
History of USA 2015 Solved Paper 

 

Q.5 - Compare the Lock-can philosophy with American 
Political thought. 

  

Introduction: 

The American Revolution lasted from 1775 to 1783. When it ended, the colonists 
were free. They had overthrown British rule. The new United States was born. 
One British thinker was very important to the American revolutionaries. His ideas 
shaped the way they thought. John Locke, who lived from 1632 to 1704, was that 
thinker. 

For almost 2,000 years most people thought of their governments in only one 
way. Thet believed that governments were formed by God. People thought that 
the purpose of government was to make sure God's laws were followed. For 
Christians, those laws were written in the Bible. 

Most people believed that God chose a country's rulers. That meant everyone 
else must do what these rulers told them to do. Rulers could not be questioned. 
They could not be replaced. Most of those rulers were kings and queens. 

During the 1600s and 1700s, several English thinkers challenged these ideas. 
Locke was the most important of them. 

Comparing Locke's Philosophy with American Political Thought: 

The second book of Locke's Two Treatises of Government contains the germs of 
the American Declaration of Independence. Locke maintained that the supreme 
function of the state is to protect life, liberty, and prosperity, to which every man 
is entitled. 



Political authority, he said, is held in trust for the benefit of the people alone. 
When the natural rights of mankind are violated, the people have the right and 
duty of abolishing or changing the government. This doctrine is written into the 
preamble to the Declaration of Independence. 

"The true remedy of force without authority is to oppose force to it," Locke 
asserted. He also laid another great foundation stone for the Revolution when he 
expounded, in his Letter on Toleration, the view that Church and state properly 
occupy separate spheres and should be kept apart. 

The Lockean state is seen as simply the servant or agent of the propertied men 
who contract to set it up, their interest in creating the state no more than the 
very worldly one of having it protect their lives, liberty, and property. 

The state, according to Locke, should do no more, nor no less. If it did more, such 
as prescribing religious truth, or if it did less, such as failing to protect the liberty 
or property of its subjects, then as a mere servant the state would be dismissed 
by those who had set it up and would be replaced by another. 

Such, indeed, was the political ideology of the Founding Fathers as captured by 
Jefferson in the Declaration of Independence. The language is pure Locke. 

"We hold these truths to be self-evident, that men are created equal, that they are 
endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights; that among these are 
Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of happiness: That to secure these rights governments 
are instituted among men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the 
governed; that whenever any form of government becomes destructive of these 
ends, it is the right of the people to alter or abolish it, and to institute new 
Government, laying its foundation on such principles and organizing its power in 
such form as to them shall seem most likely to affect their safety and happiness". 

Among America’s founders, no one better captured this spirit of Lockean 
liberalism than Thomas Jefferson. The basic Lockean theory of freedom and the 
minimal state is expressed in beautiful American language by Jefferson in the one 
book he wrote, Notes on the State of Virginia, where he explains why the state 
must remain unconcerned with private religious belief or even disbelief. 



The legitimate powers of government extend to such acts only as are injurious to 
others. But it does me no injury for my neighbor to say there are twenty gods, or 
no God. It neither breaks my leg, nor picks my pocket. 

The lineage is direct. The words are strikingly similar. Locke wrote that secular 
laws were intended only to provide that “the goods and health of subjects be not 
injured.” He insisted that “if a Roman Catholic believes that to be really the body 
of Christ, which another man calls bread, he does no injury thereby to his 
neighbors.” 

Conclusion: 

Lockean liberalism, which so influenced the revolutionary inventors of the 
American state, saw politics not about salvation, or about doctrinal purity and 
truth, not even about men leading virtuous and moral lives. Politics was about 
personal rights, and focused on economics and property; the state’s job was 
merely to be an umpire ensuring a peaceful and secure enjoyment of personal 
rights safe from injury. 

The state’s concern was making certain that no one’s leg was broken or purse 
stolen. The founders of America like Sam Adams made “Mr. Lock” and his radical 
liberalism the American creed. 

 


