists, suffragists, civil rights leaders, veterans, and voting-rights organizers all
used the Revolution’s promises in the development of strategies to bring this country
closer to its ideals.
How can these principles drive reform today?
A Shared Origin Story Can Anchor a Divided Country
1. The Founders feared:
— disinformation
— apathy
— factionalism
— corruption
— political violence



How have these fears reemerged today, and how can we respond to these
challenges as the mature democracy we are now, rather than fledgling colonists
who were forced into battle?

II1. Additional Discussion Questions

A. Representation, Power & Legitimacy

The colonists believed a government loses legitimacy when people stop believing it
represents them.

Where does legitimacy feel at risk today?

“No taxation without representation” was about voice, not money.

Do some Americans still feel this way today?

Who in America today pays into a system that does not hear them?

The colonists rejected the illusory form of representation in which the British claimed to
represent them in Parliament despite their lack of vote or physical presence where power
was situated. Today’s information environment poses a different representational
challenge where media bubbles and echo chambers are amplified by algorithms that
dominate news cycles, but may not accurately represent public sentiment.

Breaking through walls built by algorithms poses a fundamental challenge to finding
common ground based on facts, science, and truth. How do we find ways to build
common ground? What communications structures do we need to build and sustain it?

B. Resistance, Community Action & Who Makes Change

The Revolution did not begin with elites—it began with farmers, dockworkers,
apprentices, and others without formal power who turned their frustration into
coordinated action.

Where do we see people reclaiming political agency today? Where is it missing?

C. Founding Principles Under Stress

The Constitution was designed to prevent the return of tyranny.

Where do we currently see signs that Americans fear a return of unchecked power?

How do we ensure checks and balances can still function in an age of hyper-partisanship?
Where are checks and balances working and where are they failing?

Which Revolutionary ideas feel endangered in 2025? Which ideals feel newly relevant?

D. Rule of Law, Truth, & Due Process

The colonists revolted when law became a tool to serve those in power.
Where do we see this happening today?



e The Revolution’s promise was equal justice—but the practice fell far short at the time.
Today, where do we see this country moving closer to that promise and where is the gap
widening?

E. Religion, Pluralism & National Identity
e The Founders embraced the idea that there should not be a state-sponsored religion, not
because they were anti-religion, but because they feared religious control of politics.
How is this principle holding up today and where are we seeing strong efforts to alter this
fundamental precept of our founding?
e Religious diversity forced colonists to negotiate differences.
What does the Revolution teach us about living with people we disagree with deeply?

F. Civic Responsibility in a Time of Participatory Fatigue
e The Founders expected citizens to argue, show up, and stay informed.
What did they assume about the future that may no longer be true?
e Democracy requires habits—listening, compromise, participation—that feel harder today.
Which habits have we lost? Which can we restore?

G. Lessons We Ignore at Our Own Risk
e Which colonial grievances—disinformation, executive overreach, unequal rights,
polarization—sound most like 2025?
e The Revolution succeeded partly because people believed the future was worth fighting
for. Do Americans still believe that? How can communities rebuild that belief?

IV. Closing Reflections: A Call to the Present

e What unfinished business from the Revolution remains with us today?

e What would it mean to “recommit” to the principles of the Revolution as active work,
without the armed conflict?

e What will future generations say we did—or failed to do—when democracy felt fragile?



