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By probing the social assumptions con­
tained in seventeenth-century political 
theory but largely neglected hitherto, this 
book offers a fuller understanding of the 
formative theory of the modem state. The 
political theories of Hobbes, the Levellers, 
Harrington, and Locke are subjected to 
a critique at once logical and historical. 
Some apparent inconsistencies in each 
theory are resolved; others are shown to 
be real and to follow from their authors' 
partial grasp of the nature of seventeenth­
century society; and the meaning of some 
of the theories is more accurately estab­
lished. 

The social assumptions are designated 
'possessive individualism'. Substantially 
accurate for seventeenth-century society, 
they account for much of the strength of 
seventeenth-century theory. Carried into 
the English liberal tradition, they have led 
to the present dilemma of liberal-demo­
cratic theory. For possessive individual­
ism, while indispensable for a liberal 
market society, cannot justify a liberal­
democratic state. 
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PREFACE 

SoME time ago I suggested that English political thought 
from the seventeenth to the nineteenth centuries had an 
underlying unity which deserved notice. I called the unifying 
assumption 'possessive individualism' and suggested that 
central difficulties of liberal-democratic thought from John 
Stuart Mill to the present might be better understood if they 
were seen to have been set by the persistence and deep-root­
edness of that assumption.' The notion of possessive indivi­
dualism promised also to yield a fresh understanding of the 
main seventeenth-century political theories, in some cases 
resolving unsettled problems of their meaning. 

The present work, which pursues that promise, has grown 
over several years. The study of Locke establishes, I hope, a 
reading of his theory of property right which alters the gene­
ral view of his political theory. Parts of that study, which was 
the first to be done, were published in two articles in I 9 S I 
and I 9 S 4· I have not found it necessary to alter or add 
substantially to what I then said, though I have added 
references to some subsequent work on Locke. The study 
of Hobbes suggests that prevalent treatments of his political 
theory leave a good deal to be understood, and offers an 
alternative interpretation. The study of Leveller theory un­
dertakes to correct a substantive error in the standard treat­
ments, and explores the implications of the possessive aspect 
of their notion of freedom. The study of Harrington seeks to 
disengage his theory from the controversy over the gentry 
and to. show that it is better understood as having bourgeois 
roots. Internal contradictions, especially in Locke's and Har­
rington's theories, which had hitherto gone unnoticed or 
been too easily dismissed, have been examined and used as 
clues to the thinker's implicit assumptions; so treated, the 

I Cambridge Journal, vii. s6o-8 Uune I9S+)· 
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contradictions pointed to a fuller understanding of the whole 
theory. 

Each study thus contributes, I hope, to a more adequate, 
and some of them to a more accurate, understanding of seven­
teenth-century English political thought. Together they may 
be thought to establish the usefulness of the notion of posses­
sive individualism as a central assumption of liberal political 
theory. 

Acknowledgement is made to the editors of the Western 
Political Quarterly for permission to use material first pub­
lished in its pages as two articles 'Locke on Capitalist Ap­
propri~tion'~ _December I 9 5 I, a~d 'The Social Bea~ing of 
Locke s Political Theory', March I 954 ; and to the editors of 
Past & Present for permission to use the material on Har­
ringt?n, which appeared in its April I 960 issue. 

Friends and colleagues with whom I have discussed most 
of the ideas here presented have saved me from some enthusi­
asms. They will not wish to be thanked specifically: some 
of them have been more helpful than they know. So ha;e ~y 
student.s; who have made me aware of some difficulties m 
the subject-matter and encouraged me to think they could be 
overcome. 

. -:r:he paths of sc~olarship are smoothed in different fashions 
m different centunes: 1 may be permitted to record my thanks 
to the ~uffi.eld Foundation, the Canada Council, and my 
own un.Iversity, who have been pleased to think my studies 
somet~mg, and ~t~erwise to oblige me with real testimonies 
of their good opmion. 

University of Toronto 
June 30, I 96 I 

C. B. MACPHERSON 
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INTRODUCTION 

1. The Roots of Liberal-Democrtltic Theory 

A c REA T deal has been written in recent years about the 
difficulty of finding a firm theoretical basis for the liberal­
democratic state. As the difficulty persists, it seems worth 
inquiring whether it may not lie as much in the roots of the 
liberal tradition as in any subsequent growth. For such an 
inquiry, the roots may properly be taken to be in the political 
theory and practice of the English seventeenth century. It 
was then, in the course of a protracted struggle in parlia­
ment, a civil war, a series of republican experiments, a 
restoration of the monarchy, and a final constitutional revolu­
tion, that the principles which were to become basic to 
liberal democracy were all developed, though not with equal 
success at the time. And it is clear that an essential ingredi­
ent, both of the practical struggle and of the theoretical 
justifications, was a new belief in the value and the rights of 
the individual. 

Whether the individualism of the seventeenth century is 
deplored as having undermined the Christian natural law 
tradition, or applauded as having opened new vistas of 
freedom and progress, its importance is not disputed. Nor 
is it doubted that individualism has been an outstanding 
characteristic-of the whole subsequent liberal tradition. In­
dividualism, as a basic theoretical position, starts at least as 
far back as Hobbes. Although his conclusion can scarcely 
be called liberal, his postulates were highly individualistic. 
Discarding traditional concepts of society, justice, and 
natural law, he deduced political rights and obligation from 
the interest and will of dissociated individuals. Individualism 

827143 B 



2 INTRODUCTION 

of another sort, emphasizing the equal moral worth of every 
human being, was clearly fundamental in Puritan political 
thinking. And individualism has a large, if ambiguous, place 
in Locke's political theory. All these theories were closely 
related to the struggle for a more liberal state. The Puritan 
theories and Locke's, between them, provided its main 
justification. Even the utilitarian doctrine which seemed to 
~upersede them in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries 
IS at bottom only a restatement of the individualist principles 
which were worked out in the seventeenth century: Bentham 
built on Hobbes . 

. One would not expect fundamental political principles of 
the seventeenth century to be entirely sufficient for a changed 
and more complex twentieth-century world. But one might 
ex~ect that they could still be built upon, if they were as 
soltd as they seemed, that is, if they corresponded as well as 
they seemed to do t h · · d · · s o t e needs asp1ratwns, an capac1tte 
of modern m Th' ' d . an. IS expectation has not been fulfille · 
Tb hebfoudndatiOns have cracked and tilted. If they are not to 

e a an oned, they need t b . d 
Wh t k. d o e repa1re . 

da 10 of fundamental repair should be attempted 
must epend on th d' . T 
b I k e 1agnos1s of the weakness. here has een no ac of d' .11 , tt k B lagnoses. Ever since John Stuart M1 s a ac on entham' 'I' 
come the e b d' s Utt ltarianism, which had by then be-
ness of lib ml? ~~~nt of political individualism, the weak­
with Bent~ra :n IVIdualism has been more or less identified 
sion of it T ahm Bs narrow.ly selfish, narrowly rationalist, ver-

. e entham t . · h' 1. · cal relat1'on 1 e assumptiOn that man m 1s po ltl-s was and h 1 · 
own interests d s ou d be treated as a calculator of hts 
man has been' an that this exhausted his nature as political 

' seen as a . . I 
insights of an e 1. perverswn of the fundamentalltbera ar ler trad' . 

On this sort of dia 1~ 1on. 
one that would b · gnosts, the repair that was needed was 
individual and rtngb?ack a sense of the moral worth of the 

' com In . I 
value of communit e. 1t again with a sense. of the mora 
sure in the Purita y, which had been present m some mea­

n and Lockean theory. In this way it might 
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be hoped to get back to what seemed the desirable values 
of individualism while discarding its excesses. The many 
attempts to do this, ranging, since Mill, from T. H. Green's 
idealism through many kinds of modern pluralism, have 
all run into serious difficulty, so much so that it is worth 
reconsidering the diagnosis. 

The present study is an attempt to do this. It suggests 
that the difficulties of modern liberal-democratic theory lie 
deeper than had been thought, that the original seventeenth­
century individualism contained the central difficulty, which 
lay in its possessive quality. Its possessive quality is found in 
its conception of the individual as essentially the proprietor 
of his own person or capacities, owing nothing to society for 
them. The individual was seen neither as a moral whole, 
nor as part of a larger social whole, but as an owner of him­
self. The relation of ownership, having become for more 
and more men the critically important relation determining 
their actual freedom and actual prospect of realizing their 
full potentialities, was read back into the nature of the 
individual. The individual, it was thought, is free inasmuch 
as he is proprietor of his person and capacities. The human 
essence is freedom from dependence on the wills of others, 
and freedom is a function of possession. Society becomes a 
lot of free equal individuals related to each other as pro­
prietors of their own capacities and of what they have 
acquired by their exercise. Society consists of relations of 
exchange between proprietors. Political society becomes a 
calculated device for the protection of this property and for 
the maintenance of an orderly relation of exchange. 

It cannot be said that the seventeenth-century concepts 
of freedom, rights, obligation, and justice are all entirely 
derived from this concept of possession, but it can be shown 
that they were powerfully shaped by it. We shall see that 
possessive assumptions are present not only in the two main 
systematic theories of political obligation (Hobbes's and 
Locke's) but also, where they might be least expected, in the 
theories of the radical Levellers and the gentry-minded 
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Harrington. I shall argue that these assumptions, which do 
correspond substantially to the actual relations of a market 
society, were what gave liberal theory its strength in the 
seventeenth century, but that they became the source of its 
weakness in the nineteenth, when the development of the 
market society destroyed certain prerequisites for deriving 
a liberal theory from possessive assumptions, while yet the 
society conformed so closely to those assumptions that they 
could not be abandoned. They have not been abandoned yet, 
nor can they be while market relations prevail. Vlhen we 
see how deeply they are embedded in the original theory we 
shall u?derstand their persistence; when their persistence is 
r~cogm7ed we can consider how far it is responsible for the 
dlffi.culttes of liberal-democratic theory in our own time. 

2. Problems of Interpretation 

The soci~I_assumptions whose importance in seventeenth­
century political theory I have sought to establish have not 
generally been clearly identified· and, therefore, I believe, 
h;v~ not generally been given sufficient weight. Since most 
0 t em_ appear in the theories as uncertain mixtures of 
assumpttons about f · b · h h 

d b act and assumpttons a out rtg t, t ey 
ten h" tol edbe_neath or beyond the notice of both philo­
sop tea an htstor1• 1 · · · 1 · s 

.1 b ca cnttcs And these socta assumptwn can east y e ov 1 k · 
. er oo ed, or undervalued, because they are sometimes not ex 1· · · h 

th · th P ICtt, or not fully formulated, m t e eones emselv T . f 
· t t t" es. hts raises a general problem o m erpre a ton. 
1 To say that a th . . 
assumptions clear} ~Ortst has failed to state some of hts 

· Y Is of course to presume that he was usmg some assum · . 
formulated Th · ptt.ons beyond those he has explicttly 
lished. It ~ 15 presumption cannot be certainly estab-

annot be e t bl" b h . h t some unstated ~ a tshed merely y s owmg t a 
_ assumpt . · d ( h commonly are) to tons are logtcally requtre . as t ey 

produce the theory's concluswns; one 
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would have also to suppose that the theorist was a strictly 
logical thinker. This supposition is unwise. \Vhile political 
theorists do try to persuade their readers by some sort of 
reasoned argument, the requirements of political persuasion 
and of logic are not always identical. Besides, a thinker of a 
previous century may not have had the same notion of logic 
that we have. 

But while the presumption that a theorist was using 
assumptions beyond those he explicitly formulated cannot be 
certainly established, it is still a fairly strong one. It would 
be surprising if political theorists did always state all their 
assumptions clearly. Two probable reasons for their not 
doing so are fairly obvious. 

First, where a writer can take it for granted that his 
readers will share some of his assumptions, he will see no 
need to set these out at the points in his argument where we, 
who do not share those assumptions automatically, think 
they should have been stated to make the argument complete. 
For example, it was a common assumption in the seventeenth 
century that the labouring class is a class apart, scarcely if at 
all to be counted as part of civil society. We should not be 
justified in imputing that assumption to a seventeenth­
century theorist simply on the ground that his conclusion 
does not follow without it and does follow with it. For it is 
possible that some other assumption could be found which 
would produce his conclusion, and that that other assump­
tion ought rather to be imputed. But when an assumption 
not only meets the two conditions (a) that it was common 
enough that a writer could take it for granted in his readers, 
and (b) that it fills a gap in his argument, but moreover is 
mentioned or used by the writer in some context other than 
the one in which we think it is required, the probability that 
he was making the assumption throughout his argument 
becomes too strong to be overlooked. It may well be more 
misleading for us to exclude it than to admit it. We shall be 
noticing several instances of assumptions which are quite 
essential to a theory being mentioned casually, as if hardly 



6 INTRODUCTION 

worth stating, 1 or revealed incidentally in the course of an 
argument about something else. 2 

A second reason for a theorist's failure to state an assump­
tion clearly is that he may not be clearly aware of it. It would 
be strange indeed if a thinker did not sometimes carry over 
into his premisses some general assumptions about the 
nature of man or of society, shaped by his living in his own 
society, without being fully aware that he was doing so. No 
man formulates all that is in his mind; few formulate all 
that may later be seen to be relevant to their problems. vVhat 
they leave unformulated may nevertheless pervade their 
thinking. The possibility that such implicit assumptions are 
present should not be overlooked. They should not be im­
puted merely on the ground that they seem to be logically 
required by the author's argument. But when such assump­
tions do make sense of the argument (or more sense than can 
otherwise be made of it), and are ones that we can now see 
might readily have arisen from that thinker's experience of 
his own society, and when, moreover, they are repeatedly 
implied in various of his incidental arguments, 3 the prob­
abi~ity that he was using such assumptions is sufficient to 
entitle us to admit them. 

There is of course some risk in reading into an author's 
work any assumptions he did not clearly state. However 
strong the presumption that he was taking some assumptions 
for granted, or that he held some without being aware of 
~h~m, we cannot be certain that we have got them right. But 
lt .1s .less risky to make the attempt than to avoid it on 
pnnc1ple. Ifwe admit only assumptions which meet the tests 
JUst mentioned, we may at least hope to avoid the all-too­
frequent course of imputing unconsciously assumptions 

fi 1 e.~. the Levellers' assumption that servants are rightly excluded from the 
. ranchise (below, pp. xu ff.), and Locke's assumption that the labour of my servant 
IS my labour (below, p. z I S)• 
. z e.g. Locke's assumption that the labouring poor are incapable of rational obliga­

tiOn (below, p. zz4). 
3• e.g. Harrington's assumption that market relations prevail in his gentry-led 

society (below, pp. I7S-8x), and Locke's two contradictory conceptions of society 
(below, pp. 2.43 ff.). 
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which we take for granted but which a writer of an earlier 
century would not have done. 

There may be other reasons, besides the two already 
noticed, why a thinker has not clearly stated all the assump­
tions he is using. He may have deliberately concealed or 
disguised some of them, either from fear of offending the 
readers whom he wanted to convert to his conclusions, or 
from fear of persecution. Political theory was a dangerous 
trade in the seventeenth century. And even apart from 
personal danger, a cautious theorist who had reached an 
intellectual position which was a decisive break with the 
received tradition might well think that some subterfuge 
was needed to carry his readers with him. Explanations of 
this sort have been increasingly offered by recent scholars, 
especially to account for the confusions in Locke's theory. 1 

The possibility, and in Locke's case the probability, of some 
measure of concealment of assumptions, cannot be neglected. 
But it has seemed to me that the concealment hypothesis 
cannot, even in Locke's case, explain all that has to be ex­
plained, and that it is an unsatisfactory alternative to the 
hypothesis that some social assumptions have been left im­
perfectly stated, or implicit, for one of the reasons I have 
suggested. 

A general remark may be made finally about the question 
of logical consistency in political theories. My point of 
departure in each of the following studies is some real or 
supposed inconsistency in a theoretical structure. I have 
found it a fruitful hypothesis that each of the thinkers in­
tended to be consistent, or (which comes to the same thing) 
was consistent within the limits of his vision. But it should be 
noticed that this is far from being a hypothesis that each of 
the theories is, when properly understood, consistent. Some­
times, indeed, the result has been to show that what appears 
to be an inconsistency is not so when we recognize the 

1 e.g. by Leo Strauss, Natural Right and History (Chicago, 1953), pp. zo6-II, 
246-7; R. L. Cox, Locke on War and Peace (Oxford, 196o), discussed below, p. 197, 
n. z; and Note R, p. 300. 
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existence of an implicitorimperfectlystated assumption which 
had hitherto been overlooked or not given enough weight. 
But more often the result has been to show that the theory 
is in some respects strictly inconsistent, even (or especially) 
when its implicit assumptions have been given full weight. 
What the analysis achieves then is not a resolution of logical 
inconsistencies but an explanation of how the theorist could 
have been unconscious of them. 

The question of consistency is in any case a secondary one. 
The hypothesis of intended consistency is no more than a 
useful approach. vVhen we find inconsistent positions being 
taken in a single sentence (e.g. in a Leveller statement that 
since all persom have an equitable right to a voice in elec­
tions, therefore the franchise should be given to all men 
except servants and beggars 1) we are entitled to ask whether 
any assumptions the writer may then have had in mind can 
account for such statements, and we should be unwise not 
to look about for evidence of there being such assumptions. 
The presence of apparently clear inconsistency is to be 
treated as a clue to inadequately stated assumptions. The 
hypothesis that a thinker was consistent within the limits 
or his vision is useful less as a way of resolving inconsisten­
Cies than as a pointer to the direction and limits of his vision, 
which may then be established by other evidence. 

1 John Harris, The Grand Designe, quoted below, p. 12.5. 
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HOBBES: THE POLITICAL OBLIGATION 
OF THE MARKET 

I. P!Jilosoplzy and Political Theory 

HoBBEs is widely, and rightly, regarded as the most formid­
able of English political theorists; formidable not because 
he is difficult to understand but because his doctrine is at 
once so clear, so sweeping, and so disliked. His postulates 
about the nature of man are unflattering, his political conclu­
sions are illiberal, a_nd his logic appears to deny us any way 
out. But clear as his theory is in comparison with most others, 
its unusual breadth and depth has left it open to criticism of 
many kinds. It has been attacked repeatedly on theological, 
philosophical, and pragmatic political grounds. Yet it has 
survived, and with added lustre. Direct attack having left 
it vigorous and perennially fascinating, it has been inter­
preted, re-interpreted, and even nowadays completely recon­
structed. 

It might seem that nothing more could usefully be said. 
Yet the interpretations now most widely accepted and most 
influential leave something to be desired. Most of them have 
proceeded by breaking up what Hobbes had presented as a 
monolithic structure. Sometimes this has been done to dis­
credit the whole theory, but more often to rescue a substan­
tial part of it from what were thought to be fatal weaknesses 
in other parts. There can be no objection to probing an 
apparent monolith, and if the probe reveals that the structure 
is not genuine this fact should be recorded and demonstrated. 
But as often as this has been done to Hobbes, the results 
have been inconclusive, and it may be doubted whether 
the process has furthered the understanding of Hobbes's 
theory. 
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The first wedge was driven in between Hobbes's philo­
sophic materialism and his political theory. Som: of the 
best-known students of Hobbes have taken the view that 
his political theory was not derived from his materi~lisn: or 
decisively affected by his concept of science; this . view 
reached its culmination in the influential study published 
by Strauss in I 936. 1 This line of interpretation, howeve;, 
did not require any very extensive revision of Hobbes .s 
political theory. For while Hobbes had spoken of the possi­
bility of deducing his psychological principles (and hence 
his political theory) from t}:le geometrical and physical first 
principles of matter and motion, 2 he did not in fact try to 
ma~e any .su~h deduction. He pointed out that the psycho­
logical pnnciples from which a political science could be 
deduced need not themselves be deduced from the laws of 
motion of material but could be reached directly by self­
observation, and this was the method he used.J Hence to 
set aside Hobbes's materialism is not necessarily to under­
mi~e. his political t~eory, although I shall argue4 that the 
political theory requires the materialism for another reason. 

More recently a new wedge has been driven, this time 
between Hob~es's psychological principles and his political 
theory, .a?d thts .has had the more far-reaching consequence 
of requmn9 a VIrtual reconstruction of the political theory. 
The ne'; VIew was put .forward by A. E. Taylor in I 938· 5 

Hobb:s s theory of political obligation, it was argued, had 
no logically n~cessary connexion with his propositions about 
the psychol~gical .nature of man. This view has been widely 
accepted. Smce. Its publication, outstanding students of 
Hobbes have tned to construct out of Hobbes's writings a 
theory they could regard as logically coherent and as being 
what Hobbes really meant. To do so they have had to set 
aside Hobbes's own statements that he was deducing his 

1 G. C. Robertson, Hobbes ( 886) ...,..h 
Political Philosophy of Hobbes 1 ; .John Laird, _Hobbn (1934); Leo Strauss, J · e 

2 Elements of Philosophy (E~ 1gs Bam and Genem (Oxford! 1936). 
3 Ibid., pp. 73, 74; cf. Levf h Works, cd. Molesworth, 1. 74). 

E Ta lor 'Th E . athan, Intra. 4 Below, pp. 78-79· 
5 A. · Y ' e thJcal Doctrine of Hobbes', Philosophy, xiii (1938). 
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political theory from his premisses about human nature, 1 

and to find some other basis in Hobbes for the theory of 
political obligation. 

Thus Oakeshott, after disarmingly remarking that we 
should not expect a coherence in Hobbes's moral thinking 
which is foreign to the ideas of any seventeenth-century 
writer, and that we should not attempt to create such a 
coherence by extracting some consistent doctrine from his 
writings, rejects, as just such an erroneous extraction, the 
theory of political obligation in terms of self-interest, and 
goes on to offer an interpretation which will give 'as co­
herent a view as is consistent with all of what Hobbes actually 
wrote' .2 This view is that Hobbes's political obligation is a 
mixture of physical obligation (submission to the superior 
force of the sovereign), rational obligation, which prevents 
a man from willing an action the probable consequences of 
which he rationally perceives to be likely to be harmful to 
himself (which is based on self-interest), and moral obliga­
tion, which is created by the voluntary act of authorizing the 
sovereign, and consists of obedience to the commands of 
the authorized sovereign (which is not based on self­
interest).J 

This degree of coherence has not satisfied other scholars. 
Warrender, sharing the view that Hobbes's theory of 
political obligation is not sufficiently based on self-interest, 
rejects Oakeshott's cautionary admonitions and constructs 
from Hobbes a highly coherent theory of obligation, in 
which political obligation is moral obligation and is deduced 
not from the postulates about man's nature but from the 
will or command of God, or from a body of natural law 
which bears its own authority.4 This construction has in 
turn been found unsatisfactory by other critics ; its very 

1 Rudiments, Ep. Ded., p. 5• and Preface, pp. 11, 13; Elements of Law, Ep. Ded., 
p. xvii, and chap. i, sect. 1; Leviathan, Review and Conclusion, p. 5 54· For details 
of these three works, and editions used, see Note A, p. 293. 

z M. Oakeshott, Introduction to his edition of Leviathan (Oxford, 1947), p. !viii. 
J Op. cit., pp. Iix-lxi. 
4 Howard Warrender, The Political Philosophy of Hobbes (Oxford, 1957), and 

Political Studies, viii. x (Feb. x96o), 48-57. Cf. Note D, p. 294· 
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excellence and thoroughness in developing the implications 
of the Taylor thesis has led to the whole thesis being called 
into question. 1 

But if we reject the Taylor thesis and return to the 
traditional view that Hobbes was deducing his theory of 
political obligation from postulates about human nature 
which he held to be self-evident to any thoughtful observer, 
we are faced again with the old difficulties which the Taylor 
thesis had the merit of avoiding or resolving. Two difficulties 
particularly may be noticed. 

First, Hobbes's theory of human nature has seemed so 
unacceptable, at least as the universal theory Hobbes claimed 
it to be, that unless the political theory could be logically 
detached from it, the political theory did not seem to be 
worth serious consideration; yet the political theory con­
tinues to haunt Hobbes's critics as worth serious considera­
tion. Hobbes's theory of human nature is indeed difficult to 
accept entire. Apart from the fact that it is apt to arouse 
strong emotional resentment, and so to be rejected out of 
hand, it may be rejected on various reasoned grounds. Its 
mechanical materialism may be held to be untenable. Or it 
may be rejected empirically: if the theory of human nature 
were valid, then (granting, as such critics generally do freely 
grant, that Hobbes's deduction was good) the political con­
clusions he drew should have been acceptable to the men for 
and about whom he was writing, whereas in fact they never 
have been accepted. It is probably because Hobbes's theory 
of human nature is considered to be untenable (for one or 
~nothe~ of such reasons), while yet his prowess as a thinker 
I~ admired and his conclusions are uneasily felt to have con­
Siderable force, that searches are made for some other basis 
for his conclusions about political obligation. But admiration 
for Hobbes as a thinker need not drive us to such lengths. 

!his difficulty, I shall suggest, can be disposed of without 
gomg to the extreme of jettisoning Hobbes's theory of 

1 Notably by Stuart M. Brown, Jr., 'Hobbes: The Taylor Thesis', Philosophical 
&viM», lxviii. 3 Ouly 1959). 
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human nature or denying its essential place in his deductive 
system. vVhen we see his theory of human nature as a 
reflection of his insight into the behaviour of men towards 
each other in a specific kind of society, we can see why 
Hobbes thought his propositions about human nature would 
be self-evident to all honest contemporary observers once he 
had set them out 'orderly and perspicuously'. \Ve can see 
also that, while his propositions are not universally valid, 
they are more nearly valid for his and our time than is 
allowed by those who must have all or nothing and who 
therefore reject whatever cannot be shown to be universally 

_valid. Nor is there any difficulty in showing why his proposi­
tions, in spite of their high degree of accuracy and adequacy, 
were riot acceptable to his contemporaries. 1 In short, when 
Hobbes's universal claims are reduced to an historical 
measure, there is no need to divorce his theory of human 
nature from his political theory in order to rescue the latter; 
both theories are seen to have a specific historical validity, 
and to be consistent with each other. 

A second difficulty with the traditional view is that it 
presents Hobbes as having committed what is now said to 
be a grave logical error, namely, as having tried to deduce 
moral obligation from empirical postulates of fact. The core 
of his theory of human nature is undoubtedly a series of 
postulates of supposed fact. And the political theory is cer­
tainly presented in terms of moral obligation. If the political 
theory was intended to be a strict deduction from the theory 
of human nature, Hobbes is convicted of having deduced 
what ought to be from what is; convicted, because it is now 
held that it is logically improper to deduce ought from is. 
To rescue Hobbes from this position it has seemed necessary 
to detach his theory of obligation from his theory of human 
nature and to find some other basis for the former, or else to 
deny that his theory of obligation is (as Hobbes thought it 
was) a moral rather than merely a prudential theory of 
obligation. 

I See below, Sect. 5, ii. 
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But here, as with the first difficulty, an historical view of 
Hobbes's thought may show us that it is not necessary to 
go to such extremes. Why should we impose on Hobbes 
logical canons which are post-Hobbesian? It may be said 
that we must still do so if we are to satisfy ourselves to what 
extent his political theory is logically sound and can properly 
be built upon today. But the rule that obligation cannot be 
deduced from fact is itself historically questionable. I shall 
suggest1 that when Hobbes's historically conditioned as­
sumptions are given adequate recognition there is some 
reason to think that Hobbes had struck through several 
layers of philosophical confusion and hit on a relation be­
tween fact and obligation which has as good or better a 
logical standing than the modern rule. I shall argue that his 
penetrating vision into his own society enabled him to make 
a philosophic leap which, because of the demands society 
then made on political philosophy, was not taken up, and 
was soon lost sight of. Here, without anticipating the argu­
ment, it need only be said that in view of the difficulties we 
have.seen to be involved in imposing post-Hobbesian logical 
requ.Irements on Hobbes, there is a prima facie case for 
turnmg to social and historical considerations when we con­
front problems of Hobbes's logical consistency or adequacy. 

"YV, e shall perhaps be told that logical and historical en­
qumes are each autonomous and that no historical inter­
pretation, however acceptable, can affect the question of a 
theory's consistency and logical adequacy. It is true enough 
that no amount of historical evidence or conjecture about an 
a~thor's m~tives or idiosyncrasies can be expected to con­
tribute to a Judgement of the logical adequacy of his system; 
thoug~ even that sort of historical inquiry, by drawing 
attentiOn t? .the purpose for which and the audience to which 
he w~s wr1tmg, may save us from attributing to him philo­
s~phical questions he was not asking, and from searching 
h~s '"':ork. for answers he was not seeking. The sort of 
h1stoncal Interpretation I have in mind, however, is not con-

1 Below, Sects. 4• v and S• i. 
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ccrned with motives. It considers historically the probable 
content of unstated or unclear assumptions that are con­
tained or necessarily implied in the theory itself. I see no 
reason to fence this ofF from philosophical inquiry. There has 
indeed been an increasingly sharp division of labour between 
philosophers and political theorists in recent years, especially 
since philosophers have turned to linguistic analysis. This 
has reached the point where it can seriously be proposed by 
the most able recent philosophic writer about Hobbes, that 
historical considerations are irrelevant to the establishment 
of Hobbes's meaning: 'the problem of how Hobbes's theory 
originated or how it is to be explained' is put in a separate 
compartment from 'the prior question of what his theory 
is' . 1 But to call this the prior question is to beg the question. 
It may equally well be that one cannot establish what the 
theory is without making historical as well as logical conjec­
tures about Hobbes's unclear or unstated assumptions. In 
any case, it seems worth trying whether an inquiry at once 
logical and historical can throw a different light on Hobbes's 
theory, and can bring out essentials of it that have been left 
in the shadows by the prevailing sorts of logical analysis. 

In the inquiry which follows I start by assuming that 
Hobbes was trying to do what he said he was doing, i.e. 
deducing political obligation from the supposed or observed 
facts of man's nature. Instead of putting his theory imme­
diately to post-Hobbesian tests of logical consistency in the 
matter of ought and is, and then trying to construct from his 
writings a theory which will pass the tests, or excusing him 
on the ground that no seventeenth-century thinker should 
be put to such tests, and then making out the best case one 
can for him as a thinker handicapped by the philosophical 
shortcomings of his time, I set aside temporarily the question 
of these tests and move directly to the social content of some 
of his assumptions. 

In Section 2 I show that the argument from the physio­
logical nature of man to men's necessary behaviour towards 

I Warrender, op. cit., pp. viii-ix. 
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each other, from which behaviour the need for a sovereign 
follows, is not the simple deduction from physiological postu­
lates that it is often taken to be, but that it is consistent only 
with a certain model of society. I believe that Hobbes's 
argument from the physiological to the social motion of man 
is often seen less clearly than it might be because it is usually 
taken as culminating in the hypothetical state of nature, 
which itself is often not clearly understood. I therefore pro­
ceed by trying to put the state of nature in focus, first by 
showing that it is about social, not natural men, and then 
by showing that it is in any case not the culminating point 
of the argument from physiology to the behaviour of men 
towards each other, but that before Hobbes uses the state 
of nature hypothesis at all he has developed a theory of the 
necessary relations of men in society (which is later repro­
duced with variations in the state of nature hypothesis). I 
then show that his theory of the necessary relations of men 
in society requires the assumption of a certain kind of society. 
The question, how far back in his argument from the physio­
logical to the social motion of man he put the necessary 
so_cial assumptions, is less important than the other question, 
With what kind of society is the social motion at which he 
arrives consistent? Both questions, however, are worth 
consideration. The first admits of more than one answer, de­
pending on one's reading of some possibly inconsistent state­
~ents by Hobbes about what is innate and what is acquired 
m man's nature. This difficulty is noticed, and the reaso~s 
for preferring one reading are given. The second question IS 

then shown to admit of only one answer on either reading 
of the passages relevant to the first question. 

Having thus shown that Hobbes's theory of the social 
mo~ion of man requires the assumption of a certain kind ?f 
soctety, I examine (in Section 3) some models of society, t.n 
order to demonstrate more precisely what kind of society IS 

required. I argue that Hobbes did more or less consciously 
construct such a model, and that the model did correspond 
in large measure to seventeenth-century English society. 
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The recognition of Hobbes's social assumptions, and of the 
consequent completeness of his deduction of men's need for 
a sovereign, does not in itself dispose of the philosophic 
question whether the political obligation whose necessity 
Hobbes has thus demonstrated is properly moral obligation 
or merely expedient and prudential obligation, but it does 
put that question in a different perspective. 

I then argue, in Section 4, that, in the light of Hobbes's 
assumptions, his deduction of obligation from fact must be 
allowed a logical validity as well as a striking novelty. It is 
argued that because of the assumption he made about the 
nature of society, which he saw as a series of competitive 
relations between naturally dissociated and independently 
self-moving individuals, with no natural order of subordina­
tion, he was able to deduce a moral obligation from the 
supposed facts, without importing hierarchical moral values 
or teleological principles; that his materialism was an in­
tegral part of that deduction; and that the deduction of 
obligation directly from the supposed facts about the nature 
of man and the necessary relations between men is not 
illogical in principle but requires conditions which were not 
clearly satisfied before Hobbes's time. 

In Section 5 I conclude, from a reconsideration of 
Hobbes's originality, and of the reasons for his doctrine 
being so generally unacceptable, that he was much less in 
error, and that his theory has a much greater relevance to 
modern society, than is usually allowed. 

2. Human Nature and the State of Nature 

1. Abstraction from society 

It is commonly said or assumed, by those who take the 
traditional view of Hobbes, that his psychological proposi­
tions are about man as such, man completely abstracted from 
society, and that those propositions contain all that is needed 
for his deduction of the necessity of the sovereign state. But 

827U3 c 
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there is a serious oversimplification in this view. If by his 
psychological propositions we mean those propositions about 
sense, imagination, memory, reason, appetite, and aversion, 
in which Hobbes describes the human being as a system of 
self-moving, self-guided matter in motion (i.e. the proposi­
tions with which Hobbes opens the argument of Leviathan, 
and which might be said to be about man as such, completely 
abstracted from society), then Hobbes's psychological 
propositions do not contain all that is needed for the deduc­
tion of the necessity of the sovereign state. If on the other 
hand we use the term psychological propositions to inClude 
Hobbes's statement of the necessary behaviour of men 
towards each other in any society (viz. that all men seek ever 
more power over others), or his similar statement of their 
behaviour in the hypothetical absence of any society (i.e. ~n 
the state of nature), then the psychological propositions do 
contain all that is needed for the deduction of the necessity 
of a sovereign, but they are not about the human animal as 
sue~; some assumptions about the behaviour of men in 
civilized society had to be added. You can move from the 
universal struggle for power in society, or from the state of 
nature, to the necessity of the sovereign without further 
assumptions, but you cannot move from man as a mechanical 
system to the universal struggle for power, or to the state 
of nature, without further assumptions. And the further 
a.ssumptions are, I shall argue, tenable only about the rela­
ttons prevailing between men in a certain kind of society, 
~lthough Hobbes assumed they were universally valid. This 
~s an unfamiliar view of Hobbes and requires further ex­
planation. 

~.shall develop it in two ways. I shall show first (in Section 
2' 11) that Hobbes's state of nature or 'natural condition of 
mankind' is not about 'natural' man as opposed to civilized 
man but is about men whose desires are specifically civilized; 
that the state of nature is the hypothetical condition in which 
~e.n. as they now are, with natures formed by living in 
ctvtltzed society, would necessarily find themselves if there 
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were no common power able to overawe them all. The 
evidence for this is contained in Hobbes's description of the 
state of nature. 

Secondly, I shall examine (in Section 2, iii) the chain of 
deduction from the beginning, and show that the psycho­
logical analysis, which begins (or appears to begin) as an 
analysis of the nature of men in complete abstraction from 
society, soon becomes an analysis of men in established social 
relationships; that certain social assumptions have to be 
made in order to establish that all men in society seek ever 
more power over others (and even to establish the behaviour 
of men in the hypothetical state of nature), and hence to 
establish the necessity of the sovereign; and (in Section 3) 
that the necessary social assumptions are valid only for a 
specific kind of society. 

ii. T.he state of nature 

In all three of Hobbes's constructions of his political 
theory 1 the step immediately preceding the demonstration 
of the need for a sovereign able to overawe every individual 
is the state of nature, or natural condition of mankind. The 
state of nature depicts the way in which men, being what 
they are, would necessarily behave if there were no authority 
to enforce law or contract. Given the appetitive and delibera­
tive nature of man (which in the Elements and in Leviathan 
is set out in the earlier chapters, and which in the Rudiments 
is disclosed by a swift analysis of men's behaviour in con­
temporary society), this is the way they ·would necessarily 
behave if law-enforcement and contract-enforcement were 
entirely removed. This behaviour would necessarily be an 
incessant struggle of every man with every man, a struggle 
of each for power over others. Hobbes's point, of course, is 
to show that this condition would necessarily thwart every 
man's desire for 'commodious living' and for avoidance of 
violent death, that therefore every reasonable man should do 
whatever must be done to guard against this condition, and 

I See Note A, p. 293. 
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that nothing short of every man acknowledging an absolute 
sovereign power is sufficient to guard against it. 

Hobbes's state of nature, as is generally recognized, is a 
logical not an historical hypothesis. It is an 'Inference, made 
from the Passions'; it describes 'what manner of life there 
would be, where there were no common Power to feare'. 1 

Hobbes did not argue that the existing imperfectly sovereign 
state had originated by agreement between men who had 
previously been in an actual state of nature. On the contrary, 
he believed that a state of nature never did generally prevail 
over all the world (although he thought a close approxima­
tion to it existed among 'the savage people in many places 
of America'),z and he was clear that most existing sovereign 
states had had their origin not in compact but in conquest 
('there is scarce a Common-wealth in the world, whose be­
ginnings can in conscience be justified').3 Nor did he argue 
t?at a perfect or completely sovereign state could be estab­
hshed only by agreement between men who were in an 
actual state of nature. He could not very well argue that, 
for hi~ whole purpose in writing was to persuade men who 
now.hved in imperfectly sovereign states (i.e. by definition, 
not m a state of nature) that they could and should acknow­
ledge a complete obligation to a sovereign, and so should 
move themselves into a perfectly sovereign state. What he 
could, and did, argue was that to have a completely sovereign 
state men must act as if they had moved out of a state of 
nature by agreement. 
. ~he requisite sovereign power might come into existence 
~n etther of two ways: by some man or body of men conquer-
1?g and subduing the inhabitants (sovereignty by acquisi­
tion) or by men agreeing by contract with each other to 
transfer all their natural powers to some man or body of 
me? (sovereignty by institution).4 It made no difference 
whtch way the sovereignty was established, as long as the 

... : 

1 LMJiatlzan, ch. IJ, P· 97· 
2 Ibid. 
3 LMJiatlzan, Review and Conclusion, p. 55I· 
4 LMJiatlzan, ch. 17, p. IJZ· 
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sovereignty was acknowledged by all the citizens. It was 
enough if they acknowledged a de facto ruler or ruling assem­
bly, and gave to it the full measure of obedience they would 
logically be obliged to give if they had voluntarily transferred 
to it the natural rights which they would have had in the 
hypothetical state of nature. In other words, all that is 
necessary is that they should act as if they had transferred 
their natural rights to a sovereign which they could have 
established by covenant with each other if they had ever 
lived in a state of nature. 

When Hobbes comes to deduce the necessary rights of 
the sovereign and obligation of the subjects, he finds it con­
venient to speak of the covenant as an agreement actually 
made, or to be made, at a given point in time. By doing so, 
he avoids having to put his argument continually in condi­
tional terms. Instead of the awkwardness of saying repeatedly 
'if men had made such a covenant it would follow that .. .' 
.he is able to say, throughout chapter 1 8 of Leviathan, 'be­
cause they have covenanted, it follows that ... '. Yet before 
he does this he is careful to say that no such covenant need 
actually be made in order to establish the requisite sovereign 
power. The sovereign by acquisition has the same rights 
(and his subjects the same obligations), as the sovereign by 
institution. 

Hobbes's state of nature is, then, a logical hypothesis. The 
fact that the state of nature is a logical and not an historical 
hypothesis is generally understood, and it wtmld scarcely 
have required attention here had it not apparently led some­
times to a false inference. It seems often to be assumed that 
since the state of nature was not an historical hypothesis it 
must have been a logical hypothesis reached by setting aside 
completely the historically acquired characteristics of men. 
If it was not about primitive men it must have been about 
natural as contrasted with civilized men. But this does not 
follow. The state of nature was for Hobbes a condition 
logically .prior to the establishment of a perfect (i.e. com-
pletely sovereign) civil society; what he deduced from the 

~ful!!fJ~~ 
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state of nature was the need for men to acknowledge the 
perfectly sovereign state instead of the imperfectly sovereign 
states they now had. He was therefore able to draw on his 
understanding of the historically acquired nature of men in 
existing civil societies in order to get his deductions about 
the state of nature. His 'inference made from the passions' 
could be made from the passions of existing men, passions 
shaped by civilized living. His inferences were so made. 
His state of nature is a statement of the behaviour to which 
men as they now are, men who live in civilized societies and 
have the desires of civilized men, would be led if all law and 
contract enforcement (i.e. even the present imperfect en­
forcement) were removed. To get the state of nature, 
Hobbes has set aside law, but not the socially acquired be­
haviour and desires of men. 

The reason why this is so generally overlooked is, I think, 
~hat Hobbes's model of society, which he developed before he 
mtroduced the hypothetical state of nature, was itself almost 
as fragmented as his state of nature. His model of society 
contained a similar incessant competitive struggle of each 
for power over others, though within a framework of law 
and order. The behaviour of men in Hobbes's model of 
society1 is, so to speak so anti-social, that when he carries 
this behaviour into hi~ hypothetical state of nature, it is 
there easily mistaken for a statement of the behaviour of 
non-social men. But it is a statement of the behaviour of 
social, civilized men. That this is so can be seen in a number 
of ways . 

