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THE DECLARATION OF INDEPENDENCE 
Grades 9-12 
Recommended hours: 10 (including lecture time) 
  

INTRODUCTION 

Our nation’s founding began with this simple statement of independence. Animating 
this declaration was a growing confidence in the ability of the colonies to rule 
themselves. Experience had proven to them their capacity for superior governance, 
more competent than a distant authority. Although the colonies had been established 
more than one hundred years prior, and their experience of “salutary neglect” had 
allowed a fair amount of self-government, increasingly Parliament and the king had 
become formidable obstacles to that self-government. It can be argued that even in the 
establishment of the colonies, the seeds of independence were sown as each colony 
developed its unique institutions for this purpose. Removed from the British homeland, 
these British citizens of the greatest nation were at the same time experiencing the 
liberty of self-rule. Nothing quite like the colonies had ever existed, and the way 
forward was not immediately clear. The colonists had to be convinced not only of the 
necessity of independence but also of the superior advantages of that independence. 

Along with the Constitution and the Bill of Rights, the Declaration of Independence 
gives voice to the desire for ordered liberty, a liberty increasingly threatened first by 
Parliament and then by the King. Having experienced the freedom of self-rule, they 
confronted a government that had become more tyrannical in its intrusions into colonial 
affairs and in its decisions to suspend self-government. In order to justify their actions 
to the world, the delegates decided the time had finally come to declare independence 
and to specify the reasons for taking this momentous step. 

Ironically, in making this declaration, Thomas Jefferson, Robert R. Livingston, John 
Adams, Roger Sherman, and Benjamin Franklin—working on behalf of the Congress—
sought justification in the republican principles espoused by Britain’s own history, 
traditions, and unwritten constitution. While Parliament found defense for its actions in 
the principles established during the Glorious Revolution of 1689—principles of 
Parliamentary superiority over the monarchy—the colonists had come to think of 
themselves as members of an empire united under the king. It was thus to the king that 
they had appealed when Parliament further dug in its heels, first with the Declaratory 
Act of 1766 and finally with the Intolerable/Coercive Acts of 1774.   

But the king appeared to be as deaf to colonial appeal as Parliament had been hostile, 
and Congress became convinced that it was he that threatened their liberty, not 
unscrupulous and corrupt ministers who had his ear. The list of offenses in the 
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Declaration tells the story of the king’s disengagement building into tyrannical abuse of 
power.  

Although most of the discussion with students will focus on the first two paragraphs, 
students should read the whole document to get a sense of the accusations leveled at 
the king. It can be helpful, although not always easy, to link the charges with specific 
events. Although not strictly necessary, the teacher could contribute information 
gleaned from any of the books listed in the bibliography. 

A study of the Declaration is a crucial step in understanding America’s history, 
Constitution, and unique experience, an experience that culminates in the confident 
belief that human beings are capable of liberty and self-government. 

Included in this guide are the following: 

● A chronology of events leading up to the Declaration of Independence 

● An overview of important principles of political theory foundational to the 
Declaration 

● The Declaration of Independence Study Guide, which includes a list of 
discussion questions and possible corresponding responses to those questions  

● A list of primary source documents for students and teachers 

● A bibliography for teachers 

CHRONOLOGY OF EVENTS LEADING TO THE DECLARATION 

Prior to this unit, students should study the events that precipitated this declaration of 
separation from Britain. They should consider that the colonists were slow to declare 
their independence, refraining from doing so even following the attacks at Lexington 
and Concord and Bunker Hill. Colonists considered themselves lucky to be British 
citizens, Britain being arguably the most liberal and lawful of eighteenth-century 
governments. However, it was this fact that propelled them toward revolution as they 
experienced first Parliament and then King George III as tyrannical powers threatening 
their inheritance of the rule of law and the consent of the governed.  

