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Executive Summary

This report argues that political legitimacy ultimately depends on responsiveness to a prior moral address
- a claim or demand that precedes positive law. In this view, authority exists only to secure justice, and
when it systematically fails, citizens not only may but must resist. We see this claim crystallized in the
Declaration of Independence’s famous line: “it is their right, it is their duty, to throw off such

Government” [351L215-L221] . The shift from “right” (permission) to “duty” (obligation) signals that the
colonists understood revolution as a moral imperative, not mere expediency. This essay provides a close
reading of that passage (noting its context, diction, syntax, teleology, and prudence clause) and situates it in
a long tradition of resistance theory. We trace a genealogy from the Hebrew prophets (e.g. Pharaoh's
midwives and Isaiah’s “unrighteous decrees” [5tL129-L134] [71L26-L30] ) through Greek and Christian
philosophy (Socrates’ defiance of Athens [141L499-L508] , Aristotle’s telos of government, Augustine’s City
of God, Aquinas's Lex iniusta non est lex), the Reformation (Magdeburg Confession, Calvin), Locke’s natural-
rights contract theory [461L65-L74] [461L152-L159] , and up to Kantian autonomy and modern civil
disobedience (Thoreau, Martin Luther King Jr's Letter [261L47-L54] ).

We then formalize an address-response model of legitimacy: legitimate authority is an answer to a higher
call (be it divine, natural law, or the people’s will). Law is meaningful only as a response to earlier demands
for justice. This reframes obedience and rebellion as two sides of the same dialogical process. We address
counterarguments (legal positivism, prudentialism, skepticism about revolution, misuse of “duty” language,
historical ironies of Jefferson/Locke, etc.) and reply that these do not negate the fundamental norm that
justice, not mere force, is ultimate. The report also offers a chapter outline for a book expanding this
argument, suggests primary and secondary sources (e.g. Founders Online, Avalon Project, classical texts,
Archives), and provides Chicago-style citation examples. In sum, “Thou Shalt Revolt” presents revolution
under tyranny as an extraordinary but coherent extension of the rule of law: when law itself abandons
justice, fidelity to justice demands resistance.

Introduction: From “Right” to “Duty”

The Declaration of Independence stakes out a radical claim: tyranny is not merely imprudent or
undesirable; it can become immoral. Its preamble famously asserts that “Governments are instituted
among Men" to secure natural rights, but when a government embarks on “a long Train of abuses and
usurpations” with “absolute Despotism” as its goal, then “it is their right, it is their duty, to throw off such
Government” [35tL215-L221] . The authors deliberately pair right and duty, distinguishing permission
from obligation. A right to revolt says “you may”; a duty says “you must.” In effect, the Declaration declares
that beyond certain thresholds of injustice, citizens commit a moral wrong by remaining passive. Under
sustained tyranny, resistance becomes a virtue rather than a crime.

This wording resonates with later Kantian ideas, though Jefferson and his contemporaries drew on Lockean
natural rights. Kant himself would insist that every person has an intrinsic dignity (“humanity”) demanding
universal respect, and that lawmaking must treat people as ends, not means. A regime that systematically
violates autonomy treats humans as mere instruments — precisely what Kant's categorical imperative
forbids. The Declaration reaches the same conclusion via natural-law rhetoric: governments exist to protect
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unalienable rights (life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness), and if they “become destructive of these
ends,” the people have both right and duty to alter or abolish them [35tL210-L218] . In other words, the
social contract is conditional.

Our thesis is that political legitimacy is responsibility to justice, cast as a dialogical relation of address
and response. The Declaration itself exemplifies this: it is not an assertion of raw power but an answer to a
higher court of moral law. It begins with “the Laws of Nature and of Nature’s God” and invokes “the
Opinions of Mankind” and “the Supreme Judge of the world” [331L85-L94] [391L12-L19] . The colonists
are saying: we justify our break not by force but by appealing to standards above Parliament. This act of
address — answering “to the Laws of Nature” — parallels the theory of meaning and ethics as
fundamentally dialogical. From the Exodus story (midwives defy Pharaoh because they “feared
God” [51L129-L134] ) to Martin Luther King Jr. (just vs. unjust laws and the duty to break the latter
[261L47-L54] ), the idea persists that earthly authority is never absolute. By articulating a duty to revolt
only after “many years” and “long-tried patient sufferance,” the Declaration frames revolution not as whimsy
but as the last resort of justice [35t.210-L218] .

What follows is an integrated treatment of these themes. Section II offers a close textual analysis of the
key Declaration passages: we examine context, diction (e.g. “absolute Despotism,” “necessity”), syntax (“it is
their right, it is their duty”), and the prudent qualification that government change must await “long train of
abuses.” Section III traces the intellectual genealogy: we sample Holy Scripture (Exodus, the prophets),
Plato/Socrates, Aristotle, Augustine, Aquinas/natural law, Reformation resistance theory, Locke, Kant,
Thoreau, and King, noting in each how legitimacy and dissent are framed. Section IV develops a formal
address-response model of legitimacy, showing how political authority is intelligible only as a reply to
antecedent claims (from God, conscience, or constituents). Section V addresses key objections (strict
positivism, prudential concerns, potential for abuse of “duty,” historical ironies) with replies. The report also
sketches a book outline (chapter-by-chapter) and recommends primary/secondary sources and archives.
Finally, we conclude by drawing together the implications: that “Thou Shalt Revolt” expresses a paradox
resolved by a higher moral horizon in which obedience to justice — even against established government —
is the true form of loyalty to the law.