. The most evident indication, though not in itself a deci­
SIVe one, is that Hobbes offers, as a confirmation of the 
'natural' tendency of men to invade and destroy each other, 
the observable behaviour of men in present civil society . 

. It may seem strange to some man, that has not well weighed these 
thmgs; that Nature should thus [i.e. as in the state of nature J dissociate, 
and render men apt to invade, and destroy one another: and he may 
therefore, not trusting to this Inference, made from the Passions, 

1 See below, Sects. 2., iii and 3· 
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desire perhaps to have the same confirmed by Experience. Let him 
therefore consider with himselfe, when taking a journey, he armes 
himselfe, and seeks to go well accompanied; when going to sleep, he 
locks his dores; when even in his house he locks his chests; and this 
when he knowes there bee Lawes, and publike Officers, armed, to 
revenge all injuries shall bee done him; what opinion he has of his 
fellow subjects, when he rides armed; of his fellow Citizens, when he 
locks his dares; and of his children, and servants, when he locks his 
chests. 1 

And again, immediately after saying that a state of nature 
never generally existed: 

Howsoever, it may be perceived what manner of life there would be, 
where there were no common Power to feare; by the manner of life, 
which men that have formerly lived under a peacefull government, 
use to degenerate into, in a civill Warre.z 

The 'natural' behaviour of men, the behaviour to which they 
are necessarily led by their passions, can be seen, approxi­
mated at least, in the behaviour of civilized men who live 
under civil government, and of civilized men who, having 
lived under civil government, find themselves in civil war. 
And the reason that this observable behaviour of civilized 
men confirms the 'inference made from the passions' is that 
the inference was from the passions of civilized men. 

A more decisive evidence that the state of nature is a 
statement of the behaviour to which specifically civilized 
men would be led if even the present imperfect sovereign 
were removed, is that the full state of nature is in fact 
reached by successive degrees of abstraction from civilized 
society. This is often lost sight of. Hobbes's picture of the 
full state of nature is clearly the negation of civilized society: 
no industry, no culture of the earth, no navigation, no com­
modious building, no arts, no letters, no society, 'and the life 
of man, solitary, poore, nasty, brutish, and short'. The pic­
ture is so impressive that we are apt to forget how Hobbes 
demonstrates its necessity. He deduces it from the appetites 

1 L~viathan, ch. 13, p. 97; cf. Rudiments, Preface, p. ii. 
2 L~viathan, ch. 13, PP· 97-98. 
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of men who are civilized in that they desire not merely to 
live but to live well or commodiously. Of the 'three principal 
causes of quarrel' that Hobbes finds 'in the nature of man', 
which together would put men into this brutish state of 
nature, if there were no power able to overawe them all, the 
first two (Competition and Diffidence) arise out of men's 
desire to live well. 

It is the man who would 'plant, sow, build, or possesse a 
convenient Seat' 1 who must expect to be invaded and dis­
possessed by others seeking to enjoy the fruits of his labour 
(which invasion is the substance of the 'competition' Hobbes 
sees in the state of nature). And it is the holder of such 
cultivated land and convenient buildings who becomes fear­
ful or diffident and must seek to secure himself by subduing 
as many of his potential invaders as possible, that is, 'by 
force, or wiles, to master the persons of all men he can, so 
l~n~, till he see no other power great enough to endanger 
him . Even the man 'that otherwise would be glad to be at 
eas~ within modest bounds' must increase his power by in­
vadmg others if he is to have a chance of resisting the 
invasion of others. In short the matter about which competi­
tion and diffidence would 'lead to a war of each with all, is 
the civilized matter of cultivated land and 'convenient seats'. 

Eve~ the third cause of quarrel (which Hobbes calls 
Glor~) IS more typical of men whose scale of values has been 
~c~uired by living in civilized society than of 'natural' men: 
It IS that 

every man looketh that his companion should value him, at the same 
rate ~e sets upon himselfe: And upon all signes of contempt, or under­
valumg, naturally endeavours, as far as he dares (which amongst them 
that have no common power to keep them in quiet, is far enough to 

make them destroy each other,) to extort a greater value from his 
contemners, by dommage; and from others, by the examplc.z 

All ~hre~ of the causes of quarrel are presented as factors 
operatmg m any kind of society, but becoming destructive 

1 Le<viathan, ch. 13, p. 95· 
2 Ibid. pp. 95-96. 
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only when there is no common power to hold them in check. 
Competition, diffidence, and glory, far from being charac­
teristic only of the brutish state of nature, are the factors in 
present civil society which would turn civil society into that 
brutish condition if there were no common power. Competi­
tion, diffidence, and glory are 'natural' dispositions of men 
in civil society. 'Natural' for Hobbes is not the opposite of 
social or civil. 'The naturall condition of mankind' covers 
the whole chapter in Leviathan in which Hobbes moves 
from the present dispositions of men to the brutish condi­
tion. The natural condition of mankind is within men now, 
not set apart in some distant time or place. 

If the term 'state of nature' were not so firmly entrenched 
in the literature about Hobbes it would be helpful to discard 
it entirely and keep to such another term as 'the natural 
condition of mankind', which is more readily seen to be 
something within men. Hobbes himself rarely used 'state 
of nature'. In the Elements his chapter is entitled 'Of the 
condition of men in mere nature'. 1 It opens with the state­
ment that, having previously described the whole of man's 
natural powers of body and mind, he will now 'consider in 
what estate of security this our nature hath placed us', and 
he proceeds to describe the 'natm;-al' condition of men in all 
circumstances, i.e. their natural equality, vanity, and appe­
tites, without using any particular phrase for this condition. 
He then shows that this would necessarily lead to the brutish 
condition if a common power were absent, and uses 'estate 
of war' to describe that condition. Similarly, in Leviathan 
he uses 'the natural condition of mankind' for his chapter 
title; opens with a discussion of the natural condition of men 
in all circumstances (their natural equality, competition, 
diffidence, and vanity), by which he finds 'in the nature of 
man' the three causes of quarrel, without using any particu­
lar phrase for this condition; then shows that if men have no 
common power over them they must be in the brutish condi­
tion, which he calls the 'time or condition of war'. 

1 Elements, part i, ch. 14; title on p. xv. 
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In both these treatments, where he avoids 'state of nature', 
and especially in Leviathan, it is possible to distinguish be­
tween the natural condition of man (i.e. the condition in 
which men are or tend to be in all circumstances, in or out of 
civil society, because of their natures), and the state of war 
(i.e. the condition that would follow if there were no com­
mon power, or which does follow if the common power is 
removed by hypothesis). In the Rudiments, however, where 
he does use 'state of nature' ,I he uses it indifferently to 
describe both conditions, and the distinction between them 
is lost. And because this distinction is lost, the hypothetical 
character of the state of war (which is maintained, though 
precariously, in the Elements and Leviathan) is lost in the 
Rudiments, where the state of nature, identified with the 
state of war, is said to have been 'the natural state of men, 
before they entered into society'. 2 

Yet there can be little doubt that in the Rudiments, as in 
the other two works, the state of nature is a logical abstrac­
tion drawn from the behaviour of men in civilized society. 
Indeed it is even clearer in the Rudiments than in the other 
two treatments that Hobbes has got at the 'natural' proclivi­
ties of men by looking just below the surface of contem­
porary society, and that the state of nature is a two-stage 
logical abstraction in which man's natural proclivities are 
first disengaged from their civil setting and then carried to 
their logical conclusion in the state of war. For the Rudi­
ments, omitting the whole physic-psychological analysis of 
man as a system of matter in motion, opens wilh a brilliant 
dis~ection of men's behaviour in contemporary society, 
which reveals their 'natural' proclivities, and moves directly 
~o the deduction of the necessary outcome in a state of war 
If there were no sovereign. 

How, by what advice, men do meet, will be best known by observing 
those things which they do when they are met. For if they meet for 
traffic, it is plain every man regards not his fellow, but his business; if 

1 Rudiments, ch. 1, sects. 4, ro, 15; cf. ch. 8, sect. 1. 
2 Ibid., sect. 12.; cf. sect. 13. 
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to discharge some office, a certain market-friendship is begotten, which 
hath more of jealousy in it than true love, and whence factions some­
times may arise, but good will 1 never; if for pleasure, and recreation of 
mind, every man is wont to please himself most with those things which 
stir up laughter, whence he may (according to the nature of that which 
is ridiculous) by comparison of another man's defects and infirmities, 
pass the more current in his own opinion; and although this be some­
times innocent and without offence, yet it is manifest they are not so 
much delighted with the society, as their own \'ain glory. But for the 
most part, in these kinds of meetings, we wound the absent; their 
whole life, sayings, actions are examined, judged, condemned; nay, it 
is very rare, but some present receive a fling before they part, so as his 
reason was not ill, who was wont always at parting to go out last. And 
these are indeed the true delights of society, unto which we are carried 
by nature, that is, by those passions which are incident to all creatures . 
. . . So clear is it by experience to all men who a little more narrowly 
consider human affairs, that all free congress ariseth either from 
mutual poverty, or from vain glory, whence the parties met, endeavour 
to carry with them either some benefit, or to leave behind them that 
same t:vOoKLJ.Lffv some esteem and honour with those, with whom they 
have been conversant. The same is also collected by reason out of the 
definitions themselves, of will, good, honour, profitable.2 

The nature of man is thus got primarily from observation of 
contemporary society, and incidentally confirmed by examin­
ing definitions. 

It is from this analysis of the nature of man in society that 
Hobbes deduces the necessary tendency towards a state of 
war. He deduces it by temporarily setting aside fear, i.e. fear 
both of a sovereign and of other individuals. Take men as 
they now are, remove the fear of unpleasant or fatal con­
sequences of their actions to themselves, and their present 
natural proclivities would lead directly to the state of war. 
The <;iissection of men's behaviour in present society shows 
that all society 'is either for gain, or for glory; that is, not so 
much for love of our fellows, as for the love of ourselves'. 
Since gain and glory 'may be better attained to by dominion, 

I i.e. goodwill: "benevolentia' in Latin version. 
z Ibid., sect. :z, pp. :z:z-24. 
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than by the society of others: I hope no body will doubt but 
that men would much more greedily be carried by nature, 
if all fear were removed, to obtain dominion, than to gain 
society' .1 

Thus, if by hypothesis one removes all fear (fear both of a 
sovereign and of other individuals), the full state of nature 
(the state of war) follows. But the full state of nature is a 
condition in which fear of other individuals must be omni­
present. Bring back into consideration, therefore, the fear of 
other individuals (which is in fact never absent) and this 
fear is shown to be heightened by the absence of a sovereign. 
It follows that the full state of nature, or state of war, contra­
dicts man's (desirous and fearful) nature. 'And so it happens, 
that through fear of each other we think it fit to rid ourselves 
of this condition, and to get some fellows', by setting up or 
acknowledging a sovereign able to protect us. 2 

Thus in the Rudiments the state of war is a hypothetical 
.co~dition, got by a purely logical abstraction. Yet in calling 
th1s hypothetical condition 'the state of nature' Hobbes 
makes it easy to misread it either as a condition historically 
prior .to civil society or as a hypothetical condition deduced 
from men's 'natural' characteristics considered entirely apart 
from their socially acquired characteristics. 

T?e trouble with Hobbes's concept of a state of nature i.s 
t?at It tends to telescope two different conditions: the condi­
tion of antipathy and competition in which men are said to 
find themselves all the time because of their natures and the 
brutish condition of war. The likelihood of this tel~scoping 
appears to be greater when the term 'state of nature' is used 
(as i? t~e Rudiments) than when it is avoided, but the tele­
scopmg IS never entirely absent. However, by holding steadily 
to the fact that the men who would fall into the state of war 
i~ there w.ere no common power are civilized men, with civi­
hze~ des1res. for convenient living and civilized tastes for 
feelmg superior, we can avoid the error of treating Hobbes's 
state of nature as an analysis either of primitive man or of 

1 Rudiment;, ch. 1, sect. 2., p. 2.4 . 2 Ibid., sects. IJ-14, pp. 29-30. 
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man considered apart from all his socially acquired charac­
teristics. 

A third demonstration that Hobbes's state of nature does 
not set aside contemporary man's socially acquired charac­
teristics but simply law- and contract-enforcement, or fear 
of a sovereign (and, temporarily, as we have just seen in the 
Rudiments, fear of other individuals), is provided hy noticing 
what it is that Hobbes's man would lack, and would com­
pellingly feel the lack of, in the full brutish state of nature. 
What he would lack is precisely all the goods of civilized 
living: property, industry, commerce, the sciences, arts, and 
letters, as well as security for his life. To be without these 
goods is contrary to man's nature. It is because of the lack 
of these goods that Hobbes's natural man is driven to seek 
a way out of the state of nature. 'The Passions that encline 
[natural] men to Peace, are Feare of Death; Desire of such 
things as are necessary to commodious living; and a Hope 
by their Industry to obtain them'. 1 The passion for com­
modious living is a passion of Hobbes's natural man. Natural 
man is civilized man with only the restraint of law removed. 

iii. From pllysiologicalto social motion 

We have seen that Hobbes's state of nature is a descrip­
tion neither of the necessary behaviour of primitive men 
(though primitive 'men approximate to it more nearly than 
do men under established civil governments) nor of the 
necessary behaviour of the human animal stripped of all his 
socially acquired appetites. The state of nature is a deduction 
from the appetites and other faculties not of man as such but 
of civilized men. 

We now turn to examine Hobbes's chain of deduction 
from the beginning. The physiological and psychological 
analysis of the nature of man with which Hobbes opens the 
whole deductive argument in the Elements and in Leviathan 
begins as an analysis of the nature or motion of man con-

1 Ltviathan, ch. 13, p. 98. 
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sidered apart from established social relationships. It is, or 
appears to be, about man as such, not about civilized m.an. 
Yet since by the time the argument reaches the hypothetical 
state of nature it is about civilized man, the question is, 
where did civilization get into the argument? 

The question might be thought to be unnecessary, since 
in a sense civilization was always there. Hobbes tells us 
himself that the psychological analysis is of contemporary 
man: 'whosoever looketh into himself, and considereth what 
he doth, when he does think, opine, reason, hope, feare, &c, 
and upon what grounds; he shall thereby read and know, 
what are the thoughts, and Passions of all other men, upon 
the like occasions', and the reader of Leviatlza11 is invited to 
confirm Hobbes's reading of man with no more pains than 
'onely to consider, if he also find not the same in himself. 
For this kind of Doctrine, admitteth no other Demonstra­
tion'.1 And indeed the presumption is that it was the nature 
of civilized man that Hobbes was analysing from the begin­
ning. For the resolutive-compositive method which he so 
admired in Galileo and which he took over,Z was to resolve 
existing society into its simplest elements and then recom­
pose those elements into a logical whole. The resolving, 
therefore, was of existing society into existing individuals, 
and of them in turn into the primary elements of their 
mot~on. Hobbes does not take us through the resolutive part 
of hts thought, but starts us with the result of that and takes 
us through only the compositive part. The order of his 
thought was from man in society back to man as a mechanical 
system of matter in motion, and only then forward again to 
man's necessary social behaviour. But it is only the second 
half of this that he presents to his readers. And because he 
begins his presentation (in Leviathan and in the Elements) 
with the physiological and psychological analysis of man as 
a system of matter in motion, the reader is apt to forget that 

1 Leviathan, Intro., pp. 9, IO. 

z On his use of this method see J. W. N. Watkins, "Philosophy and Politics in 
Hobbes', Plzi/osoplzka/ Quar/t'rly, vol. v, no. 19 (1955), 125-46. 
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the whole construction had its source in Hobbes's thinking 
about civilized men. 

In spite of this, it is still necessary to inquire where civi­
lization got into Hobbes's construction. For in the resolutive­
com positive method the resolutive stage proceeds not 
merely by breaking the phenomenon down into its simplest 
elements, but doing this with a considerable amount of 
abstraction. In that abstraction, something of the complex 
whole (in this case society and the nature of civilized man) 
may be set aside. And Hobbes has, or at least appears to 
have, set aside the specifically civilized characteristics of man 
in his opening presentation of the nature of man. So we must 
inquire how and where these got into his compositive stage. 
The inquiry is less needed in the Rudime111s, for there Hobbes 
moves straight from his glimpse into contemporary society 
to the construction of the state of nature, without going at 
all into that higher degree of abstraction which comprises 
the initial psychological analysis in the Eleme111s and Levia­
than. 

The man whom Hobbes presents in the opening chapters 
of Leviatha11 should be more readily intelligible to us than 
to Hobbes's contemporaries, for that man is very like an 
automated machine. It is not only self-moving but self­
directing. It has, built into it, equipment by which it alters its 
motion in response to differences in the material it uses, and 
to the impact and even the expected impact of other matter 
on it. The first five chapters of Leviathan describe the items 
of this equipment: the senses, which receive the pressure of 
outside bodies, transmit them through the nerves to the brain 
and heart, which then deliver a counter-pressure; the imagi­
nation, or memory, which can recall past sense impressions 
and store up experience of them; the mechanism of 'Trayne 
of Thoughts' or 'Trayne of Imaginations', which hunts 
'the causes, of some effect, present or past; or ... the effects, 
of some present or past cause', 1 and which thus enables the 
mechanism to forecast the probable result of various possible 

I Leviathan, ch. 3, p. 20. 
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actions it might take; language, which enables the machine 
to communicate and receive communications and to order 
its own reckonings; and reason, which by adding and sub­
tracting names and the consequences of names can reach 
general propositions or rules for its own guidance. 

Chapter 6 of Leviathan introduces the general direction 
or goal that is built in to the machine. The machine seeks tc 
continue its own motion. It does this by moving toward~ 
things which it calculates are conducive to its continued 
motion and away from things not conducive. Motion to­
wards is called appetite or desire, motion away from i! 
called aversion. A few of the appetites and aversions, as fo1 
food, are built in to the machine, but most arc acquired b) 
'Experience, and triall of their effects upon themselves, 01 

other men'. 1 The acquired appetites and aversions are no 
alway.s for the same things: they differ as between differen 
m~c~mes (because they have different experiences), anc 
~tthm one machine at different times (because each one 'i 
In co~tinuall mutation'). 2 Whatever is the object of an: 
mach.me's appetite it registers as good, and the objects of it 
~verston, evil. Each therefore seeks its own good and shun 
Its own evil. 

All the states of mind and general dispositions of mer 
such a h . 
d"ffi s ope, despatr, fear, courage, anger, confidence 

1 d dence, covetousness of riches, ambition for office or prf 

feel ence, pusillanimity magnanimity, love, jealousy, revengf 
u ness · f ' d th '. gne , pity, emulation, an envy, can be reduced t 
d·~ actton of the appetite for one's own good in variou 

I erent circumstances. 
Every rna ' . d . d b h" . . n s actwns are etermme y IS appetites an 

averstons . I I . 
on h '.or rather by hts ca cu atwn of the probable effec 
tak:. e satisfaction of his appetites, of any action he mig! 

When in th . d A . d . Fe e mtn of man, ppetttes, an Averstons Hopes, :u ares cone . . ' 
' erntng one and the same thmg, arise alternately; a1 

1 L~iatlzan, ch. 6, p. 40. 
"Ibid. 
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divers good and evill consequences of the doing, or omitting the thing 
propounded, come successively into our thoughts; so that sometimes 
we have an Appetite to it; sometimes an Aversion from it; sometimes 
Hope to be able to do it; sometimes Despaire, or Feare to attempt it;­
the whole summe of Desires, Aversions, Hopes and Fears, continued 
till the thing be either done, or thought impossible, is that we call 
DELIBERATION. 1 

All voluntary actions are determined by this process of 
deliberation. 'For a Folrmtary Act is that, which proceedeth 
from the Will, and no other.' And Will 'is the last Appetite 
in Deliberating'. 2 Finally, 'because Life it selfe is but Motion, 
and can never be without Desire, nor without Feare, no 
more than without Sense', each man must seek continual 
success in obtaining those things which he from time to time 
desires and will desire. 3 

Now in the whole of Hobbes's analysis so far, the only 
mention of the relation of one of these self-moving machines 
to others of them has been in the analysis of states of mind 
or general dispositions of men. Some of these (e.g. indigna­
tion, charity, covetousness, ambition, fortitude, liberality, 
jealousy, revengefulness, pity, cruelty, emulation, envy) 
Hobbes does explain as relations between men or as effects 
of relations between them. But the analysis of these states of 
mind is incidental to the main line of his deduction. It shows 
how a wide range. of observable characteristics of men can 
be explained in terms of Hobbes's postulate that men are 
self-moving and self-directing appetitive machines, but this 
is rather an incidental confirmation of the original postulate 
than a stage in the main deduction from the nature of the 
mechanism to the necessary tendency of struggle of every 
man with every man. 

The next propositions that are significant in the main 
deduction are in chapter 8, where in discussing intellectual 
virtues Hobbes makes two general statements from observa­
tion, one concerning the relations between men, and one 

1 Lecuiathan, ch. 6, p. 46. 
3 Ibid., p. 48. 

827148 

2 Ibid., p. 47· 

D 
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concerning the differences between the passions of difrcrcnt 
men. The first is that men value everything by comparison 
with what others have: 'Vertue generally, in all sorts of 
subjects, is somewhat that is valued for eminence; and con­
sisteth in comparison. For if all things were equally in all 
men, nothing would be prized.' 1 The second is that the 
difference between different men's wit (i.e. their ability to 
deal intelligently with the problems that confront them) is 
due chiefly to the different degree of their 'Desire of Power, 
of Riches, of Knowledge, and of Honour'. Some men have 
'no great Passion for any of these things', some men have, 
and the difference of passions proceeds 'not onely from the 
difference of mens complexions; but also from their differ­
ence of customes, and education'. 2 

It is not until chapter I o, however, that Hobbes begins 
his serious analysis of the relations between these self­
moving machines, and chapters I o and I I say almost all 
that Hobbes has to say about those relations. We have to 
notice that chapters I o and I I are about the relations be­
tween civilized men living in established societies, and that 
these two chapters contain all, or all but one, of the essential 
propositions from which Hobbes deduces in chapter I 3 the 
necessity of war of every man against every man if a common 
~ower were removed. The only relevant necessary proposi­
tion not stated until chapter I 3 is the natural equality of 
rnen, which is needed to show that the state of war could 
never end by any one man's victory over the rest. . 

In short, it is in chapters I o and I I that we find the mam 
transition from man the machine by itself, to man the 
~achine as a unit in a series of social relationships. And it is 
in ~hese chapters that we shall expect to find such new postu-
ates, stated or implied, as are needed for the deduction of 
the state of nature, and that we can see to what extent those 
postulates are drawn from the observed relations of men in 
a specific kind of society. 

I Le'lliathan, ch. 8, p. 52. 
:z Ibid., p. 56. 
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The ground traversed in chapters I o and I 1 is substan­
tially that between the neutral definition of power with 
which chapter ro opens ('THE PowER of a Man, (to take it 
Universally,) is his present means, to obtain some future 
apparent Good'), and the conclusion early in chapter I I: 

'So that in the first place, I put for a generall inclination of 
all mankind, a perpetual! and restlesse desire of Power after 
power, that ceaseth on ely in Death', 1 power now being power 
over other men. It is this conclusion which leads directly to 
the state of war of chapter I 3, when all political authority 
and law-enforcement are removed by hypothesis. The ques­
tion is how Hobbes moves from the neutral definition of 
power to the desire of every man for ever more power over 
other men. 

In Leviathan, immediately after the neutral definition of 
power, he classifies power as either original (or natural) or 
else instrumental, and asserts: 

Natural/ Power, is the eminence of the Faculties of Body, or .rv1ind: 
as extraordinary Strength, Forme, Prudence, Arts, Eloquence, Libera­
lity, Nobility. Imtrummta/1 are those Powers, which acquired by these, 
or by fortune, are means and Instruments to acquire more: as Riches, 
Reputation, Friends, and the secret working of God, which men call 
Good Luck. For the nature of Power, is in this point, like to Fame, 
increasing as it proceeds; or like the motion of heavy bodies, which 
the further they go, make still the more hast. 2 

We notice that a man's natural power is defined not as his 
natural ability (strength, prudence, &c.) but as the eminence 
of his ability. It is the eminence of his ability over that of 
others that enables him to acquire instrumental powers 
(riches, reputation, friends, &c.). A man's power is not an 
absolute but a comparative quantity. It does not, as might be 
thought to have been implied in the first or neutral definition 
of power, consist of a man's personal capacities plus any 
further command over things that he can acquire by exer­
cising those capacities; it consists of the excess of his per­
sonal capacities over those of other men, plus what he can 

1 Ibid., ch. u, para. 2, p. 75· 2 Ibid., ch. xo, p. 66. 
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acquire by that excess. A new postulate is implied in this 
redefinition of power, namely, that the capacity of every man 
to get what he wants is opposed by the capacity of every 
other man. This postulate is made explicitly in the parallel 
passage in the Elements. There, the power of a man to get 
something he wants is first defined as 
the faculties of body and mind [and] such farther powers, as by them 
are acquired (viz.) riches, place of authority, friendship or favour, and 
good fortune. [This is followed by the statement:] And because the 
power of one man resisteth and hindereth the effects of the power of 
another: power simply is no more, but the excess of the power of one 
above that of another. For equal powers opposed, destroy one another; 
and such their opposition is called contention.' 

Ev.ery man's power is opposed by the power of others, so 
un1ve.rsally that 'power simply' can be redefined as a com­
parative not ;1n absolute quantity. This postulate of the 
?Pposition of individuals' powers is new: it is not contained 
ln the previous propositions about man as a self-moving 
mechanism seeking to maintain or enhance his motion. 2 

If there were any doubt about the universality of the 
~ppo~ition of powers which Hobbes is stating in that postu­
~te, 1t would be removed by his discussion of various specific 
h nds ~f power in society, and his analysis of valuing and 
Lon~unng, which follow these definitions of power both in 

evzathan and in the Elements. In Leviathan, the reason why 
s~ch things as wealth and reputation are power is that they 
give defensive and offensive strength against others. Thus 
f' · ·d. Riches joyned with liberality, is Power; because it procureth 
rten s and w· l'b l' b . h' th d' servants: Ithout 1 era 1ty, not so; ecause 111 t IS case 

poey e~end not; but expose men to Envy, as a Prey. Reputation of 
th~er, Is Power; because it draweth with it the adhaerence of those 
belo n~ed protection .... Also, what quality soever maketh a man 
becave '.0~ feared of many; or the reputation of such quality, is Power; 

use It IS • d · f • E'- a means to have the assistance, an service o many.J 
u:tnems . 

2 It rni h • Part.t, ch. 8, sect. 4, p. 26. 
of LeviQtf t be satd to be implied in the earlier statement, already noted from ch. 8 
but that 5~"· that the virtue of anything consists in its eminence, i.e. in comparison; 

J Levi<U:rnent also is not deducible from the physiological postulates. 
<VJ, ch. 10, p. 66. 
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All the kinds of acquired power that Hobbes describes 
consist in defensive and offensive strength against others. 
And all of them consist in command over some of the powers 
of other men; they are all the product of the transfer of some 
men's powers to other men. Hobbes has in efFect defined 
acquired power as ability to command the services of other 
men. A man's power over nature, his ability to transform 
nature by his own strength, intelligence, and knowledge is 
apparently put under the head of his original, not his 
acquired, power. The power of men associated to transform 
nature is neglected. 

Hobbes's analysis of valuing and honouring, which fol­
lows the description of the kinds of power, fills out his picture 
of the relations of men in society. Transfers of power are 
assumed to be so usual that there is a market in power. A 
man's power is treated as a commodity, regular dealings in 
which establish market prices. 

The f/alue, or WoRTH of a man, is as of all other things, his Price; 
that is to say, so much as would be given for the use of his Power: 
and therefore is not absolute; but a thing dependant on the need and 
judgement of another .... And as in other things, so in men, not the 
seller, but the buyer determines the Price. For let a man (as most men 
do,) rate themselves at the highest Value they can; yet their true 
Value is no more than it is esteemed by others. 1 

The value men set on one another, in comparison with 
the value each sets on himself, is measured by the degree to 
which each is honoured or dishonoured by others, as shown 
by the positive or negative amount of deference accorded to 
him in various ways: 

The manifestation of the Value we set on one another, is that which 
is commonly called Honouring, and Dishonouring. To Value a man 
at a high rate, is to Honour him; at a low rate, is to Dishonour him. 
But high, and low, in this case, is to be understood by comparison to 
the rate that each man setteth on himselfe.:z 

The degree of honour accorded to a man thus measures 
his actual value in comparison with the value he sets on 

I Ibid., P· 67. z Ibid., p. 68. 
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himself. ~ut the ac.tua\ va\ue is determined hy what others 
:Vo~)Q. gJvefor the use of his power. Honour, regarded sub­

je~lvely by the recipient, is the difference between his own 
estimate and the market estimate of his value. But honour, 
regarded objectively, corresponds to the _market _estimate 
that both establishes his actual power and ts establtshed by 
?is actual or apparent power. I I is actual or apparent power 
IS made up chiefly of his power to comman<.~ the serv1ces ~f 
others, and his power to command the scrvtces of others IS 

based on the others' estimate of his present power: 

Honourable is whatsoever possession, action, or quality, is an argu­
ment and signc of Power. [So] Dominion, ami Victory is Honourable; 
because acquired by Power .... Riches, arc Honourable; for they arc 
Power .... Timely Resolution or determination of what a man is to 
do, is Honourable; as being the contempt of small difficulties, and 
dangers .... To be Conspicuous, that is to say, to be known, for 
Weal.th, Office, great Actions, or any eminent Good, is Honourable; 
as a stgnc of the power for which he is conspicuous .... Covctousnesse 
o_f great Riches, and ambition of great Honours, arc Honourable; as 
stgnes of power to obtain them .... Nor docs it alter the case of 
Honour, whether an action (so it be great and difficult, and conse­
q_uently a signe of much power,) be just or unjust: for Honour con­
Sisteth onely in the opinion of Power. I 

. We have here the essential characteristics of the competi­
tt:'e ma:ket. Every man's value, manifested by the honour 
ghtven htm by others, is both determined by and determines 
t e others' · · f r d b h h . optnion o his power, manireste y w at t ey 
~auld &"IVe for the use of his power. Valuing, or honouring, 
Is not Simply a relation between one man who receives and 
~ne man who gives honour or dishonour· it is a relation be-
Ween one man wh . . ' . 

him · 1 ° rece1ves It and all the others who gtve to 
, I.e. a 1 other m h h . h tin en w o ave any mterest, owever con-

gent or remote . h . All h oth ' 111 t c way he uses hts power. t ese 
er men make th · · · d d I And h e~r esttmates of his power m epen ent y. 

t h t ey make their estimates of his power comparatively 
0 t e power of others, for his usefulness to them is not 

x Leviathan, ch. xo, pp. 7o-7 r. 
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an absolute quantity but a quantity depending on the 
availability of others. And everyone not only is estimated 
by all the others who have any interest in the way he uses 
his power, but also estimates all these others. Yet out of this 
immensely large number of independent value judgements, 
an objective value of each man is established. It can only be 
so established because every man's power is regarded as a 
commodity, i.e. a thing normally offered for exchange, and 
offered competitively. Every man is in the market for power, 
either as supplier or demander, for everyone either has some 
power to offer to others or wants to acquire the power of 
some others. 

The same assumptions are implied in the treatment of 
honouring and valuing in the Elements. To honour a man 'is 
to conceive or acknowledge, that that man hath the odds or 
excess of power above him that contendeth or compareth 
himself. And HONOURABLE are those signs for which one 
man acknowledgeth power or excess above his concurrent 
in another'. So strength, victory, adventure, nobility, and 
the rest, are honourable; 'riches are honourable; as signs of 
the power that acquired them.' ' ... and according to the signs 
of honour and dishonour, so we estimate and make the 
value or WORTH of a man. For so much worth is every thing, 
as a man will give for the use of all it can do.' 1 Here, as in 
Leviathan, the objective value is established by the estimates 
of others, which estimates are based on the usefulness of his 
apparent power to them. Every man's value is established as 
prices are established in the market. A market determines 
the price cnly of things which are normally offered for sale 
and wanted by purchasers. To speak of the value or price 
of every man, therefore, is to assume that every man is either 
a seller of his power or a buyer of others' power (or both). 

Hobbes's analysis of valuing and honouring, enlarging 
as it does on the definitions of power and descriptions of 
kinds of power, substantially completes his argument that 
the necessary behaviour of all men in society is an endless 

I E/emmtr, part i, ch. 8, sect. 5, pp. 26-27. 
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struggle for power over others. He has m?ved from the 
definition of power as present means to obtam future good, 
through a redefinition of po~er as _the excess ?r eminence of 
one man's means in companson wtth another s. The second 
definition is established by the postulate that the means of 
every man to obtain his future good is opposed to the means 
of every other man. Hobbes has described, and in effect 
defined, acquired power as power to command the services 
of other men. He has assumed that acquired power is so 
generally wante.d, and th~t power is. so genera II y transfer­
able, that there IS a pervastve market m power, which estab­
lishes the value of every rna~. In the course of his argument 
he has made several a.ssumptwns n~t contained in the original 
psychological analysts. The most. Important is the assump­
tion that the power o_f every man IS opposed to the power of 
every other man, whtch appears to be a social, not a physio­
logical, postulate. 

From this account of .Hobbes's argument, the point at 
which he has added a SOCial assumption to his physiological 
postulates is immedi~tel~ afte~ the neutral definition of 
power; the rest of his discussion of power valu · ng and 
hon?uring simplr ma~es mor_e e~plicit the' theor~ ~f the 
motJOns of men m SOCiety wh1ch IS already implied in the 
postulate that the power of every man opposes the power of 
eve;y other man. That postulate, along with the physio­
logical postulate that every man seeks to continue his own 
motion, is enough to produce the search of every man for 
power over others. 

However, the postulate that the power of every man 
opposes the power of every other man is not offered by 
H~bbes as self-evident but is supported by other postulates 
which are logically prior. As to what the prior postulates 
~ere, two views are possible, depending on the interpreta­
tiOn of some of Hobbes's statements. In the view which 
see:n~ to me more solidly based, Hobbes was consistent in 
derivmg this opposition of powers from (a) the physiological 
postulate that some not all men innately desire ever more 

' ' 
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power and delight, while the rest desire only to continue at 
their present level, and (b) the implied postulate that society 
is so fluid or fragmented that the behaviour of the immoder­
ately desirous men compels all the others to enter the contest 
for power over others. In the other view, Hobbes was in­
consistent. V•lhile he sometimes derived the opposition of 
powers from the postulate that some but not all men innately 
desire ever more, he also sometimes derived it from the 
single physiological postulate that all men innately desire 
ever more power over others. It is not disputed, in the second 
view, that Hobbes did state that only some men are innately 
immoderate; it is only asserted that he was inconsistent in 
so doing. 

The evidence for Hobbes's position that only some men 
innately desire ever more power is clear. It will be remem­
bered that Hobbes had stated earlier1 that not every man 
wants more power, riches, knowledge, or honour than he 
has already, either for their own sake or for the pleasure they 
give him, and this assertion is repeated in chapter I I of 
Leviathan, in the immediate context of the struggle for 
power in society: it 'is not alwayes that a man hopes for a 
more intensive delight, than he has already attained to; or 
that he cannot be content with a moderate power: but be­
cause he cannot assure the power and means to live well, 
which he hath present, without the acquisition of more'. 2 

Every man's innate desires are indeed incessant, but not 
every man's are for an increased level of satisfactions or 
power. All men in society (and in the hypothetical state of 
nature as well) do seek ever more power, but not because 
they all have an innate desire for it. The innately moderate 
man in society must seek more power simply to protect his 
present level. And Hobbes's conclusion that all of them must 

I Le<viatlzan, ch. 8, P· s6. 
2 Ibid., ch. u, p. 75· The same distinction is made again inch. IJ, in the con­

text of the state of nature: 'there be some, that taking pleasure in contemplating 
their own power in the acts of conquest, which they pursue farther than their security 
requires; •.• others, that otherwise would be glad to be at ease within modest 
bounds ..• ' (p. 95). 
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so act implies that the social arrangemt:nts arc such as to 
permit every man's natural powers to bt: invaded by others: 
if there were any customary protection of individuals' livings, 
or customary limitation of their competitive activities, in any 
ranks, not all of them would have to, or not all of them 
would be able to, enter the contest for more power. 

Thus if we take it to be Hobbes's considered position 
t~at not all men innately desire ever more power or delight, 
hts postulate that the power of every man in society is 
opposed to the power of every other man requires the 
assumption of a model of society which permits and requires 
the continual invasion of every man by every other. And 
hence his conclusion that all men in society do strive for 
ever more power over others depends on the same assumption 
about society. 1 

The other view of Hobbes's position, which has been per­
suasively put forward by Strauss, 2 is that Hobbes (inconsis­
tently) conceived the striving for limitless power to be a 
natural, innate appetite of man as man, that 'man desires 
~ower and ever greater power, spontaneously and con­
~nuously, in one jet of appetite ... '. J Of the passages cited 

Y Strauss in support of this contention, only one seems to 
:ne clearly to support it. This is Hobbes's statement that 
~en from their very birth, and naturally, scramble for every 

t tng they covet, and would have all the world, if they 
could, to fear and obey them' .4 This, however, was a passing 
~en:ark, made in a very late work, the Decamero11 Physio­
.ogzcum of I 677, and made rather lightly, by way of explain­
~:~ why ~abbes's old enemies, the natural philosophers, 
d'd gone tn for so much charlatanry and cozening. Hobbes 

1 not follow it up in any way; not much can be built on it. 
1 li' 

strive ~s conclusion that all men in the hypothetical state of nature would necessarily 
there isor ever m~re power over others requires, of course, only the postulate that 
and the no ~w: g1ven that there is no law, everyone is open to invasion by anyone, 

2 Le ~0 erate men will be invaded by those who innately seek more. 
J 0 ° ~uss, Political Philosophy of Hobbes, pp. 8-12. 

as if }.~~It., P· to. Richard Peters, Hobbes (1956), unfortunately quotes this (p. I 53) 
4 Hob.: a state.ment by Hobbes. 

s, Englrsh Works, vii. 73· 
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The other passages cited by Strauss seem to me not to imply 
necessarily any more than an innate hunger for limitless 
power or delight in some men and a socially acquired desire 
in the rest. One of the strongest passages is that in which 
Hobbes notices that 'as men attain to more riches, honours, 
or other power; so their appetite continually groweth more 
and more', and concludes that felicity consists 'not in having 
prospered, but in prospering'. 1 This passage is certainly 
consonant with Strauss's interpretation, but in view of 
Hobbes's explicit statements that not all men naturally 
desire more delights or power, it may as well or better be 
read as a statement about those who attain more because 
they started with the innate desire. 

Strauss recognizes that Hobbes stated that not all men 
naturally desire more delights or power, and reconciles this 
with the opposite position he attributes to Hobbes by saying 
that there are in Hobbes two kinds of striving after power: 
an irrational striving, which is a natural appetite of man as 
such, and the rational striving of those who would be content 
with a moderate power but find they must strive for more 
power to protect what delight they have. Hobbes does in­
deed say that some men strive for ever more power naturally 
(which may well be called an irrational striving), and that 
some men seek more power only to protect the moderate 
delights and power that would satisfy them (which may well 
be called a rational striving); but it cannot be inferred from 
this that Hobbes was attributing the innate or irrational 
striving to all men. 

Strauss points also2 to the fact that Hobbes found the 
striving for honour, or precedence over others and recogni­
tion of this precedence, to be a universal characteristic of 
man. So he did, but he did not say this was innate in all 
men. Like the striving for power, the striving for honour 
may be fully explained as innate in some men and (there­
fore) copied by others. Much of Hobbes's language about 

r El~ments, part i, ch. 7• sect. 7• p. 23. 
2 Strauss, op. ca., pp. II-IZ. 



44 HOBBES: POLITICAL OBLIGATION OF THE MARKET 

precedence is consonant with Strauss's interpretation. But 
Hobbes's most explicit statements an.: to the contrary. 

···considering the great difference there is in men, from the diversity 
of their passions, how some arc vainly glorious, and hope for precedency 
and superiority above their' fellows, not only when they arc equal in 
powe.r, but also when they arc infcrior; wc must nccds acknowledge 
that It must necessarily follow, that those men who art· moderate, and 
look for no more but equality of nature, shall be obnoxious to the 
force of others, that will attempt to subdue them. And from hence 
shall proceed a general diffidence in mankind, and mutual fear one of 
another.I 

All men in the state of nature have. a desire and will to hurt, but not 
proceeding from the same cause .... For one man, according to that 
natural equality which is among us, permits as much to others, as he 
assumes to himself (which is an argument of a tcmpcrate man, and 
one that rightly values his power). Another, supposing himself above 
others, will have a license to do what he lists, and challenges respect 
~nd honour, as due to him before others, (which is an argument of a 
f: ery spirit). This man's will to hurt ariseth from vain glory, and the 
~se esteem he hath of his own strength; the other's, from the necessity 

0 • )defending himself, his liberty, and his goods, against this man's 
VIo ence.z 

~~n men_ desire precedence, honour, and glory, just as all 
. h desire more power. But in both cases, some are born 

Wit the d · · h I esire, some have 1t t rust upon them. . 
~ ndeed, the desire for honour can be reduced to the desire 

0~\~ower: 'Desire of Power, of Riches, of Knowledge, a~d 
f P onour [may all] be reduced to the first, that is Des1re 

0 ower. For Riches, Knowledge and Honour are but 
severall so t f p d . .c • ind r so ower.'J The esire wr glory is not a passiOn 
d ~pendent of the desire for power; it is a result of the 
p~~::.f?r power, .and is defin_ed. in ter~s of the desire_ for 
is th · Glo~, or mternal glonat10n or tnumph of the mmd, 
Co at passion which proceedeth from the imagination or 

nception f . 
o our own power, above the power of him that 

1 Ekm_ents, part i, ch. 14, sect. J, p. 54 (my italics). 
; Rud~ments, ch. r, sect. 4, pp. zs-26 (my italics). 

Levrathan, ch. s, p. 56. 