The PBS series Liberty provides a substantive overview of the important events leading 
to the outbreak of war in addition to a narration of important battles. We include the 
following events as key moments in the movement toward independence. Students 
should understand the events and how each event contributed to an escalation in the 
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revolutionary sentiments of the colonists, the entrenchment of Parliament, and the 
authoritarianism of King George III. 

With the successful conclusion of the French and Indian War, Parliament found itself in 
arrears (1763). A tax on the colonies was proposed as a way to make up the deficit 
incurred during a war from which many in Parliament argued the colonies had greatly 
benefited. This first attempt at taxation—the Sugar Act of 1764—was greeted by the 
colonists’ resistance as it represented to them a violation of the fundamental principle of 
consent, that is, representation. Since the colonies were not and could not be effectively 
represented in Parliament, no laws for taxation upon the colonists could rightfully 
initiate in Parliament. The issue was not economic in nature; the issue was one of self-
government, representation, and, fundamentally, liberty. 

The Sugar Act was repealed, and in its place Parliament issued the Stamp Act (March 
1765). Apparently deaf to the nature of colonial protest against the Sugar Act, 
Parliament had now aroused and united colonial anger, thereby precipitating the Stamp 
Act Congress (October 1765), forerunner to the First and Second Continental 
Congresses. 

The Stamp Act was repealed in 1766. However, Parliament issued the infamous 
Declaratory Act (1766), claiming a right to declare laws in all matters which would be 
binding on the colonists. Once again, Parliament ignored the appeal of the colonies to 
the fundamental English right of consent of the governed. The Townshend Acts of 
1767-1768 increased the colonists’ sense of mistreatment as British citizens. Finally, the 
Boston Massacre (1770) and Coercive (or Intolerable) Acts of 1774 dimmed the hopes for 
reconciliation of even the most ardent supporters of Parliament. Many colonists 
developed an argument for empire that placed colonies under the direction of the crown 
instead of Parliament. In effect this practice would reverse parliamentary oversight of 
the king, at least in the case of the colonies. To those who knew their British history, this 
was anathema, and thus Parliament’s quarrel with the colonies could only intensify as 
the colonists declared their independence from Parliament but not the king.  1

Although it would be another ten years before the Declaration of Independence was 
adopted by Congress, the path to reconciliation had been terribly obstructed. Turning 
their appeals directly to King George III, the colonists found only a stubborn refusal to 
hear their complaints. The King supported Parliament’s actions and in a series of events 
showed himself to be no friend to colonial liberty. 

 For further treatment of this issue see Pauline Maier, American Scripture: Making the Declaration of 1

Independence and Bernard Bailyn, Ideological Origins of the American Revolution.
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British soldiers were ordered to capture the munitions supplies at Lexington and 
Concord and on April 19, 1775, the first blood was spilled, paving the way to further 
bloodshed and an increasingly inevitable declaration of independence. The crown had 
done nothing to prevent this shedding of British citizens’ blood. 

On June 17, 1775, after the costly victory of the British at Bunker Hill, British soldiers 
proceeded to burn Charlestown, Massachusetts—an act as unnecessary as it was brutal. 
Again, there was no response from the king. 

Even after these events added to “the long chain of abuses,” Congress adopted the 
Olive Branch Petition on July 8, 1775, in a direct appeal to the king that some members 
of Congress hoped would receive a favorable reply. Not only did he refuse to read it, he 
signaled approval of the Prohibitory Act in December, leaving all American vessels 
outside of his protection. In fact, this act put all sailors at risk of being captured and 
compelled to fight against their colonial neighbors. This betrayal, along with the fiery 
destruction of Falmouth, Maine, in the fall, was tantamount to a declaration of war by 
the King and Parliament against the colonies.  2

Written as an answer to the king’s callous response, Thomas Paine’s Common Sense, 
perhaps more than anything else, ignited the cause of liberty. This lengthy and 
polemical diatribe, published on January 9, 1776, was nothing like the rational 
arguments of such works as Jefferson’s Summary View of the Rights of British Americans or 
even those argued from pulpits throughout the colonies over the last several years. But 
it spoke to ordinary colonists in terms that appealed to them and allayed their fears of 
independence. Paine directed his attack not against Parliament but against the British 
constitution’s system of hereditary rule, a system of government that he claimed was 
always tyrannical. As long as Great Britain operated under hereditary rule and its 
conclusion in monarchy, it would be tyrannical. Galvanized by this argument and by 
the confidence it inspired in their ability to provide effective self-government, Richard 
H. Lee and John Adams, supported by the general population, put forward a proposal 
for declaring independence on June 7, 1776. 