1. The Right-and the Duty - in Context

The Declaration’s argument proceeds in stages. It first asserts universal premises: “All men are created
equal... endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights” [35tL293-L300] . From these premises it
derives that governments “are instituted” to secure life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness [35tL300-
L307] .If a government fails this purpose, the people’s relation to it changes. Jefferson’s text is an
eighteenth-century syllogism (“sorites”) where each clause becomes a premise for the next [351L293-
L304] . The climactic assertion comes when these premises culminate in: “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” [35tL210-L217] .

Several features bear close scrutiny. First, the grammar of “Right” vs. “Duty.” Jefferson does not simply say
“we may revolt,” but double-emphasizes obligation: “it is their right, it is their duty” [35tL218-L221] . This
reflexive structure (“itis ... to") treats the duty as an objective fact, not a subjective preference. It does not
read “they have a duty” but “it is a duty,” as if a standing moral imperative independent of will. In combining
“right” (permission) with “duty” (mandate), Jefferson moves from what may be done to what must be done.



The implication is stark: after certain offenses, silence or continued subjection would itself be a moral
failure. The formal object of duty here is justice or security, not mere personal comfort.

Next, the prudence clause immediately preceding these words deserves attention. The Declaration
cautiously warns: “Prudence, indeed, will dictate that Governments long established should not be changed
for light and transient causes; and accordingly all experience hath shown that mankind are more disposed to
suffer... than to right themselves by abolishing the forms to which they are accustomed” [35TL214-L218] .
This is no rhetoric of hysterical haste. Instead, the authors appeal to common sense and historical
experience: people endure evils to avoid upheaval, and only extreme abuses justify revolt. This condition—a
long train of systematic abuses with uniform purpose (“pursuing invariably the same object”)—is almost a
logical threshold. Only when tyranny becomes “absolute Despotism” does the calculus flip from passive
endurance to active resistance [35tL215-L221] .

Notice also the teleological logic: governments are judged by their ends. The Declaration repeatedly
appeals to purpose: powers exist “to effect their Safety and Happiness,” governments derive their
legitimacy from “securing” rights [35tL210-L218] , and when rulers “reduce [people] under absolute
Despotism,” they have perverted the whole point of government [35tL218-L221] . This is Aristotle’s notion
in practice: a thing is good if it fulfills its purpose. A “knife that cannot cut” is worthless; a government that
cannot (or will not) protect rights has “absolutely” failed its telos [35tL218-L221] . Hence, overthrowing
such a regime is not an end in itself but a return to rightful ends.

Rhetorically, the preamble is in periodic style: complex, solemn, and cumulative. For example, Jefferson’s
use of the word necessary (“it becomes necessary”) invokes eighteenth-century determinism and the law of
nations. To claim necessity is to say this choice is not merely prudent but compelled by higher law

[331L120-L129] . Moreover, the passage addresses multiple audiences. By invoking the “Laws of Nature
and of Nature’s God” and appealing to “Opinions of Mankind,” the Declaration stages itself before cosmic
and international judgment [331L85-L94] . The colonists even recount their petitions to the Crown (e.g.
“In every stage of these Oppressions We have Petitioned for Redress...” [39tL12-L14] ) and the King's
invariable refusal (“answered only by repeated injury”). This sequence of address (colonists) and non-
response (Crown) is itself an ethical claim: the ruler has abdicated his duty to answer just appeals, justifying
a new answer from the people.

In sum, the Declaration’s language is not loose or vague. Its message is precise: government exists for
justice, and tyranny can invert that justice. The people retain an objective standard (natural law) above any
statute. Thus the lofty phrasing “right” and “duty” is neither empty nor impulsive; it encodes a theory of
legitimacy. Under this theory, silence in the face of injustice is sin. This helps explain why the phrase resonates
so strongly with later thinkers like Kant: it elevates revolution from a political option to a morally necessary
action under the right conditions.



2. Intellectual Genealogy of Resistance

The Declaration’s “duty of revolt” did not arise in a vacuum. It inherits a centuries-long tradition in which
earthly authority is always subject to higher justice. Below we sample key moments from Scripture and
philosophy (each with primary quotations and brief notes):

Exodus (Hebrew Scripture, ca. 13th c. BCE): In the very founding story of the Israelites, ordinary
Hebrew midwives “feared God” and refused Pharaoh'’s order to kill newborn boys [5tL129-L134] .
Their defiance is narrated not as criminal, but as righteous obedience to divine law over an earthly
tyrant. This sets a scriptural precedent: no king is absolute in life-and-death matters. Exodus shows
freedom as obedience to God (the true Master) rather than to a tyrant.