.. 
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contendeth with us.' 1 The universality of the desire for 
glory is not independent; it is a consequence of the same 
factors which produce the universal contention for power 
over others. Glory is comparative and contentious for the 
same reason that power is comparative and contentious: 
because 'the power of one man resisteth and hindereth the 
effects of the power of another'.z In view of the evidence it 
seems to me closer to Hobbes's intention to treat the striving 
for power and precedence which he finds to be characteristic 
of all men in society (and in the state of nature) as an innate 
striving in some men and an acquired behaviour in others. 

However, we must notice what follows if Hobbes be taken 
to have meant, sometimes, that all men innately seek pre­
cedence and power over others without limit. If this is 
postulated of all men, then no further assumption is needed 
to demonstrate that all men in the state of nature must be in 
continual opposition to each other. This would follow from 
the physiological postulate alone. In that case, however, we 
should be entitled to say that what Hobbes had done was to 
introduce an essentially social assumption into his physio­
logical postulates. For the innate striving of all men for un­
limited power over others is not a self-evident physiological 
postulate in the way that the desire for continued motion is. 
The postulate of innate desire of all men .for more power 
without limit is only apparently tenable about men who are 
already in a universally competitive society. 

But we need not pursue this point. It is more important 
to notice that even if this is allowed as· a physiological postu­
late, all that follows from it without a further social assump­
tion is that all men i11 the state of nature must be in continual 
opposition to each other. A further assumption, however, is 
needed to demonstrate that all men in society must be in 
continual opposition to each other and so must strive for 
more power over others, which is what Hobbes does try to 
demonstrate in his analysis of power, valuing and honouring. 

1 Elements, part i, ch. 9, sect. I, p. 28. 
z Ibid., ch. 8, sect. 4• p. 2.6. 
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The further assumption needed is at least a model of societ1Y 

h. . . I y 
~ 1ch permits every man's natural powers to be cont~nua 
mvaded by others, a society in which each can contmually 
seek to transfer to himself some of the powers of others. 

No society could permit this to be done by individual 
violence. If there were such continual conflict between all 
ind~viduals there would be no society, certainly no civilized 
society. But Hobbes finds this constant striving of every 
~an for power over others to be the actual behaviour of m~n 
m civilized society. His whole description of the market 10 

power, and of honouring and valuing as concomitants of 
power, is asserted of established societies. All the many ways 
of honouring and dishonouring, by which a man's value and 
power are manifested confirmed or acquired, are asserted 
of · 'I ' ' f e CIVI societies, though some are read into a state o natur 
~ Well: some are 'naturall ... as well within, as without 
~mmon-wealths', others are only found (and are only c?n­

ce~vable) in commonwealths. 1 Since Hobbes is attributmg 
this necessary behaviour to men in society, he must be 
assuming some kind of society which provides peaceful, 
non-violent ways by which every man can constantly seek 
power over others without destroying the society. 
T~us on either reading of Hobbes's argument from the 

~hysiological to the social motion of man, a social assump­
t10? is needed besides the physiological postulates. We ha~e 
to Inquire, then, what kind of society is consistent with this 
ass~mption. In Section 3 I show that only one kind of 
:~~Iety, ~hich I call possessive market society, does meet 
B requirement of Hobbes's argument, and I argue that 
h' abbes was more or less consciously taking that society as 

Is lll.odel of society as such. 

3· Models of Society 
I, The use of models 

lll.aThe construction of models of society is an unusual, .and 
Y be thought an unnecessary, procedure in an analys1s of 

1 Leviathan, ch. IO, p. 69. 
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political theory. \\"hat value it has must be left to the 
:eader's judgement of its results, but its probable usefulness 
In analysing Hobbes's theory is suggested by Hobbes's own 
method. He constructed a model of man, which he built up 
carefully by logical connexion of postulated elements of 
human nature. He constructed also a notable model of rela­
tions between men, the state of nature, which he deliber­
ately set up as a limiting case. It might be called a model of 
non-society, and it is so impressive as to overshadow the 
model of society contained in his discussion of power, hon­
our, and value. The fact that Hobbes had, in effect, a model 
of society other than the state of nature is often quite over­
looked. His model of society is not as explicitly constructed 
as his othe.r models, but it is fully as important in his argu­
ment. v..,r e may therefore hope to make a more precise analy­
sis of his argument than would otherwise be possible, by 
comparing his model with models of society more explicitly 
constructed. By so doing we should also be able to test the 
consistency of his model, and its degree of approximation to 
actual societies. 

These purposes have determined the nature and the num­
ber of models here constructed. The problem was to con­
struct the fewest possible models to which all known kinds 
of society could be assimilated and which would isolate their 
features in such a way as to permit comparisons with 
Hobbes's model. Three models appear to be sufficient. It 
need scarcely be said that the models used here would not be 
sufficient or appropriate for general sociological or historical 
analysis. The first model, for instance, which I call custo­
mary or status society, is drawn broadly enough to include 
societies as widely different as the ancient empires, feudal 
societies, and tribal societies. The second model, the simple 
market society; is drawn very narrowly; it is less a model of 
any historical society than an analytical convenience for 
isolating certain features of the more fully developed market 
societies of modern times. The third model, which is in­
tended to correspond to modern market societies, I have 
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called the possessive market society. Its essential difFerence 
from the other two models may be indicated here, before it 
is more fully examined, partly in order to explain why that 
name has been chosen. 

By possessive market society I mean one in which, in 
contrast to a society based on custom and status, there is no 
authoritative allocation of work or rewards, and in which, 
in contrast to a society of independent producers who ex­
change only their products in the market, there is a market 
in labour as well as in products. If a single criterion of the 
possessive market society is wanted it is that man's labour 
is a commodity, i.e. that a man's energy and skill are his own, 
yet are regarded not as integral parts of his personality, but 
as possessions, the use and disposal of which he is free to 
hand over to others for a price. It is to emphasize this 
~haracteristic of the fully market society that I have called 
tt the possessive market society. Possessive markc;t society also 
implies that where labour has become a market commodity, 
:narket relations so shape or permeate all social relations that 
tt may properly be called a market society, not merely a 
market economy. 

The concept of possessive market society is neither a 
novel nor an arbitrary construction. It is clearly similar to 
the concepts of bourgeois or capitalist society used by Marx, 
Weber, Sombart, and others, who have made the existence 
of a market in ·labour a criterion of capitalism, and like their 
concepts it is intended to be a model or ideal type to which 
modern (i.e. post-feudal) European societies have approxi­
mated. It differs from theirs chiefly in that it does not require 
any. particular theory of the origin or development of such 
~octety. It is not concerned about the primacy or relative 
Importance of various factors such as Marx's primary 
accumulation, Weber's rational capital accounting, or Sam­
bart's · · f spmt o .enterprise. Its use does not require acceptance 
of ~he whole of any of these contentious theories. And it may 
clatm ~he positive merit of drawing attention directly to two 
essenttal features of such society, the pre-eminence of market 



MODELS OF SOCIETY 49 

relations and the treatment of labour as an alienable posses­
siOn. 

ii. Customary or status society 

The essential properties of a customary or status society 
may be defined as follows: 

(a) The productive and regulative work of the society is 
authoritatively allocated to groups, ranks, classes, or persons. 
The allocation and performance are enforced by law or 
custom. 

(b) Each group, rank, class, or person is confined to a way 
of working, and is given and permitted only to have a scale 
of reward, appropriate to the performance of its or his func­
tion, the appropriateness being determined by the consensus 
of the community or by the ruling class. 

(c) There is no unconditional individual property in land. 
Individual use of land, if any, is conditional on performance 
of functions allotted by the community or by the state, or on 
the provision of services to a superior. There is hence no 
market in land. 

(d) The whole labour force is tied to the land, or to the 
performance of allotted functions, or (in the case of slaves) 
to masters. The members of the labour force are thus not 
free to offer their labour in the market: there is no market in 
labour. (There may be a market in slaves, but a market in 
slaves comprises only an exchange relation between masters, 
not between slave and master, and is therefore not a market 
relation between all the persons concerned.) 

From these properties of a status society certain charac­
teristics follow. In the absence of markets in land and labour, 
individuals (except in the upper ranks) have no means of 
continually seeking to alter their place in the scale of power, 
that is, of changing the amount of their natural power that is 
being extracted from them or the amount that they are ex­
tracting from others. There is room in this model for men 
at the upper levels of power, who want more delights, to 
invade others at those levels forcibly, and so to compel 

827143 E 
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others at those levels (including any who would ot~erwi~e 
be content) to enter the competition for power. 1 here IS 

room,_ that is, for dynastic struggles, palace revoluti<~>ns, and 
baromal conflicts. But this is competition between nval_s for 
the benefits already being extracted from the subordmate 
population. It cannot be general throughout the society, 
because the existence of the society, and the continued ex­
traction of the benefits being fought for by the rivals, require 
that the customary allocation and enforcement of the pro­
ductive and directive work of the society be maintained. The 
bulk of the society must be confined to ways of working and 
living which are set by the contribution they are required to 
make to the society, and these allow them no general oppor­
tunity of invading or subduing their fellows. Sinc_e there is 
no free market in individuals' labour, i.e. in the1r natural 
powers, competition between individuals for acquiring some 
of ~he natural powers of others cannot permeate the whole 
soctety. There is room in the model too for those at the 
bottom to resist, by force, increases in the exactions de­
~anded of them by their superiors. Such resistance will be 
Infrequent if it is assumed that the level of exactions em­
bodied in custom is normally as high as is safe and profitable 
for the ruling class. In any case, combined resistance by 
members of a lower class is not in itself, and does not produce, 
a general pattern of invasion of each individual by his fellows. 

In _short, the model of a customary status society, while it 
permits perennial forcible invasion between rivals at the top, 
and occasional forcible invasion between classes or sections 
of classes, _does not permit perennial invasion, either forcible 
or ?therwtse, of individuals by individuals throughout the 
society. The model neither permits nor requires the constant 
search for power by individuals over individuals, of such 
extent that all individuals must seek more power in order to 
protect what delights they have. It is apparent that the 
model of a status society does not meet Hobbes's require­
ments. The essential shortcoming is that in the status model 
the natural powers, i.e. the labour, of individuals are not 
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freely transferable. Only in a society in which every man's 
labour is an exchangeable commodity can the transfer of 
control of individuals' powers be as ubiquitous as is required 
by Hobbes's assumptions. 

iii. Simple market sociel)• 

The simple market society also falls short of the require­
ment, for we define it as a society in which the production 
and distribution of goods and services is regulated by the 
market but in which labour itself is not a market commodity. 
It is doubtful if a society closely approximating to this model 
has ever existed for very long. But the model is introduced 
in order to separate the features common to all market 
societies from those which are found only in full market 
societies. The separation is useful in drawing attention to 
features of the full market society which are not emphasized 
in the familiar economists' models. For purposes of economic 
analysis the most essential features may be those common to 
all market societies; for purposes of political analysis the 
most essential features are those peculiar to the full market 
society. 

The simple market society has the following properties: 
(a) There is no authoritative allocation of work: indivi­

duals are free to expend their energies, skills, and goods as 
they will. 

(b) There is no authoritative provision of rewards for 
work: individuals are not given or guaranteed, by the state 
or the community, rewards appropriate to their social func­
tions. 

(c) There is authoritative definition and enforcement of 
contracts. 

(d) All individuals seek rationally to maximize their utili­
ties, that is, to get the most satisfaction they can for a given 
expenditure of energy or goods, or to get a given satisfaction 
for the least possible expenditure of energy or goods. 

(e) All individuals have land or other resources on which 
they may get a living by their labour. 
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From these properties of the modd c~rtain cons~quences 
follow. In search of the means to live, indi\·iduals will deploy 
their energies, skills, and material resources in ways which 
the society (i.e. the same individuals as consumers) is willing 
to pay for. The productive and other functions of society will 
thus be performed by individuals in search of rewards that 
can only be had by using their energies and resources. 
Since individuals seek the maximum return for their work, 
and since division of labour is more efficient than is each 
doing everything for himself, individuals will exchange p'ro­
ducts of their labour and resources for goods produced by 
others. There will thus be a market in products. Prices will 
be determined by competition between sellers and between 
buyers, and will determine how individuals allocate their 
labour and resources between different kinds of production. 
The market is self-regulating in that prices will move so 
that what is offered for sale will be bought and what is 
wanted will be produced and offered for sale. 

There is no reason in this model for the market in pro­
ducts to be extended to a market in labour. To rule out a 
market in labour absolutely a further postulate would be 
necessary: 

(J) ~hat the satisfaction of retaining control of one's own 
labour Is greater than the difference between expected wages 
and expected returns as an independent producer. 

Since in the simple market society individuals retain the 
control of their own energies and skills, and exchange is 
only b~tween products, market exchange cannot be a means 
by whtch individuals gain by converting some of the powers 
of others to their use in such a way as to require the others 
to change their ways. It is true that everyone in this model 
exchanges products in the market, and may be said thus to 
con · d' . vert m trectly some of the powers or labour of others to 
hi~ use. And everyone enters the market for gain, and does 
gam by_entering the market. But the gain each gets in this 
market Is the greater utility he gets by producing one thing 
for exchange rather than everything for himself. No one's 
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gain is at the expense of others; no one converts more of the 
powers of others to his use than they convert of his. If there 
are some men who want more than they have, who want to 
increase the amount of satisfactions they enjoy, they can do 
so by exerting more energy or skill and so producing more 
and getting more in exchange. But in doing so they are still 
not converting more of the powers of others to their use than 
others are converting of theirs. And their action does not 
require any counteraction by the others who are content 
with the level they have. The simple market society therefore 
does not meet the requirements of Hobbes's society. In­
dividuals who are content with their existing level of satis­
factions are not pulled into competition for more power in 
order to protect the level they have. 

The model of the simple market society obviously falls 
far short of correspondence with modern market societies. 
If we dropped postulates (e) and (/) and simply added the 
stipulation that there is a competitive market in labour, we 
would have a sufficient model of a fully competitive market 
society. But rather than simply stipulating that there is a 
market in labour, it will be more useful to see what further 
postulates are required to bring about a market in labour. 
We shall therefore construct the model of a full market 
society by adding the postulates which are necessary and 
sufficient to bring about a transformation of the simple to 
the full market society. 

iv. Possessive market society 

The model of the simple market society is transformed 
into the possessive market model by retaining the first four 
postulates of the simple model and adding four more. vVe 
thus have the following postulates: 

(a) There is no authoritative allocation of work. 
(b) There is no authoritative provision of rewards for 

work. 
(() There is authoritative definition and enforcement of 

contracts. 
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(d) All individuals seek rationally to maximize their utili­
ties. 

(e) Each individual's capacity to labour is his own 
property and is alienable. 

(f) Land and resources arc owned by individuals and are 
alienable. 

(g) Some individuals want a higher level of utilities or 
power than they have. 1 

(h) Some individuals have more energy, skill, or posses­
sions, than others. 

When the four new postulates are added to the first four 
postulates of the simple market society, a full market society 
follows. Those who want to increase their level of utilities or 
power, and who have either greater possessions which they 
can use as capital (and the skill to usc them profitably), or 
superior energy and skill by which they can accumulate 
~apital, will seek to employ the labour of others for a price, 
m the expectation of getting from the labour they employ a 
value greater than its cost. Individuals who have less land 
or r~sources, or less skill, than can regularly give them a 
subsistence by their independent production, will accept 
wages that will give them a subsistence. 

The greater efficiency of combined labour organized by 
me? .of superior skill, energy, or resources will, in the com­
petlt~ve market, drive down the prices of the products, so 
t?at mcreasing numbers of solitary producers find it impos­
Sible, or less profitable, to continue independently, and there­
fore offer their labour in the market. Thus in a society where 
labour is alienable and where there are' different levels of 
desire and of abilit~ or possessions, a competitive market in 
products brings about a general competitive market. Labour, 
~nd, a~d capital, as well as products, become subject to the 

etermmation of the market: prices for all of them are set by 
com · · · petition between sellers and between buyers so that 

r s· 
. . tnce postulates (d) and (g) are superficially similar it is perhaps worth empha-

SIZing their d ·a- 1> I · h . luerence. ostu ate (d) stipulates that everyone wantg to get as muc as 
possible for as little as possible, but not that anyone wants to get more than he has. 
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what is offered will be bought and what is wanted will be 
offered. 

We thus have the essential features of a modern competi­
tive market society. Without any authoritative allocation of 
work or rewards, the market, responding to countless indi­
vidual decisions, puts a price on everything, and it is with 
reference to prices that the individual decisions are made. 
The market is the mechanism through which prices are 
made by, and are a determining factor in making, individual 
decisions about the disposal of energies and the choice of 
utilities. 

Exchange of commodities through the price-making 
mechanism of the market permeates the relations between 
individuals, for in this market all possessions, including 
men's energies, are commodities. In the fundamental matter 
of getting a living, all individuals are essentially related to 
each other as possessors of marketable commodities, includ­
ing their own powers. All must continually offer commodities 
(in the broadest sense) in the market, in competition with 
others. 

Competition in this market, unlike that in the simple 
market in products, is a means by which men who want more 
may convert more of the powers of others to their use than 
others convert of theirs. For the effect of competition in this 
market is to compel entrepreneurs (who must have had 
some capital initially, with which to hire labour) to use 
increasing amounts of capital as a means to more efficient 
production. The greater the capital required in order to stay 
in the market, the less possible is it for men of little property 
to enter into, or stay in, independent production. As the 
greater efficiency of more highly capitalized production per­
mits the population to increase, such production becomes 
indispensable for the larger society. And as the land runs 
out (which it does the more quickly because land has become 
a kind of capital), an increasing proportion of the population 
becomes dependent on selling its labour. Thus a class divi­
sion between those with land and capital, and those without, 
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sets in (if it was not in existence already). \Vhen land and 
capital are all owned by one set of people, there is a perma­
nent change in the distribution of the whole product between 
persons, to the disadvantage of the persons without land and 
capital. Since the latter cannot resort to independent produc­
tion, they cannot demand in wages an amount equal to what 
would be the product of their labour on land or capital of 
their own. Those who have the capital and land can there­
fore, by employing the labour of others, get a net transfer of 
some of the powers of others (or some of the product of 
those powers) to themselves. 

In speaking of this process as a net transfer of some of the 
powers of one man to another, we are taking the powers of 
a man to be (following Hobbes's definition) the whole of a 
man's present means to obtain future apparent goods. The 
powers of a man therefore include not only his energy and 
skill, 'or capacity to labour, but also his access to the means 
(land, materials, or other capital) without which his capacity 
to labour cannot become active labour and so cannot pro­
duce. any goods. No narrower definition of man's powers is 
constste~t with a model of a society of men, at least with 
any ~octety in which men must produce in order to eat. 
For tf a man, to remain a man (i.e. to continue to exist), must 
produce, then he must to remain a man have both the . ' ' 
capactty to labour and access to the means of labour. The 
powers of a man must therefore by definition include access 
~ the means of labour .1 A man's powers are therefore re-

uced when he has less than free access to the means of 
labour. If he can get no access, his powers are reduced 
~0 zero, and in a competitive society he ceases to exist. 
bf h; can ~et access, but not freely, his powers are reduced 

Y he prtce he has to pay for access, and that price 
measures the amount of his power that is transferred to 
another. 

1 A narrower d fi · · f • · 'b · -' I f h. e n1Uon o a man s powers 1s poss1 lc only m a moue o an 
~conomy w 1ch abst r. f • · · 1 h' racts so •ar rom mans human quahty as to cons Iter Jill nut 
eve~ as a system of matter in motion which must be in continual motion, but merely 
as t e owner of a factor of production called labour. 
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As between the simple market model (where everyone 
has land or materials to work on) and the possessive market 
model (where some men have no land or capital of their 
own), what some men have lost is free access to the means of 
turning their capacity to labour into productive labour. 
Having lost this part of their powers they must continually 
sell the remainder of their powers to those who have the 
land and capital, and must accept a wage which allows part 
of the product to go to the owners of land and capital. This 
constitutes the net transfer of part of their powers to others. 
It is a continual transfer, since it proceeds as production 
takes place. Its amount is not fixed, but fluctuates in the 
competitive market with changes in the supply of labour 
and of capital. 1 

A net transfer is, of course, not unique to the full market 
society. For while it cannot exist in the simple market 
society, it does exist in all those customary and status socie­
ties where a ruling class maintains itself by tributes, rents, or 
slavery. \¥hat is unique about the transfer in the market 
society is that there it is maintained by continual competition 
between individuals at all levels. Everyone is a possessor of 
something, if only of his capacity to labour; all are drawn 
into the market; competition determines what they will get 
for what they have to offer. Their net return registers the net 
amount of their own powers that has been transferred to 
others (or whose benefit or product has been transferred to 
others), or the net amount of others' that they have trans­
ferred to themselves. Since this is determined by the im­
personal operation of the market, in which relative prices 
change in response to changes in wants, changes in energy 
and skill expended, innovations in production, changes in 
t~e ratio of labour to capital, and other factors, everyone is 
potentially in movement up or down the scale of power and 
satisfactions. 

The possessive market model requires a compulsive frame­
work of law. i\t the very least, life and property must be 

1 See Note B, p. 293. 
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secured, contracts must be defined and enforced. The model 
also permits state action much beyond this minimum. The 
state may control land use and labour use, may interfere with 
the free flow of trade by embargoes and customs duties, may 
assist one kind of industry and discourage another, may 
provide free or subsidized services, may relieve the destitute, 
may require minimum standards of quality or of training, 
and may by these and other kinds of interference prevent 
prices (including wages) reaching the levels which an un­
regulated or less regulated market would produce. vVhat 
the state does thereby is to alter some of the terms of the 
equations each man makes when he is calculating his most 
profitable course of action. But this need not affect the main­
spring of the system, which is that men do calculate their 
most profitable courses and do employ their labour, skill, 
and resources as that calculation dictates. Some of the data 
for their calculations is changed, but prices are still set by 
competition between the calculators. The prices are different 
from what they would be in a less controlled system, but as 
~on~ as prices still move in response to the decisions of the 
1?dtvidual competitors and the prices still elicit the produc­
tion of goods and determine their allocation, it remains a 
market system. The state may, so to speak, move the hurdles 
to the advantage of some kinds of competitors, or may 
change the handicaps, without discouraging racing. The 
state may, of course, deliberately or otherwise, by the same 
sort of intervention put racing out of business. But it need 
not do so. One cannot infer from the fact of intervention 
that the intention is, or that the effect will be, to weaken the 
system. The possessive market model thus does not require 
a sta~e policy of laissez-faire; a mercantilist policy is perfectly 
conststent with the model and may indeed be required at 
son:e stages in the development of a possessive market 
SOClety.I 

Whatever the degree of state action, the possessive market 
model permits individuals who want more delights than 

1 Cf. below, p. 62 and p. 96. 
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they have, to seek to convert the natural powers of other 
men to their use. They do so through the market, in which 
everyone is necessarily involved. Since the market is con­
tinually competitive, those who would be content with the 
level of satisfactions they have are compelled to fresh exer­
tions by every attempt of the others to increase theirs. Those 
who would be content with the level they have cannot keep 
it without seeking more power, that is, without seeking to 
transfer more powers of others to themselves, to compensate 
for the increasing amount that the competitive efforts of 
others are transferring from them. 

The possessive market society, then, does meet Hobbes's 
requirements. It is a society in which men who want more 
may, and do, continually seek to transfer to themselves some 
of the powers of others, in such a way as to compel everyone 
to compete for more power, and all this by peaceable and 
legal methods which do not destroy the society by open 
force. The possessive market society is the only one of our 
three models which does meet Hobbes's requirements. And 
it is difficult to conceive of any other model which would do 
so. Only in a society in which each man's capacity to labour 
is his own property, is alienable, and is a market commodity, 
could all individuals be in this continual competitive power 
relationship. 

The fact that the possessive market model meets (and is 
the only model that does meet) Hobbes's requirements may 
of course be attributed to the fact that we put in that model 
(and excluded from the other models) certain postulates 
which Hobbes explicitly makes about his society. Certainly, 
postulates (g) and (h)-that some individuals want more 
delights than they have, and that some have more abilities 
than others-are explicit in Hobbes, and it might be 
thought that they were not really needed to produce 
our model. It is important to notice, therefore, that both 
these postulates, and indeed all the four postulates stipu­
lated for converting the simple market model to the 
full market model, are needed to produce a model that 
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corresponds in essentials with actual competitive market 
societies. 

Postulate (e), that each individual's capacity to labour is 
his own property and is alienable, is self-evidently required: 
without it, one of the essential features of modern. competi­
tive market societies would be impossible. The same may 
be said of postulate (f), that land and resources arc owned 
by individuals and arc alienable. This postulate is not re­
quired for, although it is consistent with, the simple market 
society: the simple market in products could operate even 
with fixed and inalienable rights in land. But it is required 
for a full market society. For unless land and resources can 
be transferred through a market, and so be combined with 
labour in the most profitable way, full advantage cannot be 
taken of the availability of labour. Postulate (g), that some 
individuals want a higher level of utilities or power than 
they have, is equally required for a modern com pcti tive 
mar~et society. For without this postulate there would be 
no Incentive to accumulate capital and usc it to employ 
labou~, and hence no general market in labour. This postu­
la~e, hke (f), is not required for, although it is consistent 
Wtth, a simple market society; but it is required for a full 
market society. Finally, postulate (h), that some individuals 
ha~e more energy, skill, or possessions than others, is re­
qutred for a modern competitive market society. For unless 
so.me individuals have more possessions than others to begin 
Wtth, or have abilities to acquire more than others, there 
could be no accumulations of capital, without which there 
could be no general employment of labour. 

All four of the postulates that distinguish our full market 
model from the simple market model are needed to produce 
a. model that corresponds in essentials with actual competi­
tive m~rket societies. And it is these postulates which, by 
producmg a market relationship in labour as a commodity, 
produce the essential requirement of Hobbes's society, 
namely, the mechanism by which those who want more 
power or delight than they have can engage in continual, 



MODELS OF SOCIETY 61 

non-violent competition for the power of others, which com­
pels the others to enter the competition. 

v. Hobbes and tlu posstssi·7.'t! modd 

I have shown so far that the model of a possessive market 
society, and no other, does correspond in essentials to modern 
competitive market societies, that each of its postulates is 
required to produce that correspondence, and that that 
model and no other does meet the essential requirements of 
Hobbes's society. It cannot, of course, be inferred from this 
that Hobbes had some such market model clearly in mind. 
He worked with models, indeed, a mechanical model of 
man, a model of social relations where there was no law­
enforcement, and a model of civilized society in between. 
But the models we have just examined are post-Hobbesian 
constructions, and as such are not self-evidently attributable 
to Hobbes. Nor can it be argued that Hobbes must have 
been using some such market model on the ground that the 
market nature of English society was too plain for so keen 
an observer to have missed. 

There is plenty of evidence that England approximated 
closely to a possessive market society in the seventeenth 
century. Very nearly half the men were full-time wage­
earners; if the cottagers are counted as part-time wage­
earners, the proportion is over two-thirds. 1 And while the 
wage relationship was not as completely impersonal as it 
was to become in the following century, it was already, as 
Hobbes knew, 2 essentially a market relationship. The ten­
dency for land to be exploited as capital was already well 
advanced, to the detriment of such paternal relations between 
landlord and tenant as had survived the changes of the 
sixteenth century. 3 

1 See Note T, p. 301. Cf. Clapham, Concise Economic History of Britain (Cam­
bridge, 1949), who finds (pp. 2.1Z-13) that life-long wage-earners were a majority 
well before the end of the seventeenth century. 

2 Behemoth, ed. Tunnies, p. 12.6, as quoted below, p. 66. 
J Cf. G. Davies, The Early Stuarts (Oxford, 1945), who says (p. 271) of the new 

landlords that came into being as a result of the civil wars, that 'between them and 
their tenants there was no personal tie-nothing except a cash nexus'. 
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State policy towards the operation of the market economy 
was, of course, very far from laisscz-faire-·. Government 
regulation, control, and interference with the free play of 
market forces, by statute and administrative decree, was 
omnipresent. Neither the markets in capital nor land, pro­
?uce nor labour, were permitted to be entirely self-regulat­
mg. Even when allowance is made for the fact that much of 
the legislation and administrative action was ineffective, 
judging by the frequency with which it was repeated, the 
extent of state control and interference is impressive. But it 
wa~ because possessive market relations were pen~trating 
socie~y so decisively that such extensive state regulation was 
required. Some of the regulation was designed, whether 
well- or ill-advisedly, to promote industry and trade; the 
greater part of it was designed to prevent or reduce market 
fluctuations, or to protect social order against the effects of 
fluctuations. It was largely because so many men were now 
dependent on employment, and their employment was de­
pendent on the vagaries of commodity markets which pro­
duce? recurrent unemployment on a scale endangering 
pubhc order, that governments were compelled to interf~re 
~(\strenuously and in so many ways. 1 Government regulation 
m t.he seventeenth century presupposed a possessive market 
SOCiety. 

All the evidence then, points to seventeenth-century 
E r · ' · ng Ish. society having become essentially a possessive mar-
ket society. The question remains, how far was Hobbes 
aware_ of this? There is, fortunately, some evidence bearing 
?n this question. In the first place, Hobbes's statement that 
: mans Labour also, is a commodity exchangeable for 

enefit, as well as any other thing', 2 although made only 

19~ ~-.E. Supple, CommercialCrisisandChange in England r6oo-r642 (Cambridge, 
has 9 h m a masterly analysis of the instability of the market economy of that time, 
trads own that the incessant state interference with wages, prices, investment, and 

f e was~ protracted attempt 'to protect England against the harsher repercussions 
o econom1c fiuct · . h . · · · 1 d · I uauon Wit out regrcssmg m terms of the mdustna an commer-
Cia structure' and h h . • "d 1 d . . • t at t e mam mover was a vah fear of unemp oyment an 
econom1c mstabil"t • ( d f h 1 2 L . h I y p. 251; an c. c . 10 genera ly). 

evzat an, eh. 24, P· 189. 
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incidentally to a discussion of foreign trade, is presumptive 
evidence that he was taking for granted the normality of the 
wage relationship. More important is his treatment of com­
mutative and distributive justice, which suggests that he 
was deliberately rejecting the model of a customary status 
society in the knowledge that it was an alternative model to 
his own, and that it was still generally accepted. 

The received concepts of commutative and distributive 
justice, as Hobbes describes them, are concomitants of the 
model of a customary society. They suppose the validity and 
the enforcement of standards of reward other than those 
determined by the market. Commutative justice is placed 
'by vVriters', says Hobbes, 'in the equality of value of the 
things contracted for; And Distributive, in the distribution 
of equall benefit, to men of equall merit'. 1 Hobbes's scorn 
for these concepts is unconcealed. Both are dismissed in a 
sentence: 'As if it were Injustice to sell dearer than we buy; 
or to give more to a man than he merits.' 2 And what has 
made the old concepts an object of scorn is one of the attri­
butes of the market model, namely, that the value of any­
thing is simply its price as established by supply and 
demand. 'The value of all things contracted for, is measured 
by the Appetite of the Contractors: and therefore the just 
value, is that which they be contented to give. '3 Since there 
is no measure of value except market price, every exchange 
of values between freely contracting persons is by definition 
an exchange of equal values. The old concept of commuta­
tive justice thus becomes meaningless. 'To speak properly, 
Commutative Justice, is the Justice of a Contractor; that is, 
a Performance of Covenant, in Buying, and Selling; Hiring, 
and Letting to Hire; Lending, and Borrowing; Exchanging, 
Bartering, and other acts of Contract. '4 

Similarly with distributive justice: the distribution of 
equal benefit to men of equal merit becomes meaningless as 
an overriding principle by which to decide the justice of any 
actual distribution of rewards, for there is in Hobbes's 

1 Ibid., ch. rs, p. IIS· 2 Ibid. J Ibid. 4 Ibid. 
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model no measure of merit other than the actual market 
assessment of a man's merit. There is no room in Hobbes's 
model, as there is in the status model, for an assessment of 
the merit of different men in terms of the contribution they 
make to the purposes of the whole society or in terms of 
their needs as functioning parts of a social organism. Dis­
tributive justice, therefore, becomes nothing more than 'the 
Justice of an Arbitrator; that is to say, the act of defining 
what is Just. Wherein ... [the Arbitrator J is said to distri­
bute to every man his own .. .'. 1 And what is properly a 
man's own is to be determined initially not by any concept 
of the purposes of society, but by a standard as far removed 
from that as Hobbes can conceive, a standard deliberately 
emptied of all social valuation: it is to be 'determined by Lot. 
For ... other means of equall distribution cannot be ima­
gined'.z In treating commutative and distributive justice in 
this way, Hobbes is drawing the logical conclusiorys from his 
model of society: where all values are reduced to market 
values, justice itself is reduced to a market concept. And in 
demanding that a market concept of justice should replace 
the customary concept, he seems both to be claiming that a 
fully market society is here to stay, and to be acknowledging 
that it has only recently come. 

There are further indications, in the book Hobbes de­
voted to analysing the Long Parliament and the Civil War, 
that he saw competitive market relations as an encroachment 
on an earlier model of English society. One of the reasons 
~e found for the defection of so many from the king, and 
.ence for the Civil War, was that 'the people in general' 
(~e. the men of some property, for 'there were very few of 
~ e common people that cared much for either of the causes, 
rut would have taken any side for pay or plunder'3) be-
Ieved that each man was 'so much master of whatsoever he 

possessed, that it could not be taken from him upon any 
pretence of common safety without his own consent' .4 

; Leviathan, ch. 15, p. us. 
Behemoth, ed. Tennies, p. 2 • 

2 Ibid., P· U9· 
4 Ibid., P· 4· 
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Hobbes saw, accurately, that this belief was no part of the 
formerly prevailing feudal concept of property, and that the 
belief had now grown to the point where it could be held 
responsible for the Civil \\'ar. He observed that the same 
men who held this new concept of unconditional indi·vidual 
right to property used the old order of ranks merely to sub­
serve their new purposes: 'King, they thought, was but a 
title of the highest honour, which gentleman, knight, baron, 
earl, duke, were but steps to ascend to, with the help of 
riches.' 1 

It was to the new strength of market morality and of 
market-made wealth that Hobbes attributed the Civil Vlar. 
He treated the war as an attempt to destroy the old constitu­
tion and replace it with one more favourable to the new 
market interests. The king's enemies, 'that pretended the 
people's ease from taxes, and other specious things, had the 
command of the purses of the city of London, and of most 
cities and corporate towns in England, and of many particu­
lar persons besides'. 2 The people were seduced partly by the 
new religious doctrines (one of the most important of which, 
the Presbyterian, was well received because, among other 
reasons, it did not 'inveigh against the lucrative vices of men 
of trade or handicraft ... which was a great ease to the 
generality of citizens and the inhabitants of market-towns'J), 
and partly by their new belief in unconditional property 
right. 4 That the people were so seduced, and that the mer­
chants had the money to support an army, was a sufficient 
explanation of the war. There is a Harringtonian touch in 
the comment offered at this point by the interlocutor in 
Hobbes's dialogue: 'In such a constitution of people, me­
thinks, the King is already ousted of his government, so as 
they needed not have taken arms for it. For I cannot imagine 
how the King should come by any means to resist them. '5 

x Ibid. 2 Ibid., p. 2. J Ibid., p. 25. 
4 Ibid., p. 4· 
s Ibid. Cf. Harrington, Oceana: 'Wherforc the dissolution of this govern­

ment caus'd the war, not the war the dissolution of this government' (Works, 1771, 
P· 6s)· 

827143 F 
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Later in his analysis, Hobbes returns to the crucial part 
played by the new market wealth. The parliamentary forces 
were supplied by 'the city of London and other corporation 
towns', 1 their grievances being taxes, 'to which citizens, that 
is, merchants, whose profession is their private gain, are 
naturally mortal enemies; their only glory being to grow 
excessively rich by the wisdom of buying and selling'. 2 

Hobbes was aware, too, that their wealth was made by 
buying the labour of others. He dismisses the commonplace 
justification of their activities, that 'they are said to be of all 
callings the most beneficial to the commonwealth, by setting 
~he poorer sort of people on work', with the curt remark 'that 
IS t? say, by making poor people sell their labour to them at 
th~1r own prices; so that poor people, for the most part, 
m1ght get .a better living by working in Bridewell, than by 
spi~ning, weaving, and other such labour as they can do; 
s~vmg that by working slightly they may help themselves a 
httle, to the disgrace of our manufacture' .J Hobbes has 
se~n thr.ough the paternalistic justification of the wage re­
latiOnship. He has seen that it is anachronistic to justify 
wa~e l~bour in terms of a paternalistic model of society 
which 1s fundamentally inconsistent with a market relation­
ship . 

. The England that Hobbes describes in Behemoth is a 
fairly complete market society. Labour is a commodity, and 
there is such a large supply of it that its price is driven 
do':n, by the buyers, to a level of bare subsistence. 4 Wealth 
de~Ived from market operations has accumulated to the 
pomt where its holders are able to challenge a state whose 
t . 
~xmg power they regard as an encroachment on their 

rtghts. The challenge is successful because they have the 
money to supply an army; the challenge is possible at all 
only because the people have come to place a higher value 
on the acquisition of wealth through the market than on 

: ~elurnoth, p. uo. 2 Ibid., p. 126. 3 Ibid. 
h fe wonders if it was from this observation that Hobbes derived the view that 

the va ue or price of a man is determined by the buyer, not the seller (Le'Viathan, 
c . ro, p. 67). 
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traditional obligations or established ranks. It is because 
English society has changed in those ways that the Civil War 
has come about. 

Hobbes's explanation of the causes of the Civil War thus 
implies some recognition on his part that the market society 
was an encroachment on an earlier society. His recognition 
of this was not full or clear. Had it been so, he could scarcely 
have treated society as such as essentially a series of market 
relations, as he did in Leviathan and the other theoretical 
treatises. Yet even in them there is some recognition, as in 
his treatment of commutative and distributive justice, that 
market morality was different from the traditional morality. 
We may conjecture that the ease with which Hobbes attri­
buted essentially market relations to all societies was due to 
his having shared the view, common to men of the Renais­
sance, that civilized society was limited to classical Greece 
and Rome and post-medieval western Europe. Since the 
classical societies were to some extent market societies they 
could easily be taken to fit a model drawn primarily from 
the more completely market society of his own time. And 
once the model was established it was not difficult to apply 
it to the most nearly civilized section of all other societies, 
that is, to the active upper classes of other societies, for the 
relations between the men at the top in non-market societies 
tended to consist in a competitive struggle for power that 
approximated the market relation. Whether or not this was 
the order of Hobbes's thought, and however consciously he 
drew his model of society from his appreciation of the market 
attributes of seventeenth-century society, it is clear that his 
model approximates most nearly to the model of the posses­
sive market society. 

I have shown that Hobbes's argument from the physio­
logical nature of man to the necessary attempt of all men in 
society to seek ever more power over others requires the 
proposition that every man's power resists and hinders the 
powers of others; that this proposition, even if supposedly 
deduced from a physiological postulate that all men innately 
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desire limitless power over others, requires at least the fur­
ther assumption of a model of society which permits con­
tinual peaceful invasion of each by each; and that if the 
proposition is taken to be deduced from the physiological 
postulate that only some men innately want ever more, it 
requires a model of society which not only permits continued 
invasion of each by each but also compels the moderate 
men to invade; that the only model which satisfies these 
requirements is the possessive market society, which corre­
sponds in essentials to modern competitive market societies; 
that Hobbes's explicit postulates (notably, that labour is a 
commodity, that some men want to increase their level of 
delight, and that some have more natural power than others) 
are essentially those of a possessive market society; that the 
model of society which Hobbes constructed in his analysis 
of power, valuing, and honouring, and confirmed in his 
analysis of commutative and distributive justice, corresponds 
essentially to the possessive market model; and that although 
Hobbes was not fully conscious of such correspondence, 
there is some evidence to suggest that he was aware of the 
pec~liar suitability of his analysis to seventeenth-century 
SOCiety. 

vi. The inadequacy of the state of nature 

We have reached the position, then, that Hobbes moved 
from his original physiological postulates to the conclusion 
tha~ all men necessarily seek ever more power over others, 
b_y mtroducing assumptions which are valid only for posses­
st_ve market societies. And it was only after he had established 
hts conclusion that all men in society necessarily seek ever 
more power over others that he introduced his hypothetical 
state of nature, from which in turn he deduced the necessity 
of ~he sovereign state. I proposed earlier 1 that Hobbes's 
soctal assumptions were required not only for his deduction 
that all men in society necessarily seek more power over 
others, but also for his deduction of the behaviour of man in 

1 Above, pp. 19, 34· 
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the state of nature. It may be thought that this has not yet 
been established. For it has not been specifically shown that 
his conclusion that all men seek more power over others, or 
his social analysis that led to that conclusion, was required 
for his deduction of the behaviour in the state of nature. 
Could he not have deduced the behaviour of men in the 
state of nature directly from the physiological postulates 
without having shown that all men in society seek more 
power over others? The question is perhaps not very impor­
tant, since in fact he did go to great pains to show that all 
men in society must seek ever more power, before he put 
these men in the hypothetical state of nature. However, we 
can easily see that he could not have deduced the behaviour 
of the state of nature from the physiological postulates alone. 