With the committee formed and Jefferson appointed to compose the document, June 28 
was chosen as the day to present the draft. Two days of work resulted in a text which 
would be further reviewed and edited across three days by members of Congress even 
as they faced the arrival of British ships in New York and Charleston.  

Thus this declaration was the work of many, all of whom were well-versed in the 
political philosophy of Locke, Hume, and Harrington. Each member of Congress 
brought to the table his own rich religious tradition and an understanding of Anglo-

 Timeline of events drawn from Pauline Maier, American Scripture, Making the Declaration of Independence.2
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Saxon traditions, English common law, and the 1689 Declaration of Rights. In fact, many 
had already been at work on declarations and constitutions for their colonies since the 
encouragement of Congress in May to do so. The principles embodied in all of these 
documents would continue to shape politics in the years to come. As Pauline Maier 
writes: 

The politics that attended its creation never entirely left its side, such that the 
Declaration of Independence, which became a powerful statement of national 
identity, has also been at the center of some of the most intense conflicts in 
American history, including that over slavery which threatened the nation itself. 
In the course of those controversies, the document assumed a function altogether 
different from that of 1776; it became not a justification of revolution, but a moral 
standard by which the day-to-day policies and practices of the nation could be 
judged (154). 

LIST OF IMPORTANT DATES:  3

Sugar Act of April 1764 

Stamp Act of March 1765 

Stamp Act Congress of October 1765 

Declaratory Act of March 1766 

Townshend Acts of 1767-1768 

Boston Massacre of March 1770 

Establishment of Committees of Correspondence in March 1773 

Boston Tea Party in December 1773 

Intolerable Acts/Coercive Acts 1774 

First Continental Congress and adoption of Suffolk Resolves in September 1774 

Lexington and Concord on April 19th, 1775 

Second Continental Congress in May of 1775 

Olive Branch Petition adopted by Congress on July 8, 1775 

 Adapted from Debate on the Constitution, Part One, 1055-1099, Bernard Bailyn editor.3
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Common Sense published in January of 1776 

Declaration of Independence passed on July 4th, 1776 

AN OVERVIEW OF IMPORTANT PRINCIPLES OF POLITICAL THEORY  

Teachers may want to begin the study of the Declaration with a broader discussion of 
government. Some general questions to begin with might include the following: 

1. What is government and what are its purposes? Is it necessary? Is it a necessary evil 
or something more elevated? 

2. What gives someone the right to tell another how to live? 

3. What is the origin of political power? Are rulers divinely appointed? Is it power or 
might, intelligence or virtue, or some other quality that bestows upon one, or a few, 
the right to rule others? 

4. What makes laws legitimate? Is it force? If so, will such a foundation produce 
stability of rule? If not force, what then? 

John Locke (1632-1704) was among several authors informing the Founders who 
deliberated, wrote, and edited the Declaration of Independence. Other influences 
included Montesquieu, Hume, Hobbes, Harrington, Scripture, and a host of 
pamphleteers active throughout the colonial period.   4

The following excerpts from Locke’s Second Treatise of Government provide an especially 
accessible introduction to the principles that informed Jefferson, Mason, Adams, 
Franklin, and others. Depending on the age and ability of the students and the time 
allotted for this study, the teacher could have students read these excerpts from Locke’s 
Second Treatise of Government and discuss the questions that follow: 

● The state of nature has a law of nature to govern it, which obliges everyone: 
and reason, which is that law, teaches all mankind, who will but consult it, 
that being all equal and independent, no one ought to harm another in his 
life, health, liberty, or possessions (Chapter II, Section 6).  