Prophetic Judgment (Hebrew Bible): The prophets regularly put kings on trial before God. For
example, Isaiah thundered, “Woe to those who decree unrighteous decrees, who write oppressive
statutes” [7tL26-L30] . Amos denounces judges who “sell the righteous for silver.” The prophet
Nathan rebuked King David for injustice (Bathsheba incident). These figures assume a higher law: a
ruler who violates justice has accountability. Such speeches assume political addresses: Moses or a
prophet “speaks truth to power,” implying that rulers too hear a voice beyond earthly power.

Socrates (Plato’s Apology, 399 BCE): Socrates famously refused to stop philosophizing even under
penalty of death. He argues that “injustice and disobedience to a better [higher authority], whether
God or man, is evil and dishonorable, and I will never ... obey men rather than God” [141L499-
L507] . He accepts legal penalty but holds that moral law (“the command of God") overrides the
polis's demands. This is not a call to revolution, but an assertion that one may not commit wrong
even at the behest of authorities. It illustrates the hierarchy: one person’s duty to conscience can
override an unjust law.

Aristotle (4th c. BCE): In Politics and Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle teaches that every polity aims at
the common good. Kingship is virtuous when it serves all, degenerating into tyranny when it serves
only the ruler’s interests. Aristotle holds that law should be reasoned (just) and that it is better to be
wronged than to do wrong. Though he did not systematically endorse revolution, he implies that a
ruler who subverts justice violates the purpose of law and can justly be removed by a superior
authority or the people.

Augustine (City of God, 5th c. CE): Augustine distinguishes the “City of God” (ordered by love of
God) from the “City of Man” (ordered by self-love). Earthly cities, including their laws and rulers, are
always tainted by sin and injustice. For Augustine, all human governments are provisional and
subordinate to divine justice. He famously exegesises “Render unto Caesar...” as a limit, not a denial,
of higher law. Even when peace demands obedience (Romans 13), rulers are not ultimate good; they
must serve God's order. Augustine’s theology thus relativizes state power and preserves prophetic
critique: the state is always judged by a moral standard beyond it.

Thomas Aquinas (13th c. CE): Aquinas developed natural-law theory: human law derives legitimacy
from participation in God's eternal law. He writes that a law that is “not just” is “a perversion of law,
and has not the nature of law” (ST I-1I, Q.96, a.4). A famous formulation, later cited by civil-rights
thinkers, is lex iniusta non est lex: an unjust law is no law at all [261L47-L54] . Aquinas recognizes a



duty of obedience to just laws, but also the right — even duty — to resist laws that order people to
commit “something which is always opposed to natural law” (ST I-1I, Q.96, a.4, ad.2). Thus, he
distinguishes between mere pragmatism (obey to avoid scandal) and moral principle (refuse orders
to sin). Aquinas's hierarchy — eternal law > natural law > human law — grounds Jefferson'’s claim to
higher law.

Reformation (16th c.): The splintering of Christendom brought the question of obedience into sharp
political relief. John Calvin (e.g. in the Duties of Magistrates) and Lutheran resistance theorists (like
Melanchthon and the authors of the Magdeburg Confession, 1550) held that subjects could revolt
against tyrants who ceased to protect true religion and the common good. The Magdeburg
Confession even justifies armed resistance to Emperor Charles V, arguing that rulers who violate
God’s law “forfeit their mandate.” Thus Protestant thinkers injected a condition into the traditional
deference to rulers: tyranny that threatens souls or estates can revoke the ruler’s legitimacy.

John Locke (1689): Locke's Second Treatise ties legitimacy to consent and rights. He teaches that
people in a “state of nature” possess life, liberty, property by natural law, and they form governments
to secure these. If rulers “design, or go about to enslave, or destroy” the people [461L63-L71] , they
exceed their trust. In such cases Locke argues, the people have “liberty to appeal to Heaven” - a
poetic way of affirming a right to resist [461L65-L74] . In Chapter 19, Locke describes how the
“Body of the People” retains ultimate judgment: when no earthly remedy exists, they may judge
“whether they have just Cause to make their Appeal” to heaven (i.e. revolt) [461L70-L78] . He
emphasizes, however, that revolution should wait until “Inconvenience is so great, that the Majority”
feel it [461L82-L90] . Strikingly, Locke even uses a “long train of actings” metaphor almost
identical to Jefferson’s: when people see a ruler’s continuous, patterned abuses (“a long Train of
Actings”), they will “naturally cast about how to save themselves” [461L152-L159] . Locke thus
bequeathed the constitutional groundwork Jefferson stands on, including the grammar of appeals to
an “antecedent” law (natural law) and conditional consent.

Immanuel Kant (1790s): Kant, writing after the American and French revolutions, developed a
rigorous basis for duty. For him the supreme principle is the Categorical Imperative, roughly: act only
on maxims that could be universal law and treat humanity never merely as means but always as
ends. Each person has inalienable dignity and autonomy. Kant himself was wary of violent revolution
(he distrusted “enthusiasm”), but he enshrined the idea that legitimate authority must express a
universal will. In practice, this means political institutions are legitimate only if they could be willed as
just for all, and rulers must always treat citizens as rational ends. A regime that grossly violates
autonomy contradicts the very concept of law, suggesting reasoned resistance is not senseless
rebellion but fidelity to the Categorical Imperative.