It is true that he could have deduced the behaviour of the 
state of nature merely from the physiological postulate that 
all men seek to continue their own motion, plus the postu­
late that some men seek ever more power over others: 1 these 
two would, when all law is removed by hypothesis, produce 
the necessity of all men seeking more power over others, i.e. 
the behaviour of the state of nature. But this second postu­
late is got not from physical observation or analysis, but from 
observation and analysis of social relations. If we call it a 
physiological postulate, we must say that even Hobbes's 
physiological postulates are about the physiology of socialized 
men. But, not to stand on definitions, there is another reason 
why Hobbes could not have deduced the behaviour of the 
state of nature from the physiological postulates alone, even 
if the postulate that some men seek more power over others 
is taken to be a physiological one. It would not have been 
consonant with his method or his purpose. 

For his purpose was to persuade men that they needed to 
acknowledge a sovereign, and his method of doing so was 
'only to put men in mind of what they know already, or may 

1 Or, of course from the single postulate that all men innately seek limitless power 
over others, which as I have already argued (p. 45, above) is not strictly a physio­
logical postulate. 
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know by their own experience'. 1 The whole success of his 
endeavour necessarily depended on this. And to do this, he 
had to show them to themselves as they were, in society. 
He might, perhaps, have shown the necessity of a sovereign 
without using the artificial hypothesis of the state of nature 
at all, simply by deduction from the conclusion that all men 
in society necessarily seek more power over others. But he 
could not have hoped to show his readers the necessity of a 
sovereign from a hypothetical state of nature alone, without 
having shown the necessary behaviour of men in society. 
It was only in so far as the behaviour of men in the hypo­
thetical state of nature corresponded to their necessary be­
haviour in society that deductions made from the state of 
nature could have any validity for men already in (an ad­
mittedly imperfect) society. 

I conclude that Hobbes did need the social postulates in 
order to move from his physiological postulates to a state­
ment of the necessary behaviour of men in a state of nature 
from which the necessity of a sovereign could validly be 
deduced. 

4· Political Obligation 

I. From motivation to obligation 

Once Hobbes has established that the general mclination 
?f all ~en is the search for ever more power over others, he 
IS eastly able to show that if there were no power able to 
over~we them, all their lives would necessarily be miserable 
and Insecure in the utmost degree. He has already postu­
la.ted that men necessarily seek to live, and to live commo­
diously. It follows that rational men who fully calculate the 
consequences must shun such a condition by acknowledging 
a power able to overawe them all. To do so they must make, 
or ~ct as if they had made, a covenant with each other by 
which they all simultaneously transfer to some man or body 
of men the rights they would have to protect themselves if 

1 Eiemmts, part i, ch. I, sect. :z, p. I. 
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there were no common power to protect them. It is this 
transfer of rights which creates their obligation to the sove­
reign. And since this covenant is a restraint on the appetites, 
it cannot be binding without a power to enforce it; hence 
men must transfer their natural powers at the same time as 
their natural rights. This gives the sovereign absolute 
authority, and sufficient power to wield that authority 
effectively. Only by acknowledging such authority can men 
(a) hope to avoid the constant danger of violent death and all 
the other evils which they would otherwise necessarily bring 
upon themselves because of their otherwise necessarily de­
structive search for power over each other; and (b) hope to 
ensure the conditions for the commodious living which they 
necessarily desire. Hence every man who understands the 
requirements of men's nature, and the necessary con­
sequences of those requirements, must acknowledge obliga­
tion to a sovereign. 

In this way Hobbes believes he has deduced the necessity 
of every man's acknowledging obligation to a sovereign, and 
deduced it from the facts of man's nature and the necessary 
consequences of those facts. He believes that the obligation 
thus deduced is a moral obligation; once a man has trans­
ferred rights to another 'then is he said to be OBLIGED, or 
BouND, not to hinder those, to whom such Right is granted 
... from the benefit of it: and that he Ought, and it is his 
DuTY, not to make voyd that voluntary act of his own ... '. 1 

In short, Hobbes believes that he has deduced moral obliga­
tion from fact, ought from is. 

Our analysis in Sections 2 and 3 has not touched on this 
claim. We have shown only that the facts from which Hobbes 
deduced political obligation included certain facts about the 
historically or socially acquired character of men, facts some 
of which could properly be postulated only of man in a 
possessive market society. The questions, whether Hobbes's 
political obligation is properly moral rather than merely pru­
dential obligation, and whether his implied claim to have 

r Leviathan, ch. 14, p. 101. 
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deduced moral obligation from fact can be accepted as in any 
sense valid, are still open and have now to be considered. 

ii. Moral or prudential obligation? 

From the very summary account just given of Hobbes's 
deduction from motivation to obligation, it might seem that 
his political obligation is prudential only. He has, it appears, 
demonstrated only that in a long view of their own interest 
men should acknowledge obligation to a soverei~n. Obliga­
tion which is based entirely upon self-interest cannot, it is 
said, properly be called moral obligation. 1 If one finds that 
~abbes did deduce his political obligation solely from self­
Interest, and if one accepts the definition of moral obligation 
as an obligation based on something other than self-interest, 
~hen of course the question is settled: Hobbes's obligation 
~~ not moral obligation. But this is too easy an answer. It 
Slmply raises a further question: is there any more reason to 
a~c~pt ~han to reject that definition, and with it the sharp 
dlstm~tl~n betwe~n prudential and moral, and the implied 
supenonty of the moral obligation? Hobbes rejected it. 
Some of his critics treat it as self-evident. Is there any way 
of deciding between them ? 

The moralists' case for the distinction seems to rest on a 
supposedly serious difference in the probable effectiveness 
of ~he ~wo kinds of obligations. It is said that an obligation 
wh1ch 1s based only on enlightened self-interest cannot be 
counted on to bind when it conflicts with short-run self­
inter~st, whereas a properly moral obligation is not subject 
to th1s weakness because it is based on some principle be­
yond self-interest. But this distinction, and the superiority 
0~ n;tora! obligation, are simply created by definition. For the 
dlstmctton to be of serious practical importance it would 
have t~ be shown that a 'moral' principle of obligation was 
more hkely to hold more firmly than a prudential principle. 
The. weakness of prudential obligation is evident. But un­
less 1t can be shown that 'moral' obligation does not contain 

1 See Note C, p. 2.93 
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equal or greater weakness, the distinction is not a significant 
one. The ability of either kind of obligation to oblige can 
only be tested in practice; it rests on the ability of either 
kind to get itself accepted. 

Hobbes saw no evidence that any principle of obligation 
based on something beyond self-interest was likely to be 
more widely and firmly accepted than one based on self­
interest: more widely accepted, that is to say, on its rational 
merits, apart from having 'spirits invisible' enlisted on its 
side. A principle of obligation said to be ordained by God 
may 'hold more firmly than a principle that has to compete on 
its merits. But if you reject, as Hobbes rejected, such im­
posed principles, 1 you are left with no clear difference be­
tween a prudential obligation and any other kind of rational 
obligation. The efFectiveness of moral philosophies in the 
past did not impress Hobbes: he thought the new kind 
of obligation he proposed was more likely to be eftective, 
as being more strictly related to man's capacities and needs. 

If the obligation he proposed was based on man's self­
interest and, even less nobly, on fear, it was also based on 
man's reason. He thought it the best that men were capable 
of without fraudulently bringing in religious sanctions, and 
he thought it more moral that men should stand on their 
own reason than that they should invoke imagined and un­
knowable deities or essences. He thought that his rational, 
albeit self-interested, obligation was as moral an obligation 
as could be found. To say that Hobbes had as good reason 
to call his kind of obligation moral as other philosophers had, 
or have, to deny it that title, is not to claim that Hobbes's 
obligation is more effective than, or even as effective as, 
some other. It is simply to say that the burden of proof must 
be put as much on the others as on Hobbes. What Hobbes 
did, in effect, was to shift the burden of proof to the moralists, 
knowing that the burden was an impossible one for them to 
sustain. In the absence of such proof, Hobbes's obligation 
can still be called moral. 

1 See Note D, p. 294. 
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.But Hobbes did not claim a victory merely by default. 
Hts confidence in his own position rested partly on a postu­
late which we have so far noticed only incidentally and must 
now ~xamine more closely. This is the postulate of the 
equaltty of man. We have noticed it so far only as a postulate 
needed to show why the struggle for power in a state of 
nature could never end. But it is a far more important postu­
late than ~hat. It is by means of this postulate that Hobbes 
deduces rtght and obligation from fact. 

iii. The postulate of equality 

H~bbes postulates two kinds of equality between m~n: 
eq~altty of ability and equality of expectation of satisfyt~g 
thet.rwants. Each kind entails, in Hobbes's view, an equaltty 
of r.tght. The equality of ability is stated as evident from ex-
pert I · b' .ence and observation. Men are not absolutely equa tn 

a tltty, but are so equal that the weakest can easily kill the 
~trongest, and this implies a moral equality. The point is put 
tn all thre · f • e verstons o Hobbes s theory. 

k And first, if we consider how little odds there is of strength or 
nowledg b r. ·1· he h . e etween men of mature age, and with how great 1act tty 

d t at ts the weaker in strength or in wit or in both, may utterly 
estray th ' I' 1 r. t h e power of the stronger, since there needeth but ttt e ,orce 
o t e takin , . -sid d. g away of a mans ltfe; we may conclude that men con 

ere tn m d . I' • F . ere nature, ought to a mtt amongst themselves equa tty.··· 
fra or tf We look on men full-grown, and consider how brittle the 
theme of our human body is, ... and how easy a matter it is, even for 
trus~~akest r:nan to kill the strongest, there is no reason why any man 
ab g to hts own strength should conceive himself made by nature 

ove oth . h . h oth . b ers. t ey are equals who can do equal things one agamst t e 
er, Ut th h k'll) d equal h' ey w o can do the greatest things, (namely, 1 can o 

equal. ~ •~gs. All men therefore among themselves are by nature 

Natu~~ h h . · d as th h at made men so equall, 111 the faculties of body, and mill ; 
. at t ough th b . . c I tn b d ere ee found one man sometimes manuest y stronger 
toge~h:; ~r of.quicker mind then another; yet when all is r~ckoned 

' he dtfference between man, and man is not so considerable, 
1 Ek ' ments, part . h R 1• c . 14, sect. 2, p. 54· 2 udime11ts, ch. 1, sect. 3> P· 25. 
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as that one man can thereupon claim to himselfe any benefit, to which 
another may not pretend, as well as he. For ... the weakest has 
strength cn~ugh to kill the strongest .... r 

In each of these versions we find a principle of right or 
obligation derived from a statement of observed fact. From 
the stated equality it is held to follow that men ought to 
admit amongst themselves equality (Elements); that there is 
no reason wlzy any man should conceive himself above others 
(Rudiments); that one man cannot (rightfully) claim any 
benefit above another (Leviatlzmr). Hobbes takes it that an 
~quality of fact sets up an equality of right, without bringing 
In any outside value judgement or moral premisses. He does 
not prove that fact entails right, he simply assumes that it 
does because there is no reason why it should not. There is 
no reason why any man should conceive himself above 
others; hence it is self-evident that he should not. 

The second kind of equality Hobbes postulates is equality 
of expectation of want satisfaction. In Leviathan he presents 
this as a consequence of the first kind of equality: 'From this 
equality of ability, ariseth equality of hope in the attaining 
of our Ends. ' 2 In the Elements and Rudimems the emphasis 
is rather on the fact that all men equally desire to preserve 
their lives, and in both these statements an equality of right 
is taken to be implied in the equality of fact. 

And forasmuch as necessity of nature maketh men to will and 
desire honum sihi, that which is good for themselves, and to avoid that 
which is hurtful; but most of all that terrible enemy of nature, death, 
from whom we expect both the loss of all power, and also the greatest 
of bodily pains in the losing; it is not against reason that a man doth 
all he can to preserve his own body and limbs, both from death and 
pain. And that which is not against reason, men call RIGHT, or jus . .. . 3 

For every man is desirous of what is good for him, and shuns wh~t 
is evil, but chiefly the chiefest of natural evils, which is death; and thrs 
he doth, by a certain impulsion of nature, no less than that whereby a 
stone moves downward. It is therefore neither absurd, nor reprehen­
sible, neither against the dictates of true reason, for a man to use all 

r Le'Viathan, ch. 13, p. 94· 2 Ibid., P· 95· 
J Ekments, part i, ch. 14, sect. 6, PP· S4-S5· 
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his endeavours to preserve and defend his body and the members there­
of from death and sorrows. But that which is not contrary to right 
reason, that all men account to be done justly, and with right .... 1 

It may be objected that in these passages Hobbes is 
smuggling a moral connotation into his 'reason' or 'right 
reason'. But it may equally well be said that he is simply 
doing here what he did in his argument from the equality 
of ability to equality of right, namely, taking it that those 
consequences of man's natural needs which arc not evidently 
absurd or reprehensible are to be assumed to be right. The 
burden of proof is, so to speak, again shifted to the moralists. 
Hobbes has deduced rights from the fact that every man 
has wants which he does and must seck to satisfy . 
. It may still be objected that Hobbes has not deduced 

nght from fact but has introduced beside the postulate of 
fact a postulate of right, namely, an equal right to life. An 
~qual right to life is certainly being asserted, but the point 
IS that Hobbes treats it as contained in the postulate of fact. 
He is able to treat it so because of his original postulate of 
mechanical materialism. Since men are self-moving systems 
of matter which equally seek to maintain their own motion, 
and are equally fragile, there is no reason why they should 
not have equal rights. These are the rights whose transfer 
to a sovereign establishes political obligation. Hobbes is 
able to treat his political obligation as a moral obligation 
because it is der-ived from a transfer of rights which he 
treats as moral rights. Morality enters the argument not at 
the late stage of the making of the social contract but at the 
early .stage of deduction of equality of right from the stated 
equality of ability and need. 

In th.us deriving right and obligation from fact, Hobbes 
':as ta~mg a radically new position. He was assuming that 
nght dtd not have to be brought in from outside the realm 
of fact, but that it was there already: that, unless the contrary 
co.uld ?e shown, one could assume that equal right was en­
tailed m equal need for continued motion. 

1 Rudiments, ch. r, sect. 7, pp. :z6-:z7. 
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This is a leap in political theory as radical as Galilee's 
formulation of the law of uniform motion was in natural 
science, and not unrelated to it. In each case a revolutionary 
change was initiated by a simple shift in assumptions. Before 
Galilee, it was assumed that an object at rest would stay 
there for ever unless some other thing moved it, and would 
only go on moving as long as some outside force was applied. 
Galilee assumed that an object in motion would stay in 
motion for ever unless something else stopped it, and that its 
motion did not require the continued application of outside 
force. 

Hobbes's reversal of assumptions was similar. While it 
may be said that, from Plato on, rights and obligations had 
always been inferred from men's capacities and wants, the 
inference had always been indirect: from men's capacities 
and wants to some supposed purposes of Nature or will of 
God, and thence to human obligations and rights. Men's 
capacities and wants were treated as effects of the purposes 
of Nature or will of God; the latter, being treated as the 
cause of men's capacities and wants, were assumed also to 
be the source of moral right and obligation. Purpose or 
vVill, brought in from outside the observed universe, was 
hypostatized as an outside force constantly "imposing itself 
(by way of reason or revelation, or both) on men. Obligations 
and rights, on this assumption, would not exist were it not 
for the outside force which imposed them. What the obliga­
tions and rights were, depended on whatever purpose or 
will a particular philosopher ascribed to the outside force; 
and the philosophers generally found them to be unequal. 1 

Hobbes reversed the assumption. Instead of finding rights 
and obligations only in some outside force, he assumed that 
they were entailed in the need of each human mechanism to 
maintain its motion. And since each human mechanism, to 
do so, must assess its own requirements, there could be no 
question of imposing a system of values from outside or 
from above. Hence there could be no question of finding 

1 Cf. below, p. 89. 
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a hierarchy of wants or of rights or ohligation~. Everyone's 
must be assumed to be equal. 

It was Hobbes's refusal to impose moral differences on 
men's wants, his acceptance of the equal need for continued 
motion as the sufficient source of rights, that constituted his 
revolution in moral and political theory. Hobbes was the first 
to deduce rights and obligations from facts without putting 
anything fanciful into the facts. 

iv. Morality, science, and the market 

When Hobbes's thought is seen in this way, a funda­
mental connexion between his political theory and his 
scientific materialism becomes evident. His reduction of 
human beings to self-moving and self-directing systems 
of ~atter, enabled (and required) him to assume that the 
contmued motion of each was equally necessary. His accep­
tanc~ of ~he assumption of the new science, that continuous 
mot10n d1d not require the application of continuous outside 
force, enabled him to dispense with any postulate of moral 
purpose imposed from outside, and to assume that moral 
values, rights, and obligations were entailed in the capacities 
~nd needs of equally self-moving mechanisms. Since motion 
IS eq~ally necessary to each mechanism, and since there is 
nothmg else but motion, the only morality there can be must 
be ded~ced from that motion. Morality is what is most 
c?nduc1ve to continued motion. Hence, at a primary and 
Simple level, each has a right to its continued motion. And 
~ach, being a rational, calculating, self-correcting machine, 
1~ capable of obligating itself to those rules which can be 
s o~n to be necessary to ensure the maximum chance of 
contmued motion. Since their motions, if not self-corrected, 
~ould bring them into continual collision, with resultant 
?ss)o~ motion, the correction (i.e. a moral system of obliga­

tiOn IS necessary as well as possible. 
f Thus Hobbes's deduction of right and obligation from 
act, by way of the postulate of equality, seems to have 

been made possible by his acceptance of the materialist 
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assumptions which he took over from the new science of the 
seventeenth century. In this view, Hobbes's materialism 
was neither an afterthought nor a window-dressing but an 
essential part of his political theory. His materialism was a 
necessary condition of his theory of political obligation. 

His materialism was not, of course, a sufficient condition 
of his theory of obligation. For besides the materialist 
assumption that men are self-moving systems of matter in 
motion, he needed the postulate that the motion of every 
individual is necessarily opposed to the motion of every 
other. This latter postulate was not contained in his mecha­
nical materialism but was derived, as we have seen, from his 
market assumption. The postulate of opposed motion was 
what enabled him to treat all individuals as equally insecure, 
and hence as equally in need of a system of political obliga­
tion. 

Thus both the materialist and the market assumptions 
were required to enable Hobbes to deduce political obliga­
tion. The materialist assumption enabled him to say that 
individuals had equal need of continued motion, and to 
argue that, in the absence of reasons to the contrary, equal 
need could be taken as establishing equal moral right, and 
so providing the possibility of moral obligation. The market 
assumptions enabled him to say that men were equal in 
insecurity, and so to infer the necessity of moral obligation. 
In other words, both the materialist and the market assump­
tions were needed to produce the supposed facts-the two 
kinds of equality-from which it was conceivable for 
Hobbes to deduce obligation. 

Since both the materialist and the market assumptions 
were needed, and both were used, we need not conjecture 
which is the more important, or which came first in Hobbes's 
thinking. But we may notice that the market assumptions 
were essential: it is only a society as fragmented as a market 
society that can credibly be treated as a mechanical system 
of self-moving individuals. Whether his vision of society 
as a system of market relations led Hobbes to his bold 
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materialist hypothesis, or whether his enchantment with the 
new science started him casting about for a model of society 
which would be susceptible to treatment in mechanical 
terms, and so led him to discover the market model, we do 
not know. But we can say that it was the market assumptions 
that made possible Hobbes's attempt to transfer the mecha­
nical postulates of the new science to the analysis of society. 

There is one further respect in which the market assump­
tions contributed to Hobbes's belief that he could deduce 
obligation from fact. The possessive market society has the 
unique characteristic that in it the value or worth of every 
man is determined by the market. Values, entitlements, and 
?enc~ actual rights, are in fact determined by a force which 
IS ne1ther purely subjective nor supernatural. Hobbes seized 
on this and concluded that no other standard of value or 
rights was needed: the old ideas of commutative and dis­
tributive justice, based on a standard of right that stood 
outside of and above any facts, were in his view entirely 
superseded. A standard of value was provided by the facts 
of the market system. He thought it could be taken as a 
standard of justice because it met one requirement of any 
mo:al principle, that is, it transcended each man's subjective 
desires. Hence it could be thought to render unnecessary 
a~y further reliance on moral principles imported from out­
Side the facts. 

To sum up, Hobbes's market assumptions provided two 
sep~rat~ reasons for his thinking that he could deduce moral 
obhg~:10n and right from the facts. First, the facts of man's 
cond1t1on in society, as he analysed them, included an equal 
need for continued motion, a universal opposition of motions, 
~nd he~ce an equal insecurity. The equality of need and of 
~nsecunty, being on his analysis more fundamental than any 
10 1" . d equa lttes, enabled him to assume equal moral rights, an 
hence the possibility of moral obligation, without postulating 
any purpose or will outside of the individuals themselves. 
Secondly, the facts as he analysed them included an objective 
but not supernatural standard of right. 
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Either of these two supposed attributes of the facts might 
well have been enough to make Hobbes presume that he 
could deduce obligation from the facts alone, without any 
inconsistency or logical fallacy. The two together, reinforc­
ing each other, are quite enough to have led him to that pre­
sumption. \Vhether or not we find fault with his presumption 
that it could be done, or with the way he did it, we may con­
cede that he thought it could be done. There is no warrant, 
therefore, for seeking any greater measure of consistency in 
his theory by assuming that he was doing something alto­
gether different. If we are to understand Hobbes, and criti­
cize him, we should follow up the relation he saw between 
the facts and obligation, rather than setting it aside on the 
ground that no consistent thinker could have made such a 
presumption. 

v. The presumption of obligatio11 from fact 

We have seen so far how Hobbes's recogmtwn of the 
essential attributes of market society led him to believe that 
the facts about society contained all that was needed for the 
deduction of a political obligation that would be morally 
binding on rational men. Before examining the merits of his 
particular deduction, we have to consider whether the deduc­
tion of obligation from fact is ever in principle logically 
possible. 

It has become axiomatic .in recent years that no moral 
principle can logically be deduced from any statements of 
fact; so much so that a simple reference to the axiom is 
generally considered enough to dispose of the question. But 
to dispose of the question in this way is to leave unconsidered 
a highly important innovation of Hobbes. I shall argue that 
in any sense short of strict logical entailment it is possible 
to deduce obligation from fact; that senses short of entail­
ment are so important as to make it humanly necessary to 
attempt such deduction; that the deduction is possible, even 
in these senses, only when the social facts contain a signifi­
cant equality of men; that Hobbes grasped this; and that his 

827143 c 
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attempt to deduce obligation from fact was therefore valid 
in principle. 

The idea that obligation cannot be deduced from fact is 
a comparatively recent innovation. It is commonly attributed 
to Hume, although it is doubtful if it goes back that far. 1 

Earlier political philosophers, including those before Hobbes 
and some after him, had generally derived moral and politi­
cal obligation and rights from the observed needs and capa­
cities of men. But they had done so only with the aid of some 
postulate as to the purpose or will of Nature or God, if only 
the postulate that Nature makes nothing in vain. With such 
a. postulate they could proceed to argue from men's capaci­
ties and needs to a system of obligations and rights. The 
argument appeared to be a deduction of right from fact, 
though it was not, and it was generally accepted in principle 
that.obligation and right could be deduced from fact. 

Smce Burne, critics have seen that the earlier philosophers 
were not doing what they had thought they were doing, or 
:'hat they had been thought to be doing. It was seen, that 
Is, that they had not been logically deducing obligation from 
fac.t, but had been bringing in an extraneous postulate. This 
pomt has been seized by modern critics, most emphatically 
by the linguistic analysts. They, seeing the logical invalidity 
of treating as deductions from fact the earlier supposed 
dedu<:tions which had relied on an extraneous postulate, 
have mferred that the invalidity of the earlier systems lay in 
th~ ve:r attempt to deduce obligation from fact, and have 
raised 1t to a first principle that obligation cannot be deduced 
from fact. 

This inference I think is mistaken. It must be granted 
~hat on the model of formal calculi, moral utterances cannot 

e entailed in factual statements. 2 But there is no reason why 
all thought should be reduced to that model. And there is a 
strong reason, in the nature of human needs, why all thought 
should not be reduced to that model. It is not disputed that 

I 1 
.. ~f. A. C. Macintyre, 'Hume on "Is" and "Ought''', Philorophical &view, 

XVIII ( 1959), 451 ff. z Macintyre, op. cit., p. 462. 
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some kind of social order, and therefore rights, and therefore 
obligation, arc necessary to human existence. One may, of 
course, deny that there is any point or value to human exis­
tence. But short of this abdication of humanity, one must 
proceed on the assumption that a system of rights and 
obligations can be derived from something. 

One may, admitting this, still deny that it can be derived 
from men's needs and capacities alone, without bringing in 
some imposed will or purpose from outside. This is a per­
fectly tenable position, but there is no reason for making it 
a logical imperative. It is equally tenable that the same facts 
(viz. human needs and capacities) which make a system of 
obligation and rights necessary, also make such a system 
possible. It is tenable, that is to say, that the facts of human 
capacities and needs contain enough data for the deduction 
of a system of obligation and rights. 

Now a system of obligation that is, or can become, morally 
binding on all individuals in a society, must be one which 
all of them are capable of accepting as binding. One of the 
facts that must be present (either observable or establishable 
by analysis) before such obligation can be deduced from the 
facts, is that individuals are capable of acknowledging such 
obligation. This condition can be met if the society is one in 
which individuals are capable of seeing themselves as equal 
in some respect more important than all the respects in 
which they are unequal. Only in such a society can it be 
said, and accepted, that there is no reason why any man 
should claim superior rights. For if men do not acknowledge 
such equality, they tan claim unlimited superiority; claiming 
this, they cannot be morally bound by any non-supernatural 
system of obligation. 1 A factual equality, which men can see 
as overriding all their factual inequalities, is thus a pre­
requisite of deducing, from the facts alone, morally binding 
obligation. 

Hobbes grasped this. It was, as we have seen, from his 
postulate of equality that he argued that there was no reason 

1 See Note E, p. 294. 
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why anyone should have more rights than others, and from 
this to the possibility and necessity of obligation. The sup­
posed factual equality from which he argued directly to the 
necessity of political obligation was the equal ability of men 
to kill each other, which in the hypothetical state of nature 
entailed an equal insecurity of life and possessions. This 
supposed equality is not, however, a sufficient basis for 
political obligation of men in society. For while the brittleness 
of the human frame is a physiological fact as true of men in 
society as of men in the hypothetical state of nature, it is 
only in the hypothetical state of nature that it entails total, 
and therefore equal, insecurity of life and possessions. But 
Hobbes's state of nature is by definition not a political society 
at all. In any kind of political society there is some protection 
o~ ~he life of each individual against attacks by other in­
dividuals; and since there is not total insecurity there is not 
n~c~ssarily equal insecurity. If Hobbes is to show that in­
dividuals in society can and should acknowledge obligation 
he has to show that individuals in society are, and can see 
that they are, equal in some respect more important than the 
respects in which they are unequal. The artificial equality 
of the hypothetical state of nature is not enough. 1 V\T e are 
therefore thrown back to Hobbes's model of society. Is 
the:e, i~ his model, such an equality? If so, his deduction of 
obhgat.lOn _is valid in principle. And is such equality as ~s 
found m h1s model consistent with the other attributes of h1s 
model? If so, his deduction should be valid for the possessive 
market society, since the other attributes of his model are 
the attributes of possessive market society . 

. In Hobbes's model of society, as it can be collected from 
his a~alyses of power, honour, value, and justice, there may 
be Said to be two kinds of equality: equal insecurity and 
equal s~bordination to the market. Everyone is necessarily 
pulled mto the competition for power over others. ~veryone 
seeks to acquire more power than he naturally has, and can 
do so only by converting to his own use some of the powers 

1 Cf. above, sect. J, vi. 
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of others. Hence everyone is liable to incessant invasion of 
his powers by others. Hobbes treated this as an equality of 
insecurity. He saw this equality of insecurity as so close to the 
surface of men's lives that any rational man could see it and 
acknowledge its necessary consequences as soon as it was 
pointed out. But, as we have seen, the only society in which 
there can be this incessant invasion of every man's power 
by others is the possessive market society. \Ve have therefore 
to ask whether the insecurity of every man in possessive 
market society can accurately be treated as equal insecurity. 

It is immediately apparent that while every individual in 
that society is insecure, they are far from equal in insecurity. 
For the possessive market society requires a substantial 
inequality of command over resources. There must be a 
class of men with sufficient resources to employ the labour 
of others, and a class of men with so little resources as to 
offer themselves for employment. While the members of 
each class are insecure, i.e. open to invasion of their powers 
through the market, the insecurity of the two classes is quite 
unequal. They cannot therefore be expected to perceive 
themselves so equal in insecurity as to acknowledge, on that 
ground alone, a binding obligation to a common authority. 
Thus Hobbes failed to allow in his model for the inequality 
of insecurity which the other attributes of his model neces­
sarily imply. If Hobbes had relied solely on the supposed 
equality of insecurity in his model of society, we should 
have to say that he had failed to make his case for all men in 
society acknowledging a common political obligation. 

However, there is in his model of society another feature 
which may be considered a kind of equality: the equal sub­
ordination of every individual to the laws of the market. In 
Hobbes's model, which in this respect coincides with the 
model of possessive market society, everyone is subject to 
the determination of the competitive market for powers. 
Hobbes saw, accurately, that in a possessive market society 
all values and entitlements are in fact established by the 
operation of the market, and all morality tends to be the 



86 HOBBES: POLITICAL OBLIGATIO!': OF THE MARKET 

morality of the market. The possessive market society docs 
establish rights by facts: every man's entitlements are deter­
mined by the actual competitive relationship between the 
powers of individuals. If the determination of values and 
rights by the market is accepted as justice by all members 
of the society, there is a sufficient basis for rational obligation, 
binding on all men, to an authority which could maintain 
and enforce the market system. Hobbes thought that this 
condition was met: he thought that the market concept of 
justice was the only one that could be entertained by a 
rational individual who realized his true position as a mere 
u~it in a market society. 1 In this he was at least partly 
m~staken. It is also possible for rational men to resist or 
reJect the whole market system. 

Yet it must be allowed that in assuming the inevitable 
dominance of possessive market values Hobbes had the 
facts on his side. He was perhaps a little ahead of his time, 
for there were still substantial numbers in English society 
who rejected the claims of market morality. The Civil War, 
on Hobbes's own interpretation of it, was a contest between 
those who supported traditional values and those who aligned 
the~selves with the morality of the market. And however 
one Interprets the Restoration and the Whig Revolution it 
can_not be said that support for traditional values had become 
entirely insignificant by the end of the century, or even later. 
~-ocke tried to combine traditional and market morality; so 

Id Burke, in a more fundamental and more desperate way, 
~century later. But by that time the morality of the market 

ad_ come to prevail, and it was not seriously challenged 
agam ·1 · unti well on in the nineteenth century. Hobbes, then, 
:as substantially right after all, at least for as far ahead as 

e co~ld see, which turned out to be about two centuries, in 
assummg that the market system once established was so 
powerful that no individual in it could escape from it, and 
hence that all rational men in it had to accept the market 
concept of justice as the only possible one. 

1 Cf. above, pp. 63-64. 
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So Hobbes appears to have found a basis for a rational 
obligation for all members of a possessive market society. 
For if there is no alternative to the market society, or if the 
only alternative is anarchy, every man in it who sees his true 
position has no rational alternative but to support a political 
authority which can maintain that society as a regular 
orderly system. In other words, every individual in it can 
and must in his own interest acknowledge obligation to a 
political authority with enough power to enforce the rules of 
a competitive society. And this obligation may as well be 
called moral as prudential; it is the highest morality of which 
market men are capable. vVhen Hobbes's theory is thus 
seen as a statement of what kind of political obligation is 
possible and necessary in a possessive market society, his 
deduction of obligation from fact may be allowed to be 
valid. 

5. Penetration and Limits of Hobbes's Political Theory 

1. Historical prerequisites of the deduction 

I have argued that the difference between moral and 
prudential obligation becomes insignificant as soon as re­
liance on some transcendental will or purpose is rejected; 
that when it is rejected the significant question is whether 
any obligation that can be expected to be binding on rational 
individuals is possible; that such obligation is possible if 
men see themselves, or can be expected to come to see them­
selves, as equal in some respect more vital than all their 
inequalities; that Hobbes grasped this; and that the equal 
subservience of all men to the determination of the market 
which he put in his model of society, and which is an attri­
bute of possessive market societies, is a sufficient basis for 
the deduction of obligation binding on all rational men in 
that society, so long as possessive market relations prevail 
and are thought inevitable. 

This is a greater measure of validity than is usually 
allowed Hobbes's system, though it would not have satisfied 
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Hobbes, who thought he had deduced from eternal facts of 
man's nature the one kind of political obligation that_ would 
always be necessary and possible. But if his own claims for 
his theory were too high, his achievements arc still remark­
able. He opened a new way in political theory. And he 
penetrated closer to the nature of modern society than any 
of his contemporaries and many of his successors. Each of 
these achievements deserves our notice. 

Hobbes's most valid claim is perhaps his most arrogant 
one: 'Civil Philosophy [is] no older ... than my own book 
De Cive.' 1 Hobbes was the first political thinker to have seen 
the possibility of deducing obligation directly from the mun­
dane facts of men's actual relations with each other, includ­
ing t_h: :quality inhering in those relations; having seen t~is 
possibility, he was the first to be able to dispense wtth 
a~sumptions of outside purpose or will. The Stoic and Chr!s­
tian natural law traditions had of course asserted the equahty 
of all men, but this was an assertion less of fact than of an 
as · · piratiOn that men should think of themselves as equal by 
2fl.ecting on their common rationality or common creatio~· 

ammon rationality is a tenuous and imprecise quality tn 
comparison with the insecurity and subservience to the 
market which Hobbes found just beneath the surface of 
~~e~yday life. Perhaps because rationality was so tenuous, 

IVtne purpose and will had early been brought in to the 
nat.ural law tradition to support the postulate of common 
rati~nality, and with their introduction the question of 
ge\tm.g obligation from the mundane facts no longer arose. 
th" t Is not surprising that Hobbes was the first political 

Inker to break away from the traditional reliance on a 
~~pposed will or purpose infusing the universe, and base 

Imself_on a supposed mundane equality. 2 Before Hobbes, 
everythmg had conspired to make political thinkers rely on 

1 English ~ k . . 
2 Th d" . or_ s, 1, p. 1x. 

Grot· e IStmctJOn of being the first to have broken away might be claimed for 
IUs, who d"d d h · d" · · B G · reli d 1 etac natural law from IVIIle w111 and purpose. ut .. rouus 

th e 01 ~ a supposed factual quality of sociability which was almost as tenuous as 
e ear ler rationality. 



HOBBES'S POLITICAL THEORY 89 

standards of value and entitlement imported from outside 
the observed facts. For one thing, market relations had no­
Where penetrated all social relations sufficiently to make it 
conceivable that values could be established by the operation 
of objective but not supernatural forces. For another, mcst 
political thinkers before Hobbes had worked in markedly 
class-divided societies in which hierarchical order appeared 
to be the only alternative to political and moral anarchy. In 
hierarchical societies the danger of slave or peasant revolts 
or popular equalitarian movements is never entirely absent. 
As long as such movements are thought to be anarchical, 
thinkers who are constructing theories of political obligation 
must assume some functional or moral inequality between 
c~asses of men, for hierarchical society requires unequal 
nghts and obligations. And since the merits of hierarchy and 
an inequalitarian moral code could not be expected to be 
made rationally evident to a class which might consider itself 
oppressed, there was an additional reason to deduce a code 
of obligation from some divine or transcendent order rather 
than directly from the capacities and needs of men. 

Hobbes alsq lived in a class-divided society. But he did 
not find it necessary to impute significantly unequal capaci­
ties or needs to different classes of men. For on his reading 
of the facts of seventeenth-century society, social order was 
no longer dependent on the maintenance of hierarchy. He 
thought that the objective market had replaced, or could 
replace, the inequality of ranks, and had at the same time 
established an equality of insecurity. He did not, of course, 
rely on the market alone to provide order. A political sove­
reign was necessary to guarantee order, by enforcing rules 
which would prevent the peaceful competition of the market 
turning into, or being supplemented by, open force. But the 
authority of the sovereign could now be made to rest on a 
rational transfer of rights agreed upon by men who were 
equal in a double sense: their value and entitlements were 
equa11y governed by the market, and in the face of the 
market they appeared to be equally insecure. Hobbes, unlike 
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his predecessors, did not need to impose a hierarchy of un­
equal values on his data, because he did not see any need to 
read unequal values out again, into his moral and political 
rules, as unequal rights and obligations. And for the same 
reason he was able, unlike his predecessors, to dispense with 
supposed divine or natural purposes: because he did not 
need to impute inequality, h~ did not need to assume an 
u.nobservable purpose or will into which inequality of value 
and entitlement could be inserted. 

In short, the development of a market society had, by 
Hobbes's time, provided two necessary conditions for a 
deduction of political obligation from mundane facts, neither 
of which conditions had been present earlier. First, it had 
created, or was visibly creating, an equality before the law 
of the market, sufficiently compelling to be made the basis 
of an obligation binding on rational men who saw their real 
position. The presence of this equality, as I have argued, 
made the deduction of obligation from fact logically un­
objectionable. Secondly, the development of a market society 
had replaced or was visibly replacing hierarchical order by 
the objective order of the market, which did not require 
unequal rights for different ranks. The decline of hierarchi­
cal order thus provided, for the first time, at least one of the 
conditions which would make the deduction of obligation 
from. f~ct politically unobjectionable. To say that the social 
con_d,ttlOns which made Hobbes's deduction logically and 
pohttc~lly possible were not present before his time is not 
~o .behttle his achievement. It is rather to re-cognize the 
mstg~t with which he penetrated to the essential relations 
of hts own society, and the skill with which he built 
on them. 

ii. The self-perpetuating sovereign 

This assessment ofHobbes's achievement seems strikingly 
at variance with the actual reception of his doctrine in his 
o.wn day. I.f, as I have argued, he grasped the essential rel~­
tlOns of his own society and built logically on them, his 
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conclusions should surely have been acceptable at least to 
the new men of the mid-seventeenth century and later, to 
those who welcomed the incursion of market relations in 
English society. Yet we know that Hobbes's doctrine was 
not accepted by any significant group or movement in 
England in his own century. Neither royalists nor parlia­
mentarians, neither traditionalists nor radical republicans, 
neither \Vhigs nor Tories, could stomach it. Many of his 
critics, including the most vocal, rejected both his premisses 
and his conclusions. 1 But even those who substantially ac­
cepted Hobbes's analysis of human nature and shared his 
view of society as a market, among whom we may include 
Harrington 2 and even Locke, 3 rejected his full conclusions. 
When we notice what of Hobbes's conclusions they rejected 

·and what they accepted, we shall see more clearly what part 
of his doctrine is in principle acceptable, and what part 
unacceptable, in a market society. 

Neither Harrington nor Locke objected to sovereign 
power. Both held that there must be somewhere in any civil 
society a political power to which every individual must be 
understood to have resigned all his rights and powers, and 
which must be unlimited by any conjoint or superior human 
power. Harrington was perfectly explicit: 'Where the 
soverain power is not as entire and absolute as in monarchy 
itself, there can be no government at all.' 4 Locke put sove­
reign power in the civil soci~ty, i.e. in the majority: since 
they were assumed to will nothing but the public good they 
could safely have sovereign power, and somebody had to 
have it. 5 The man or assembly to whom the civil society then 
entrusted legislative and executive power was, of course, not 
sovereign; but where this power was given to an elective 

• Cf. John Bowie, Hobbes arzd his Critics (1951). 
z Harrington endorsed Hobbes's 'treatises of human nature, and of liberty and 

necessity' as 'the greatest of new lights, and those which I have follow'd, and shall 
follow' (Prerogative of Popular Government, Wod·s, 1771, p. 241). For Harrington's 
appreciation of society as a market, see below, ch. iv, sect. z. 

J St.>e bt>low, ch. v, sect. 4, t•sp. pp. 2 39-41, 245· 
4 ArtofLawgivirzg, Book III, Preface (Worh, 1771, P· 404). 
s Second Treatise, sects. 89, 95-99· 
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assembly rather than to a self-perpetuating assembly or a 
monarch Locke allowed it to exercise virtuallv sovereign 

' J 

power. 1 What both Harrington and Locke thought unneces-
sary, and inconsistent with the only purposes for which in­
dividuals could conceivably authorize sovereign power, was 
that the sovereign power should be put irrevocably in the 
hands of a person or body of persons with authority to 
appoint his or their own successors. They objected not to 
perpetual sovereign power but to a self-perpetuating sove­
reign person or body. 

Yet Hobbes had insisted that the person or persons who 
held the sovereign power at any given moment should be 
self-perpetuating. This of course put the holders of sove­
reign power always beyond the control of the people or of 
any section of the people; and this, however unfortunate, 
was in Hobbes's view unavoidable. He considered self­
perpetuating power an essential attribute of sovereignty. 
'There is no perfect forme of Government, where the dis­
posing of the Succession is not in the present Soveraign.' 2 

~ ?overeign assembly must have the right to fill vacancies 
m Its membership; a sovereign monarch must have the right 
to appoint his successor. No one after Hobbes, however 
~uch they agreed with Hobbes's estimate of men as self­
Interested calculating machines and however much they 
accepted the values of a market society, could agree that this 
required men to acknowledge the sovereign authority of a 
self-perpetuating body. Practice also contraverted Hobbes's 
conclusion. England was governed successfully, at least 
from 1.689 on, by a body, the king in parliament, which was 
s~veretgn except in the one power of self-perpetuation: the 
kmg ~ould not appoint his successor, nor could the members 
of a gtven parliament appoint theirs. 