 For further discussion see Pauline Maier, American Scripture, Making the Declaration of Independence and 4

A. J. Beitzinger, A History of American Political Thought. 
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● In transgressing the law of nature, the offender declares himself to live by 
another rule than that of reason and common equity, which is that 
measure God has set to the actions of men, for their mutual security 
(Chapter II, Section 8). 

● [A]nd thus it is, that every man, in the state of nature, has a power to kill a 
murderer, both to deter others from doing the like injury, which no 
reparation can compensate, by the example of the punishment that attends 
it from every body, and also to secure men from the attempts of a criminal, 
who having renounced reason, the common rule and measure God hath 
given to mankind, hath, by the unjust violence and slaughter he hath 
committed upon one, declared war against all mankind (Chapter II, 
Section 11). 

● And that all men may be restrained from invading others rights, and from 
doing hurt to one another, and the law of nature be observed, which 
willeth the peace and preservation of all mankind, the execution of the 
law of nature is, in that state, put into every man's hands, whereby every 
one has a right to punish the transgressors of that law to such a degree, as 
may hinder its violation: for the law of nature would, as all other laws that 
concern men in this world, be in vain, if there were no body that in the 
state of nature had a power to execute that law, and thereby preserve the 
innocent and restrain offenders (Chapter II, Section 7).  

● Men being, as has been said, by nature, all free, equal, and independent, 
no one can be put out of this estate, and subjected to the political power of 
another, without his own consent. The only way whereby any one divests 
himself of his natural liberty, and puts on the bonds of civil society, is by 
agreeing with other men to join and unite into a community for their 
comfortable, safe, and peaceable living amongst another, in a secure 
enjoyment of their properties, and a greater security against any, that are 
not of it… When any number of men have so consented to make one 
community or government, they are thereby presently incorporated, and 
make one body politic, wherein the majority have a right to act and 
conclude the rest (Chapter VIII, Section 95). 

● If man in the state of nature be so free, as has been said; if he be absolute 
lord of his own person and possessions, equal to the greatest, and subject 
to no body, why will he part with his freedom? Why will he give up this 
empire, and subject himself to the dominion and controul of any other 
power? To which it is obvious to answer, that though in the state of nature 
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he hath such a right, yet the enjoyment of it is very uncertain, and 
constantly exposed to the invasion of others: for all being kings as much as 
he, every man his equal, and the greater part no strict observers of equity 
and justice, the enjoyment of the property he has in this state is very 
unsafe, very unsecure. This makes him willing to quit a condition, which, 
however, free, is full of fears and continual dangers: and it is not without 
reason, that he seeks out, and is willing to join in society with others, who 
are already united, or have a mind to unite, for the mutual preservation of 
their lives, liberties and estates, which I call by the general name, property. 
The great and chief end, therefore, of men’s uniting into common-wealths, 
and putting themselves under government, is the preservation of their 
property. To which in the state of nature there are many things wanting 
(Chapter IX, Sections 123-124). 

● And where the body of the people, or any single man, is deprived of their 
right, or is under the exercise of a power without right, and have no 
appeal on earth, then they have a liberty to appeal to heaven, whenever 
they judge the cause of sufficient moment. And therefore, though the 
people cannot be judge, so as to have, by the  constitution of that society, 
any superior power, to determine and give effective sentence in the case; 
yet they have, by a law antecedent and paramount to all positive laws of 
men, reserved that ultimate determination to themselves which belongs to 
all mankind, where there lies no appeal on earth, viz. to judge, whether 
they have just cause to make their appeal to heaven. And this judgment 
they cannot part with, it being out of a man’s power so to submit himself 
to another, as to give him a liberty to destroy him; God and nature never 
allowing a man so to abandon himself, as to neglect his own 
preservation…(Chapter XIV, Section 168). 