Henry David Thoreau (1849): Thoreau’s Resistance to Civil Government (aka Civil Disobedience)
radicalizes the duty to refuse unjust laws. He declares, “That government is best which governs
least,” and famously says government by consent ends when it becomes “as despotical as it is

now” (he even suggests abolition of government) [261L47-L54] . Importantly, Thoreau argues that
individuals “cannot for an instant recognize” the authority of a state that imprisons others unjustly.
He insists one’s first obligation is to justice: “Under a government which imprisons any unjustly, the
true place for a just man is also a prison.” He counsels nonviolent noncompliance (refusing taxes,
disobedience) as an act of conscience, prefiguring modern civil rights. Thoreau thus personalizes
Locke/Aquinas: resistance is an act of conscience, born of an address from one’s own moral law.



« Martin Luther King Jr. (1963): In his Letter from Birmingham jail, King explicitly echoes Aquinas and
Augustine. He distinguishes just laws (which “square with the moral law") from unjust laws (“out of
harmony with the moral law”), and asserts “one has a moral responsibility to disobey unjust laws.” He
cites St. Augustine: “an unjust law is no law at all.” King adds, quoting Aquinas's framework, that an
unjust law is one “not rooted in eternal law and natural law,” and notes: “Any law that uplifts human
personality is just. Any law that degrades human personality is unjust” [261TL50-L58] . Like the
Declaration, King accepts legal sanction for resistance: disobedience must be open, loving, and
willing to accept penalties. The aim is not rebellion for its own sake but to awaken the conscience of
the larger community. King's synthesis — turning law itself into a measure of morality — shows the
continuity: the ancient commandment to justice can empower the oppressed, not the state, to define
legitimacy.

In sum, the core principle is remarkably constant: earthly authority derives its legitimacy from a higher
standard. Whether that standard is framed as divine law, reason, or popular consent, all these traditions
agree that obedience is conditioned by justice. Revolution is justified (or required) when rulers trample the
ends of government. Importantly, none of these sources celebrate eternal rebellion. They all caution that
resistance is a last resort, justified only under grievous conditions. Locke and the Declaration even
emphasize that majority “weary” must see no other remedy [461L82-L90] . The consistency across these
centuries is striking: no ruler is a god, no law is sacred if it destroys fundamental goods. The phrase “Thou
Shalt Revolt” thus has deep roots — from Sinai's defiance of Pharaoh to the American founding — butitis
uttered only as a solemn, conditional command.

3. Address and Response: A Model of Legitimacy

To organize these insights, we propose a formal address-response model of political legitimacy. The idea
is that every exercise of authority can be seen as a reply to some prior claim, and every subject’s action
(obedience, disobedience, petition) is itself an address. In this view, political life is dialogical: one party
speaks (makes demands or grants rights) and another party answers. The legitimacy of a state is measured
by whether it properly answers the moral or popular calls it faces.

At the highest level, consider the ultimate address: the moral law or God's law speaks a demand for justice.
A government, in theory, receives this address and is supposed to respond by crafting just laws and
institutions. Citizens are also addressed by this law: each person has duties. When government fails, the
people respond back by petitioning, protesting, or ultimately by revolution. If the government ignores or
violates the original address (e.g. by trampling rights), it effectively refuses to respond to its duty. In the
language of German idealism, the state’s authority is licensed by reason; in the language of theology, by a
divine mandate. In either case, authority is derivative, not absolute.

This model can be sketched as follows:

flowchart LR
A[Moral Order / Natural Law (Address)] -->|commands| B[Government / Ruler];
A -->|commands| C[Citizens];
C -->|petitions or appeals| B;
B -->|enacts laws/commands| C;



B -->|fails or coerces| A;
C -->|obeys or disobeys| B;

* Moral/Natural Law (the “Address”): This is the claim that all persons deserve respect and justice. It
addresses both rulers and ruled: it demands that governments secure rights and that citizens act
justly (even obeying just laws).

* Government (the “Respondent”): A government answers the moral law by issuing laws and
protections aimed at justice. If it fails this test (tyranny, oppression), it in effect refuses or distorts the
address it was given.

« Citizens (the Mutual Addressee): People hear both the moral law and the government. They
respond to moral demands by seeking their rights, and to government by following laws (or
rejecting them). When their rights are violated, citizens may petition (appeal to the law, reason, or
deity) or disobey (revolt) as a form of their own address.

Legitimacy thus means being a proper respondent in this chain. For example, a state has authority only
insofar as it truly answers the call for justice (whether conceived as consent of the governed or divine
mandate). If it ceases to do so, it loses its standing, and the address bounces back to the people. In the
Declaration’s case, the American colonists felt addressed first by natural law (God-given rights) and by their
own historic contract with the Crown. The Crown's refusal to heed petitions (no reply) forced the colonists to
issue a new response (independence).

Examples: The address-response model helps clarify episodes like:

* The Exodus midwives: Pharaoh addressed them with a lethal order, but they refused and answered
instead to God's law [5tL129-L134] . Their obedience was to the prior address of divine morality,
not the king's command.

+ Isaiah to the kings of Judah: Isaiah’s address to corrupt rulers (“Woe to you who make unjust
laws!” [71L26-L30] ) stands as a moral summons. The kings' eventual oppression of Isaiah showed
they refused the address, delegitimizing their own rule.