The fact that English society soon came to be adequately 
governed by a sovereign body without self-perpetuating 
power shows that Hobbes's full prescription was not neces-

1 Second Treatise, sects. q8, 142. Cf. below, ch. v, pp. 256-61. 
2 Leviathan, ch. 19, p. 149. 
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sary for the maintenance of a stable society. It shows also 
that, in the measure that English society was then a posses­
sive market society, Hobbes's prescription was not necessary 
for a possessive market society. Yet Hobbes's prescription 
was a deduction from the necessary behaviour of men in his 
model of society, which we have seen to be substantially the 
same as the model of the possessive market society. Vlhere, 
then, was the error? 

The source of the error was in the one significant short­
coming of Hobbes's model already noticed. His model 
failed to correspond to the possessive market model in that 
he did not allow for the existence of politically significant 
unequal classes. He saw society as so necessarily fragmented 
by the struggle of each for power over others that all were 
equal in insecurity. He failed to see that the very same 
characteristic of a society which makes it an incessant com­
petition of each for power over others, makes it also an 
unequal class-divided society. The characteristic is the all­
pervasive market relationship. Only where all men's powers 
are marketable commodities can there be an incessant com­
petition of each for power over others; and where all men's 
powers are commodities there is necessarily a division of 
society into unequal classes. 1 

It was Hobbes's failure to see this that led him to see 
society as so completely fragmented. And it was from his 
view of society as so completely fragmented that he deduced 
the need for a self-perpetuating sovereign person or body. 
He argued2 that if the person or persons who hold sovereign 
power were not acknowledged to have the right to appoint 
their successors, then whenever any successors had to be 
chosen, the real power would be thrown back to the frag­
mented and opposed powers of all the separate members of 
the society, thus negating the whole purpose for which they 
had authorized sovereign power. 

What Hobbes missed, then, was the possibility of class 
cohesion offsetting the fragmenting forces in market society. 

I See above, pp. ss-s6. z Leviathan, ch. 19, p. 149. 
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If one assumes no class cohesion, as Hobbes did, there is no 
way to provide the necessary political power except for. all 
individuals to hand everything over to a sclf-perpctuatmg 
sovereign body. But if there is a C<?hesive class, its sense of 
common interest may be strong enough to make its members 
capable of upholding a sovereign government and of holding 
it ultimately responsible to themselves by retaining the right 
of appointing or electing to the sovereign body. Hobbes was 
not so blind as to have missed the fact that there was a 
class division in England, as is evident from his remarks in 
Behemoth. 1 He saw, too, that the growth of the market rela­
tion had undermined the old values, and that the new men 
of mercantile wealth had enough cohesion to foment a civil 
war. But he was apparently more impressed with the divisive 
effects of the loss of old values, and with the contests for 
power between different groups on the parliamentary side 
which broke out as soon as the monarchy had been thrown 
over, than by the cohesion that had enabled the opponents 
of the old structure to overthrow it. At any rate, he did not 
put class division into his model. There, the universality of 
the competitive struggle between individuals is assumed to 
have dissolved all class inequalities and all class cohesive­
n_ess. Hobbes's model failed to correspond, in this one essen­
tial, to the model of possessive market society as well as to 
the actual English society. 

_This shortcoming in Hobbes's model of society was what 
m1sled him to .conclude that a self-perpetuating sovereign 
body was necessary. It made his conclusions inapplicable to 
the possessive market society, and unacceptable to the pro­
P?nents of market society in seventeenth-century England. 
Smce he left class division and class cohesion out of his 
model,_ there was no place in his conclusions for a sovereign 
body tled to one class. Yet that is the kind of government 
most agreeable to the model of a possessive market society. 
Those who possess substantial property need a sovereign 
state to sanction the right of possession.z They must there-

1 See above, pp. 64-66. a See .below, pp. 95-96. 
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fore authorize a sovereign body to do whatever is necessary 
to maintain the right of possessiOn, and the sovereign body 
must have the right to decide what is necessary. But the men 
of property need not give up their right or power to choose 
the persons who shall from time to time be the members of 
the sovereign body. And since they need not do so, they 
cannot, as rational men, do so. They n~ed not do so because, 
as possessors of substantial property, they are capable of 
enough cohesion for the recurrent choice of members of the 
sovereign body to be left to them without all authority being 
dispersed among myriad conflicting wills every time a choice 
of members has to be made. The argument on which Hobbes 
rested the necessity of a self-perpetuating sovereign body is 
thus without basis in a class-divided society with a cohesive 
possessing class; and the very fact that a society is so divided 
tends to give a sufficient degree of cohesion to the possessing 
class. · 

iii. Congruence of sovereignty and market sociel)• 

Although Hobbes was in error in concluding that the men 
of his society needed or could sustain a self-perpetuating 
sovereign body, he was right in concluding that they needed 
and could sustain an irresistible sovereign power. The argu­
ment on which he based the need and possibility of every 
man acknowledging an obligation to a sovereign power re­
mains valid for a possessive market society, even when its 
class division is taken into account. For even a cohesive 
possessing class still needs a sovereign power. A sovereign 
is needed to hold everyone within the limits of peaceful 
competition. The more nearly the society approximates a 
possessive market society, subject to the centrifugal forces 
of opposed competitive self-interests, the more necessary a 
single centralized sovereign power becomes. In a customary 
society a network of conditional property rights may be 
maintained without a single central sovereign. But in a 
market society, where property becomes an unconditional 
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right to use, to exclude others absolutely from the use ?f, 1 

and to transfer or alienate, 2 land and other goods, a sovere1gn 
is necessary to establish and maintain individual property 
rights. Without a sovereign power, Hobbes said, there can 
be no property,J and he was right about the kind of property 
characteristic of a possessive market society. 

A sovereign is also needed 'to appoint in what manner, 
all kinds of contract between Subjects, (as buying, selling, 
exchanging, borrowing, lending, letting, and taking to hire,) 
are to bee made; and by what words, and signes they shall 
be understood for valid'.4 Hobbes presented this as a need 
in any society. It is not so in every society, but it is so in a 
market society. And it is an especially pressing need, requir­
ing a strong sovereign power, when a possessive market 
society is replacing a customary society, for then customary 
rights have to be extinguished in favour of contractual rights. 
A sovereign power is necessary also, especially when market 
society is not yet firmly established, to instil the motivations 
or behaviour required in the formative stages of market 
society. Luxurious consumption must be discouraged, thrift 
and industry encouraged, the able-bodied 'are to be forced 
to work; and to avoyd the excuse of not finding employment, 
there ought to be such Lawes, as may encourage all manner 
of Arts; as Navigation, Agriculture, Fishing, and all manner 
of Manifacture that requires labour' .5 

The need for a sovereign power in a possessive market 
society, and especially in an emerging one, is thus evident. 
And it was evident to Hobbes. He held, indeed, that a 
sovereign power was needed for these purposes in any society. 
He reached this conclusion because he had put into his 
11_1odel of society as such the essential relations of the posses­
SIVe market society. If he was at fault in the breadth of his 
gener~lization, he was far ahead of any contemporary politi­
cal thmker in the depth of his insight. 

1 Ru.diments, ch. 14, sect. 7, p. 160; Leviathan, ch. 24, pp. 190-1. 
: Ibid:, PP· 192-3; Elements, part ii, ch. J, sect. 5• pp. 100-1. 

Le;;zathan, ch. 24, pp. 189-90. 4 Ibid., p. 193· 
5 Ibid., ch. 30, p. 2.67; cf. Rudiments, ch. 13, sect. 14, pp. rso-1. 
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But it is not enough to establish the need for a sovereign 
power unless at the same time and from the same postulates 
one can establish the possibility of a sovereign power. Can the 
kind of society which especially needs sovereign power sus­
tain sovereign power? Can the individuals in such a frag­
mented and competitive society possibly support a political 
power fully and steadily enough to render it a sovereign 
power? Here we must distinguish between individuals of the 
possessing and the non-possessing classes. 

The rational man who, in such a society, possesses sub­
stantial property, or hopes to acquire it and hold it, is capable 
of acknowledging obligation to such a sovereign. He is used 
to long-term contracts, he sees the point of the rule that 
contracts must be performed. He conducts his affairs by 
rational calculation of long-run advantage; he does what his 
rational calculation tells him he should do. He is precisely 
the kind of man who can see the net advantage of the kind 
of contractual order which a sovereign power can provide. 
He is, of course, not a perfect calculator. If he and his fellows 
were all perfect calculators, steadily seeing the net advantage 
of staying within the rules of a contractual society, no sove­
reign would be needed to regulate relations among them 
(though one might still be needed to regulate relations be­
tween them and the non-possessors). Market men are good 
enough calculators to see the net advantage of everybody 
sticking to the rules, but each of them cannot be relied on to 
keep this long-run advantage steadily in his mind alongside 
the short-run advantage he may see from time to time in 
breaking the rules. But each is capable of seeing the net 
advantage to himself of having a sovereign to enforce the 
rules on everybody. For it is easier to comply with rules so 
institutionalized; it leaves each man freer to make the day­
to-day decisions of net advantage if he does not have to 
calculate, every time, the probable effect of his breaking the 
rules 'on other people's conformity to the rules, or even worse, 
the probability of others independently breaking the rules 
and acting in unpredictable ways. Only where there is a 

11:!7143 H 
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sovereign to enforce the rules, is the number of variables in 
each man's calculation reduced to manageable proportions. 

On these grounds, individuals of the possessing class in 
a market society may well be thought capable of acknow­
ledging obligation to a sovereign who can enforce the rules 
necessary for the operation of that kind of society. Here 
again we must credit Hobbes with the essential insight. 
True, he generalized too widely in attributing this capacity 
to men in every kind of society. But he got to the heart of 
the matter. The rational capacity on which he based the 
need and possibility of men acknowledging a sovereign is 
precisely the kind and degree of rational calculation that 
can be expected of the rational man whu is making his way 
in a possessive market society. 

What of the man without substantial property or hope of 
a~quiring it? Is the lifelong wage-earner, living at bare sub­
Sistence level, capable of acknowledging obligation to a 
sovereign whose main function is to make and enforce the 
rules of contract and property, rules which the wage-earner 
mar feel are what have put him and keep him in this pre­
canous position? Yes, so long as he can see no alternative 
to the possessive market society. If he can see no alternative, 
he has no rational choice but to acknowledge obligation to 
a sovereign power which can at least protect his life. Perhaps 
that is why Hobbes was not at all worried by the objection 
?e foresaw would be made to his doctrine, namely, that 
Common people are not of capacity enough to be made to 

understand' the principles on which their obligation restS. 1 

H.e thought them perfectly capable of it, more so than 'the 
Rtch, and Potent Subjects of a Kingdome, or those that are 
account~d the most Learned'. The common people, he said, 
have no .mterest contrary to their acknowledging a sovereign; 
a soveretgn power does not bridle or diminish them as it does 
th~ Potent and the Learned. Rather, 'the Common-peoples 
mmds, unlesse they be tainted with dependance on the 
Potent, or scribbled over with the opinions of their Doctors, 

I Leviathan, ch. JO, p. z6o. 
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are like clean paper, fit to receive whatsoever by Publique 
Authority shall be imprinted in them'. Since they can be 
brought to acquiesce in religious doctrines which are above 
reason and against reason, they are capable of accepting this 
doctrine of obligation to the sovereign 'which is so con­
sonant to Reason'. 1 All that is necessary is that the common 
people be instructed in it, which Hobbes thought might be 
done by 'setting a part from their ordinary labour, some 
certain times, in which they may attend those that are ap­
pointed to instruct them'. 2 

In dealing thus with the common people Hobbes shows 
some awareness of their characteristics as a separate class. 
He does not say they are capable of this obligation because 
they see their position is inevitable, but he assumes that 
in so far as they are made aware of their true position they 
will see that it is inevitable. In this assumption Hobbes was 
not far from the mark. The common people, the men of no 
property, had no alternative to the acceptance of the posses­
sive market society. 

I have argued that the society about which Hobbes wrote 
with such prescience, needed and could support a sovereign 
power. I have found only two faults with his doctrine. The 
first is that he mistakenly attributed the characteristics of 
market society to all societies, and so claimed a wider validity 
for his conclusions than they can have; this, however, is a 
fault that does not affect the validity of his conclusions for 
possessive market societies. The second is that he failed to 
see, or to give sufficient weight to, the class division which 
a possessive market society necessarily generates, and so 
concluded mistakenly that the sovereign power must and 
could be in a self-perpetuating person or assembly. vVhen 
his theory is reduced to historical measure, when it is 
treated as a theory about possessive market society, only 
this second fault is, on our analysis, to be alleged against it. 
This second fault is indeed a serious one, enough by itself 
to make his full theory untenable for such societies. 

I Ibid. z Ibid., p. 262. 
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But it is still worth while to insist that, apart from this 
one error, Hobbes's analysis and conclusions arc substan­
tially valid for possessive market societies. \\·hen his theory 
is read as a theory about possessive market societies, he 
makes his case that individuals need, and are capable of 
acknowledging steady obligation to, an all-powerful sove­
reign body (though not a self-perpetuating one). That is as 
much as should be claimed for Hobbes. \Vhen no more is 
claimed, some of the main objections that arc generally taken 
to his theory lose much of their force. 

iv. Some objections reconsidered 

The most serious and persistent difficulty in Hobbes's 
theory, when it is taken as a theory about man and society 
as such, is that men who are moved, as Hobbes has them 
moved, by unlimited competitive appetites, seem incapable 
of acknowledging a binding obligation which limits their 
motion. If all men are so moved that they are necessarily 
engaged in an incessant competitive struggle for power, how 
can they admit an obligation which overrides this? If men 
are necessarily so impelled to invade each other that they 
need a sovereign, how can they be capable of supporting 
a sovereign? No very satisfactory answer can be given to 
these questions when they are posed so generally. But 
wh~n _the questions arc asked about men in possessive market 
soctettes they can be answered. Such individuals both need 
a sovereign and can support a sovereign. For in such societies 
they can incessantly invade each other without destroying 
ea_ch_ other. They need a sovereign to keep their invasions 
Wtthm non-destructive bounds and they are capable of sus-
t . . ' 
ammg such a sovereign because they can go on invading 

under the sovereign's rules. They support a sovereign in 
?rder t~ permit themselves to go on invading each other. It 
IS only m possessive market society that all men must invade 
each other, and only there that all can do so within the rules 
of the society. They can, therefore, support those rules, and 
the power necessary to enforce them, without stultifying 



HOBBES'S POLITICAL THEORY IOI 

themselves. One of the central difficulties in Hobbes's 
theory of obligation thus disappears when the theory is 
treated as a theory of and for possessive market societies. 

Another logical difficulty is also easier to deal with when 
the whole theory is regarded in this way. Hobbes claimed to 
have shown from a scientific analysis of men's nature that 
men ought to acknowledge a steadier obligation to a sove­
reign than they do now acknowledge. That is to say that 
men must act in a way they do not now act, if they are to 
be consistent with their own nature. This seems to be a flat 
contradiction. Yet it is what Hobbes gets by his application of 
Gal ilea's resolutive-com positive method. As \\Tatkins has well 
pointed out, that method operates difFerently in political science 
from the way in which it operates in mechanics or geometry. 

When one applies [the rcsolutive-compositive method] to a physical 
effect or a geometrical figure the recomposed whole, which one now 
understands, is still the whole with which one had previously only been 
acquainted. But when this method is applied to society the recomposed 
whole may very well differ from the original. An actual society may be 
inconsistent, at war with itself. But when a system of political authority 
is rationally reconstructed by deduction from the nature of the system's 
clements it will obviously be consistent with them. To apply the 
resolutive-compositive method to society is to discover what men are 
and what the State ought to be to be consistent with their nature. 1 

This very perceptive account of what happens when the 
resolutive-compositive method is applied to politics seems 
to me to be rather a statement than a resolution of the 
difficulty. If men's natures, as discovered by scientific resolu­
tion, are such as to render them at war with each other (or 
society at war with itself), men are consistent with their 
nature in so acting. Hobbes's composition of the elements 
of men's nature is different from the arrangement of those 
elements which actually prevails. How can it be called more 
consistent with their natures than the arrangement which 
actually exists in their present composite natures? 

I J. W. N. Watkins, 'Philosophy and Politics in Hobbes', Philosophical Quarterly, 
vol. v, no. 19 (1955), 133· 
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There is no mystery about what Hobbes thought. He 
thought that men now calculate or weigh means and ends less 
efficiently than they could do; and that they could learn to 
do it (under Hobbes's tutelag~) more efficiently. Men could 
learn to build better than they do.I Educability is one of the 
assumed elements of human nature. But even if educability 
is granted, what expectation can there be, except from the 
accident of Hobbes's publishing his doctrine, that men can 
now do what they have not yet done? Hobbes relied on a 
general tendency, supported by historical observation, that 
when men see some new knowledge to be to their advantage 
they will use it. 

Time, and Industry, produce every day new knowledge. And as the 
~rt of well building, is derived from Principles of Reason, observed by 
1 ~dustrious men, that had long studied the nature of materials, and the 
divers effects of figure, and proportion, long after mankind began 
(though poorly) to build: So, long time after men have begun to consti­
tute Commonwealths, imperfect, and apt to relapse into disorder, there 
may, Principles of Reason be found out, by industrious meditation, to 
make their constitution (excepting by cxternall violence) everlasting. 
And such are those which I have in this discourse set forth ... ·2 

If it be granted as a law of human nature that men always 
use new knowledge which they see to be to their advantage, 
th . f: . 

eir _allure to have acknowledged steady obligation to a 
sovereign hitherto must be due to one of two reasons: either 
they_ had not discovered that it was advantageous, or it had 
not 111 fact been as advantageous to them earlier as it was 
now. Hobbes was satisfied with the first of these reasons. 
When challenged on the ground that the principles would 
have been discovered already if they were really so advanta­
g~ous, he was able to point to the record in the physical 
SCiences, where new· principles were being discovered in his 
cen.tur~ which he thought might as well have been, but 
which m fact had not been, discovered earlier. The parallel, 
however, is not exact. For on Hobbes's own analysis of the 
elements of human nature, the urgency of political science 

I Leviathan, ch. zo,p. t6o. z Ibid., ch. ]O, PP· ZS9-6o. 
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was, and always had been, greater than the urgency of the 
natural sciences. Natural philosophy produces commodious 
living, lack of natural philosophy withholds these pleasant 
commodities; but lack of civil philosophy produces calamity: 
the utility of moral and civil philosophy is to be estimated, not so 
much by the commodities we have by knowing these sciences, as by 
the calamities we receive from not knowing them. Now, all such 
calamities as may be avoided by human industry, arise from war, but 
chiefly from civil war; for from this proceed slaughter, solitude, and 
the want of all things. 1 

And the cause of civil war was that men had not learned the 
rules of civil life sufficiently, the knowledge of which rules 
was moral philosophy. This being so, and avoidance of 
violent death being (and always having been) man's greatest 
need, the slow rate of discovery in natural philosophy can 
scarcely account for the slow rate in moral and civil philo­
sophy. If men's need for moral and civil philosophy had 
always been so great, they could reasonably be expected to 
have made Hobbes's discovery earlier. 

It is not a sufficient reply to say that the reason men have 
not embraced true principles of civil philosophy is that 
those principles cross their own interests. Hobbes sometimes 
suggested this, as in his comparison of mathematical and 
dogmatical learning: 

The former is free from controversies and dispute, because it con­
sisteth in comparing figures and motion only; in which things truth 
and the interest of men oppose not each other. But in the later there is 
nothing not disputable, because it compareth men, and meddleth with 
their right and profit; in which, as oft as reason is against a man, so 
oft will a man be against rcason.2 

But if true principles of civil philosophy crossed men's 
interests before, and if men's interests have not changed, the 
principles must still cross their interests to the same extent. 
One might conclude from this, as some critics of Hobbes 
have done, that Hobbes's analysis of human nature was 
simply incorrect: the reason men had not made and used 

' Englisl1 Works, i. 8. z Elrments, Ep. Ded., p. xvii. 
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Hobbes's discovery earlier is that men's nature does not 
contain the balance of interests or balance of motives that 
Hobbes said it did. If Hobbes was simply wrong about 
man's nature, there is no problem about why men have not 
acted in the way Hobbes said they should act to be consis­
tent with their nature. And if Hobbes was simply wrong 
about man's nature, the fully rational man need not act in 
the way Hobbes said he .should: Hobbes's whole case col­
lapses. 

But it is not necessary to go so far. The reason why men 
had not hitherto made and used Hobbes's discovery may be 
neither that he was simply wrong about human nature, nor 
(as Hobbes alleged) that men hitherto had failed through 
lack of application or logic to make this advantageous dis­
covery earlier, but that the principle of obligation which 
Hobbes had discovered had not been as advantageous to 
men in earlier societies as it now was to men in possessive 
market society. It may be, in other words, that Hobbes's 
principle of obligation did cross men's interests (and their 
capacities) before the arrival of the possessive market society, 
and does not cross them in that society. A market society 
needs peace and order to a degree which others do not. 
War, plunder, and rapine are ordinary and honourable in 
many non-market societies, but they are inconsistent with 
~arket society. They cannot, in possessive market society, 
be allowed as between citizens of one national community 
~and it was only the internal relations that Hobbes was deal­
mg :Vith 1) nor are they needed in a possessive market society 
to gtve thrusting men room for their appetitive behaviour. 
And not only docs a market society need internal peace; 
eq~ally important, men who accept and promote market 
society can be expected, unlike men in other societies, to 
see the advantages of it and therefore the advantages of 

H 1 ~obbes did not hope to make a commonwealth immune from external violence. 
Be t ought that international hostilities were less of an evil than internal warfare. 
S e~~use sovereigns, by international hostility, 'uphold thereby, the Industry of their 
~ Jec';S; there does not follow from it, that misery, which accompanies the Liberty 

0 particular men' (Leviathan, ch. 13, p. 98). 
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Hobbes's discovery. They need only be shown the logic of 
their (new) situation; that is all that is needed to render men 
in the new market society capable, as men were not capable 
before, of seeing and using Hobbes's doctrine. True, it is 
only the enterprising men of property who can be expected 
to see it. But that is enough: the common people need not 
see it for themselves but can be taught it by authority. 

Market men, then, are peculiarly apt learners of Hobbes's 
doctrine. So if his theory is tak<:n only as a theory of and for 
possessive market society he is saved in some measure from 
the reproach of being contradictory about men's capacities. 
More accurately, he is saved from that reproach if his theory 
is taken as a theory of and for a possessive market society 
which is relatively new. So understood, his theory is an 
attempt to persuade present men, by showing them their 
actual nature, to behave differently from the way in which 
men have hitherto behaved, and in which they are now still 
behaving simply for lack of realizing what is demanded of 
and permitted to men in possessive market society. Hobbes 
was addressing men who did not yet think and behave 
entirely as market men, whose calculation of the kind of 
political obligation they should acknowledge was still based 
on less than a full appreciation of what was most to their 
own interest, most consistent with their true nature as com­
petitive men. He was asking those men to bring their think­
ing into line with their real needs and capacities as market 
men. He was so intent on doing this that he presented their 
real needs and capacities not as new needs and capacities 
(which they were) but as the needs and capacities of men of 
all times and places. In so doing he involved himself in the 
inconsistency of saying that men's nature requires them to 
do something they have not been doing. But his fault is 
less grave than his accusers make it. He could have cleared 
himself entirely had he claimed less than universal validity 
for his analysis. 

Finally we may notice that when his theory is treated as 
a theory of and for possessive market society, the main moral 
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THE LEVELLERS: FRANCHISE AND 
FREEDOM 

I. The Problem of the Fra11chise 

EvER since an unfortunate footnote of Firth's when he first 
published the text of the Putney debates, 1 it has been generally 
asserted with little or no qualification that the Levellers were 
advocates of manhood suffrage. Many Leveller statements 
apparently to that effect may of course be cited,Z and the 
famous debate on the franchise at Putney began in a way 
that makes it easy to read it, as Gardiner did, J as a debate 
on manhood suffrage. Yet in fact from the first time the 
specific extent of the proposed franchise is mentioned in the 
Putney debate, through to the final manifesto of the Leveller 
movement, the Levellers consistently excluded from their 
franchise proposals two substantial categories of men, 
namely, servants or wage-earners, 4 and those in receipt of 
alms or beggars. The general misunderstanding of the 
Levellers' actual position on the franchise has somewhat 
obscured their concept of freedom and has let some funda­
mentals of their political thinking go unnoticed. Our first 
problem, then, is to elicit the Levellers' full position on the 
franchise; our second, to consider what revision of the pre­
vailing interpretation of their political theory is then possible. 
If the space devoted to the first problem seems dispropor-

' C. H. Firth (ed.), The Clarke Papers, vol. i (Camden Society Publications, 
!".5. 49, I89I), p. 299, n.: 'The supporters of the Agreement, as the debate shows, 
advocated manhood suffrage.' Cf. p. xlix: 'the first articlc.- [of the First Agreement] 
claimed manhood suffrage'. 

2 The leading statements generally cited arc examined below, pp. I 22-6, 12.9-36. 
3 S. R. Gardiner, History of the Great Civil Jl'ar I642-I649, vol. iii, I89I, 

p. 22 5· Gardiner also refers (op. cit., p. 2 IS) to The Case of the Army truly stated as 
proposing manhood suffrage (except for delinquents). On this, see below, p. 130. 

4 In seventeenth-century usage servants meant wage-earners, anyone who 
worked for an employer for wages. See Appendix, pp. 28z-3. 
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tionate, it is no more than is needed to clarify an unusual 
degree of confusion. 

The facts have so often been imperfectly or incorrectly 
stated that it will be well to set out at once the explicit 
Leveller statements of the exclusion. In the famous debate 
(29 October I 64 7) on the franchise clause of the First Agre~­
ment of the People at Putney, Petty, a Leveller spokesman, m 
reply to a question from Cromwell, gave 'the reason why we 
would exclude apprentices, or servants, or those that take 
alms' ;1 the fact that the Levellers would exclude them was 
taken for granted by both sides: Two subsequent Leveller 
stat~ments about their position in the Putney debate may b_e 
noticed. A Letter sent from several Agitators of the Army to thetr 
respective Regiments, of I I November I 64 7, reports that after 
long debate on the franchise proposal at Putney 'it was con­
cluded by vote in the affirmative: viz., That all soldiers and 
others, if they be not servants or beggars, ought to have voices in 
electing those which shall represent them in Parliament, although 
they have not forty shillings per annum in freehold land. And 
there were but three voices against this your native freedom'. 2 

Th~ franchise excluding servants and beggars is claimed as 
a VI~tory for 'native freedom'. John Harris, in The Grand 
D~szgne (8 December I 64 7), makes it clear that in the fran­
chise clause of the Agreeme111 the Levellers were demanding 
the franchise for 'all men that are not servants or Beggers'. 3 

The Leveller manifestoes of the next two years are even 
more explicit. The Petition of January 1648 demands the 

1 ~· S. P .. Woodhouse, Puritanism and Liberty (1938), p. 83. This is the first 
s~c1. c mention of the extent of the intended Leveller franchise in the debates. Its 
re atiOn to other mentions of the franchise in the debates is examined below, PP· 
122-9. 

2 Woodhouse · . · h h · I • 0 P· ca., p. 452. Whether th1s vote was m fact taken or w ct er It 
~sl~n r a propaganda claim, is irrelevant here. Doubt has been raised by D. M. 
h 0 e ( e'V~ller Manifestoes of the Puritan Revolution, 1944, p. 61, n. 10) whether 

t ~ vo~e, which he confusingly describes as a vote on manhood suffrage, did actually 
t~ e a a~e. The ground of his doubt is that Clarke did not report it in the record of 
~ a~ L s proceedings at Putney. But there is a confusion of dates. The vote alleged 
~n t e eftterwas probably not on 3o Oct. (as Wolfe assumed) but on 4 Nov., which 
IS one ? th~ days of which Clarke has no record, so there need be no question of 
Clarke s dehberate omission of the vote from his record of the day's proceedings. 

3 B.M., E. 4 19 (rs), fol. 7 verso. 
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franchise for all English men 'which are not, or shal not be 
legally disfranchised for some criminal cause, or are not 
under 2 I years of age, or servants, or beggers'. 1 The Second 
Agreemem, of I 5 December I 648, narrows the franchise a 
little further: persons receiving alms, and servants or wage­
earners, are again excluded, but so are all men who are not 
'assessed ordinarily towards the relief of the poor'. 2 The 
Third Agreement, of I May I 649, reverts to the position of 
the Petition of January I 648, excluding only servants and 
those receiving alms. 3 

Thus in the Putney debate on the First Agreement, in the 
Petition of January 1648, and in the Second and Third 
Agreements, which appear to be all the authoritative Leveller 
documents throughout that period that state the extent of 
the proposed franchise, 4 the Leveller exclusion of servants 
and alms-takers is quite explicit. 

Most authorities since Firth have either neglected this 
exclusion or, while noticing some instances of it, have con­
tinued to refer to the Levellers as advocates of manhood 
suffrage and have seen no problem of inconsistency.s It was, 
perhaps, these scholars' very familiarity with the Leveller 
idiom and assumptions that led them to see no such prob­
lem. They may have concluded both that the Levellers did 
identify manhood franchise with franchise excluding ser­
vants and beggars, and that the postulates that enabled the 
Levellers to do so were too obvious to require comment. 
But if that is what they meant, they have not said so. In any 
case, the result has been unfortunate. 

Where no notice is taken of any Leveller exclusion, the 
student may easily infer that they did demand unqualified 
manhood suffrage, which was not the case. Where notice is 
taken of some instances of Leveller exclusion of servants and 
alms-takers, but no problem is seen, the student who is not 

' Wolfe, Le'Veller Jlfanifestoes, p. 269. 
z Woodhouse, op. cit., p. 357; Wolfe, op. cit., p. 297· 
J Wolfe, op. cit., p. 403. Both the Second and Third Agreements also exclude 

for some years those who had supported the king in the Civil Wars. 
4 Seep. II8, n. r. s See No~ F, pp.294-5· 
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content to dismiss the whole matter as trivial is apt to conclude 
that the excluded classes were numerically insignificant, which 
was not the case. Or, if he accepts the implication that the 
Levellers did, without any thought of inconsistency, equate 
manhood franchise with franchise excluding servants and alms­
takers, he is still left without any insight into the theoretical 
basis which allowed the Levellers to take that position. 

Nor is the modern student much aided by those few 
scholars who, going beyond those cited above, have re­
marked that there was, strictly speaking, some inconsistency 
in the Leveller position on the franchise, and have offered 
explanations, for their explanations are not entirely satisfy­
ing.I Nor are matters much improved by the analyses of 
still other scholars who have remarked on the temporary 
change in the Leveller position in 1648 (embodied in the 
Second Agreement) but have wrongly identified the change 
as one :o a ratepayer franchise (which it was)from a manhood 
franchtse (which it was not). 2 

The student who consults the standard literature may be 
for~i~en for thinking that some clarification of the Levellers' 
posttton on the franchise would be useful. Once the record is 
set straight, the problem of their consistency appears formid­
:ble: But the very process of disentangling the record brings 

0 hght_ some postulates and concepts which suggest an 
underlymg consistency in the Levellers' franchise ideas. 
These concepts and postulates, which have to do with the 
nature of freedom, in turn suggest a new interpretation of 
the Levellers' individualism and hence of their contribution 
~ th~ liberal, rather than the radical democratic tradition of 

1 nghsh political thought. In short, the solution of the prob- , 
e~ of apparent inconsistency about the franchise leads, it 

Wth be argued, to a deeper understanding of the Levellers' 
w ole r . po ttlcal thought, and thereby throws some new light 
on 1the sources of the liberal-democratic tradition. 

n w~at follows, the record is examined (in Section 3) 
m suffictent detail to establish the extent of the apparent 

1 See Note G, p. ~95• 
2 See Note H, PP· ~95-6. 
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inconsistency in the Leveller position on the franchise, and 
to dispose of the possibility that they might have changed 
their position from manhood franchise to a franchise exclud­
ing servants and alms-takers. It is argued that the Levellers 
always intended not a manhood franchise in the ordinary 
modern sense of the term, but a franchise excluding servants 
and alms-takers; and that they saw no inconsistency between 
this exclusion and their assertion of the natural right of every 
man to a vote, because of certain assumptions they made 
about the nature of freedom. 

The examination of their statements about franchise and 
freedom is preceded (Section 2) by an attempt to clarify the 
differences between the various franchise proposals that were 
in dispute between the Levellers and the army leaders and 
parliamentary Independents. For unless we are clear about 
what classes were included and excluded in each of the four 
kinds of franchise that were apparently in dispute at the 
time (the freeholder property franchise, the ratepayer fran­
chise, the non-servant franchise, and manhood franchise), 
and have some notion of their numerical extent, we shall not 
understand the intensity of the dispute between the free­
holder and the non-servant positions, nor the degree of 
compromise involved in moving from either 6f those to the 
ratepayer franchise. 

The quantitative estimates of the franchise classes are only 
incidental to our main argument, but since they may be of 
some value to the understanding of seventeenth-century 
thought, and since they may be thought t~ require some 
justification, they are set out in an Appendix. 

Finally, in Section 4, the implications of the Leveller 
postulates about freedom are discussed more generally. 

2. Types of Franchise 

Four different franchises were actually or apparently 
under discussion by the Levellers and their parliamentary 
and army opponents. The four· may be distinguished as 
follows: 
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(A) The franchise limited to owners of freehold land of 
a value of 40 shillings a year and freemen of trading corpora­
tions. This was the franchise consistently advocated by 
Cromwell and lreton 1 and consistently attacked by the 
Levellers. I shall refer to it as the freeholder franchise. It 
excluded the copyhold and leasehold farmers. It excluded all 
the non-freehold artisans, tradesmen, and dealers who were 
not freemen of trading corporations. It excluded also all 
servants and those in receipt of alms. 

This was the franchise that had been in force since the 
statute of 8 Henry VI, c. 7· The assertion that it excluded 
copyholders and leaseholders is open to two objections, 
~~ich must be noticed here. First, as to copyholders, while 
1t 1s certain that copyholders who held at the will of the 
lord were never regarded as freeholders, it is possible that 
another kind of copyholders, namely, those who held not 
at the will of the lord but according to the custom of the 
manor, and whose tenure was described as 'customary frce­
?old' or 'free copyhold' or 'copyhold of frank tenure', were, 
m seventeenth-century law and electoral practice, regarded 
as freeholders. Coke2.leaves the matter in doubt. Blackstone3 

argued, after the question had been raised in the Oxfordshire 
election of 17 54, that they were not freeholders and had 
never been intended to have the vote, but whether they had 
ever in fact exercised the franchise is not known. It seems 
probable, however, that Cromwell was assuming that no 
copyholders had the vote under existing law. For he speaks 
of the possible admission of some 'copyholders by inheri­
tance' as a change from the existing franchise. 4 Since he 
would consider admitting them only because their tenure was 
~omparable in security to a freehold tenure, he must have 

een thinking of customary copyholders, not copyholder 

1 Ex~ept that at one point in the Putney debate Cromwell was prepared to admit 
},0 m\ 0 the .copy holders by inheritance (Woodhouse, op. cit., p. 7 3), and except 
or t e quahfied concession in the Committee on 30 Oct. 1647 (sec below, Note K, 
P·~9~ ~d the temporary concession of the Second Agreement (see below, PP· II s-17)· 

3 Bf , The Compleate Copyholder, 1644· sects. I s-17. 
ackstone, Considerations on Copyho/ders, 17 58. "' Woodhouse, p. 73• 
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at will. It follows that he took the customary copyholders to 
be excluded from the existing franchise. I conclude that 
the freeholder franchise that was in dispute at Putney was 
assumed to exclude all copyholders. 

Secondly, as to the exclusion of leasehold farmers, it must 
be noticed that there was no simple distinction in law be­
tween freeholders and leaseholders. Both were tenants. The 
distinction was in the determinateness of the tenure. Roughly, 
tenants for life or lives were freeholders; tenants for years, 
and tenants for years or lives, were not. More precisely, 
tenants whose leases were for a fixed period (e.g. five years, 
ninety-nine years, even a thousand years) and tenants whose 
leases were for a fixed maximum but indeterminate minimum 
period (e.g. leases for 'ninety-nine years or three lives', 
whichever was the less) were in law not freeholders, no 
matter how long the term of the lease. Those whose tenure 
of land was for an indeterminate period, and who held on 
free (i.e. not base or servile) tenure, were freeholders, 
whether the tenure was to a man and his heirs for ever, or 
for the term of his own life or for the term of another's life. 1 

This had been the law ever since Bracton. I am assuming 
that this was the distinction in ordinary usage as well. The 
few references to leaseholders in the text of the Putney 
debates do no more than indicate that tenants for years 
were excluded. 2 In the absence of any more definite evi­
dence in the text of the debates, we may assume that both 
sides in the debate were following the well-established legal 
distinction between freehold and non-freehold tenants. 
Our category 'leasehold farmers', understood as comprising 
leaseholders for years and for years or lives, is thus assumed 

I G. Jacob, A New Law-Dictio11ary, 1750, s.v. 'Freehold'; Wm. Cruise, A Digest 
of the Laws of England Respecti11g Real Property, 4th ed. I8J5, vol. i, pp. 47-48 
(Title I, nos. ro-12). 

2 Cromwell says that 'an inhabitant upon a rack rent for a year, for two years, 
or twenty years' cannot be thought to have a fixed or permanent interest (Wood­
house, p. 6z). Petty's incomplete sentence, 'A man may have a lease for one hundred 
pounds a year, a man may have a lease for three lives' (ibid., p. 6 I), does not clarify 
his position; if the sentence were completed as Woodhouse proposes, without any 
qualification, it would seem to be a misstatement of fact, for the tenant whose lease 
was for three lives had in law a freehold. 

827143 
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to be excluded from the freeholder franchise in dispute 
at Putney. 

The freeholder franchise in the I 64o's would comprise 
about 2 I 2,ooo men. 1 

(B) The franchise for all male householders assessed ordi­
narily towards the relief of the poor, and excluding servants 
and alms-takers. This franchise, while on a different basis 
from the freeholder franchise, may be taken to have included 
virtually the whole of the freeholders and freemen of corpora­
tions, for it may be assumed that few of them would escape 
being assessed for the poor-rates. It would include also, for 
the same reason, the bulk of the copyhold and leasehold 
farmers. It would include, finally, some, probably most, of 
the traders, shopkeepers, tradesmen, and artisans who were 
neither freemen of corporations nor freeholders; of this 
whole group, only those who were so poor as not to be 
assessed for the poor-rates would be excluded. This was the 
franchise proposed in the Second Agreement. It was retained 
in the Officers' Agreement of 20 January, I 649. 2 I shall 
refer to this as the ratepayer franchise. It would comprise 
about 37 s,ooo men. 3 

(C) The franchise for all men except servants and alms­
takers. This was the franchise demanded by the Levellers 
in the Putney debate and in all their subsequent franchise 
proposals (except the. Second Agreement) with minor varia­
tions.4 I shall refer to It as the non-serva11! francllise. It would 
comprise about 4 I 7,ooo men.5 

It will be noticed that there was relatively little difference, 
either qualitative or quantitative, between the ratepayer 
franchise and the non-servant franchise. Both excluded the 
wage-earners and alms-takers. Both included the free­
holders, freemen of corporations, copyholders, and other 
tenants, at least all of these who were not so poor as to 

1 See Appendix, esp. PP· ~88, 29 1 • z "Yolfe, op. cit., p. 34~· 3 See Ap~ndix. 
4 e.g. at Putney apprentices were specifically bracketed w1th servants; m t~e 

Petition of Jan. 1 648 criminals were excluded; those who had assisted the king m 
the Civil War were excluded for some years by the Second and Third Agreemmts. 

5 See Appendix. 
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escape assessment for the poor-rates. Only two categories are 
included in the non-servant and excluded from the ratepayer 
franchise. These are, first, the traders, shopkeepers, trades­
men, and artisans who were neither freeholders nor freemen 
of trading corporations and who were not ratepaying house­
holders. I have estimated their number at about I 9,ooo, 
assuming that only half of these independent men were non­
ratepayers. But even if the proportion were much higher, 
the difference between the ratepayer franchise and the non­
servant franc~ise would still not be nearly as great as that 
between the freeholder franchise and the ratepayer franchise. 1 

The second category to be included in the non-servant and 
excluded from the ratepayer franchise is those soldiers in the 
parliamentary army whose civilian status had been wage­
earners or alms-takers. The Levellers assumed that such men 
had earned their franchise by taking active part in the Civil 
\\Tar. 2 These are estimated to be about 22,000 men.3 So the 
whole difference between the ratepayer franchise and the non­
servant franchise is only about 4 I ,ooo. 

(D) The franchise for all men, or for all except criminals 
and delinquents. This may be properly described as man­
hoodfranchise, and is apparently demanded in various Leveller 
statements before and during the Putney debate. Manhood 
franchise would comprise about I, qo,ooo men, 4 less any 
allowance for criminals and delinquents. 

The Leveller position on the franchise may now be sum­
marized in terms of these four franchise proposals. Theywere 
always opposed to the freeholder franchise. In some of their 
writings before Putney and some of their statements at Putney 
they appeared to be speaking for manhood franchise. At 
Putney and in all their proposals after Putney they stipulated 
the non-servant franchise, except for the Second Agreement 
which proposed the slightly narrower ratepayer franchise. 