Further, Carl Becker writes in The Declaration of Independence, A Study in the History of 
Political Ideas: 

● Let us suppose...the great majority of those, who still live by reason abide, 
are in danger of their lives, and at a great inconvenience to defend them. 
And suppose further that all these rational and conscientious Abels, being 
a great majority, come together saying: Why should we all be forever 
going up and down to watch where many Cains may come to strike? Go 
to, let us appoint a  few to watch for all...These few, whom we appoint to 
watch for us, that we may be safe in our lives, our health, our liberty, and 
our possessions, are to make what rules are necessary for that purpose, 
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but for that purpose only; and we agree in return to abide by those rules, 
so long as the few whom we appoint to make the rules do effectively, by 
means of those rules, make us safe in our lives, our liberties, and our 
possessions. Such is the modified version of the original compact which 
Locke finds in the state of nature (Becker 67). 

After reading the above quotations from Locke and Becker, the students can be led to 
discuss those passages with the following questions: 

1. What does Locke mean by the “state of nature”? 

2. What is the role of reason in the state of nature? 

3. Whence does the principle of common equity arise? Why should “no one…harm 
another in life, liberty, or possessions”? 

4. Why do men depart the state of nature and establish a compact and government? 

5. In what way has the criminal declared war against all mankind? Had Great Britain 
declared war on the colonies? Explain. 

6. How are human beings free and bound at the same time? 

7. Are others limited in the response they may make to the criminal’s declaration of 
war? Why? Are the colonies thus limited? 

8. Becker uses the phrase “original contract” in describing what Locke proposes as the 
solution to threats to liberty in the state of nature. How, according to the passage 
from Becker above, does this compact develop? 

9. What options do the people have when ruled by tyrannical government? How is this 
expressed in the Declaration of Independence? What does Locke mean when he says 
the people have cause and a right to “appeal to heaven”? 

  

THE DECLARATION OF INDEPENDENCE STUDY GUIDE 

For many students, this will be their first experience of reading a primary source 
document. Instruct students to pay attention to punctuation and vocabulary. Have them 
look up unknown words in the dictionary. Having students memorize and recite the 
first two paragraphs of the Declaration helps students solidify their understanding of 
the argument’s trajectory. 
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The teacher will need to address the document one clause or sentence at a time. The 
following questions yield fruitful discussions. Following the list of questions are some 
possible responses to each question. 

A List of Discussion Questions 

1. What makes a “people”? What made the colonists and the citizens of England a 
people? Why are they no longer a people? 

2. To what does the phrase the “laws of nature and of nature’s God” refer? What is an 
example of a law of nature?  

3. What is the reason given for why Congress has written this Declaration?  

4. What does it mean to say that a claim is self-evidently true? What is an example of a 
self-evident truth? What makes a claim self-evidently true? 

5. What is the meaning of equality as expressed here in this document? 

6. What are unalienable rights? If I have an unalienable right to life, does that mean 
that I cannot or should not give up my life? 

7. Note that the Declaration includes different rights from those Locke listed. Why, for 
example, is the pursuit of happiness included and not the right to property? 

8. Have human beings always possessed these rights? Are they discovered? Invented?   

9. What is the purpose of government as described here? Why, according to the 
Declaration, does a people submit to government? Is government necessary or 
desirable? Both? Neither? 

10. Explain “consent of the governed.” Who are the governed? Are those that govern 
also included in the governed? How does that work? 

11. What gives the people the right to revolt?   

12. What makes a government unjust? What does an unjust government do that impels 
men to deem it unjust? 

13. Who is included in the references to “men”? 
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Some Possible Corresponding Responses to the Discussion Questions 

Because these issues are the subject of much debate and discussion, depending on the 
age of the students and time available for this unit, the teacher will need to develop 
appropriate responses in advance of the discussion. What we provide here are some 
possible avenues for discussion. We recommend that teachers read from the suggested 
bibliography to fully develop their own responses in anticipation of the discussion with 
the students.  
  