* Socrates in Athens: The city (and its oracle) had addressed Socrates with demands to cease
corrupting youth. Socrates answer was that he must obey the higher address (the divine sign and
conscience) [141L499-L508] , even unto death. Here Socrates embodies the subject who receives a
lower address (legal command) but answers a higher one (moral law).

* The Declaration itself: “We have appealed to your native justice” [391L12-L20] , the colonists write.
Their petition was an address to Britain's conscience and to public opinion. Parliament’s non-response
(ignoring petitions) left an unanswered address, obligating the colonists to respond themselves with
independence.

+ King's Civil Rights actions: The oppressive laws addressed African Americans with discrimination.
King and others responded to the higher address of justice (God's law) by breaking those laws and
pointing out the injustice. In doing so, they claimed a dialogue with the conscience of America, not
anarchy.

Formal Elements: One can abstract the components:

+ Addresser (Authority Source): Could be divine law, reason, or “the people.”
+ Addressee (Claimant): Citizens or subjects who claim rights under that standard.



* Response (Legitimate Authority Action): The enactment or enforcement of law consistent with the
address.

« Failure: If the response is inadequate or coercive, a new address is issued by the subjects (petition,
revolt).

This model reframes legitimacy: it is not the mere consent of a majority or the fact of enforcement, but the
ability to justify authority to a prior claim. If law and order are justified by positing that they serve a
higher law, then denial of that service makes obedience to the state itself unjust. Thus the duty to revolt is
just the citizens’ answer to a sovereign that has ceased answering its higher call.

4. Counterarguments and Replies

A thorough argument must anticipate objections. Here we consider several challenges to the “duty of
revolution” thesis, and offer replies:

* Legal-Positivist Objection: If law is simply what the recognized sovereign says, then even a cruel
law is legally valid. Under strict positivism, there is no higher law, so “duty” cannot override positive
law. Reply: The whole project of the Declaration and natural-law tradition rejects pure positivism.
The Declaration implicitly asserts that law must conform to justice to count as law. As Aquinas put it,
an unjust law is a perversion, not binding in conscience (ST I-II, Q.96). The duty/resistance argument
concedes positive law’s coercive force, but questions its moral character. Even if a law cannot be
struck down judicially, the morality of obedience remains open to natural-law critique. Modern
constitutional systems often incorporate higher principles (e.g. fundamental rights, due process)
precisely because of this insight.

Prudentialist Objection: Revolution causes chaos, unintended violence, and undermines order.
Perhaps it's better to endure some injustice than risk worse calamities. Reply: The Declaration itself
echoes prudence: reform should wait until evils are intolerable [35tL214-L218] .Indeed, a
legitimate right/duty of resistance does not license casual insurrection. Rather it provides a moral
safety valve when legal mechanisms have been exhausted and injustice is extreme. One might argue
this is a slippery slope. But the document insists on a “long train of abuses”, not a trivial grievance

[35tL214-L218] . Moreover, history shows that suppressing all dissent until perfect reform breeds
explosive conflict; by contrast, acknowledging a conditional right to dissent can help channel energy
into principled protest (as King's example shows [261L47-L54] ). Prudence, far from forbidding all
change, requires that revolts be last resorts — which is exactly what the Declaration says.

Skepticism of Revolution: Some might say, “Ideas of natural rights were philosophical luxuries; in
reality, power wins.” Or “Who recognizes the ‘Supreme Judge’ outside of one’s own belief? There is no
global arbiter to tell us when to revolt.” Reply: Even if one doubts objective moral law or divine
judgment, the practice of addressing higher principles is ubiquitous. Secular societies invoke human
rights, justice, or international norms as limits on power. The language of “right” and “duty” is
nothing if not an assertion that legitimacy demands justification. That the Declaration addresses “the
opinions of mankind” means the colonists wanted a public reckoning, not a divine imprimatur. In
modern times, constitutions, international law, and judicial review play similar roles. Admitting no
rule beyond the state (pure skepticism) effectively makes might right. The alternative — holding
power to some standard (even if democratic or constitutional) — is precisely what legitimacy
demands.



* “Abuse of Duty” Objection: One might worry that if citizens accept a “duty” to revolt, tyrants could
manipulate this language to justify their own coups, or people could become emboldened to topple
unpopular but lawful governments. Reply: The tradition we surveyed places strict conditions on
revolt. Tyrants and false prophets too often invoke divine sanction, but the standard is self-defeating:
a regime proclaiming duty to revolt against itself obviously subverts legitimacy. Historically, genuine
calls for resistance have appealed to external criteria (natural law, divine command, or universal
consent) that lie outside the regime’s own proclamations. Moreover, the prudence clause protects
against caprice: revolt is “duty” only when abuse is pervasive and severe. Ethical resistance theory
always demands candid justification and often self-scrutiny (King's open letters, Thoreau's essay). If a
movement claims “thou shalt revolt,” it must meet the exacting tests of its tradition: consistent,
systemic injustice and futile peaceful appeal. Absent those, the claim lacks serious standing.