We can dispose at once of the complication of the Second 
1 See Appendix, pp. 289-90. The figure of 21,400 given there for this category 

is the figure before converting from 1688 to 1648 population; the conversion brings 
·it to I9,JOO (Appendix, p. 291). 2 See Note K, p. 297· 

J See Appendix, pp. 291-2. 4 See Appendix. 
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1 See Note K, p. 297. 
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Levellers than on the part of the army leadership. For the 
latter, it involved a very substantial compromise. It meant 
~xtending the franchise from 2 I 2,ooo to 37 s,ooo by letting 
In all the non-freehold farmers and most of the non-corporate 
tradesmen and dealers. For the army leadership, however, it 
~as an expedient compromise which they probably never 
tntended to adhere to; at any rate they soon shelved the 
whole Agreeme111 by referring it to a parliament which they 
had purged. The franchise clause of the Second Agrame111 
has been the subject of some confusion in modern treatments 
of the Levellers where it has been treated as an expedient 
~ompromise by the Levellers. If it was so at all, the analysis 
JUst made suggests it was so only to a slight extent. I shall 
therefore in the rest of the analysis disregard the difference 
between the ratepayer franchise of the Second ..rlgreemelll and 
~he non-servant franchise of all the other documents from 

Utney to the Third Agreemmt. 
But while the difFerence between the ratepayer and non­

servant franchises was slight the difference between the 
no ' b · 1 . n-servant and freeholder franchises was very su stantta 
1fndeed. \Ve need not wonder therefore, that the controversy, 
ro p ' h" m utney on between the Levellers' non-servant franc tse 

and h ' , f: ch. t e army leaders' and Independents freeholder ran-
tse, Was strenuous. If our estimates are at all trustworthy, 

tht L · 1 · h . evellers were demanding a franchtse a most twtce t e 
Stze of the freeholder franchise. 

The intensity of the franchise dispute between Levellers 
~:d their opponents, then, is quite explicable when ~he 
th Yeller demand is taken never to have been more extenstve 
th a~ the non-servant franchise. But we have still to exami.ne 

e Inconsistency between their apparent manhood franchtse 
stat · d d ements and their non-servant franchtse eman s. 

. 3. The Record 
l. 'I'h h 

, . e c ro11o/og)' . 
ll1 Stnce the problem is one of apparently inconststent state­

ents, We have first to examine whether the Levellers ever 
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changed their position from advocacy of manhood franchise 
to advocacy of the non-servant franchise. If that were so, it 
might sufficiently explain the inconsistencies. It must be 
noticed that the question here is of a change from full man­
hood franchise to a non-servant franchise, and that this is an 
entirely different matter from the temporary and relatively 
insignificant change from the non-servant franchise to the 
ratepayer franchise which has just been discussed. 

If we were to look only at the chronology of the Leveller 
statements on the franchise we might think that there had 
been a change from manhood to non-servant franchise. For 
alP of the Levellers' unqualified, or apparently unqualified, 
assertions of the right of every inhabitant, or of every man 
born in England, to have a vote, occur before or during the 
Putney debate, and in all the (rather few) references to the 
franchise before Putney no explicit exclusion of servants or 
alms-takers is stated. Per co"'ra, all the statements which 
explicitly exclude servants and alms-takers occur during or 
after the Putney debate, and all the specific franchise de­
mands after Putney do contain that exclusion. 2 From the 
chronology alone, then, it might appear that the Levellers 
had changed their position on the franchise during the 
course of the Putney debate, that they had receded from an 

1 'All', in this paragraph, means all that arc to be found in what might be called 
the standard Leveller documents; namely, those printed in Woodhouse, in Wolfe, in 

. HaLI:r and. Davies, The Leveller Tracts r647-r653 (1944), and in Haller, Tracts 
on Ltberty m the Puritan Revolution r638-r647 (1934), and, in addition, those cited 
or quoted with reference to the franchise by any of the authorities mentioned in 
Notes F, G, and H. 

2 In the dying days of the Leveller movement one proposal, for an extraordinary 
ge~eral election, did include servants. A Charge of High Treason exhibited against 
Oltver Cromwell, Esq., for several Treasons by him committed, of Sept. (or August) 
14• r653 (B.M., 669. f. 17 (p), and in part in Somers Tracts, VI, 302) proposed 
a spontaneous election: 'it is desired, that upon the 16th of October 1653 ... all the 
people of England would as one man, as well Masters, Sons, as Servants, repaire unto 
every County-Town, or some other convenient place within England, and Wales, 
and appear Armed with such weapons of war as with conveniencic they can, then and 
there t~ Ele~~· and Chuse such and so many persons as the people of the respectiv~ 
Co~nt1es, C1.t1es, and Boroughs wont to chuse for to represent them in Parliament. 
Th1s han~bll!, a last desperate throw, is the only Leveller piece of any kind I have 
found wh1ch proposes admitting servants; its intemperateness is quite unlike the 
measured franchise proposals in the official Levellers manifestoes. 
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earlier manhood suffrage position when faced with the 
powerful opposition of Cromwell and Ireton, who wanted 
the traditional freeholder property qualification. It is plaus­
ible that the Levellers might, even though unconvinced by 
the opposition arguments, have relinquished their previous 
stand in the hope of saving something. Nevertheless, the 
evidence does not support such a view. 

In examining the record we shall start with the Putney 
debates, for it is here that the extent of the proposed franchise 
is first made explicit. It is in the Putney debates also, and in 
some of the post-Putney documents referring to the debates, 
that we find both the non-servant franchise and, apparently, 
the manhood franchise being advocated sometimes simulta­
neously. Since none of the pre-Putney mentions of the 
franchise are at all specific, one can only proceed by putting 
a construction on the evidence of the debate (and of later 
documents), and then considering the earlier statements in 
the light of that construction. 

It may be said at once, however, that the fact that none 
of the pre-Putney documents states a specific exclusion is 
not very significant, for the Levellers were in that period 
too much concerned with other matters to give much atten­
tion to the franchise, let alone to formulate a position on it. 
Before the Putney debate there are few references of any 
kind to the extent of the franchise; it is scarcely discussed, 
and never clearly defined, in the Leveller manifestoes down 
to and including the First Agreement (2oj28 October 164 7).1 

It was only during the Putney debates that the franchise 
became a pre-eminent issue. This is readily understandable. 
For only at Putney had the Levellers attained a strong 
enough position, in relation to the army leaders and various 
parliamentary groups, both to think as far ahead as the 
question of the extent of the franchise, and to make an issue 
of it. Before that, the Levellers were fully occupied with 
matters still more important: struggle against the arbitrary 

1 The First Agreement was written before 28 Oct., when it was first mentioned in 
the General Council of the Army, and probably after 2.0 Oct. See Wolfe, p. 224. 
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proceedings of parliament and its committees, which violated 
the civil liberties established by the Petition of Right and 
the common law; struggle for religious toleration, against a 
Presbyterian parliament; insistence that parliament must be 
made responsible to the people, by annual elections without 
the necessity of writs, and by redistribution of seats; de­
mands for constitutional guarantees against the Commons' 
tyranny and for the abolition of the negative voice of king 
and Lords; denunciation of the continuing oppression of 
tithes, monopolies, unequal taxation, imprisonment for debt, 
and exorbitant legal fees and delays. 

From the beginning of the Leveller movement through 
most of the year I 64 7, these matters had priority, and most 
of them remained important even after the franchise issue 
was added to them. The first, and continuing, concern of the 
Levellers was to win recognition for two principles: that 
parliament's power was a trust from the people, and that 
even that power should not be used to abridge certain civil, 
economic, and religious liberties of the individual. Only by 
Putney was it important as well to establish a definition of 
.. the people'. So it cannot be said that the absence of specific 
exclusions in the pre-Putney references to the right to vote, 
which were general and imprecise, gives any indication of 
the extent of franchise the Levellers may then have had in 
mind. 

ii. Putney and after 

It is necessary first, in assessing the Putney debate, to 
try to make clear what the franchise issue was. It is often 
misread as a clear issue between a property franchise and 
manhood franchise. Cromwell and Ireton clearly were ad­
vocating a property franchise, i.e. one confined to owners 
of freehold land and freemen of corporations (which we 
refer to as the freeholder franchise). The Levellers opposed 
~ny property qualification, and opposed it strenuously. But 
It cannot be inferred from this that the Levellers were de­
manding the franchise for all non-property-owners, including 
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servants and alms-takers. All that can be inferred is that 
the Levellers were demanding that the franchise be extended 
to a substantial class of men who would be excluded by 
Ireton and Cromwell. 

That there was a substantial class of such men we have 
already seen: the copyholders and tenant farmers, and those 
independent craftsmen, dealers, and traders who neither had 
freehold land nor were members of trading corporations. 

• Many of these entrepreneurs operated on a small scale. 1 No 
one doubts that it was their burdens, or rather, the burdens 
they shared with the yeomen freeholders, that the Leveller 
programme was designed to remove. Excise and customs, 
tithes, conscription, the insolence of office, the law's delays 
and privileges, and all the rest that the Leveller manifestoes 
inveighed against, fell heavily upon these men. Prima facie, 
when it came to the matter of the franchise, the Levellers 
would be their spokesmen. 2 

Without pre-judging the Leveller position on servants 
and alms-takers we may notice that the small independent 
enterprisers were, in the Levellers' eyes, in a wholly different 
class from servants and alms-takers. Assertion of the rights 
of the former in no way necessarily involved an assertion of 
the rights of the latter. Cromwell and Ireton, indeed, paid 
little attention to the difference; during most of the debate 
they impatiently lumped the two classes together, for in their 
view the all-important distinction was between freeholders 
(including freemen of corporations) and all the non­
freeholders. Much of the confusion in interpreting the 
position of the two sides in the debate has been due to 
neglecting this difference of viewpoint. 3 

The debate on the franchise was opened4 by Ireton 
immediately after the reading of the first article of the 

1 e.g. Baxter's 'poor husbandmen' (Unwin, Studies in Economic History, p. 347). 
2 The Levellers' close affiliation with this class is generally recognized, but we 

may notice particularly how frequently they speak in the Putney debate for those 
who had lost their previous fn:ehold because of their service in the army; e.g. Rain­
borough, pp. 56, 67, 71, and Sex by, pp. 69, 74, in Woodhouse, op. cit. 

J See below, pp. 126-8. 
4 29 Oct. 1647. Text in Woodhouse, op. cit., pp. 52 ff. 
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Leveller (First) Agreement. That article was not precise: it 
declared that the people of England, for the election of their 
deputies in parliament, 'ought to be more indifferently pro­
portioned [as between counties, cities and boroughs], accord­
ing to the number of the inhabitants'.' Ireton began by 
demanding to know whether this was meant to give the 
vote only to those who had formerly had it, that is, those 
who had the property qualification, or whether it meant 
that every inhabitant was to have an equal voice in the 
election; if it meant the latter, he would have something to 
say against it. The issue as stated by Ireton was property 
franchise v. (apparently) universal suffrage. 

But this was not precisely the issue which the Levellers 
took up. The immediate Leveller reply was made by Petty: 
'We judge that all inhabitants that have not lost their birth­
right should have an equal voice in elections.' 2 Thus in 
the very first Leveller statement on the franchise during the 
debates, one category of inhabitants was excluded. The 
question is, what was meant by those who had 'lost their 
birthright'? If this meant only criminals and delinquents, 3 

we should perhaps be justified, by common usage, in refer­
ring to the franchise as manhood franchise. But the only 
consistent construction of the debate as a whole suggests 
that the Levellers (and their opponents) assumed that ser­
vants and alms-takers, as well as criminals and delinquents, 
had lost their birthright. 

For when the debate next came down to particulars­
and it did not do so until after a protracted argument on the 
fundamental, but general, issue of freeholder franchise v. 
some broader franchise-it appears that the Levellers had 
been assuming the exclusion of 'servants' all along, and 
that this was understood by the Levellers' opponents as 
well. The passage is worth attention: 

1 ~oo_dhouse, _PP· 443-4; Wolfe, p. u6. 2 Woodhouse,_ P· .53· 
. 3 • Ddmqwnt~ was Kenerally used to mean those who had supported the k_mg Ill the: 

C1vll War; occasiOnally the term was used more broadlv, as when the ant1-Leveller 
Declaratio11 of Some Procudings US<!s it to refer to 'S<:diiiuus incendiaries', i.e. in this 
case the Levellers (Haller and Davies, The Leveller Tracts I647-I653, 194·l-> P· 111). 
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Crom1t:ell: If we should go about to alter these things, I do not think 
that we arc bound .to fight for every particular proposition. Servants, 
while servants, arc not included. Then you agree that he that receives 
alms is to be excluded? 

Lt.-Col. (Thomas) Reade: I suppose it's concluded by all, that the 
choosing of representatives is a privilege; now I see no reason why any 
man that is a native ought to be excluded that privilege, unless from 
voluntary servitude. 

Petty: I conceive the reason why we would exclude apprentices, or 
servants, or those that take alms, is because they depend upon the will 
of other men and should be afraid to displease (them). For servants 
and apprentices, they are included in their masters, and so for those 
that receive alms from door to door .... 1 

It is to be noticed that Cromwell started here from what 
he took to be an agreed point, that servants were not included 
in the proposed Leveller franchise, and went on to ask the 
Leveller position on alms-takers. Reade, who was not a 
Leveller, 2 though his position here is somewhat to the left 
of Cromwell's, assumes that voluntary servitude is ground 
for exclusion from franchise. Petty, the Leveller, far from 
rejecting either the exclusion of servants or the ground 
offered for it, states the Levellers' reasons for that exclusion 
and also for the exclusion of alms-takers. Both are excluded 
because they depend on the will of others, and are 'included 
in their masters'. 

Can we properly infer that the servants and alms-takers 
who are now specifically mentioned as excluded on the 
ground that they are not free, are the categories that the 
same Leveller spokesman, Petty, ~ad initially mentioned as 
excluded, namely those who had 'lost their birthright'? To 
sustain this inference we must show that the Levellers did 
think of the birthright to a voice in elections as something 
that could be lost. or forfeited, and forfeited by becoming a 
servant or dependent on alms. The evidence on this is clear. 

In the first place, there is ample evidence, apart from 
Petty's statement just quoted, that in the Levellers' minds 

1 V.'oodhousc, pp. 8z-8 j. 
2 .Firth and Davies, Regimental Historl' of Cromr;.cd/'s Arm;·. I940, PP· s6J-S· 
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the birthright or native freedom of freeborn men could be 
forfeited. Delinquency was frequently asserted to be an 
offence depriving men of their birthright. 1 Secondly, _and 
more specifically, that the Levellers assumed that the btrth­
right to a voice in elections was forfeited by servants ~nd 
beggars is clearly indicated in the franchise clause (sectton 
11) of the Petition of January I 648: 

Whereas it hath been the Ancient Liberty of this Nat ion, that all 
the Free-born people have freely elected their Reprcsentcrs in Parlia­
ment, and their Sheriffs and Justices of the Peace, &c. and that they 
were abridged of that their native Liberty, by a Statute of the 8.H.6.7 · 
That therefore, that Birth-right of all English men, be forthwith re­
stored to all which are not, or shal not be legally disfranchised for some 
criminal cause, or are not under 21 years of age, or servants, or 
beggers .... 2 

Here the Levellers equate the right of 'all the Free-born 
people' with the 'birthright of all English men', and see 
nothing incongruous in denying it to servants and beggars, 
any more than to minors and criminals. The birthright, we 
may presume, was not only forfeitable for acts against society, 
but was also forfeited, or not even entered upon, by those 
whose age or whose status as servants or beggars was deemed 
inconsistent with the free exercise of rational will. In any case, 
there could scarcely be a clearer indication that the Levellers 
assumed that those who became servants or beggars thereby 
forfeited their birthright to a voice in elections. 

It may properly be inferred, then, that the first Leveller 
statement about the franchise in the debate, excluding those 
who had 'lost their birthright', was intended to exclude serv­
ants and beggars from the franchise. Presumably this is 
what Cromwell took the Levellers' meaning to be when he 
brought the argument down to particulars in the passage 
quoted above.3 Certainly it is what the Leveller John Harris 
took the franchise clause of the First Agreement to mean. In 
his pamphlet The Grand Designe, December 164 7, he quotes 

1 e.g. Case of the Army truly stated (15 Oct. 1647), in V.'olfc, op. cit., p. 212. 
2 Ibid., p. 269. 3 Woodhouse, p. Sz. 
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the first article of the Agrummt and explains that its demand 
is that 

from henceforth their might be persons chosen for Representatives for 
every County, proportio(n]able to the number of Inhabitants in each 
County, and that not by frceholdolders (sic) only, but by the voluntary 
assent of all men that arc not servants or Beggcrs, it being pure equity, 
that as all persons arc bound to yeild obedience to the decrees of the 
Representative or Parliament, so they should have a voyce in the 
electing their Representatives, or Members of Parliament.' 

Whatever may be thought of this as a statement of the 
Levellers' meaning in October, it must be given some weight 
as another indication that there was no difference in the 
Leveller mind, in the context of the franchise, between all 
persons and all men who were not servants or beggars. 

It may be added that in the franchise clause of the Third 
Agreeme111 'natural right' was given as the ground for. de­
manding the franchise excl~ding servants and beggars: 'in 
the choice of [Representatives] (according to naturall right) 
all men of the age of one and twenty yeers and upwards (not 
being servants, or receiving alms, or having served the late 
King in Arms or voluntary Contributions) shall have their 
voices'. 2 

If it is allowed that the Levellers assumed the exclusion 
of servants and beggars to be understood from the beginning 
of the franchise debate, how are we to understand the dozen 
or so passages from then until the explicit mention of the 
exclusion3 in which either the Leveller spokesman apparently 
demanded unqualified manhood franchise, or the opposition 
seemed to attribute that demand to the Levellers without 
contradiction? 

There is no great difficulty in this when we recall the 
terms in which the debate was being conducted. The wholly 
unqualified phrases used by Levellers, 'every inhabitant', 

1 The Grand Desig11e by Sirrahniho Uohn Harris), 1647, fol. 7, r. and v. The 
Thomason date is 8 Dec. (B.M., E. 419 (15}). Wolfe cites this (Leveller Manifestoes, 
p. 65), but does not quote it or notice its significance. 

z Wolfe, op. cit., pp. 402-3. 
3 i.e. between p. 52 and p. 8:z of the text in Woodhouse. 
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'every person in England',• may quite as well have been 
. understood to exclude servants as they undoubtedly were 
understood to exclude women. 2 The other broad terms used 
by Levellers range from Rainborough's 'the poorest man in 
England' and 'every man born in England', and Rain­
borough's and Audley's 'free-born men', to Rain borough's 
and Clarke's 'every man'.J In their contexts, these terms 
may equally be assumed to have been understood as 'all 
free-born men who have not lost their birthright'. Only in 
that sense, indeed, are those terms consistent with the clear 
earlier and later exclusion of those who had lost their birth­
right or were in dependence on the will of others. Thus all 
the Leveller assertions in the debate, however apparently 
unqualified, may be assumed to have been understood to 
have excluded servants. 

What of the opposition statements? They present even 
less difficulty. Ireton kept insisting that the question was 
whether the franchise should be given only to freeholders 
(those who have a fixed and permanent interest) or to 'all 
persons', 'any man that hath a breath and being', 'all inhabi­
tants'.4 Cromwell, arguing that the Leveller franchise pro­
posals 'must end in anarchy', refers to 'men that have no 
mterest but the interest of breathing'.s The opposition, in 
these ~assages, seems to impute to the Levellers the position 
of askmg for manhood franchise. It is equally possible that 
thes~ phr~ses are hyperbole, induced by Ireton's and Crom­
well s desire to sharpen the issue as they saw it. For we find 
that even after Cromwell had explicitly recognized that the 
Levellers' proposal excluded servants and alms-takers, he 
still spoke of it as tending to anarchy because it would give 
a vote to 'all those who are in the kingdom' .6 This might 
have been deliberate misrepresentation, but it is more likely 
to have been the result of Cromwell's being carried away, 

1 Petty, on p. 6r; Wildman, on p. 66. 2 Sec Note I, p. 296. 
3 W?odhouse, pp. 53, 56 (cf. 55), 67, 8r, 53, 8o. 
4 lb~d., PP· 57, 70, 63 (cf. 72), 77· s Ibid., p. 59· 
6 lbJd., P· 454· This is Cromwell's only subsequent recorded reference to the 

Leveller franchise in the Putney debates. 
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here as earlier, by the urgency of his own view that anything 
wider than freeholder franchise would be ruinous. 

Vh cannot tell whether these phrases as used by Crom­
well and Ireton in the earlier part of the Putney debate were 
hyperbole or not, nor whether they were so taken by the 
succeeding Leveller spokesmen. The latter, if they did see 
any imputation of manhood franchise, did not trouble to 
contradict it. But there was no reason why they should do 
so. They were more concerned to refute the much more 
dangerous charge, which was the crucial point that Cromwell 
and Ireton were pressing in these passages, namely, that to 
extend the franchise at all beyond the freeholders and freemen 
of corporations would necessarily destroy all property right. 

The Leveller replies sought in various ways to disprove 
this (with no success). It would not have helped their case 
at all to have pointed out here (as they did shortly after­
wards) that they were not proposing to give the vote to 
servants and beggars; what they had to answer was Ireton's 
argument• that the principle of natural right by which the 
Levellers could justify any franchise wider than the free­
holder one, would necessarily destroy all property right. 
The Leveller replies were (a) that the right to property was 
established by divine law (Rainborough), or by natural law 
(Clarke), and (b) that to give 'every Englishman' a vote was, 
on the contrary, 'the only means to preserve all property', 
since 'every ma:n is naturally free' and all must therefore 
have 'agreed to come into some form of government that 
they might preserve property' (Petty). z Petty must be 
presumed to have excluded here, as he had done earlier and 
was to do later in the debate, those who had 'lost their 
birthright'J or had come to 'depend upon the will of 
other men' ;4 they were no longer free and would have no 
necessary interest in preserving property; but there was no 
reason for Petty to have made this explicit. 

1 Ibid., pp. 53- 55, 57- 5s, 62-63. 
2 Ibid., Rainborough at p. 59, Clarke at pp. 75, So, Petty at pp. 61-62. 
3 Ibid., p. 53· 4 Ibid., p. 83. 
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In only one place does an opponent refer specifically to a 
supposed Leveiler intention to include servants; and then he 
is contradicted. Colonel Rich shows the dire consequences to 
be expected 'if the master and servant shall be equal electors:'• 
'the poor' might, as in Rome, set up a dictator. Rainborou~h 
rejects this 'fine gilded piil ', says he would prefer to retam 
the present property qualification rather than risk that 'the 
poor' should out-vote 'the people', and tries to direct the 
argument back to the question why a distinction should be 
made between some freeborn Englishmen and others. 2 This 
is a fairly clearJ rejection of Rich's imputation that the 
Leveilers would include servants, and an insistence that the 
argument be brought back to the question of franchise for 
freeborn men (which in the context may be taken as non­
servants) v. property franchise. 

The evidence so far reviewed suggests that, in the whole 
course of the debate prior to the explicit statement that ser­
vants and alms-takers were excluded, neither the Leveilers' 
unq~alified statements nor their opponents' general un­
quahfied imputations were intended or were taken to include 
servants and alms-takers. Rather it appears that the Leveilers 
~a? been assuming ail along that only 'free' men, men whose 
hvi?g was not directly dependent on the will of others, were 
entitled to the franchise. In this assumption they were at 
o~e with Cromweii and Ireton. The Levellers had no quarrel 
With Ireton's principle: 'If there be anything at ail that is 
a foundation of liberty it is this, that those who shall choose 
the law-makers shaii be men freed from dependence upon 
ot?e.rs.'4 Where they differed was in their beliefs as to the 
mimmum basis of such non-dependence. Cromwell and Ire­
ton were very clear on this. The freeholder and the freeman 
of ~ trading corporation has a permanent interest 'upon 
which he may live, and live a freeman without dependence'.5 

Each of them is therefore entitled to the franchise. But the 
1 Woodhouse, p. 63. z Ibid., p. 64. 
3 The text is not entirely clear, but it is difficult to see what other construction 

could be put on it. 
+ Ibid., p. 8z. s Ibid., p. 58; cf. p. 62. 

-' 
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tenant on rack rent, for one, two, or twenty years, has no 
such interest upon which he may live as a freeman. 1 Neither 
has the copyhold tenant, though at one point in the debate 
Cromwell allowed that 'perhaps there are a very considerable 
part of copyholders by inheritance that ought to have a 
voice'. 2 Further than that Cromwell and Ireton will not go: 
even when he is most conciliatory, Ireton insists on preserv­
ing 'the equitable part of that constitution' giving a voice only 
to those 'who are like to be free men, men not given up to 
the wills of others'.J 

In short, Cromwell and Ireton held that only freeholders 
and freemen of corporations, and possibly those whose 
property was of an almost indistinguishable sort, such as 
some of the copyholders by inheritance, had the property 
basis upon which they could live as free men without depen­
dence. The Levellers thought that all men except servants 
and alms-takers were free men. For both Levellers and army 
leaders franchise was properly dependent on freedom, and 
freedom meant individual economic independence. But the 
two groups, with different class roots, had different views 
of the property basis of economic independence. 

We may say, then, that throughout the Putney debates, 
as in the post-Putney documents, the Levellers were de­
manding the franchise for all freeborn men who had not lost 
their birthright, that is, for all men except those who had 
become servants or alms-takers. There was no inconsistency 
between their limited franchise demand and their assertion 
of equal natural rights: the equal natural right was forfeited 
when a man was in one of those relations of dependence on 
the will of others. 

iii. Before Putney 

When we turn to the few Leveller mentions of the 
franchise before Putney we find nothing in conflict with 
our interpretation of the Leveller position at Putney. The 

I Ibid., PP· 6~-63. 
M:!7143 

:a Ibid., p. 73· 
K 

J Ibid., p. 78. 
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pre-Putney mentions of the franchise were, as I have said, 
generally less precise than the statements at Putney and 
later, and most scholars have recognized that their meaning 
can only be made out by inference. An examination of all the 
pre-Putney writings which have been taken by some modern 
scholars as being Leveller claims for manhood franchise, 
shows, I shall argue, that they are much more probably only 
claims for the non-servant franchise. 

We may notice first The Case of the .Army truly stated• 
(15 October 1647), which does specifically include a fran­
chise clause in its programme. That clause has often been 
taken as a demand for manhood suffrage. But the demand 
was 'that all the freeborn at the age of 2 I yeares and upwards, 
be the electors, excepting those that have or shall deprive 
themselves of that their freedome, either for some yeares, or 
wholly by delinquency'. 2 In view of what we have just seen 
of ~he Levellers' assumption that servants and alms-takers, 
~h.de such, have deprived themselves of their native freedom, 
lt 1s not improbable that it was servants and alms-takers 
whom they had in mind here, in their reference to 'those 
that have or shall deprive themselves of that their freedom .. · 
for some years'. Apprentices, indeed, fit this definition more 
closely than any other group. But as they were mainly under 
2 I, and so excluded by the age clause, the 'freedom for 
some years' clause can scarcely have been intended for 
t?em. The harsh tone of The Case of the .Army towards de­
lmquents is consistent with the implication of this reading, 
namely, that the Levellers at this time regarded delinquency 
as a permanent disqualification. The inference that the 
Levellers had servants and alms-takers in mind in The Case 
of the Army is strengthened by the fact that it was one of the 
documents debated at Putney, where, as we have seen, 
the Levellers assumed the exclusion of those groups from the 

W 1 Printed in Haller and Davies, pp. 64-87; Wolfe, pp. 196-zn; and in part in 
oodhouse, pp. 429_36. 

z !faller and Davies, p. 78; Wolfe, p. 212. Woodhouse's version, with modernized 
spellmg and punctuation, reads 'either for some years or wholly, by delinquency' 
(p. 43J). 
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franchise on the ~ame grounds. 1 The inference is not certain, 
but it is sufficiently probable to cast considerable doubt on 
the more usual interpretation of The Case of the Army. 

Of the other pre-Putney Leveller writings very few, as 
we have already noticed, were concerned at all with the 
franchise. Lilburne's Englands Birth-Right ]ustified (October 
I 64 5) addressed 'to all the Free-borne People of England' 
is more concerned with the frequency of elections than with 
the extent of the franchise, but one passage is sometimes 
cited as being a demand for manhood franchise: 'ought not 
the Free-men of England, who have laboured in these de­
stroying times, both to preserve the Parliament, and their 
owne native Freedoms and Birth-rights, not only to chuse 
new Members, where they are wanting once every yeere, 
but also to renue and inquire once a yeere, after the be­
haviour and carriage of those they have chosen'. 2 The claim 
made here is on behalf of 'the freemen of England', which 
can scarcely be taken to include servants or others who have 
deprived themselves of their 'native freedoms and birth­
rights'. 

The Remonstrance of Many Thousand Citizens, and other 
Free-born People of England (7 July I 646), although it has 
been taken as suggesting a belief in the right of all English­
men to a voice in choosing their representatives,3 suggests if 
anything the opposite. It requests that the Commons order 
a meeting for choosing parliament-men 'to be expresly upon 
one certaine day in November yeerly throughout the Land 
in the Places accustomed, and to be by you expressed, there 
to make choice of whom they think good, according to Law, 
and all men that have a Right to be there, not to faile upon 

I It might also be mentioned that the Levellers regarded the First .Agreemtnt as a 
restatement of the principles set out in The Case of the .Anny. The postscript of the 
.Agreemmt refers to it as 'extracting some principles of common freedome, out of 
those many things proposed to you in the Case truly stated, and drawing them up 
into the forme of an Agreement' (Wolfe, p. 233). 

2 p. 33• in Haller, Tracts on Liberty in the Puritan Revolution, vol. iii, p. 291. 
Cited by Gibb, John Lilburne, the Leveller, p. 139, and Frank, The Levtllers, 
p. 63, n. 46. 

J Frank, The Levellers, p. 82. 
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a great penaltie but no summons to b~ expected'. 1 The 
proposal is for compulsory voting by 'all men that have a 
Right', not for all men to be given the right to vote. 

Lilburne's Londons Liberty in Chains discovered (October 
1 646) shows some direct concern with the franchise. Dealing 
first with the government of the city of London, Lilburne 
argues that the governments of all free cities should, by 
natural right and by original constitution, be elected by 't.he 
free people of each city' or by every 'free citizen and Baron'.2 

The claim so far is only for restoration of the franchise to 
the freemen of the corporation, which had been virtually 
abolished in some of the recent elections of lord mayors. 
This claim, of course, falls far short of manhood franchise. 
Later in the pamphlet Lilburne returns to the virtual dis­
franchisement of the poorer freemen of London, arguing 
that they should not pay any taxes (but leave the aldermen 
and livery men to bear the whole of the charges laid upon 
the city) 'till you be actually put in possession, and injoy 
your equall share in the Iawes, liberties, and freedoms there­
of; as by the law of nature, reason, God and the land, yea, 
and your own antient and originall Charters, the meanest of 
you ought to do, as fully and largely in every particular, as 
the greatest of them' ,3 The claim is still for the franchise 
only for freemen of the city, for the meanest as well as the 
greatest of the freemen. 

Lilburne goes on to attack the existing parliamentary 
fra~chise in the counties as well as the boroughs. He com­
plams of (a) rotten boroughs, (b) the disfranchising of 
thousands of people, that by name are free-men of England, 
an~ divers of them men of great estates in money and stock; 
wh1ch also also [sic] are disfranchised, and unde11ezed, by the 
fore-mentioned unrighteous Statute [8 Henry VI, c. 7]; be­
cause they have not in land 40s. per annum', and (c) the dis­
proportion of seats to counties. As remedy, he suggests that 

1 Wolfe, p. 129; Haller, Tracts, iii. 370. 
2 Londons Liberty, pp. 2, II. Cf. Gibb, John Lilburne, pp. 158-9. 
3 Londons Liberty, pp. 52-53, quoted in Frank, The Levellers, pp. 93-94· 
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the number of seats should be fixed at, say, 500 or 6oo; that 
the seats should be distributed among counties in proportion 
to each county's rated assessment 'towards the defraying of 
the Publique charge of the Kingdome'; 

and then each County equally and proportionable by the common 
consent of the People thereof to divide it selfe into Divisions, Hundreds, 
or Wapentakes, and every Di,·ision of and within themselves, to chuse 
one or more Commissioners to sit in Parliammt, suitable to the proportion 
that comes to their share: which would put an end and period to all 
those inconveniences that rarely happen, which arc mentioned in the 
foresaid Statute of 8. H.6,7 and restore e\·ery free-man of England, to 
his native, and legall rights and freedomes .... 1 · 

This can scarcely be considered a claim for manhood 
franchise. It is a proposal to do away with the 40 shilling 
freehold qualification, so as to enfranchise the 'thousands of 
people that by name are free-men of England'. There is no 
reason to think that this included those who had lost their 
freedom by being servants; it is entirely understandable as a 
plea for the tenant farmers and the non-corporate traders and 
craftsmen. No inference about the desired breadth of the 
franchise can be drawn from the fact that the proposed re­
distribution of seats among counties is in proportion to the 
rates rather than to population. 2 

Two months later Lilburne produced The CharterJ· of 
London; or, The Second Part of Londons Liberty in Chaines 
discovered (I 8 December I 646). Addressed to the citizens 
of London, it was designed to prove 'that the Lord Major is 
no legall Lord Major'. His 'third reason to prove the proposi­
tion is this; because the only and sole legislative Law-making 
power, is originally inherent in the people, and derivatively in 
their Commissions chosen by themselves by common consent, and 
no other. In which the poorest that lives, hath as true a right 
to give a vote, as well as the richest and greatest ... .'3 In 

1 Londons Liberty, p. 54· This is cited by Frank, The Levellers (Cambridge, 
Mass., 1955), p. 94, as a demand for the free and equal franchise for all men. 

2 See Note J, pp. 296-7. 
3 Charters of London, pp. 3-4. Quoted in part by Wolfe, p. 14, as a justification 

of manhood franchise. 
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judging how wide a franchise was here being justifi~d, we 
may set aside any inference from the context alone. It IS true 
that the argument was addressed to the citizens of London, 
and was designed to show that only the councillors elected 
by the citizens had any legislative authority; nevertheless, 
the principle that the people, equally the poorest as the 
richest, have the right to elect, is stated with complete 
generality. 

It is not surprising, then, that this passage has been taken 
as asserting the principle of manhood franchise. Yet it can­
not easily be so accepted, in view of the position we have 
seen the Levellers to have taken in the Putney debate. There, 
statements of principle just as broad as this (Rain borough's 
'the poorest he' and 'the poorest man in England' for in­
stance) were being made with the implicit proviso that ser­
vants and beggars, being unfree, were excluded from the 
franchise. The probable inference is that here, as in the 
Putney debate, 'the poorest that lives' meant the poorest 
free man. 

We must emphasize that poverty was not identical with 
u_nfreedom. The Levellers were indeed opposed to any excl~­
SIOn from the franchise because of poverty. There were m 
fact in England plenty of poor husbandmen (some, accord­
ing to Baxter's famous statement, 1 poorer than their own 
servants), and plenty of poor independent craftsmen and 
traders. For all of these the Levellers demanded the fran­
chise. But such men, though not freeholders or freemen of 
corporations, were free in the Levellers' sense: they were 
not dependent on the will of employers or of dispensers of 
poor relief. The line the Levellers drew was not between 
poverty and wealth, but between dependence and indepen­
dence, and the two lines did not coincide. 

In Rash Oaths Unwarrantable (3 1 May I 64 7) Lilburne 
took up again the argument about parliamentary franchise. 
He repeats almost verbatim the franchise argument of 

1 Richard Baxter, The Poor Husbandman's Ad'Vocalt" to Rich Racking Landlords, 
ed. F. J. Powicke, 1926. 
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Lo1rdons Liberty (to which he refers the reader), rephrasing 
the essential part (as we quoted it above) as follows: 
and thm each County equally and proportionab~v, ~~· the common commt 
of the people thereof, to divide it selfe into Divisions, Hundreds, or 
Weapontacks, that so all the people (without confusion or tumult) 
may meet together in their severall divisions, and every free man of 
England, as well poore as rich, whose life, estate, &c. is to be taken away 
by law, may have a Vote in chusing those that are to make the law, it 
being a maxim in nature, that no man justly can be bound without his 
own consent .... 1 

This can no more be considered an endorsement of a 
manhood franchise principle than can the version in Londons 
Liberty. Here it is specifically only the 'free men of England' 
who are entitled to vote; the poor as well as the rich, but 
only the free. As to the 'maxim of nature' that no man can 
justly be bound without his own consent, that does not apply 
in Leveller thinking to those who enter voluntary servitude, 
for they have thereby consented to be 'included in their 
masters'. 2 

Finally, in Jonah's Cry out of the Whales belly (16 July 
I 64 7), Lilburne produces an argument that might be taken 
as an assertion of the manhood suffrage principle. Appealing 
to the soldiers over the heads of their leaders, he argues that 
the army, having defied parliament, is no longer a constituted 
body but is 'dissolved into the originalllaw of Nature'. The 
soldiers consequently are now justified in acting 
according to the principles of Safety, flowing from Nature, Reason and 
Justice, agreed on by common consent and mutual agreement amongst 
themselves; in which every individuall private souldier, whether, 
Horse or Foot, ought freely to have their vote, to chuse the transactors 
of their affaires, or else in the sight of God, and all rational men, are 
discharged from obeying, stooping, or submitting to what is done by 
them.J 

This assertion of the right of every soldier to a vote is not, 
I Rash Oaths, P· so; quoted in part by Frank, The Levellers, P· I2J. 

2 See also Note L, pp. 2.97-8. 
J lonah's Cry, p. IJ. This is paraphrased by Wolfe, p. 33, in such a way as to 

make it apply to every man rather than to every soldier. 
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of course, an assertion of a manhood franchise principle, for 
in the Levellers' eyes the soldiers, who had fought for Eng­
land's freedom, were as such free men. 1 Civilians in a 
dependent status would not be touched by the principle here 
asserted. 

iv. Summing-up 

The foregoing examination of the record, covering the 
Leveller mentions of and statements about the franchise 
from Lilburne's earliest pamphlets through to the final mani­
festo of the Leveller movement has, it is submitted, estab­
lished the following. It has established as facts (a) that the 
Levellers, from the first specific mention of the extent of the 
franchise in the Putney debate to the final manifesto, expli­
citly excluded servants and alms-takers from the franchise; 
(b) that, during the same period, they based their demand 
for that franchise on grounds of birthright or equal natural 
right of every Englishman; and (c) that, at least from the 
close of the Putney debate, they assumed that the birthright 
to a voice in elections was not entered into, or was forfeited, 
by servants and alms-takers. 

It has shown by inference (d) that it was because the 
Levellers made this assumption that they saw no inconsis­
tency between their explicit exclusion of servants and alms­
takers from the franchise, and their assertion of equal natural 
rights. It has further shown by inference (e) that forfeiture 
of birthright by servants and alms-takers had probably been 
continuously assumed by the Levellers during and before 
the Putney debate; (f) that their demands, during and before 
Putney, for apparently unqualified manhood franchise were 
probably intended to be qualified by that assumption; and 
(g) that because of that assumption their position was in their 
own minds probably just as consistent during ~nd before 
Putney as it undoubtedly was after Putney. 

1 See Note K, p. 297. 
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4· Theoretical Implications 

1. The property in one's person 

It remains to examine the fundamental quality of the 
Levellers' individualism. Their postulate of equal natural 
rights and their ideas of freedom, which we have seen so far 
only in the context of the franchise, were based ultimately 
on a concept of the nature of man and society which we must 
try to elucidate. We can best approach it by way of their 
concept of propet:ty. 

We may start by giving further attention to a matter we 
have so far noticed only incidentally: namely that while the 
Levellers were consistently opposed to property qualifica­
tions for the franchise, at the same time they vigorously 
asserted an individual right to property. Their opposition to 
property qualifications for the franchise was based, of course, 
on their assertion that every free-born man has an equal 
natural right to live his own life. It was quite evident to 
them that a parliament elected by a fixed-property franchise 
could not be trusted to treat those who owned no fixed 
property with equal consideration. 

Yet the Levellers were no opponents of property. The 
record bears out their insistence, in I 648, that 'they have 
been the truest and constantest asserters of liberty and pro­
priety (which are quite opposite to communitie and levelling) 
that have been in the whole land'. 1 Lilburne's concern for 
property right was evident as early as I 645: 'Yea, take away 
the declared, unrepealed Law, and then where is Meum & 
Tuum, and Libertie, and Propertie ?' and was more specific 
in, for instance, his listing in I 646 as basic rights 'Liberty of 
conscience in matters of Faith, and Divine worship; Liberty 
of the Person, and liberty of Estate: which consists properly 
in the propriety of their goods, and a disposing power of 
their possessions.' 2 Overton, too, understood the right to 

1 Lilburne, A Whip for the PreSI!nt House of Lords, quoted in Petcrgorsky, p. I IO. 

z Englands Birth-right Justified (Oct. 1645), in Haller, Tractr, iii. 26I; ?ox 
Plebis (19 Nov. 1646), quoted in Wolfe, p. IJ· 
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property to be a 'propriety ... people have in their goods to 
doe with them as they list'. 1 Leveller manifestoes from I 648 
were explicit that parliament should bind itself, or be constitu­
tionally bound, not to 'Ievell mens Estates, destroy Pro­
priety, or make all things common'. 2 

It was, as we have seen, at Putney that the Leveller con­
cept of property right was sharpened in the clash with the 
army leaders. Ireton and Cromwell were arguing that an 
equal natural right to life, if it went beyond the right to 
breathe and move, logically entailed an equal right to any 
goods and land, not just an equal right to bare necessities of 
life but a right to take anything that anyone wanted; hence, 
they said, the Levellers' equal natural right would destroy 
all property. 3 

It was in answer to this repeated argument that the 
Levellers brought in the natural right to property. They 
insisted that their principle of equal right to life could not 
destroy property because property itself was an individual 
right, established by the law of God ('Thou shalt not steal') 
and the law of Nature (which gives a principle for every 
man 'to have a property of what he has, or may have, which 
is not another man's, [which J property is the ground of 
meum and tuum').4 Individual property in goods was a sacred 
natural right; it invalidated the indiscriminate right of any 
man to any thing which would otherwise follow from the 
equal right to life. (The assumption on both sides was that 
every man had a natural right to bare subsistences but that 
this would not destroy property for it was already part of 
the fabric of society, as charity or as state poor relief.) 