1. By referring to themselves as a “people,” those writing and signing this declaration 
were declaring themselves separate from Britain. In as much as they had come together 
as representatives of the thirteen colonies at this Second Continental Congress, they 
were united for a common purpose, even as each colony continued to think of itself as 
sovereign as later expressed under the Articles of Confederation, which were adopted 
in 1777. 

Colonists were united with Britain by a common language, a shared history, an 
adherence to the rule of law, and respect for their inherited customs and traditions. 
Historically, these are the elements that define and unite a people. However, the more 
than one hundred years of colonial experience had begun to unite the colonists as a 
people separate from their mother country. The pre-Declaration events, some of which 
affected only one or two of the colonies, increased this shared experience of living as 
subjects under an increasingly tyrannical government. This initial unity should not, 
however, be overstated; much of what was needed in the early years of the war 
depended on growth in unity and an increase in shared responsibility.  

Nothing like colonial self-government in the wild vastness of North America had ever 
existed before; it was partly that new experience that initially fueled the thirst for 
liberty. Fighting for that liberty as a people formed by their common experience in turn 
further developed the growth of unity. 

Students should understand, though, that even after the war and after the ratification of 
the Constitution, many states still considered themselves as separate and sovereign 
entities. In fact, Samuel Adams, the great advocate for liberty and independence, 
bristled at the phrase that begins our Constitution: “We the People.” He is said to have 
responded that it should have read, “We the States.”  

  
2. The meaning of “laws of nature and of nature’s God” should be clear when linked to 
Locke and the selections the students have read. In brief, these laws are to be 
distinguished from laws of nations and states. They are not created; they are discovered 
through reason. Just as scientists have discovered laws that govern the movement of 
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planets, experience and the use of reason have discovered self-evident truths regarding 
human relationships and governance. This principle acknowledges the conclusions of 
several theological and political writers reaching back to Aristotle and Plato and 
through the English and Scottish Enlightenment, who argued that human reason could 
be relied upon to guide human behavior and who believed that an objective order 
existed in the realm of human relations that could be discovered through reason. 

3. Congress clearly states their belief that when a people declares its independence, it 
should provide reasons for doing so. Politically, this was important as it made the 
securing of allies less difficult. Theoretically, such a statement prevents the tyranny of a 
mob from breaking out as did in the French Revolution. It is a statement of reason, not 
just reasons. 

  
4. Defining self-evident using examples helps students understand the use of the term 
here. The self-evidence of a statement or belief lies in its reasonableness and its 
conformance to common sense or common experience. For example, if one knows the 
characteristics of a mammal and possesses a detailed description of a human being, it is 
self-evident that a human being is a mammal. No one person is more or less of a human 
being as all share in the same nature, even though the degree of participation in an 
expression of one’s humanity varies from individual to individual.   

Students should understand that few colonists would have argued that black slaves, 
women, and children were not human beings; rather, the argument centered on the 
capacity of each of these groups to fully participate in all expressions of our humanity.  

Teachers should discuss with the students the self-evident truths enshrined in the 
Declaration, including why they were considered self-evident.  

5 & 13. Students should note, “all men are created equal”; that is, in as much as we all 
belong to the species Homo sapiens, we possess equal potentialities. It is these 
potentialities, realized in some and not in others, that are collectively referred to as 
human nature. Therefore, just as any other object has a nature—possessing defining 
features—so too does the human being. 

The use of the word “men” poses some challenges for the modern reader. At the time it 
was written, property owning white men had rights that exceeded those understood to 
be natural rights. It is arguable that the members of Congress did believe that all “men,” 
including black men, and perhaps even women, were equal under nature’s laws—that 
is, under laws discovered, not promulgated. Because the Declaration was only asserting 
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natural rights, not rights granted by a governing authority that may or may not flow 
from those natural rights, it can be argued that Congress laid the foundation for the end 
of slavery and for women’s suffrage. However, this is debatable and most certainly 
would not have been on the minds of all those writing and editing the Declaration.  