Historical/Contextual Critique of Jefferson/Locke: Critics note that Jefferson and Locke lived in
societies with slavery, hierarchical exclusions, and imperialist attitudes. If their logic is true, why did
they not apply it to themselves? Reply: This is a fair charge of hypocrisy, and it reminds us that the
Declaration’s ideal of justice was imperfect in practice (slavery being the greatest stain). But it does
not refute the logic of the text. The Declaration invokes “all men are created equal” aspirationally; it
later charges Britain with supporting the slave trade as part of its tyranny. In historical judgment,
founding figures were both enlightened and limited by their times. A philosophically rigorous
argument need not require its advocates to be saints, only to hold its principles consistently. Indeed,
the language of duty to revolt became an inspiration (albeit gradually) to abolitionists and civil-rights
activists precisely because it implied that tyranny — even if legal — was illegitimate. One could say
Jefferson and Locke were constrained men articulating a higher standard. The test of a moral
principle is not its perfect implementation by its first speakers, but its continued argumentative
power. In that sense, the Declaration’s logic passes muster: it set a norm that later generations used
to correct earlier injustices (e.g. the 13th Amendment, civil rights).

Each of these objections raises caution, and the Declaration itself counsels moderation. But none overturns
the core idea that when the ends of justice are systematically thwarted, obedience to unjust power is
complicit in injustice. Objections of expediency and cynicism must concede that even law-based systems
recognize limits (e.g. habeas corpus, judicial nullification of egregious statutes, impeachment). The
presence of such norms acknowledges the same truth: legality alone cannot guarantee legitimacy.

5. Comparative Frameworks for Revolt

To clarify different justifications, consider this comparison of four frameworks: Natural Law, Kantian
Autonomy, Lockean Consent, and Prophetic/Judicial Address (as exemplified by Scripture and the
Declaration). Each has its own source of obligation, scope, and approach to revolt.
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roperty) [461L152- apeal to about
property L159] nth:) re's law legitimate
u
threshold
Mandates Scriptural Can be used
, . resistance when  precedent by
o Universal Conditional: It
Divine/ ) rulers defy (e.g. Exodus, = demagogues
. o and is duty to call . : o
Prophetic/  Judicial articular out divine/moral Isaiah); as “divine
Judicial summons to P . . . summons (as historical mission”;
o (applies to wickedness in , . . )
justice God’s emissary grievances; sectarian
all rulers) every era , e
or people’s appeals to bias in “true
agent) God, virtue message

Each approach leads to similar conclusions but from different directions. Natural law and prophetic models
claim an objective moral law (often seen as divine or cosmic). Kant's view replaces divinity with human
autonomy and universal reason. Lockean theory relies on mutual consent and agreed purpose. The

Declaration’s phrasing weaves these together: it calls on “the Laws of Nature and of Nature's God” (natural
law), on “the Creator” (divine source), and on the people's consent (“instituted among Men").

10



The comparative table suggests that a plural account of legitimacy is robust: even if one questions the
divine, the persistence of a right/duty dichotomy suggests a secular analog in rational autonomy. But in all

cases,

revolt is not open-ended; each tradition requires grave wrongdoing before duty is invoked.

6. Structure for a Book-Length Treatment

For a fuller exposition, one could expand this essay into a book organized roughly as follows (with
suggested word counts and key sources):

1.

10.

11

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

Introduction: Legitimacy and Resistance (5,000 words)

. State thesis; define address/response framework.

. Survey modern debates (social contract vs. authority).

. Source: Founders Online, historical overviews of DOI.
. Foundations of Authority: Law, Covenant, and Consent (10,000 words)
. Survey classical political authority (Romans 13; Aristotle on polity/tyranny).

. Medieval and Reformation: Augustine’s two cities; Aquinas'’s law; Reformation confessions (e.g.

Magdeburg).

. Sources: Augustine City of God, Aquinas Summa Theologiae I-I1 Q96, Magdeburg Confession.

. Natural Rights and Limited Government (8,000 words)

British constitutional ideas; Thomas Aquinas and divine law; John Locke's Second Treatise (ch. 17-19);
Samuel Rutherford.

. Sources: Locke's Second Treatise (Ch. 2, 19, 21), Calvin's Institutes.

American Declaration in Context (7,000 words)
Drafting history of July 1776; Locke's influence on Jefferson.

Detailed text analysis of Declaration’s logic (including prudence clause, “necessary”).

Sources: Avalon Project, Jefferson papers (Founders Online), Historiography of Declaration (e.g.
Jefferson’s thought, OLL commentary).

Kant and the Ethical Critique of Despotism (6,000 words)

Kant's practical philosophy: autonomy and dignity (Groundwork, Metaphysics of Morals).
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18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

28.

20.

30.

31

32.

33.

34.

35.

36.

His views on obedience and revolution (e.g. Perpetual Peace, Conflict of the Faculties).

Sources: Kant's Critique of Practical Reason, SEP on Kant.

Civil Disobedience in America (6,000 words)

Thoreau'’s Civil Disobedience: text and influence on abolition, suffrage, civil rights.

MLK's Letter: just/unjust law theory, Aquinas/Augustine citations.

Sources: Thoreau's essay; King's letter (Stanford MLK archive); secondary analyses.