The Leveller position on property in goods is more fully 
1 Appeale, in Wolfe, p. 176. 
2 Second Agrummt, in Wolfe, p. 301 ; cf. Petition of r r Sept. 1648, in Wolfe, 

p. z88. 
J Woodhouse, pp. 53-55, 58, 6o, 63. 
• Ibid., pp. 59• 75· Cf. p. 8o. 
s Ireton (ibid., p. 6o) urges that the Leveller principle of equal right to life 

would mean that any man could claim by the Law of Nature any goods at all 
'though it he not a thing of necessity to him for the sustenance of nature'· Ireton 
(ibid., p. 73) states directly: 'By the right of nature I am to have sustenance rather 
than perish.' Cf. Locke's position, below, p. 2 n, n. t. 



THEORETICAL IMPLICATIONS 1 39 

~e:n in Petty's further argument that giving everyone a vote 
~s the o_nly means to preserve all property'. 1 The argument 
IS that smce every man is naturally free, therefore the reason 
men agreed to come into some form of goverument was that 
they might preserve property. It was taken for granted that 
a man's ~a~ur_al freedom included a property in things. The 
Levellers ms1ste~ce that property was prior to government 
-'really properties are the foundation of constitutions'z_ 
drove lr~ton and Cromwell to deny that property was a 
natural nght at all. \\T e have the curious spectacle of Ireton, 
who had accurately defined his own position in the debate in 
saying 'All the main thing that I speak for, is because I 
would have an eye to property' ,J denying that property is a 
natural right; 'The Law of God doth not give me property, 
nor the Law of Nature, but property is of human constitu­
tion .... Constitution founds property.'4 

The Levellers' insistence, in the debate, that individual 
property in goods was a natural right, prior to government, 
was not an extemporized argument to counter Ireton's 
damaging attack. They had conceived of property as a 
natural right before, and quite independently of, the fran­
chise debate. Indeed, it was on a concept of natural property 
right much wider than has yet been noticed that they based 
their case not only for property as a natural right (and hence 
for a wide range of actual property rights) but also for 
government by consent, and for civil and religious liberties. 
The fundamental postulate was that every man is naturally 
the proprietor of his own person. 

This is most strikingly stated in some of Overton's tracts. 
In his An Arrow against all Tyrants (I 2 October I 646), 
which develops more fully the position taken by Lilburne a 
few months earlier,s and again in his Appeale (July I ~4 7), 
Overton sets out a far-reaching doctrine of natural nght; 
Civil and political rights are derived from natural right; 

I Ibid., pp. 61-62. 2 Clarke, in Putney debate: ib~d., p. 75· 
J Ibid., p. 57· 4 l~1d.~ P· 69. 
s Lilburne, Free-man's Fradom Vindicaud, June rll41l, the Postscript, m Wood­

house, pp. 317-18. 



THE LEVELLERS: FRANCHISE AND FREEDOM 

natural right is derived from natural property in one's own 
person; property in one's own person is derived from the 
created instinctive nature of man. 

The two opening paragraphs of the Arrow deserve quota­
tion in full : 

To every Individuall in nature is given an individual property by 
nature, not to be invaded or usurped by any: for every one as he is 
himselfc, so he hath a sclfc propriety, else could he not be himselfe, 
and on this no second may presume to deprive any of, without manifest 
violation and affront to the very principles of nature, and of the Rules 
of equity and justice between man and man; mine and thine cannot be, 
except this be; No man hath power over my rights and liberties, and I 
over no mans; I may be but an Individuall, enjoy my sclfe, and my 
selfe propriety, and may write my sclfe no more then my sclfe, or pre­
sume any further; if I doc, I am an encroacher & an invader upon an 
other mans Right, to which I have no Right. For by naturall birth, all 
men are equally and alike borne to like propriety, liberty, and frecdome, 
and as we arc delivered of God by the hand of nature into this world, 
every one with a naturall, innate frecdome and propriety (as it were 
writ in the table of every mans heart, never to be obliterated) even so 
ar7 ~e to live, every one equally and alike to enjoy his Birth-right and 
pnvlledge; even all whereof God by nature hath made him free. 

And this by nature every one desires aimes at, and requires for no 
man naturally would be befooled of his liberty by his neighbours craft, 
?r inslaved by his neighbours might, for it is natures instinct to preserve 
It selfe, from all things hurtfull and obnoctious, and this in nature is 
granted of all to be most reasonable, equall and just, not to be rooted 
out of the kind, even of equall duration with the creature: And from 
this fountain or root, all just humain powers take their original; not 
immediatly from God (as Kings usually plead their prerogative) but 
mcdiatly by the hand of nature, as from the represented to the rcpre­
sentors; for originally, God hath implanted them in the creature, and 
from the creature those powers immcdiatly proceed; and no further: 
and no more may be communicated then stands for the better being 
weale, or safety thereof: and this is mans prerogative and no further, 
so much and no more may be given or received thereof: even so much 
as is conducent to a better being, more safety and frecdome, and no 
more; he that gives more sins against his owne flesh; and he that takes 
more, is a Thiefe and Robber to his kind: Every man by nature being 
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a :King, Priest and Prophet in his ownc naturall circuite and compasse, 
whereof no second may partake, but by deputation, commission, and 
free consent from him, whose naturall right and freedome it is. 1 

Overton repeated the first part of this in his Appeale, 
where it was followed by a restatement of Lilburne's point 
that no man can hand over more power than he has and that 
no man by nature 'may abuse, beat, torment or afflict him­
self'.2 The Appeale also has a more positive assertion of the 
necessity of natural right: 

it is a firme Law and radicall principle in Nature engraven in the 
tables of the heart by the finger of God in creation for every living 
moving thing, wherein there is a breath of life to defend, preserve, 
award, and deliver it selfe from all things hurtfull, destructive and 
obnoctious thereto to the utmost of its power: Therefore from hence 
is conveyed to all men in generall, and to every man in particular, an 
undoubted pri nci pie of reason, by all rationall an i ust wa yes and meanes 
possibly he may, to save, defend and deliver himselfe from all oppres­
sion, violence and cruelty whatsoever, and (in duty to his own safety 
and being) to leave no iust expedient unattempted for his delivery 
therefrom: and this is rationall and iust; to deny it is to overture the 
law of nature, yea, and of Religion too; for the contrary lets in nothing 
but selfe murther, violence and cruelty.J 

One is struck by the Hobbesian tone of Overton's postu­
late as much as by the Lockean argument that is built on it. 
Here is Hobbes's 'right of nature', deduced from the instinc­
tive need to defend oneself from everything harmful or 
destructive; and this right becomes an 'undoubted principle 
of reason' and a part of the law of nature, creating a 'duty to 
[one's] own safety and being'. Here at the same time is the 
argument Locke was to make central in his doctrine: that 
all rightful political authority is by delegation from indivi­
duals, that no individual has a right to harm himself and 

1 Overton, An Arrow agaimt all Tyrants, pp. 3-4. Parts of these paragraphs are 
quoted in Pease, The Leveller 111o<L•ement, pp. 141-2; in Zagorin, History of Political 
Thought in the English Revolution, p. 22; and in ·Frank, The Levellers, p. 96. 

z Overton, An Appeale from the Degmerate Representative Body of the Commons 
... , in Wolfe, pp. 162-3. 

3 Appeak, in Ibid., pp. I 59-60. 
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therefore cannot transfer such a right to any other, but only, 
in Overton's words, 'so much as is conducent to a better 
being, more safety and freedome, and no more; he that gives 
more sins against his owne flesh'. 

But what we have chiefly to notice here is a still more 
fundamental similarity with Locke, that is, the proprietorial 
quality of the Levellers' individualism. It seems, at first 
sight, even more extreme than Locke's. 1 Not only has the 
individual a property in his own person and capacities, a 
property in the sense of a right to enjoy and use them and 
to exclude others from them; what is more, it is this property, 
this exclusion of others, that makes a man human: 'every 
one as he is himselfe, so he hath a self propriety, else he 
could not be himselfe'. What makes a man human is his 
freedom from other men. Man's essence is freedom. Free­
dom is proprietorship of one's own person and capacities. 

This proprietorship, it should be noticed, was not thought 
of as passive enjoyment. The Levellers demanded this mani­
fold prope~ty in one's own person as a prerequisite of active 
~se and enJoyment of one's capacities. Men were created to 
Improve, .and enjoy by improving, their capacities. Their 
property ~n themselves excluded all others, but did not ex­
clude their duty to their creator and to themselves. 

ii. The deduction of rights and the grounds for exclusion 

It was on this concept of man's essence as freedom, and 
freed~~ as the active proprietorship of one's person and 
capa~Itie~, that the Levellers grounded all their claims for 
specific nghts, civil, religious economic and political. The 
d d . ' ' e uctwns were obvious. 

As to ~ivil a.nd religious liberty, it was plain, first, that 
property.m ones own person required a guaranteed freedom 
from arbitrary arrest, trial, and imprisonment, and the right 
to due process of law. It was equally plain that property in 
one's own ~ent~l and spiritual person required freedom of 
speech, pubhcatton, and religion. All these civil and religious 

1 But see below, pp. 154-6. 
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rights were demanded for every one, however dependent 
by reason of sex or employment. Women were created 
human beings. Wage-earners, although they had alienated 
their disposal of their own energies, had not entirely alienated 
their humanity. They were not slaves. 

The Levellers had also a strong practical reason for de­
manding civil liberties for everyone, a reason nowhere better 
put than in Lilburne's superb statement of the case against 
arbitrary arrest, imprisonment, and judicial procedures: 
... for what is done to any one, may be done to every one: besides, 
being all members of one body, that is, of the English Commonwealth, 
one man should not suffer wrongfully, but all should be sensible, and 
endeavour his preservation; otherwise they give way to an inlet of the 
sea of will and power, upon all their laws and liberties, which are the 
boundaries to keep out tyrany and oppression .... 1 

Civil and religious liberties must be for all, or they may be 
for nobody. 

The economic rights the Levellers wanted were likewise 
deductions from the property in one's own person and 
capacities. The basic economic right was of course the right 
to individual property in goods and estate, which included 
the right not only to own but to acquire by the free exercise 
of a man's own energies and capacities. The particular 
economic rights the Levellers demanded-freedom to buy, 
sell, produce, and trade, without licence, monopoly, arbitrary 
regulation, or arbitrary taxation-were evident corollaries. 
Sometimes the Levellers referred to the individual right to 
trade as a natural right, a birthright, or a native liberty.z 
Whether so described or not, the right to trade was clearly 
an important kind of property on the Levellers' assumptions.J 

1 The Just Defence of John Lilburne, in Haller and Davies, p. 4SS· 
z e.g. Lilburne, E.1glands Birth-right Justified, in Haller, Tracts, iii, :z61-:z; 

Overton, Remonstrance of Many Thousand Citi:uns (7 July 1646), in Wolfe, p. n4. 
Cf. the writers quoted by Pctegorsky, p. 81. 

J It was of course quite usual in the seventeenth century to speak of a right or a 
liberty as a property. Property (or propriety, for the terms were used interchange­
ably) had then its earlier sense of a right to or in something. The Levellers spoke of 
having a property in a thing, meaning a right to use, enjoy, exclude others from, or 
dispose of, that thing. Thus they could speak of a property in land, in estate, in 
right to trade, in the franchise, or in one's own person. 
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It made up in large part the small man's right _to man~ge his 
own productive energies and life; without It he did n~t 
effectively have that property in his own person and capaci­
ties which was the fundamental right of the free-born man. 
These economic rights, like the civil and religious rights, 
were demanded for everyone. In practice, of course, the 
rights to produce, trade, &c., could be enjoyed only by those 
who had the disposal of their own labour. Servants, while 
servants, were incapable of using them. Yet the rights had to be 
established with complete generality in order to assure them 
to those who could enjoy them. Once admit monopolyorarbi­
traryregulationortaxation into any branch of industry or trade, 
and the damage was done: the area of enterprise was narrowed 
for enterprisers in general. Economic rights, like civil rights, 
had to be claimed for everyone in order to be assured to anyone. 

The political right of a voice in choosing representatives 
was different. It was, like the others, grounded on the con­
cept of man's essence as freedom, and of freedom as the 
active proprietorship of one's person and capacities, but it 
did not have to be claimed for everyone. Although the 
Levellers spoke sometimes of every man having an equal 
right to a voice in setting up a form of government, 1 they 
claimed a voice in choosing the legislature only for those 
who were not dependent on the will of other men. Servants 
had alienated the use and direction of their capacities (i.e. 
of their labour) by entering a wage-contract. Alms-takers 
had forfeited theirs by becoming dependent on poor-relief 
or charity. Both had thereby lost a crucial part of their native 
freed~~ or property, namely the property in their own 
capacities or labour. But the primary function of govern­
ment was to secure precisely that property, that is, to make 
and enforce the rules within which men could make the most 
of their own energies and capacities. The protection of 
property in goods and estate was a derived or secondary 
function: without 'meum and tuum' there would be no liberty 
to make the most of one's own capacities. 

1 See Note L, pp. 297-8. 
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Servants and alms-takers, having lost the property in 
their own labour, could be assumed to have no property in 
land or capital. They therefore had no interest in either the 
primary or the equally necessary secondary function of 
government. 

True, they were still entitled to civil and religious liberties, 
and even possibly to economic liberties, for they had alienated 
only a part, not the whole, of their native human freedom or 
property in their own persons. But they did not need the 
franchise to protect these. For the civil, the religious, and 
some of the economic rights were to be guaranteed by con­
stitutional limits on the power of parliament; these were the 
rights which the Agreements proposed should be reserved to 
the people or put beyond the competence of any parliament 
to abridge. Since these rights would thus be guaranteed for 
everyone, it was not necessary for everyone to have a vote in 
order to safeguard them. The economic rights which were 
not constitutionally guaranteed but were left to the good 
sense of future parliaments, could in any case be best secured 
by those who had a direct interest in them, namely, those 
who had not alienated the use or direction of their own 
energies and capacities by becoming wage-earners or reci­
pients of alms. 

Thus, on the Leveller concept of freedom as proprietor­
ship of one's own person and capacities, there was no incon­
sistency in demanding civil, religious, and economic rights 
for everyone, and the franchise only for those above the 
level of dependence. The former rights inhered in everyone; 
they were inalienable, for no one could alienate the core of 
his human freedom, no one could divest himself of his entire 
property in his person. 1 But the right to a voice in elections 
did not inhere in everyone, for not everyone had retained 
that part of his human freedom which consisted in his 
property in his own labour. The franchise was needed and 
could be claimed only by those who had retained that 

1 For Locke"s similar distinction between inalienable and alienable property in 
one"s person see below, ch. V, pp. :z19, :Z]I. 

S~114S L 
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property, and whose economic life was consequently one of 
active enterprise; the civil and religious rights were needed 
by all whose physical, mental, and spiritual life was one of 
active enterprise, which was, or ought to be, everyone. 

When we see that the Levellers thought of freedom as a 
function of property in one's person, and made full freedom 
a function of retention of the property in one's labour, we 
can clear up a puzzling feature of the Leveller position in the 
Putney debate. It will be recalled that Petty had stated two 
grounds for the exclusion of servants and alms-takers: first, 
that they were dependent on the will of other men and 
would be afraid to displease them, and second, that they 
were included in their masters. The first ground might of 
course be considered merely a realistic recognition of the 
probability of intimidation in a system of open voting. That 
servants and alms-takers, if given the franchise, would be 
afraid of displeasing those on whom they were dependent 
was a plain enough inference from the facts of social life. 
Whether the Levellers would have excluded half the men 
of England on such an expedient ground, had they seen any 
conflict in principle with equal natural right, is very doubt­
ful. But in our view the question does not arise, for they 
saw no conflict in principle. Since servants and alms-takers 
had already forfeited their birthright, the wrongful relation 
of fe~r was transmuted into a just relation of dependence. 
The JUst relation is expressed in the notion of inclusion in 
their masters. In the case of servants at least, the forfeiture 
of the birthright is tantamount to inclusion in the master. 
For ~he f?rfeiture of birthright goes with the alienation of 
the nght m one's labour, and that alienation is not an aban­
donmen~ but a transfer of right to the master. The servant's 
labour IS thenceforth included in the master's labour; 
accordingly,. i~ respect of the right to a voice in elections, 
the servant IS mcluded in the master. 

In the case of alms-takers and beggars the forfeiture of 
birthright cannot be quite so clearly equated with the notion 
of inclusion in masters. Alms-takers and beggars have no 
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masters in the precise sense. Yet even in their case, the notion 
of inclusion is not so far-fetched. \Ve must distinguish 
between the impotent poor, the partially dependent poor, 
and the sturdy vagrant beggars. There is no difficulty about 
the impotent poor, whether receiving alms from door to 
door or 9n parish relief or in an endowed almshouse. They 
were by definition incapable of useful labour. They had no 
labour either to alienate or to retain. They were hence thrown 
upon the community, which then stood in the relation of 
master or guardian to them. 

The partially dependent poor, those who were able to 
work but who could not maintain themselves and their 
families either by self-employment or by the sale of their 
labour, were similarly thrown upon the parish, which then 
stood in similar relation to them. It is doubtful, indeed, 
whether the Levellers would have thought of including in 
this category those honest people, mentioned frequently 
and piteously in Leveller petitions, who had been reduced 
to beggary by the Civil War and (in the Levellers' view) by 
the policies of parliament. These men, ordinarily self­
reliant, were more likely to have been considered as only 
temporarily displaced; the Levellers counted on their being 
reabsorbed into the useful labour force following the changes 
in parliamentary policy which the Levellers were demanding. 

The sturdy vagrant beggars, finally, may be assumed to 
have been left out of the Levellers' calculations entirely. 
They were commonly thought to have put themselves out­
side society by their refusal to labour usefully. It is true that 
they had neither lost the capacity to labour, nor transferred 
the rights in their labour to any other person. This was 
precisely the complaint against them; it was this that put 
them outside society. They were masterless men, and Puri­
tan society had no place for them. 

In short, for the alms-takers and beggars, as for the ser­
vants, the forfeiture of birthright, where it was not a result 
of rebellion against useful labour and thus against society, 
could be regarded as inclusion in their masters. It was by the 
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same loss-the loss of the right in their own labour-that 
both groups, alms-takers and beggars, and servants, for­
feited their birthright to a voice in elections, and that loss 
necessarily included them in someone else. 

iii. Levellers' and Independents' individualism 

We may now see a little more fully into the quality of the 
Levellers' individualism, by comparing their concept of 
freedom with that of the Independents. Both equated free­
dom with proprietorship. For both, the opposite of freedom 
or proprietorship was dependence on the will of other men. 
Where they differed was in their view of the kind of property 
that distinguished freedom from dependence. For Cromwell 
and Ireton, only property in freehold land or chartered 
trading rights made a man free. For the Levellers, property 
in his own labour made a man free. 

At first sight the difference between these two kinds of 
property is more fundamental than anything they have in 
common. In the Levellers' minds labour was a human 
attribute·, different in kind from land or capital. Yet their 
use of the term property to cover both the right to one's 
labour and the right to material possessions was not simply 
a figure of speech; the two forms of property had something 
fundamental in common. What they had in common may 
be seen in two ways. First, while in the Levellers' view labour 
was a human attribute it was also a commodity. It could be 
alienated by its natural owner, and then its price, like that 
of any other commodity, was determined by the market. The 
Levellers had no objection to this; it seemed natural to them 
that wages should be so determined; when they objected, as 
they sometimes did, to oppressively low wages, they attri­
buted them to the operation of merchant monopolists or the 
excise, and saw the remedy in freer trade. In the case of 
labour, as in the case of land or any other commodity, what 
could be sold was precisely that exclusive right to its use, 
benefit, and product which comprised the property in it. 
Thus, to the extent that the Levellers conceived of labour 
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as a commodity, they conceived of it as a property of the 
same kind as property in material things. 

In the second place we must notice that in fact, and in the 
Levellers' own experience, a prerequisite of retaining the 
control of one's own labour was the possession of at least 
some working capital. To set oneself up as an independent 
producer, whether on the land or in a trade, and to stay 
independent, that is, to retain the ability to make decisions 
about the use of one's labour, one needed some capital. 

No one would question that this was true of the farmer. 
Whether or not he had to buy a lease, he had to have im­
plements and stock and enough working capital to carry 
him over from seed-time to harvest. Further down the scale, 
the domestic weaver, whether or not he owned his loom, 
needed, to have any independence, enough working capital 
to finance the purchase of his materials; failing that he must 
be in continual debt to the clothier, in which position he had 
no more control over his own labour than a wage-earner. 
And in those trades that could be pursued without being a 
freeman of a corporation, possession of some working capital 
was equally a prerequisite of retaining the control of one's 
own labour. The cobbler or the chimney-sweep did not need 
much capital equipment, but even he needed to have some­
thing laid by if he was not to go on the poor-rates or become 
a servant whenever trade was slack. 

Wherever one looked, independence, or effective retention 
of the property in one's labour, required at least the posses­
sion of some working capital. This did not mean, of course, 
that poverty and dependence could be equated. You could 
be poor but free. The independent rack-rent farmer, though 
he had a substantial capital investment, might have a poorer 
living than the servant in husbandry; the cobbler might 
have a poorer living than many journeymen. Poverty, mea­
sured by standard of living, was not necessarily the same as 
dependence on the will of other men. 

Nevertheless, lack of any working capital did mean de­
pendence on the will of other men, that is, did mean effective 
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loss of freedom to direct one's own energies. The Levellers, 
who must have known this very well from experience, did 
not make an explicit point of it. Intent as they. were on 
asserting human rights rather than property nghts, or 
rather, on basing all rights on the property i~ one's p~rson 
rather than on property in things, and claimmg full nghts 
for all who had not given up property in their labour, th:y 
could not be expected to have emphasized that property m 
one's own labour did not give you independence unle.ss you 
had some material property as well. Only rarely m. the 
Leveller writings is there an implication that they are thmk­
ing in terms of proprietorship of things as well as of one's 
labour, as in Rainborough's statement at Putney that he 
would grant something of Ireton's case for basing the fran­
chise on property but would have the question stated 
'whether this be a just propriety, the propriety [that] says 
that forty shillings a year enables a man to elect' . 1 But whether 
explicitly stated or not, the Leveller criterion of freedom as 
proprietorship of one's own labour did necessarily carry 
with it a proprietorship of some material things. 

I do not suggest that the Leveller criterion of freedom 
can thus be reduced to possession of material goods, nor 
that the difference between the Leveller and Independent 
criteri~ can be reduced to a quantitative difference in 
matenal possessions. There can be no doubt that the Level­
lers.saw labour not only as a commodity but also as a human 
attribute, and that they were perfectly honest in emphasizi~g 
th~ contrast between property in one's person and propertym 
thmgs. What I suggest is that the Levellers had reached their 
concept o~ freedom by generalizing from the data of their 
own expenence, that is, by generalizing from the compound 
pheno~enon of freedom as they had known it-the freedom 
of the mdependent producer, who was free of the will of other 
men t.o the extent that he had energy and working capital. 
That It was the control over one's energies they emphasized 
is not surprising. That they called it property is not accidental. 

1 Woodhouse, p. 79· 
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The Leveller concept of freedom, then, differed from the 
Independent concept not in making freedom a function of 
property-both concepts did that-but in making freedom 
a function of a kind of property (property in one's labour) 
whose definition was necessarily ambiguous. Property in 
one's labour was both a human attribute, a part of human 
personality, and an alienable commodity. But the only condi­
tion on which it could be retained as a part of one's per­
sonality, rather than alienated as a commodity, was the 
possession of some material property along with it. It was 
either a property in the full sense of an alienable commodity 
or a property which required material property to make it 
effective. 

Thus the Levellers' concept of freedom as proprietorship 
had more in common with their opponents' concept than 
appears on the surface, and more, probably, than they were 
steadily conscious of. 

We may have, incidentally, in this analysis an explanation 
of another puzzling feature of the Putney debate. The 
Levellers, it has often been noticed, could not refute, even to 
their own satisfaction, the Cromwell-Ireton case for the 
fixed-property franchise. The reason for their failure, it may 
now be suggested, was that the Levellers were themselves 
thinking in terms of proprietorship, and a proprietorship not 
so very different in kind from their opponents'. 

When the difference in kind is discounted, the difference 
in amount remains significant. It is true that the Indepen­
dents made the criterion of freedom not the amount of 
material property but its fixed local character. Ireton was 
indeed obsessed with the importance of the permanent local 
interest. He went so far as to put on exactly the same footing 
the Englishman who has no freehold land or trading rights 
in a local corporation and the foreigner who lives in England 
and has the protection of English laws. The latter is right­
fully subject to a law to which he did not give his consent; 
if he is unsatisfied to be subject to it, 'he may go into another 
kingdom. And so the same reason doth extend, in my 
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understanding, [to J that man that hath no permanent interest 
in the kingdom. If he hath money, his money is as good in 
another place as here; he hath nothing that doth locally fix 
him to this kingdom.' 1 The Independents were thinking in 
the traditional categories of the gentry mind: domination 
of land was a clear title to power, domination of money was 
somewhat suspect. 

But while it is true that the Independents emphasized 
fixity rather than amount of wealth, the Levellers thought 
that the Independent criterion would effectively come down 
to the amount of wealth. Rainborough identified the free­
holders with the rich, and saw them making hewers of wood 
and drawers of water of the other five-sixths of the people ;1 

the fixed property franchise gave 'power to 'men of riches, 
men of estates' and made the non-freeholder 'a perpetual 
slave'.3 Petty saw the issue as simply whether 'the rich 
should conclude the poor' .4 And within a few months after 
Putney the Levellers were putting out a remarkably class­
conscious theory of the state, in which the Independent 
leaders were seen as part of a conspiracy of the rich and 
powerful to keep down the poorer and more industrious 
people.s 

Whether the Levellers were right or wrong in seeing the 
!reeholder franchise as essentially a means of keeping power 
In the hands of the rich, whether they were unduly influenced 
by their urban background, in which there was a visible 
corr~lation between fixity of property (i.e. membership in a 
trad~ng corporation) and amount of wealth, it is clear that 
they took the effective substance of the Independents' fixed­
property criterion to be amount rather than kind of material 
property. 

The Levellers were, therefore, in their debate with the 
In?ependents, contrasting two criteria of freedom and fran­
chise, one of doubtful accuracy and one of doubtful clarity. 

1 Woodhouse, P· 67. Cf. Locke's position, below, ch. V, p. :zso. 
2 Woodhou~e, p. 67. 3 Ibid., p. 71 . 4 lhid., p. 78. 
s See quotations below, pp. 1 54_5. 
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Of doubtful accuracy was their interpretation of their oppo­
nents' criterion as being possession of a substantial amount 
of material property. Of doubtful clarity was their own am­
biguous criterion of property in one's labour, a criterion they 
reached, I have suggested, by generalizing from their own 
experience, in which the property in one's labour either was 
an alienable commodity (and so was essentially the same as 
a material property) or was dependent on the possession of 
material property. It is no wonder that the Levellers were 
unable to grasp clearly the precise difference between their 
own position and that of their opponents. 

I have argued that the fundamental quality of the Level­
lers' individualism is found in their concept of freedom as a 
function of proprietorship. The essential humanity of the 
individual consisted in his freedom from the will of other 
persons, freedom to en joy his own person and to develop 
his own capacities. One's person was property not meta­
phorically but essentially: the property one had in it was the 
right to exclude others from its use and enjoyment. Property 
in one's labour, even more precisely than the broader 
property in one's person, was property in the material sense, 
for it was an alienable commodity. The criterion of full free­
dom was the retention of the property in one's labour, and 
the condition for its retention was the possession of material 
property as well. 

The analysis here made of the Levellers' individualism 
may be thought both to be too complex and to involve con­
cepts more sharply defined than are to be found in their 
writings. It would indeed be a mistake to attribute to the 
Levellers any considerable degree of close and steady reason­
ing in clear concepts. But I do suggest that these are the 
concepts implicit in their theory, and that much of the un­
satisfactoriness of their theory is to be attributed to the fact 
that they did not see all the implications of their concepts. 
In an age when labour could be seen both as a commodity 
and ·as an essential human attribute, and would be so re­
garded especially by the small independent producer who 
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felt his independence to be precarious, it is not surprising 
that they should start from such concepts and should fail to 
see their full implications. 

iv. Limits and direction of the Levellers' individualism 

We must not, however, overrate the proprietorial quality 
of the Levellers' individualism. If it differed from the In­
dependents' less than is usually thought, yet when it is 
compared with the more sophisticated possessive theory de­
veloped by Locke, a substantial difference appears. I sug­
gested earlier that the Levellers' postulate of a manifold 
natural property in one's own person as the essence of 
freedom and hence of humanity makes their theory appear 
as proprietorial as Locke's. The Levellers did indeed see the 
individual as the natural proprietor of his own capacities, 
~wing nothing to society for them, and did consider life and 
liberty as possessions rather than as social rights with cor­
relative duties. Yet they did not accept the full postulates of 
possessive individualism. 
. In the first place, the Levellers' right to acquire property 
m goods and estate was not as Locke's was, a right to un­
limited acquisition by any i~dividual. 1 If the Levellers did 
not. specifically denounce unlimited acquisition, they were 
plamly opposed to its implication, namely, the concentration 
of wealth and the consequent practical inequality of the right 
to acquire. The Levellers did not subscribe to Hobbes's 
dicta: 'Covetousnesse of great Riches, and ambition of great 
Honours, are Honourable; as signes of pow..:r to obtain 
t~e~;' 'Riches, are Honourable; for they are Power'. 2 They 
dtd mdeed see riches and power as concomitant, and they 
denou~ced both. The rich were using the power of the state 
to ennch themselves still further at the expense of the small 
men, both in gross (as by the excise, which 'lies heavy only 
up~n ~he Poorer, and most ingenious industrious People, to 
thetr mtolerable oppression; [while J all persons of large 
Revenues in Lands, and vast estates at usury, bear not the 

t See below, ch. V, Sect. :z. 2 Leviathatz, ch. 10, pp. 71, 70. 
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least proportionable weight of that burthen' 1) and by retail 
(as in the use of political office to line their pockets). Both 
ways, 'our Flesh is that whereupon you Rich men live, and 
wherewith you deck and adorn your selves'. 2 The rich and 
the great were even accused of keeping up faction and 'civil 
broyles' for their own benefit: 

What else but your Ambition and Faction continue our Distractions 
ami Oppressions? Is not all the Controversie whose Slaves the poor 
shall be? Whether they shall be the Kings Vassals, or the Presby­
terians, or the Independent Factions? And is not the Contention 
nourished, that you whose Houses are full of the spoils of your Con trey, 
might be secure from Accounts, while there is nothing but Distraction? 
and that by the tumultuousnesse of the people under prodigious oppres­
sion, you might have fair pretences to keep up an Army, and garrisons? 
and that under pretence of necessity, you may uphold your arbitrary 
Government by Committees, &c.J 

Walwyn saw the same class conspiracy, and put it even more 
sharply: 

your great ones, whether the King, Lords, Parliament men, rich 
Citizens, &c. feel not the miserable effects [of civil war], and so cannot 
be sensible; but you and your poor friends that depend on Farmes, 
Trades, and small pay, have many an aking heart when these live in 
all pleasure and deliciousness: The accursed thing is accepted by them, 
wealth and honor, and both comes by the bleeding miserable distractions 
of the Common-wealth, and they fear an end of trouble would put an 
end to their glory and greatness .... The King, Parliament, great men 
in the City and Army, have made you but the stairs by which they 
have mounted to Honor, Wealth and Power. The only Quarrel that 
hath been, and at present is but this, namely, whose slaves the people 
shall be .... 4 

Wealth and honour is 'the accursed thing'. Great property 
is feeding on small property. But if the Levellers were 

1 Petition of .Jan. 1648, article 14 (Haller and Davies, p. 113; Wolfe, p. 270). Cf. 
articles 6 and 7. 

2 The Mournful/ Cry·rs of numy thousand poor Tradesmen (Haller and Davies, 
p. 127; Wolf~, p. :!76). 

J Mournful/ Cryes, Haller and Davies, p. 1 :!7; Wolfe, p. 276. 
4 The Bloody Project (28 Aug. 1648), Haller and Davies, pp. 144-5· 
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class-conscious, theywerealso property-conscious. The power 
of accumulation by privilege, as they saw most clearly in 
the case of monopolies, destroys 'not only Liberty but pro­
perty'.1 They demanded the restoration of liberty and pro­
perty, liberty for the sma11 man to acquire property. The 
next step towards freedom was therefore destruction of the 
privileges-tithes, excise, monopolies, and the rest-that 
stood in the way of the small men's right. In their determi­
nation to open to everyone the rights then effectively con­
fined to the men of great substance they at once accepted 
the proprietorial postulate which equated possession with 
freedom and humanity, and rejected its final implication. 
Their thinking was possessive, but not as fully possessive as 
Locke's. 

When we go beyond their concept of property right and 
consider, finally, their concept of society, we find again a 
difference from fu11 possessive individualism. v,r e noticed 
earlier the Hobbesian tone of Overton's natural rights 
theory. Rights and duties were deduced from the instinct of 
self-preservation. But even here, in this most extreme in­
dividualist presentation, there is a belief in the positive value 
of. society which is quite unlike Hobbes. Self-preservation is 
not the ultimate postulate, but is grounded on something 
more fundamental, namely, the duty to preserve human 
society: 'humane society, cohabitation or being, ... above 
all earthly things must be maintained as the earthly sove-. ' 
raxgne good of mankind, let what or who wi11 perish, or be 
confounded, for mankind must be preserved upon the 
earth .. .' .z 

Thi~ vision of human society as the ultimate good, and of 
the ultxmate value of living together, is scattered through the 
Leveller writings. Lilburne, for instance, arguing that all 
just authority is from mutual agreement or consent, takes it 
as self-evident not only that such agreement cannot be made 
'for the mischief, hurt, or damage of any' but also that it can 

1 Petition of Jan. 164R, article 9· Haller and Davies, p. 111; Wolfe, p. 21iR. 
z . .Appeale, in Wolfe, p. 178. 
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be made only 'for the good benefit and comfort each of 
other',' or, 'each to other, for their better being'. 2 Three 
years later, \Valwyn, summarizing the Leveller theoretical 
position, opens with the self-evident proposition: 'Since no 
man is born for himself only, but obliged by the Laws of 
Nature (which reaches all) of Christianity (which ingages us 
as Christians) and of Publick Societie and Government, to 
employ our endeavours for the advancement of a communi­
tive Happinesse, of equall concernment to others as our 
selves ... .' 3 

The Levellers' sense of community may appear to go 
oddly with their possessive individual rights. Yet they saw 
no incongruity. They wanted a community of enterprisers, 
in the broadest sense-not only economic but spiritual and 
intellectual enterprisers. If we can see now that a community 
of fully competing economic enterprisers is a contradiction 
in terms, we cannot expect them to have seen it then. The 
only way towards a fuller life for more people that they could 
see was to throw down the barriers that frustrated the small 
enterpriser; and that was a way, perhaps the only way that 
would be feasible in the next two centuries. The Levellers 
did not share Winstanley's utopian insight that freedom lay 
in free common access to the land. For Winstanley that was 
the key to freedom, for that was the only way to assure 
freedom from exploitation of man by man. The only natural 
right of the individual that Winstanley recognized was the 
natural right of men to labour together and live together, 
governing themselves according to a natural law of social 
preservation. 4 

The Levellers at times came close to this, in their glimpses 
of the ultimate value of living together. Their own lives as 
political organizers, creating a movement where before there 
had been only individuals, and relying heavily on each other's 

1 Free-man's Freedom Vindicated, in Woodhouse, p. 317. 
z Lon dons Liberty, p. I 7. 
J A Manifestation (Apr. 1649), in Wolfe, p. 388. 
4 Winstanley, The Lacw of Freedom, chs. i and iii (Works, ed. Sabine, pp. 519, 

SJ6). . 
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help, in and out of prison, no doubt contributed to their 
sense of community. But if community could only be had 
by levelling of property, they would not have it. Freedom 
from exploitation they did want, for all enterprisers, but that 
did not require community of property. 

The Levellers' thinking was too deeply embedded in the 
assumptions of their class to allow them to retreat far from 
the concept of freedom as the right to be separate and un­
attached. They could not entertain the idea of freedom as a 
concomitant of social living in an unacquisitive society. That 
idea may have been utopian in the seventeenth century, but 
it is not enough to say simply that the Levellers were more 
realistic than the Diggers, for in practice they failed equally; 
it was the doctrine of full possessive individualism that 
triumphed. 

The Levellers have generally been regarded as radical 
democrats, the first democrats in English political theory. 
We. rna~ now suggest that they ought rather to be considered 
radtcalltberals than radical democrats. For they put freedom 
first, and made freedom a function of proprietorship. The 
Levellers ought to be remembered as much for their assertion 
of.a natural right to property in goods and estate as for any­
thmg else. They can claim the distinction of being the first 
pol~tical theorists to assert a natural right to property for 
W~tch the individual owes nothing to society and whi~h en­
tails none of those duties entailed in the earlier doctrme of 
stewardship. The Levellers paved the way, unwittingly, for 
Locke and the Whig tradition, for their whole doctrine of 
natural rights as property, and natural right to property, 
could be converted as readily to Locke's purposes as to any 
more radical ends. 

That was in fact the fate of their doctrine in seventeenth­
century England. And if the Leveller ideas gave strength 
and comfort to radicals in America and to later democratic 
movements in England, their influence worked the other 
way as well. By putting an ill-defined but strongly asserted 
natural property right at the centre of their advocacy of the 
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people's cause, they made it easy for Locke to confuse, in the 
general estimation, the equal right to property with the right 
to unlimited property, and thus to harness democratic senti­
ments to the \Vhig cause. The confusion was not repaired 
for two centuries. 



IV 
HARRINGTON: 

THE OPPORTUNITY STATE 

I. Unexamined Ambiguities 

UNTIL a few years ago Harrington's place in the history of 
political theory seemed secure. He had discovered a relation 
between property distribution and political power that had 
only been glimpsed by earlier writers, had formulated it 
systematically, and used it successfully to explain political 
change. He had shown not only that the relation did prevail 
in history, but also that it was a necessary relation; and that, 
in the measure that its necessity was understood, a perma­
nently satisfactory frame of government could be fitted to any 
nation. 

Harrington thought of himself as a scientist of politics 
rather than a philosopher, and the philosophers have gener­
ally left him alone. It has been the historians, not least the 
economic historians, who have given him his reputation. His 
handsome niche in the modern temple of fame was cemented 
and elegantly decorated by Professor Tawney's Raleigh 
Lecture of I 94 I : Harrington was 'the first English thinker 
to find the cause of political upheaval in antecedent social 
change'; his originality 'consisted primarily in his analysis of 
the constitutional consequences of English economic develop­
ment in the century and a half preceding the Civil War' .1 

But in calling Harrington as a witness for what was to 
become a highly controversial interpretation of the economic 
changes of that period, Professor Tawney put him in an 
unexpectedly exposed position, and Harrington now seems 
in some danger of being left a casualty of the battle over 'the 
rise of the gentry'. Mr. Hill's valuable but too brief essay,2 

1 'Harrington's Interpretation of his Age', Proc. Brit. Acad~my, xxvii. 100. 

:z Christopher Hill, Puritanirm and Revolution (1958), ch. 10. 
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putting Harrington in longer historical perspective and 
emphasizing the place of the people in his theory, has done 
much to restore his position. But something remains to be 
done. 

With all the attention Harrington has had in the last ten 
years, two central ambiguities in his theory have remained 
unexamined. First, in a theory which hinges almost entirely 
on the balance of property between the few and the many, 
the nobility and the people, Harrington is ambiguous as to 
whether the gentry are included in the former or in the latter. 
At different stages of his analysis he puts them now in one 
category, now in the other. Second, the central concept of the 
balance, or overbalance, is itself ambiguous to the point of 
apparent contradiction. In the statements of the general 
principle of the balance, and in the demonstration that Eng­
land is ready for a commonwealth, it is the overbalance of 
property in the few or the many (i.e. possession of more than 
half the land by the few or the many) that determines the 
system of government, and a commonwealth is consistent 
only with the overbalance being in the many. But once 
Harrington's commonwealth is set up, a law which would 
enable one per cent. of the citizens to acquire all the land is 
said to prevent them overbalancing the rest of the people, 
and this law is relied upon to secure the property basis of the 
commonwealth. The principle of the balance, used to estab­
lish the commonwealth, appears to be abrogated by the 
establishment of the commonwealth. 

The two ambiguities do not cancel each other. But both 
are understandable on certain assumptions about the nature 
of seventeenth-century English society which Harrington 
can be shown, on other evidence, to have entertained. When 
the ambiguities are examined, Harrington's theory appears 
less systematic but perhaps more realistic than it has some­
times been made out to be. Harrington emerges neither as 
the illogical proponent of a declining gentry nor as the his­
torian whose insight into English society, while novel, was 
limited to the effects of the disappearance of military tenure. 

