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We saw last week that different thinkers in the contractualist tradition conceive of the

state of nature in different ways and that this has implications for their arguments about

the legitimacy of state power and the relationship between individuals and the state. For

example, Thomas Hobbes takes it that any force sufficiently powerful to keep the peace

and defend the state is legitimate because it would be rational for everybody to agree to

obey in such a case. The fact that somebody has never actually consented to be governed

by the state is irrelevant as is the fact that some people — possibly all people — might

have preferred to be governed by some other form of government. So although revolution is

never justified on Hobbes’s view because the sovereign power literally cannot act unjustly,

a government instituted following a successful revolution becomes legitimate provided it

can keep order within the state and deter or repel foreign attacks. The reason it would be

rational to agree to obey any power provided only that it is sufficiently strong to keep the

peace and defend the realm is based on Hobbes’s view of the state of nature as unremittingly

nasty.

In contrast, John Locke, for example, argues that it is rational for people to agree to

a government which will protect their lives, liberty and property. If the government fails

to do this — if, say, it develops into a tyranny, exploiting and oppressing its own people

— then rebellion may be justified. The more qualified form of social contract which Locke

considers reasonable is presumably at least partly due to his more optimistic picture of life

in the absence of a civil state. Locke’s state of nature is not entirely secure but it is largely

peaceful and productive. There is danger of war but nothing like the state of perpetual war

of “all against all” envisaged by Hobbes.

You can play “The States of Nature Experience”, an online game, to learn a little more

about the differences between the state of nature as envisaged by Hobbes, Locke and Jean

Jacques Rousseau1.

Locke’s theory of private property rights

One of the most important aspects of Locke’s political thought is his theory of property

rights, specifically his theory of private property rights.

In reading Locke, it is important to be aware that he uses the term ‘property’ ambiguously.

Often, ‘property’ means very much what we ordinarily mean when we use the term. This is

basically stuff2 — land, houses, cranberries, iPads, woolly hats etc. Sometimes, however,

Locke uses ‘property’ to mean life and liberty, as well as stuff. This complicates the

interpretation of various aspects of Locke’s view in important ways.

1. http://sites.google.com/site/statesofnatureexperience/ or link directly from the course blog.
2. I am ignoring more complex types of property such as intellectual property, complex financial instru-

ments etc.

http://sites.google.com/site/statesofnatureexperience/
http://sites.google.com/site/statesofnatureexperience/
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The story of stuff: How are private property rights possible?

Initially, God gives the world and everything in it (bar

other humans) to human beings generally. At this

point, the world and its contents (non-human animals,

plants, rocks, land, water. . . ) is owned in common by

all humans.

Individual humans own their own bodies, their labour

and the fruits of their labour.

Locke argues that by mixing their labour with part of the

common stock of resources, individual humans can come to

own parts of the common stock. That is, they can acquire

private property beyond their own bodies and labour. For

example, Locke argues that a Native American who hunts

and kills a deer, say, comes to own that deer.

Some right to exclusive use is essential to the idea of private

property. A pencil is not my private property if anybody

and everybody is as free to make use of it as I am. So by

appropriating resources as private property, humans remove

them from the common stock. That is, others no longer

have a right to them.

Just as somebody can acquire private own-

ership of some apples, say, by making the

effort to gather them, thus removing them

from the common stock, somebody can ac-

quire private ownership of land by cultivating

it. This means that land which is initially held

in common can come to be privately owned as

people cultivate different parts of it.
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Provisos

There are some limitations on the acquisition of private property. First, people only

have a right to what they can use or which others will use. So I only have a right to gather

enough apples for myself and any others I will provide them to. I might, for example, give

them to friends and family or trade them for some of your blackberries. This is all within

my rights. What I have no right to do is to take additional apples if these will rot before

they are made use of. I may not waste common resources. To take more than I can use is

to take more than my fair share.

Second, I must leave “enough and as good” for others. This is supposed not to be a

problem because God has provided abundance. Leaving “enough and as good” does not

necessarily mean that I must leave enough and as good of the same kind of thing, however.

For example, if we are surrounded by an abundance of fruit trees of all kinds, I need not

necessarily leave the same quantity and quality of precisely the same type of apple for each

of you. I might take Braeburn and leave Cox, for example, or take apples and leave pears.

When it comes to land, Locke thinks that my appropriation of land must not leave

anybody worse off than she was before. However, this does not necessarily mean I must leave

you land. Locke thinks that even a day labourer in England is better off than anybody could

be in the state of nature — even though no land remains for the labourer to appropriate.

This is because the labourer can work other people’s land in exchange for a share of the

produce and cultivated land is so much more productive than uncultivated land that even

landless labourers end up better off. Somebody taking land out of the common stock by

cultivating it is really, according to Locke, increasing the common stock by making the land

many times more productive.

Third, I can only acquire property through my own labour. I may not help myself to a

share of the walnuts which you gathered using your labour but must instead either gather

my own or persuade you to exchange some of your walnuts for some of my blueberries.

Similarly, I may not appropriate some of the land you have carefully ploughed and prepared

but must instead either find an uncultivated (and so unclaimed) tract of land to plough

and sow myself or reach an agreement with you allowing me to use of part of your land in

exchange for some benefit I can provide.

These limitations constrain the amount of property which an individual can have an

exclusive right to. It is not possible to accumulate wealth like this because nobody has a

right to more than she can use — more than she can cultivate, more than she and those she

shares with can eat before it spoils etc.

Money

People can, however, agree to exchange surplus goods not only for less perishable items

(blackberries exchanged for hazelnuts, say) but for non-perishable items such as shells,

pieces of metal, diamonds etc. These things do not spoil so there is no problem with my

accumulating these. People may therefore agree to recognise small pieces of gold, silver and
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copper, say, as having some exchange value. In this way, individuals may produce a greater

surplus provided they exchange that surplus for these durable pieces of metal. People do no

wrong in accumulating these. In agreeing on such a monetary system, people agree to an

unequal distribution of goods.

Just distributive inequalities

Locke thinks that this story explains how it is possible for an initial situation in which

the world is owned in common to give rise to justified distributive inequalities through a

series of just exchanges and agreements.

The importance of Locke’s theory of stuff

One reason for the importance of Locke’s theory of private property rights is its role in

his overall view. Locke thinks that the rationality of the social contract — the rationality

of agreeing to give up some of the rights people have in the state of nature — depends on

the purpose of the contract which is to safeguard rights to life, liberty and property. The

government may not, therefore, violate these rights. If it does so sufficiently egregiously and

sufficiently frequently, it is no longer legitimate and may be justly overthrown. This means

that Locke thinks the government may not generally confiscate its citizens’ property.

A second reason Locke’s theory of property rights is important concerns its influence

on the development of political thought, including its impact on political movements,

legislation and public policy — the theory remains highly influential today. It follows from

Locke’s theory, for example, that indigenous peoples who subsisted primarily by hunting and

gathering — as opposed to farming — never owned the land they lived on. On Locke’s view,

this land remained part of the resources owned by humans in common and no wrong was

done by those who colonised it even though this involved excluding its original inhabitants.
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