Theory of Address and Response (7,000 words)

Philosophical theory of speech acts, dialogue, and authority. Compare Habermas (public sphere) and
some narrative ethics.

Formal model of address, response, and legitimacy.

Sources: Modern political theory texts (Habermas SEP, Apel, etc.), rhetoric studies.

Case Studies (American Revolution, 1830s France, etc.) (5,000 words)

Instances where duty-of-resistance language was invoked.

Outcomes: Shays's Rebellion, French Revolution speeches (Sieyes, Lafayette), Indian independence
(Gandhi's appeals to law), anti-colonial struggles.

. Sources: Primary documents from revolutions; biographies of Jefferson, Washington, Adams

(Founders Online); scholarly surveys.

Objections and Limits (5,000 words)

Deep dive into counterarguments (legal positivism, Hobbesian Leviathan, Edmund Burke’s
conservatism, realist IR theory).

Historical critiques: violence of revolutions (Reign of Terror, 20th-century coups).
Sources: Hobbes Leviathan; Burke Reflections; civil society literature; Locke defenders.
Ethics and Tactics of Dissent (5,000 words)
o Philosophical cautions on using duty language (reference Hannah Arendt on revolution,
Amartya Sen on justification of violence).

o The role of nonviolence vs. armed revolt; prudential limits (John Rawls's “duty to obey"” in Tj).
o Sources: Arendt On Revolution, Rawls A Theory of Justice, Walzer Just and Unjust Wars.
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37. Conclusion: Remaking Loyalty to Law (3,000 words)

o Synthesize how the address-and-response model reframes sovereignty.

o The implications for contemporary issues: constitutional crises, authoritarian drift.

o Emphasize that recognizing a duty to resist reinforces law by grounding it in justice, not
undermining it.

Each chapter would interweave analysis of primary sources (e.g. Plato’s Crito, Aquinas's ST, Declaration, MLK)
with scholarly interpretations (political theory, history). Archives like Founders Online and Avalon, and
repositories (Internet Archive for older works, JSTOR for articles) should be consulted heavily. Key secondary
authors might include Gordon Wood (American Revolution), Thomas Christiano (democratic legitimacy), and
more specialized studies (e.g. Locke's concept of appeal to heaven).

7. Key Sources and Research Repositories

Primary sources and authoritative collections are essential. For the Declaration and Founders, the National
Archives “Founders Online” site (Mount Vernon editions of Jefferson, Adams, Franklin, Washington), the
Avalon Project at Yale (texts of founding documents), and the Jamestown and Oxford editions of Hamilton
and Madison'’s papers are invaluable. Jefferson’s draft notes and letters (e.g. The Papers of Thomas Jefferson)
provide context. For Classical/Medieval texts, the Library of Latin Texts and the Translations via New
Advent (Church Fathers) or online Corpus Thomisticum for Aquinas, and authorized translations of Augustine
are recommended. Locke's Second Treatise and Kant's Groundwork/Practical Philosophy are available via
Cambridge U. Press editions. For modern American material, the Stanford King Institute (digital Letter
from Birmingham), published volumes of Thoreau and King's works, and The Public Papers of the Presidents
(Reagan, Clinton, etc.) for later mentions of the Founding.

Secondary literature can be found via JSTOR and PhilPapers (e.g. articles on Declaration rhetoric, Kant and
revolution, natural law theory). The Archives.gov and Journal of American Revolution (AllThingsLiberty) offer
accessible essays. For intellectual history, Cambridge Histories or OUP companion series on political
thought will have surveys (e.qg. Cambridge Companion to Locke, Political Philosophy). Local libraries may hold
collections of essays on civil disobedience.

Archival collections worth visiting (or searching online) include:

* The Manuscript division of the Library of Congress (Jefferson manuscripts, Adams papers).
* The John Carter Brown Library (founding pamphlets).
« State archives with colonial petition records.

Online repositories: the Internet Archive and HathiTrust often have scans of older books (e.g.
19th-century biographies, encyclopedias). The Avalon Project or Yale's OurDocuments.gov have texts of
Magna Carta, just war theory, etc. Google Books may preview some important volumes (e.g. Rousseau’s
Social Contract). The digital bible sites (Bible Gateway, etc.) provide Scripture references.

Recommended reference works: SEP (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy) entries on “Political Legitimacy,”
“Social Contract,” “Natural Law,” and “Jean-Jacques Rousseau” give scholarly overviews. Oxford Handbooks
(e.g. on political theology) may have relevant chapters.

13



8. Citation and Note Examples (Chicago Style)

In-text citations should use author-date (Harvard) style, or short notes as required. For example, one might
cite the Declaration as (Jefferson 1776) if using author-date, or as a short footnote:

* Author-Date: (King 1963; Locke 1690 [1821], etc.) or (Jefferson 1776) [35tL218-L221] .E.g.:
Jefferson argued that revolution becomes “duty” when government aims at tyranny [351L218-
L221] .

* Footnote (note style): For instance, in a footnote one might write: Thomas Jefferson, The Declaration
of Independence (Philadelphia, 1776) [35tL218-L221] , or use a published collection: Jefferson,
Writings (New York: Library of America, 1984), 727. Similarly, citing King's letter could appear as
Martin Luther King Jr., “Letter from Birmingham jail,” April 16, 1963, in Why We Can’t Wait (New York:
Harper & Row, 1964), 98.