6. Unalienable (or inalienable) rights are not conferred by any constitution, law, or 
government. If they were so conferred, they could not be said to be unalienable. Even if 
a government does not safeguard or recognize the unalienable rights of an individual or 
group, those rights remain unalienable. Even criminals have not forfeited their rights 
but, rather, are prevented from the free exercise of their natural liberty. Although one 
may choose to forfeit his life in defense of his country, that right to life is still one that is 
unalienable.  

Students should note the words “among them.” Life, liberty and the pursuit of 
happiness are not the only unalienable rights.  

7 & 8. Students will recall that Locke cites the rights to life, health, liberty, and 
possessions. The Declaration uses the broader phrase “pursuit of happiness” with the 
knowledge that not everyone owns or will own property or possess health. What is 
guaranteed here, then, is the right to pursue—not necessarily obtain—the goods that are 
appropriate for the life of a human being. The goods required for living the 
appropriately human life are never bad since living according to one’s human nature is 
desirable and good. However, because of their religious commitments, the Founders 
disagreed about whether human nature was so depraved as to be wholly trusted. They 
agreed that other desires beyond what we need are more accurately described as wants 
and as such are not always rightly desired. Government cannot guarantee protection of 
the pursuit of all that any one individual may want since to do so could involve doing 
injustice to another. For example, the acquisition of what one person wants may infringe 
upon the needs of another. Natural rights are an extension of natural needs; they are not 
privileges and do not depend upon a grant by government. 

It is important for students to understand this last principle: Governments are instituted 
to protect men’s rights to pursue their needs and, to some degree, their rights to pursue 
their wants. Governments do not grant these natural rights and, therefore, cannot take 
them away. In that light, a criminal, say, imprisoned after a fair trial, has forfeited his 
right to liberty by his own actions. 

  
9 & 10 & 11. The violation of consent of the governed was the initial and fundamental 
motivation for the Declaration of Independence. Teachers may point students to the list 
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of abuses to discuss the violation of consent inherent in each. Consent of the governed is 
the keystone of constitutional government as understood by the Founders; it was an 
inheritance from Britain’s unwritten constitution.    

English history chronicles the long struggle toward recognition of this unalienable right. 
Consent of the governed stands in opposition to the belief that kings and rulers govern 
as special representatives of divine authority. It is the people who grant power to a 
government to ensure their own protection against the law-breaker. Government has no 
power and no authority beside that which is conferred upon the offices of government 
by the people. It is the people as trustor who establish the government as “trustee” for 
themselves as “beneficiaries” (Beitzinger, 174-175). As soon as government ceases to 
provide effective defense, or itself becomes the law-breaker, the people withdraw their 
consent by whatever means are available to them.    

Students may question whether consent to the Constitution was given once the majority 
of states ratified the Constitution in 1788. Furthermore, what if a state had not ratified 
the Constitution? Would that state have been forced to abide by the decision of the 
majority? Ratification as outlined in the Constitution was a one-time event. Those of us 
living in the United States since ratification have given our consent by behaving as 
enfranchised citizens. By participating in the ratification process, the people and the 
states agreed to abide by the results just as today voters abide by the results of lawfully 
and freely held elections.  

It is important that the students understand that the revolution was not about money; in 
fact, it was not even about the right of Parliament to tax the colonies. The issue was 
consent, that is, the right of the colonists to be represented in Parliament. At the heart of 
consent of the governed is the belief that human beings are capable of self-government 
and only turn over the right to absolute self-rule in order to procure and ensure their 
liberty, not at its expense.  

  
12. Though they need not memorize the “long train of abuses,” students should link 
these abuses to the chronology of events they have already studied. Definitions of 
justice should be discussed in the context of these particular charges.  
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