Lesson 1 –

 What would life be like in a “state of nature’?
Purpose – This exercise is intended to introduce you to some of the basic ideas of the natural rights philosophy which are of great importance in the development of democratic governments.  

The most important ideas that you should be able to explain when we finish this lesson are:

· Political philosophy

· State of nature

· Laws of nature

· Consent 

· Natural rights philosophy

· Human nature  

Some other questions that you should be able to answer are their place in the natural rights philosophy, the source of these ideas, and how they influenced the find of government our Founding Fathers created.

What is the natural rights philosophy?

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all 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 to abolish it, and to institute new Government, laying its foundation on such principles and organizing its powers in such form, as to them shall seem most likely to effect their Safety and Happiness.  From The Declaration of Independence
This excerpt from the Declaration of Independence includes some of the most important philosophical ideas underlying our form of government.  They are ideas that had been accepted by almost everyone in the American colonies long before the Revolutionary War.  They had been preached in churches, written in pamphlets, and debated in public and private.  These basic ideas had been developed and refined by political philosophers such as the Englishman John Locke (1632 – 1704) and by many others in Europe such as Voltaire and Rousseau.  The political philosophy Locke wrote about is often called the natural rights philosophy.  The natural rights philosophy is based on imagining what life would be like if there were no government.  Locke and others called this imaginary situation a state of nature.  Whether or not such a state existed, thinking about what life would be like if there were no government was very useful to philosophers such as Locke in answering the following questions.
1.  What is human nature, that is, what traits of personality and character, if any, do all people have in common?  For example, are all people basically selfish or do they tend to care for the welfare of others?

2. What should be the purpose of government?

3. How do the people running a government get the right to govern?

4. How should a government be organized?

5. What kinds of governments should be respected and supported?

6. What kinds of governments should be resisted and fought?

John Locke’s answers to the questions were the answers accepted by most of the Founding Fathers.  They used these ideas to explain and justify their declaration of independence from Great Britain.  They also used these ideas in writing the various state constitutions after the Revolutionary War and later in writing the Constitution of the United States.

Problem Solving

It’s your turn to think like a philosopher
In order to understand the natural rights philosophy, it is helpful to try to answer the questions it deals with.  Some of the most important of these questions are listed below.  Answers to these questions may differ, which is what happened to our Founding Fathers.

It is important to know that you are not alone.  At various times in history, people have had very different views on these matters.

Imagine that all of the students in your school were transported to a place where there were enough natural resources for you to live on, but where no one had lived before.  When you arrived, you had no means of communicating with people in other parts of the world.  On the basis of this situation, answer the following questions, discuss your answers, and then compare your answers with those of John Locke below:

1. Would there be any government or laws to control how you lived, what rights or freedoms you exercised or what property you had?  Why?  Why not?

2. Would anyone have the right to govern you?  Would you have the right to govern anyone else?  Why?

3. Would you have any rights?  What would they be? Would it make any difference if you were a man or a woman?

4. What might people who were stronger than others try to do?  Why?

5. What might the weaker people try to do? Why?

6. What might life be like for everyone?