If quoting scripture, give book, chapter, verse (e.g. Exodus 1:17 (NRSV)) and cite the translation/version if
needed. Example table entry: Exodus 1:17 (King James Version): "But the midwives feared God, and did not do
as the king of Egypt commanded them” [5tL129-L134] . Secondary sources are cited normally (e.g. John
Locke, Second Treatise of Government, ed. C. B. Macpherson (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1980)).

The key is consistency. We recommend using either footnotes or endnotes with Chicago author-date (e.g.
(King 1963, 101)). For example, King (1963) or King 1963 would correspond to the entry in References. Short-
note style might use the author’s last name and short title on subsequent mentions: e.qg. “King, Letter from
Birmingham,” etc. In all cases, include page or paragraph numbers if directly quoting.

9. Ethical and Rhetorical Cautions

Advocating resistance to authority is ethically weighty. We must emphasize that a “duty to revolt” is not a
blanket license to violence or vigilantism. The traditions cited typically demand prudence and moral
seriousness: rebellion is the hardest medicine, not the first remedy. Revolutionary rhetoric can inspire hope
but also fanaticism. We warn readers that:

+ Do not oversimplify “duty.” Couched in religious language (“Thou shalt...”), this phrase can sound
dogmatic. Yet the intent is conditional, not categorical. One must be extremely sure that injustice is
profound and that legal appeals have been exhausted.

+ Beware idolatry of freedom. Liberty is a duty as much as a right. Leaders celebrating perpetual
revolt (as some radicals have done) risk undermining the very order needed to secure rights.
Jefferson himself, despite saying “a little rebellion now and then is a good thing,” also helped
establish a stable constitution. The goal is justice, not chaos.

* Nonviolence preference. Many sources (Jesus, Thoreau, King) highlight peaceful means. Even when
duty is invoked, scholars argue that nonviolent civil disobedience is morally preferable and more
politically effective for oppressed people. Armed revolt carries grave moral and practical dangers.
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+ Context-sensitivity. Historical examples remind us that “tyranny” can be in the eye of the beholder.
Students should remember the broader context: 18th-century colonists still hoped for reconciliation
with Britain, and they carefully documented grievances. We should avoid anachronism (e.g. applying
Thou Shalt Revolt to any unpopular government today) without careful analysis of conditions.

« Collective deliberation. It's important that claims of duty emerge from collective will (the “Body of
the People”) rather than lone self-declaration. Locke and the Declaration assume majority consent.
Ethically, resistance is easiest to justify when it reflects broad consensus (plebiscite, coalition) about
injustice, not narrow ideology.

Ultimately, the tradition of a duty to resist is rooted in caution, humility, and moral conviction, not
aggression or entitlement. Responsible discourse on this theme should always stress the gravity of
challenging authority and the hope that a just system makes resistance rarely needed.

Table: Comparative Justifications for Revolution (see Section 5 above)

Historical Milestones in the Duty to Resist

Conclusion

From Sinai to Philadelphia to Montgomery, the ultimate judge of political power has always been something
beyond raw force. “Thou shalt revolt” appears paradoxical until one realizes that it is a law of justice, not
rebellion. Its force lies in inverting the usual duty of obedience: when law itself becomes lawless, true
fidelity to the law requires stepping out of its shadow. We have seen that the Declaration’s radical-seeming
wording finds its place in a long ethical logic. Every tradition cited assumes that rulers address themselves
to justice (whether via God's will, rational consent, or the public good) - and that failure to answer that call
disentitles them from unquestioned obedience.

Politically, this means sovereignty is never absolute or ontological; it is always contingent on some higher
claim. The colonists’ appeal to natural law, the prophets’ indictment of monarchs, Locke’s appeal to Heaven,
Kant's categorical imperative, Thoreau’s conscience, and King's Christian humanism all converge on this
idea: when a regime abdicates justice, the people — paradoxically — reclaim it by assuming the duty the
rulers have rejected.

However, we must recall that proclaiming a duty to revolt imposes a heavy burden of proof. It requires the
gravest of evidence: systematic, entrenched injustices that have defied all reasonable remedy. History’s
lesson is that violent overthrow can all too easily slide into cruelty unless guarded by principle. Yet it also
shows that without the threat (and sometimes the reality) of resistance, no law or constitution can long
protect rights against determined tyranny.
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Therefore, rather than undermining law, the doctrine that tyranny can engender a duty to resist actually
strengthens the rule of law — by anchoring legal authority in an unshakable moral order. It ensures that
obedience to government is meaningful and not mindless. In modern terms, it underwrites
constitutionalism: government of law, not above it.

As we honor July 4th, we should not celebrate force, but a higher ideal: that justice is the sovereign to which
all earthly power must answer. “Thou shalt revolt,” read deeply, is not an anarchist cry but a warning to any
ruler that the people remain ultimately loyal to the moral law. And in that sense, the most astonishing thing
about the Declaration’s command is its final humility — that even in the act of overthrowing a government,
the revolutionaries answered to a loftier Master of righteousness.
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