 Political Ideas


Study Questions for Locke


John Locke is one of the classic advocates of an influential approach to thinking about politics called social contract theory  (or sometimes: state of nature theory).  According to this approach, the best way to answer questions about the proper role and limits of government is to suppose that people were originally in a "state of nature" where they had no government, and then to suppose that they agreed to a "social contract" establishing a government.  Then we can say that the only legitimate or proper sort of government is the sort that reasonable people would have agreed to in these circumstances.


In the excerpts contained in our text (and the handout) Locke is concerned to establish several principles.  See if you can figure out (and explain to yourself in plain English) how (i.e., by what reasoning) Locke tries to establish the following points:

a.   That people in the state of nature have certain natural rights (What rights? Why these rights? How is Locke's description of "the state of Nature" different from Hobbes'?)

b.   That even in a state of nature where everything is originally "given to mankind in common", private property would be a legitimate institution;  (See §§26-51, in the reader pp.81-86)

c.   That people would have good reasons for abandoning the "state of nature" and joining a social contract to establish the rule of law (in other words, that government is a necessary and legitimate institution);    (See §§123-131, handout)

d.   That only a government with limited powers is legitimate.  What limits does he insist on?  By what reasoning does he argue for those limits?  (See §§134-142, handout)

e.   That absolute monarchy is "no form of civil government at all";  (See §§ 90-93, handout)

f.    That the people have a right to dissolve the government;  (See §§ 222-225, reader, pp.86-87)

Here are some words of advice I once wrote for students in a class who were being asked to read a somewhat larger amount of Locke.  Perhaps you will find them helpful as well.

1.  Expect to spend more time reading these thirty or so pages than you would normally spend reading 100 pages.  It is very difficult reading.

2.  Don't expect to understand everything perfectly, even if you read slowly and carefully, even if you go back and read it several times (which you will surely need to do).  Scholars are still arguing over the exact meaning of Locke's words 300 years later.  

3.  Don't try to read the whole assignment at one sitting.  To get much out of it you will need to concentrate pretty hard.  Depending on what kind of reading you are accustomed to, you may not be able to stick with this for more than half an hour or 20 minutes.

4.  In moments of weariness or despair remind yourself that you are building up a certain kind of mental strength and stamina, that this requires effort and pain just as physical exercise does, and that it will get easier in time.  By the end of the semester you will be able to read such texts much more easily, though Locke will never count as light reading.