827US M 
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I shall argue that Harrington thought that the gentry in 
I 6 56 had less than half the land, and based his case for a 
gentry-led commonwealth on that assumption; that he saw 
far enough into the bourgeois nature of English seventeenth­
century society to assume that the gentry did, and always 
would, accept and support the bourgeois social order which 
then existed and which the rest of the people wanted; ar:td 
that this assumption was essential to his whole political 
thought. 

The term 'bourgeois', having become one of the least pre­
cise in political and historical writing, requires definition. By 
bourgeois society I mean essentially the possessive market 
society as defined in Chapter I l. 1 Bourgeois society, then, I 
take to be a society in which the relations between men are 
dominated by the market; in which, that is to say, land and 
labour, as well as movable wealth and goods made for con­
sumption, are treated as commodities to be bought and sold 
and contracted for with a view to profit and accumulation, 
and where men's relations to others are set largely by their 
ownership of these commodities and the success with which 
they utilize that ownership to their own profit. 

2. The Balance and the Gentry 

Harrington's principle of the balance seems quite straight­
f?rwa:d. The location of political power, as between the rule 
( emptre') of one man, the few or the many, must, except for 
s~ort-~un periods of disequilibrium, correspond to the dis­
trtbptton of property (in most countries, of land) between the 
one, the few, and the many. Thus 

· · · such (except it be in a city that has little or no land, and whose 
revenue i.s in trade) as is the proportion or balance of dominion or 
property In land, such is the nature of the empire. 

If_ one man be sole landlord of a territory, or overbalance the people, 
for example three parts in four, ... his empire is absolute monarchy. 

If the few or a nobility, or a nobility with the clergy be landlords, or 

1 Pp. 48, 53-60. 
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overbalance the people to the like proportion, it makes the Gothic 
balance ... and the empire is mix'd monarchy .... 

And if the whole people be landlords, or hold the lands so divided 
among them, that no one man, or number of men, within the compass 
of the few or aristocracy, overbalance them, the empire (without the 
interposition of force) is a commonwealth. 1 

The necessary correspondence of the form of government 
with the distribution of property is presented as a deduction 
from self-evident propositions. Whichever of the one, the 
few, or the many has the power to dominate the others will 
do so. Since men must eat, whoever can feed them has their 
support. Whoever has the most land can feed and therefore 
command the largest army. Men depend upon riches 'not of 
choice ... but of necessity and by the teeth: for as much as 
he who wants bread, is his servant that will feed him; if a 
man thus feeds a whole people, they are under his empire'.z 
Thus the distribution of property determines the disrribu­
tion of political power. Disalignment between the two distri­
butions may arise either through a group without the requisite 
proportion of property seizing political power, or through 
a change in the distribution of property not accompanied by 
the appropriate change in political power. In both cases, 
however, it follows from the postulates that an equilibrium 
(either the old or a new one) will be re-established. Harring­
ton was mainly interested in the second of these kinds of 
change. Here he saw only one possible outcome: the old 
ruling class, without sufficient resources to maintain its rule, 
must sooner or later be overthrown by those who had the 
bulk of the property. 

Hence, in order to have stable government, the balance of 
power must correspond to the balance of property. It was 
necessary also, for stable government, that the balance of 
property be decisively in the one or the few or the many. 

1 Oceana, p. 37; cf. Prerogative of Popular Government, pp. 1.27, 270; Art of 
Lawgiving, p. 363; System of Politics, p. 467 (where the proportion is given as 
two-thirds). Page references throughout this chapter are to the 1771 edition of 
Oceana and Other Works. 

z Oceana, p. 37· 
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They must have substantially more than half the property, 
for if one party has only about half and the rest have the other 
half 'the government becoms a very shambles', each con­
stantly attempting to subdue the other. 1 And since the 
balance of property could shift from various causes unfore­
seen by human providence,2 it was necessary, in order to 
perpetuate a stable government of any type, to impose some 
law which would prevent a decisive shift in the balance of 
property. 

This is the substance of the famous theory of the balance. 
Although the principle is stated with complete generality 
('such as is the proportion or balance of ... property in land, 
s~ch is the nature of the empire') the only application Har­
rmgton makes of it is as between one man, the few or a 
nobility, and the whole people. It is here that the first 
am.biguity enters. The few or the nobility is used sometimes 
to mclude, sometimes to exclude, the gentry. 

In the statement of the general principle of the balance 
quoted above, while there is no definition of 'the few or a 
nobility', the small feudal nobility is presumably meant, for 
the overbalance of property in their hands is made to corre­
spond to the Gothic balance, which is Harrington's term for 
the feudal order. 

In the historical account of the change in the English 
bal.ance of property from Henry VII to the Civil War it is 
qutte clear that the nobility is limited to the feudal peerage 
at the b.eginning and the Stuart peerage at the end, never 
numbermg more than two or three hundred men. Down to 
~he reign of Henry VII, we are told, the balance of land was 
m. ~he nobility, the great feudal lords who, having the 
m.tlttary services of their tenants at their disposal, 'got the 
~nck of· ·: setting up and pulling down their kings accord­
mg to thetr various interests .. .' .J Henry VII abated the 
po~er of the nobility by his statutes of population, of 
retamers, and of alienations. The first, by requiring the 

: Oceana, P· 38; cf. System, p. 466. 
Prerogative, P· :Z.7o; Art of L., P· J64. J Oceana, p. 64. 
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maintenance of houses of husbandry, did in effect 'amortize 
a great part of the lands to the hold and possession of the 
yeomanry or middle people', men 'of som substance, that 
might keep hinds and servants, and set the plow a going'; 
these men 'were much unlink'd from dependence upon their 
lords', who thus in efFect lost their infantry. 1 The statute of 
retainers cut ofF their cavalry. The statute of alienations 
encouraged them to sell lands in order to keep up their 
positions, now rather as courtiers than as country nobility. 
The rest of the shift in the balance Harrington describes in 
two sentences: Henry VI I I, 

dissolving the abhys, brought with the declining state of the nobility so 
vast a prey to the industry of the people, that the balance of the com­
monwealth was too apparently in the popular party, to be unseen by 
the wise council of queen Parthenia [Elizabeth], who converting her 
reign thro the perpetual lovetricks that past between her and her 
people into a kind of romance, wholly neglected the nobility. And by 
these degrees came the house of commons to raise that head, which 
since has bin so high and formidable to their princes, that they have 
look'd pale upon those assemblys. 2 

The balance of property had moved from the nobility to 
the people by the time of Elizabeth. The only class named 
as beneficiary of the shift is the yeomanry, but the reference 
to the House of Commons as the institutional beneficiary 
makes it clear that Harrington was including in 'the people' 
the gentry as well as the yeomanry. 

The same analysis of the shift, with a few more strokes of 
detail, is given in The Art of Lawgiving: the growth of the 
city of London is linked with 'the declining of the balance to 
popularity'; parliaments were, by the time of James I, 'mere 
popular councils, and running to popularity of government 
like a bowl down a hill', and neither the new peerage which 
he created in abundance, nor the old, availed him anything 
against them; 'in our days ... the lands in possession of the 
people overbalance those held by the nobility, at least, nine 
in ten'. 3 In neither of these accounts of the shift in the 

I Ibid. 2 Ibid., p. 65• J Art of L., pp. 364-6. 
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English balance is there any mention of the gentry. But there 
can be no doubt that here, as in the account in Oceana, the 
gentry were included in 'the people', as witness the descrip­
tion of James's parliaments as popular, and the estimate of 
the present holdings of the nobility as only one-tenth of the 
land. 1 

When we go beyond the historical accounts of the shift in 
the English balance we do find explicit mention of the gentry. 
But whenever Harrington discusses them, whether in con­
nexion with his law of the balance, or with the application 
of that law to framing a system of government for contem­
porary England, he equates the gentry with the nobility and 
contrasts them with the people. 

Thus in the first part of the Preliminaries of Oceana, where 
he is discussing government in general and the law of the 
balance, he follows Machiavelli in using gentry as synony­
mous with nobility-those who have lands, castles, and 
treasures, whereby the rest are brought to dependence on 
the~-. -while he corrects Machiavelli by saying that a 
~o.b1hty or gentry is destructive of popular government only 
If lt ~a~ an overbalance of property.z A little farther on in the 
Prehmmaries he argues that the gentry (still used synony­
mously with the nobility) and the people are as indispens­
able to each other in a commonwealth as are officers and 
soldiers in an army: the making, governing, and military 
lead~rs.hip of a commonwealth require 'the genius of a gentle­
man ' where there is not a nobility to hearten the people, 
~hey are slothful, regardless of the world, and of the publi~ 
~nt~rest of liberty, as even those of Rome had bin without 
heir gentry .. .' .3 Gentry and people are separate classes, 

1 Even if ld d b"l" be we cou not assume that Harrington knew that gentry an no 1 1ty 
tween them had much. more than one-tenth, we have evidence that he thought the 

t~o r three hundred largest landowners alone held something like one-tenth. The 
w.; eland of England he estimated as worth £10 million a year. There were, he 
sal ' at most 300 men who now had more than £z,ooo a year in la?ds (Ouana, 
PP· 99-IOo). So the top 300 or so would alone account for something hke £6oo,ooo 
a year, .and more probably, since the £z,ooo is not an average but a minimum, for 
some0thmg like £1 million a year, i.e. one-tenth of the land. 

:z uana, pp. 39-40. J Ibid., p. 53· 
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difFerent in their nature and function, though necessary to 
each other. 

When finally Harrington comes to fit a political super­
structure to the existing balance of property in England, he 
again uses gentry as synonymous with nobility and distinct 
from the people. A 'nobility or gentry' is essential to a com­
monwealth, for politics cannot be mastered without study, 
and the people cannot have leisure to study; lawyers and 
divines, he adds, because of 'their incurable running upon 
their own narrow biass ', are of no more use for this than are 
'so many other tradesmen'. Since 'neither the people, nor 
divines, and lawyers, can be the aristocracy of a nation, there 
remains only the nobility; in which stile, to avoid farther 
repetition, I shall understand the gentry also, as the French 
do by the word noblesse'. 1 

A nobility which holds an overbalance of property to the 
whole people, as did the feudal nobility, is incompatible with 
popular government. But a nobility which holds an under­
balance to the people is 'not only safe, but necessary to the 
natural mixture of a well-order'd commonwealth'; nobility 
being here defined, again after Machiavelli, though now 
more broadly, as 'such as live upon their own revenues in 
plenty, without ingagement either to the tilling of their lands, 
or other work for their livelihood' .2 It is in this context that 
England is said to be blessed in having exactly the right 
ingredients for a popular government: the balance of pro­
perty is in the people, and at the same time there is an 
excellent 'nobility or gentry', well studied and well versed in 
military leadership, combining ancient riches with ancient 
virtue, ideally fitted to provide political leadership in the 
senate and offices of Oceana.J 

In short, it is because the English 'nobility or gentry' do 
not possess an overbalance of property that they can safely 
be allowed the leadership in the proposed English republic. 
Harrington makes his whole case for the erection of a gentry­
led commonwealth in England in 16 56 rest on this. It is 

I Ibid., P· 12.4· z Ibid., p. us. 3 Ibid., PP· u 3-5. 
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only, he insists, when a nobility or gentry have an under­
balance of land that they can safely be permitted in a com­
monwealth; the English nobility or gentry, he insists equally, 
now are safe and necessary to the commonwealth. 

Harrington is saying, then, that the nobility and gentry 
together held in I 6 56 less than half the land, I substantially 
less than half, for their underbalance is of such degree as to 
permit a stable commonwealth to be constructed on it, where­
as whenever the balance between nobility and people is nearly 
equal there can be no stability.z And since he has said that 
the peers have not more than 10 per cent. of the land, the 
distribution he believes to exist in I 6 56 is: peers, I 0 per 
cent. or less; gentry, substantially less than 40 per cent.; 
yeomanry and townsmen, substantially more than 50 per 
cent. 

How, then, it may be asked, could Harrington have 
written his account of the shift in the English balance in such 
a way as to leave the impression that the balance had shifted 
t~ the gentry? That he did leave this impression on some of 
h1s contemporaries and on some later scholars is evident in 
~rofessor Trevor-Roper's account, to which we shall turn 
~~ a moment. A sufficient reason for this impression is not 
d1fficult to see. The chief evidence Harrington offered for 
the shift away from the nobility to the people was the shift of 
power in the country and in parliament from the nobility to 
the independent commoners. The balance was so much in 
'the ~opular party' by Elizabeth's time that she reigned by 
courtmg the people and neglecting the nobility, so that the 
House of Commons came to be dominant; James I's parlia­
ments were 'mere popular councils'. Since it was obvious, 
then as now, that the Commons under Elizabeth and James 
were gentry rather than any lower rank, it was natural to 
~onclude that Harrington meant that the balance of land was 
m the gentry. But the conclusion does not follow. For 

1 !his follows only ifHarrington is here using underbalance in the sense required 
by h•s state~ents of the principle of the balance, not in the peculiar sense in which 
he later uses 1t. The ambiguity is examined below, p. 189. 

z Oceana, p. 3s. 
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Harrington believed that the ordinary people, if not injured 
by 'the better sort', naturally defer to them, 1 and naturally 
elect as many of the better sort as they can, 2 so much so that 
he thought a special constitutional provision necessary to 
ensure that in the new commonwealth the main representa­
tive body would contain some of the lower sort. 3 All that 
follows from the description of Elizabethan and Jacobean 
parliaments as popular is that the balance of land was in the 
gentry and people together. 

With this much elucidation of Harrington's own view of 
the gentry we may look briefly at the treatment he has had in 
the gentry controversy. We must look at it, for while the 
interpretation of Harrington is only marginal to the con­
troversy, the controversy has become crucial to the interpre­
tation of Harrington, and in a dangerously misleading way. 
Tawney, in using Harrington as a witness for the rise of the 
gentry, accurately described the shift that Harrington had 
seen as a shift from the nobility to the gentry and yeomanry, 
not to the gentry alone;4 Harrington's statement was evi­
dence for the rise of the gentry only when taken together 
with the evidence of other observers as to the decline in the 
position of the yeomanry towards I 6oo when long leases 
fell in.s 

Trevor-Roper, 6 attacking Tawney's thesis, gives Harring­
ton short shrift, first seeking to discredit him as a witness, 
then presenting his theory as the doctrine-demonstrably 
false-of the declining gentry in their hopeless struggle to 
restore their position. Both arguments depend on lumping 
together Harrington and several 'Harringtonians' who 
echoed or supported or used his theory for their own pur­
poses: as arguments about Harrington's theory they are 
without foundation. 

Take first Harrington's worth as a witness. We are tolcd 
1 Ibid.,_ p. 133. 2 Art of L., p. 419. 
3 Valerius, pp. 449-50. See below, p. 183. 
4 'Harrington's Interpretation of His Age', p. 2 u. 
s Ibid., p. 2 16; and 'The Rise of the Gentry', Econ. Hist. R~v. xi (1941), 5· 
6 The Gentry, 154o-164o, Econ. Hist. Rev. Supplement, no. 1 (1953). 
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that a consistent doctrine was expressed or referred to by 
Harrington, Neville, Chaloner, Baynes, Ludlow, and others, 
and that it included the proposition that a shift in the balance 
of property between social classes had taken place in Eng­
land, that 'the Crown and nobility had lost their property 
and "the gentry have all the lands" '. 1 This doctrine is then 
discredited as evidence for the rise of the gentry between 
1540 and I 640, on two grounds. First, these commentators 
'were often obscure and sometimes self-contradictory' about 
the period in which the shift had occurred: its beginning was 
sometimes put two hundred or more years ago, sometimes 
in the reign of James I or even later. Hence the commentators 
could not be said to have been describing an historical process 
of I 5 40- I 640; what they were doing was 'generalizing, over 
a vague tract of time, a process of which their only evidence 
is the violent change of the last decade' (i.e. 1 64o-5o). 
Secondly, the commentators were not several independent 
observers but 'a group, almost a coterie, of active Republican 
politicians, who took their views from Harrington and 
Neville, themselves an inseparable combine'; their state­
ments 'represent not a concurrence of observation but a 
repetition of dogma: the dogma of Oceana'. 2 

We may wonder how a coterie, repeating a dogma, could 
have been so vague and self-contradictory about the dates of 
th~ alleged shift, for Harrington was quite clear about it. The 
shtft began about 1489 with Henry VII's legislation, was 
accelerated in I 53 6 with the dissolution of the monasteries, 
and had visibly tipped the balance by Elizabeth's reign.3 It 
Was not recently but in their great-grandfathers' time that 
the gentry had worn the blue coats of the nobility.4 The 
reference to the nobility and clergy having the balance 'under 
the late monarchy' is to the time of the barons' wars.5 True, 
when Harrington wants to show that a change in the balance 
can happen so sudden', he says that it had moved from 

1 The Gentry, p. 45 . 
3 0 . 

ceana, J?P· 64-65; Art of L., pp. 364-6. 
4 Prerogatzve, p. 2.8 1• 

1 Ibid., pp. 45-46. 

s Ibid., p. 246. 
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monarchical to popular 'between the reign of Henry the 
Seventh, and that of Queen Elizabeth, being under fifty 
years', 1 and when he wants to argue that it was not sudden 
he says that the government has been changing from aristo­
cratical to popular for a hundred and forty years. 2 But there 
is no serious inconsistency here: the change in the balance 
starts about the beginning of the sixteenth century, the 
balance is tipped about the middle of the century, and it goes 
on moving down for another century. Harrington himself, 
then, was clear enough about the dates. And Harrington is 
not to be reproached with having generalized over that tract 
of time a process of which his only evidence was the violent 
change of I 64o-50: the evidence on which he most relies he 
takes from Bacon's History, which had been published in 
I 622. 

Harrington at any rate must be left out of the coterie. 
Whatever his disciples and those who made use of him said 
from time to time, Harrington did not say that 'the gentry 
have all the lands'. The shift he found was not from king and 
nobility to gentry but from king and nobility to the people, 
and in his usage the people always included the yeomanry 
and sometimes excluded the gentry. 

The identification of Harrington's doctrine with the dicta 
of some of his followers leads Trevor-Roper even more 
unfortunately to describe Harrington's doctrine as false. The 
doctrine, he argues, providentially supplied just what the 
'mere gentry' needed, and so became their slogan 'in their 
last losing struggle against the Court. The fact that they lost 
in that struggle is evidence of the falsity of the doctrine.' 3 

But it was not Harrington's doctrine that property had shifted 
to, and power should therefore be vested in, the 'mere' 
gentry. He held, indeed, that property had shifted from 
nobility to gentry and people, and that power should shift 
accordingly. But even if we leave the people out of it, the 
gentry whom Harrington would invest with power included 
the 'greater gentry' and the 'improving gentry' as well as the 

1 Art of L., p. 408. z Pian Piano, p. s:z8. J Tlz~ Gmtry, PP· 49-50. 
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mere or lesser or declining gentry. The greater or rising 
gentry, with incomes up to £2,ooo or /J,OOO a year, 1 would 
not be cramped by Harrington's agrarian limit of j),ooo 
a year lands in England ([4,500 in the British Isles, and 
possibly twice as much again in colonies) plus unlimited 
amounts from trade, and something from otliccs ;2 and the 
improving gentry are recognized in Harrington's endorse­
ment of racking of rents. 3 Had Harrington postulated a pre­
ponderance of property in the mere gentry, their actual 
failure to win power would be evidence either that his factual 
postulate was wrong or that his theory was false. Trevor­
Roper would have it both that_ Harrington's facts were wrong 
and that the theory was false. But since these were not 
Harrington's facts, neither conclusion follows. 

There remains the question why Harrington was so am­
biguous in placing the gentry now with the nobility and now 
with the people. Why did he use two different definitions of 
'the few or a nobility', one excluding and one including the 
gentry, and was he inconsistent in doing so? It will be 
recalled that he used the narrow definition in describing the 
change from the Gothic to the modern balance, and the broad 
~efinition in discussing the position in I 6 s6. The difference 
m usage is intelligible, and the two uses consistent, in view 
of the difference between feudal and post-feudal land tenure. 
When land was held on military tenure, it was only the 
nobility proper whose titles to land gave them the military 
power on which the balance of government depended; the 
knights and gentlemen who held of them were subordinate. 
But with the disappearance of feudal tenures the nobility 
proper got no more military benefit from their lands, acre 
for acre, than did any other landowner. Nobles and gentry, 
and even freeholders below the rank of gentry, were, in 
respect of the military potential given by land ownership, 
co-ordinate; each acre was of equal value in feeding an army. 

1 The Gentry, p. 52 . 
2 Oceana, p. roo; Prerogati'1.•r, p. 280, quoted below, p. '79· 
3 Oceana, p. 165; see below, p. I 78. 
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With this change, which was concurrent with the acquisition 
of a lot of land by the gentry and yeomanry, the old nobility 
was reduced so decisively that it became an insignificant class 
in calculations of the balance of property and power. But the 
nobles still had qualities of leadership which were needed. 
So had the gentry. Thenceforth, nobles and gentry, as 
leisured rentiers able to give political leadership, could be 
treated as essentially the same class. The newly significant 
dividing line for Harrington was that between the 'nobility 
or gentry' and the freeholders below that rank, who, working 
their land for a living, were by their way of life incapable of 
political leadership and so were classed with the mechanic 
' 1 , peop e. 

It was not Harrington who moved the gentry from 'people' 
to 'nobility'; they moved themselves, by achieving independ­
ence of feudal status and acquiring substantial lands in their 
own right. In that sense at least, the gentry did in fact rise, 
and Harrington's double usage reflects that rise. This is not 
to say that Harrington made any such defence of his double 
usage. He made no defence of it at all. There is no indication 
that he was conscious of anything needing to be defended. 
He may well have assumed that the gentry readers for whom 
he was writing would not misunderstand his assessment of 
the facts, namely, that for purposes of government the gentry 
had, in the last century and a half, moved up a class. There 
is, after all, nothing odd in the fact that Harrington, in his 
main analyses, never referred to the gentry as a separate 
class but always included them in another. The gentry had 
in fact never been a class capable of ruling on its own. It 
could share rule with the nobility and court, or with the 
yeomanry, but that was all. Harrington's double treatment 
of the gentry recognizes this, as does his proposal of a 
commonwealth in which gentry and yeomanry would share 
the power. 

On one of the rare occasions when Harrington did refer 
to the gentry as a separate class, it was to insist that they were 
still not capable of ruling on their own. In a pamphlet of 
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July 16 59 he argues that the I louse of Commons 'as hath 
been hitherto usual in England', being 'for the most part 
gentlemen', had stood in between the interest of the king and 
the interest of the people 'while they were under a nobility; 
but since, through the natural decay of that order, they came 
to a greater height, it hath been to endure no check [from 
a king]'. The gentry had risen to fill a power vacuum created 
by the decay of the nobility. But Harrington warns that the 
gentry House of Commons of 16 59, if not reformed so as to 
admit the people to a share of power, 'will be addicted unto 
the introduction of monarchy, through the check they appre­
hend from the people'. 1 Such an attempt, he argued, could 
lead to nothing but continuous instability; only the joint 
rule of the gentry and the people would work. 

3· The Bourgeois Society 

We have seen that Harrington's ambiguous use of 'the 
f~w', or ambiguous placing of the gentry, is intelligible on 
his own terms of reference. The gentry had shared with the 
people a common subordination to the nobility; now, all 
landowners being co-ordinate, the gentry had more in com­
mon with the nobility than with the people. But to leave the 
analysis there would be to leave a misleading impression of 
Har.rin~ton's view of his own society. If he took an aristo­
cratic View of the seventeenth-century gentry he also took, 
to a surprising extent, a bourgeois view of the seventeenth­
century aristocracy. Before we go on to look at the second 
centr~l ambiguity in his theory we shall examine the extent 
to which he saw his England as a bourgeois society . 

. The orthodox post-Tawney view has credited Harrington 
With some insight into the nature of the change from feudal 
to bourgeois relations of production. Against this view Mr. 
Pocock has entered a strong dissent. Harrington, he writes, 

1 A Discourse Shewing That tlu Spirit of Parliaments .•• is not to be trustul, 
P· 575· 
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has no conception whatever that there exists a complex web of econo­
mic relationships between men which can be studied in itself and which 
determines the distribution of power among them. Compared to the 
best Tudor writers on social reform he is not so much ignorant of as 
uninterested in the realities of an agrarian political economy, and it has 
not occurred to him that the exchange of goods and services on an 
agrarian basis either can be studied in order to determine its own laws, 
or ought to be studied in its relation to political power .... His sole 
comment on the economic relations between men-and the sole 
foundation of all that he has to say about property as the basis of power 
-is, 'an army is a beast that hath a great belly and must be fed'; he 
that has the)and can feed the soldiers. 1 

The vigour of this attack is welcome. Some corrective was 
needed to the over-simple view that was coming to be taken 
of Harrington. It was improper to infer that because Har­
rington saw the fundamental political role of changes in the 
distribution of property between Henry VII and the Civil 
War, he also saw the nature of the change in the economic 
relations between men and classes that had taken place at the 
same time. To see the political effect of the disappearance of 
the system of dependent tenures-which Pocock holds to be 
Harrington's claim to originality as a political thinker, and 
one entitling him to high esteem-is not necessarily to see 
at all into the system of market relationships which was 
replacing it. 

Yet Pocock's corrective goes too far. There is evidence 
that Harrington was aware of the pervasiveness of market 
relations, even in the use of land; 'he that has the land can 
feed the soldiers' was not Harrington's sole comment on the 
economic relations between men. And, perhaps more im­
portant, Harrington's main defence of hi~ political proposals 
rests on the assumption that the gentry are sufficiently bour­
geois to administer an entrepreneurial society acceptably to 
the entrepreneurs. 

Take first the evidence of Harrington's awareness and 
acceptance of market motivations and relationships. There 

I J. G. A. Pocock, TM Ancient Constitution andtlze Feudal Law (1957), pp. 128-9. 
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is his defence of usury, based on the postulates that private 
accumulations of capital should be made available for com­
mercial enterprise, and that no man will venture his money 
but through hope of some gain. In a country as large as 
England, where money cannot overbalance land, usury 'is so 
far from being destructive that it is necessary'; it is 'of profit 
to the commonwealth', 'a mighty profit to the public', 
because it brings money into commercial circulation.• More­
over, accumulation is honourable and respectable. Estates 
are got by industry, not by 'covetousness and ambition'.z 
'Industry of all things is the most accumulative, and accumu­
lation of all things hates levelling: the revenue therfore of the 
people being the revenue of industry ... [no people in the 
world] may be found to have bin levellers.'J The desire to 
accumulate, and the possibility of honest accumulation, are 

· not of course presented as new in the seventeenth century, 
but one has only to compare the moral position revealed in 
these statements with the views of the seventeenth-century 
traditionalists to see how far Harrington has accepted bour­
geois values. 

His specific observations on the social economy of Eng­
land recognize its fluid character. Upward class mobility 
based on commercial or industrial profits is commonplace: 
there are 'innumerable trades wherupon men live, not only 
better than others upon good shares of lands, but becom also 
purchasers of greater estates'; 'the revenue of industry in a 
nation, at least in this, is three or fourfold greater than that 
of the mere rent'.4 The same postulate of mobility appears in 
the defence of the agrarian law, one of the merits of which is 
that un_der it the rich cannot 'exclude [the people's J industry 
or me:tt from attaining to the like estate, power, or honor'; 
to whtch he adds as a matter of course that the people will 
assume that the riches of the commonwealth should 'go 
according to the difference of mens industry'. 5 

1 Pr~rogativt, p. 229. 
2 lb1d., P· 278; cf. Locke's treatment of covetousness, below, ch. V, pp. 236-7; 

and contrast Hobbes's treatment, above, ch. II, p. 38. 
3 Syrtem of Politics, p. 471. 4 Octana, p. 1 54. s Prerogative, pp. 242-3. 
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To such indications that Harrington recognized the pre­
valence of bourgeois standards among 'the people' we may 
add that he had some notion of the elements of the market 
economy, and was not hostile to its social implications. He 
was not to be frightened by the prospect of a great increa_se 
in the size of mercantile cities: it would not disrupt but would 
strengthen the existing economy, for urban and rural were 
complementary parts of a single market society. Urban 
growth leads to rural growth and vice versa; in each case it is 
the natural operation of a law of supply and demand for 
co~modities and labour that brings the secondary growth. 
Where the city grows first, 

the more mouths there be in a city, the more meat of necessity must be 
vented by the country, and so there will be more corn, more cattel, and 
better markets; which breeding more laborers, more husbandmen, and 
richer farmers, bring the country so far from a commonwealth of 
cottagers, that ... the husbandman, ... his trade thus uninterrupted, 
in that his markets arc certain, gos on with increase of children, of 
servants, of corn, and of cattel. ... The country then growing more 
populous, and better stock'd with cattel, which also increases manure 
for the land, must proportionably increase in fruitfulness. 

Likewise a populous countryside leads to a more populous 
city, 

for when the people increase so much, that the dug of earth can do no 
more, the overplus must seek som other way of livelihood: which is 
either arms, such were those of the Goths and f/andals; or merch­
andize and manufacture, for which ends it being necessary that they 
lay their heads and their stock together, this makes populous citys. 1 

If this shows no mastery of political economy it does suggest 
some grasp of the essentials of a market economy; his re­
marks about the comparative advantages of English and 
Dutch trade2 point in the same direction. 

Harrington had, then, some idea of the market relations 
that prevailed among 'the people'. Yet for all we have seen 
so far he seems to have thought of the nobility and gentry as 

I Ibid., P· 279· 
827143 N 

a Oceana, p. 165. 
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untouched by those relations. It is usually the contrast 
between the two ways of life, and between the two sources 
of income, that he emphasizes. Incomes derived from trade, 
manufacture, and husbandry come from effort intelligently 
applied to the production of commodities for the market, the 
incentive being the desire of accumulation. Income derived 
from ownership of land just flows in: 'that the rents and 
profits of a man's land in feesimple or property, com in 
naturally and easily, by common consent or concernment, 
that is, by virtue of the law founded upon the public interest, 
and therfore voluntarily establish'd by the whole people, is 
an apparent thing' .1 No effort is required; the rentiers seem 
detached from the market society around them. But Har­
rington knew that their income did not arise from a tradi­
tional relation between landlord and tenant remote from the 
market relation. He knew that a capitalist relation had pene­
trated to the land, in the form of racking of rents, and he 
accepted it in principle, deploring only its excess: 'racking 
of rents is a vile thing in the richer sort, an uncharitable one 
to the poorer, a perfect mark of slavery, and nips your 
commonwealth in the fairest blossom. On the other side, if 
there. should be too much ease given in this kind, it would 
occas1on sloth, and so destroy industry, the principal nerve 
of a commonwealth. '2 He professes himself insufficiently 
expert to say how far racking of rents should be allowed to 
go, but he is clear on the princi pie: far enough to keep the 
tenant yeomen from being slack but not so far as to destroy 
~hem, for they are the main strength of a commonwealth and 
the least turbulent or ambitious' of any class. Where up­

h?lders of traditional society could see nothing but evil and 
dlssol~ent effects in the racking of rents, Harrington saw its 
necess1ty as an incentive to industrious production. The 
economic function of the landlord was to enforce the industry 
of the tenant; by doing so he would keep alive, not destroy, 
a commonwealth of husbandmen. 

Equally revealing of Harrington's view of the place of the 
1 Prerogative, p. :ZJI. z Oceana, p. r6s. 
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landowner in capitalist society is his treatment of the advan­
tages to be gained by military subjection of 'provinces'. He 
subsumes under one general theory of appropriation the 
labour of the entrepreneur and the labour of the armed 
nobility and gentry conquering lands and peoples for their 
private gain. In Harrington's labour justification of pro­
perty, the labour that gives title to property is indifferently 
military or pacific. 'This donation of the earth to man', he 
writes, quoting the Psalms and Genesis, 'corns to a kind of 
selling it for 1 NDUSTRY ..•• From the different kinds and 
successes of this industry, whether in arms, or in other exer­
cises of the mind or body, derives the natural equity of 
dominion or property ... .' 1 Oceana is to be 

a commonwealth for increase: the trade of a commonwealth for in­
crease, is arms; arms are not born by merchants, but by noblemen and 
gentlemen. The nobility therfore having these arms in their hands, 
by which provinces are to be acquir'd, new provinces yield new estates; 
so wheras the merchant has his returns in silk or canvas, the soldier 
will have his return in land .... if ever the.commonwealth attains to 
five new provinces (and such a commonwealth will have provinces 
enow) it is certain, that (besides honors, magistracys, and the revenues 
annex' d) there will be more estates in the nobility of Oceana, of four­
teen thousand pounds land a year, than ever were, or can otherwise 
be of four .... 2 

The acquisition of such large estates by nobles and gentle­
men who already had the maximum estates in England (and 
Ireland and Scotland)J would not endanger the popular 
balance of property or power at home, for the subjugated 
people were to be producers of revenue for, rather than 
potential military servitors of, their conquerors. 

The trade of the nobility and gentry is arms, the labour by 
which they entitle themselves to their shares of God's dona­
tion of the earth to man is the labour of arms. The difference 

1 Art of L., p. 363. z Prerogative, p. 2.80. 
3 Under Harrington's agrarian law a man could hold up to [.z,ooo a year of land 

in England and as much again in Ireland, as well as £soo a year in Scotland 
(Oceana, p. too). 
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between the nobility-gentry and the people, of which Har­
rington makes so much when he is thinking of their political 
qualities, comes down to this: they have different trades, both 
accumulative, both yielding returns that increase the real 
capital of the nation. This is not to say that Harrington had 
in his own mind entirely assimilated the nobility-gentry into 
a bourgeois order, but it is at least to say that the contrast he 
so often draws between them and the mercantile and 
mechanic people is perfectly consistent with his seeing them 
as components of a bourgeois society. 

We can go farther. A policy of colonial subjugation is, of 
course, not peculiar to a bourgeois or capitalist society: it 
had been a normal method of building empires in the non­
bourgeois states of the ancient world. But colonial subjuga­
tion, by which the surplus product of a people's labour could 
be made to flow in one form or another (as rents, or as profits 
of trade in the goods they produced) into the hands of the 
new owners, was in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries 
one of the means by which the accumulations of wealth 
required to initiate modern capitalism were being provided. 
While we cannot be sure how clearly Harrington saw this, 
his views on Ireland are suggestive. He approved of its sub­
jugation, regretted that it was not producing nearly as much 
revenue for England as it could do, and would have liked 
to see it repopulated with a more industrious and enter­
prising people, the Jews, whom he thought capable of im­
proving Ireland's agriculture and increasing its trade to ' 
levels which produce £4 million a year 'dry rents', i.e. net 
surplus product over and above the wages of labour and the 
profits of enterprise. Of this surplus he modestly proposed 
that only £2 million a year (plus customs duties sufficient to 
maintain an army in Ireland) should be paid as tribute to 
~ngland. 1 The scheme was unusual in that it involved grant­
mg the conquered lands to another outside people in return 
for an annual tribute. Harrington thought this unusual 
feature necessary because of the peculiar languor of the Irish 

1 Oceana, pp. 33-34· 
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climate, which had not only made the Irish people inveter­
ately slothful but had similarly softened the English who had 
been planted there. Unique measures were needed to bring 
the cash returns to England up to a reasonable level. But it 
is clear from the remarks quoted above about the new estates 
to be yielded by new provinces, that in the lands still to 
be conquered Harrington envisaged the appropriation of 
the surplus taking place through the then more usual 
channels, chiefly as rents paid to the private English 
landlords. 

We may say, then, that while Harrington certainly h-:td 
no Marxian theory of 'primary accumulation' he saw plainly 
enough that the function of colonial peoples was to produce 
a surplus which would flow into English hands as disposable 
wealth. His models of the 'commonwealth for increase' came 
indeed from the ancient world. But if his head was stuffed 
with 'ancient prudence' his feet were on seventeenth-century 
ground. He saw the nobility and gentry making an economic 
as well as a political contribution to seventeenth-century 
England. In adding to their own wealth they would add very 
substantially to the wealth of the nation, for their new 
revenues could either be used to improve their estates or be 
lent at interest, in either case to the benefit of the common­
wealth. So the nobility and gentry fitted usefully and smoothly 
into a society of predominantly free industrious entre­
preneurs-husbandmen, tradesmen, and merchants-in 
whom the balance now lay. 

Before we leave Harrington's picture of his own society 
we should notice that he put one class right out of the 
picture. Wage-earners or 'servants' are not only denied 
citizenship (on the ground that they are not freemen and 
therefore are incapable of participating in the government 
of a commonwealth); 1 they are treated less as a class within 
the commonwealth than as a people outside it. No account 
is to be taken of them in constructing the balance of classes 
within the commonwealth: 'The causes of commotion m a 

1 Ibid., p. 77; Art of L., p. 409. 
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commonwealth are either external or internal. External are 
from enemys, from subjects, or from servants.' 1 

4· The Equal Commonwealth and tlze Equal Agrarian 

Upon this society Harrington proposed to erect a com­
monwealth that would last for ever. He calls it an 'equal 
commonwealth' and he makes its permanence depend ulti­
mately on the agrarian law which he calls an 'equal agrarian'. 
But when we examine the proposals we find that the structure 
incorporates two legislative bodies, each with a veto in effect, 
made up of different social classes though both elected by 
the whole citizen body; that the two classes are, or may be, 
very unequal in their total landed wealth; and that the 
balance of property need not lie in that class which is 
numerically far the larger and which therefore can control 
the election of both legislative bodies. His attempts to 
explain why in spite of this the system will be everlasting­
he scarcely tries to explain why it would work well from 
month to month or from year to year-are wildly confusing. 
We shall have to move a little way into this confusion in 
order to conjecture how Harrington could have thought he 
was being so clear. The argument essentially is that the 
commonwealth could not be overthrown as long as the 
agrarian law held, and that the agrarian law would hold 
?ecause no class strong enough to alter it would have an 
mterest in doing so. We shall see that neither of these pro­
positions can be sustained without the assumption that both 
gentry and people are bourgeois; that he does in the course 
of the argument come close to stating this assumption but 
does not state it clearly or seem to see that it is needed; and 
t?at he is consequently involved in some striking contradic­
t~ons. We shall first look briefly at the proposed constitu­
tiOnal. structure, then at the more difficult problem of the 
agranan. 

1 Oceana, p. 1 38; cf. Lockt:'s treatment of the labouring class as not full members 
of civil society, below, ch. v, P· 24s. 
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The essentials of the constitutional structure are: (I) a 
Senate of 300 members and a Representative of I ,o 50, both 
filled by indirect annual elections (one-third of the members 
elected each year for a three-year term, no member being 
eligible for successive terms) by secret ballot, the electors for 
both Senate and Representative being all men above the age 
of thirty, not servants or spendthrifts; candidacy for the 
Senate and for three-sevenths of the places in the Represen­
tative having a substantial property qualification; (2) a strict 
separation of powers between the two legislative bodies, the 
Senate debating and proposing legislation, the Representa­
tive approving or rejecting those proposals without debate; 
(3) election of civil, military, and judicial officers, no incum­
bent being eligible for successive terms. A system so con­
stituted (with the agrarian to fix its property basis) would be 
immune from internal dissolution. It met the test of 'the 
perfection of government', namely, 'that no man or men in 
or under it can have the interest; or having the interest, can 
have the power to disturb it with sedition' .1 

Where did the nobility-gentry and the people fit into this 
scheme? The nobility and gentry would fill the Senate, three­
sevenths of the Representative, and the more important 
offices. They would fill them not as of right but elected by 
the whole people. The property qualification for these places 
(£100 a year in land, goods or money) would admit wealthier 
yeomen and townsmen as well as gentry. It was not on the 
property qualification but on the habitual deference of the 
people that Harrington relied to fill these places with gentry. 
Indeed, the point of the property qualification (which was 
unusual in that it worked in both directions) was, he said, 
to ensure that the majority of the places in the Representative 
would be filled by men of under £100 a year. 2 To these men 
of 'the meaner sort', who made up the bulk of the people, 
were allotted four-sevenths of the places in the Representa­
tive, and the less important offices. 

1 Oceana, p. 49; cf. Prerogative, p. 247; Art of L., p. 433· 
"" Valerius, pp. 449-50; cf. Oceana, p. 133; 1/rtof L., p. 419. 
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We thus have careful provision for two legislative bodies 
made up predominantly of two different classes. The arg~­
ment by which the separation of powers between them IS 
justified implies that they have to some extent different 
interests: just as two girls having to divide a cake between 
them, each wanting the most, will be equally served if one 
divides and the other chooses, so the Senate and the people, 
each wanting the most, will be equally served if one proposes 
legislative m'easurt:s and the other chooses. Now it is not 
self-evident that a sys~em which requires the concurrence of 
two such bodies would work harmoniously. Both, it is true, 
were to be elected by the whole citizen body, but there were 
to be no parties, no canvassing, 1 by which the people could 
make their wishes prevail; and the property qualification for 
the Senate would make it impossible for the middle and 
lower ranges of the people to put their own men in. Nor can 
the habitual deference of the people be treated as a sufficient 
condition for the harmonious operation of the system. The 
deference to which Harrington refers is an effect rather than 
a cause of harmony of interests: the people are deferential 
only when they do not feel themselves injured, and he assumes 
t?roughout that the people know their own interests.2 He 
Simply asserts that where the Senate is not confined to an 
hereditary order but is elected by the people, the interests of 
the Senate and the people are the same·.J 

In fact Harrington offered no proofs that the system would 
work. Presumably he thought that this was covered by his 
proofs of the more important proposition, i.e. that the system 
could never be overthrown by sedition. These proofs all come 
down to proof of the ability of the agrarian law to prevent 
any class having the interest and the power to overthrow the 
commonwealth. 
. It i~ here that Harrington's argument becomes almost 
Inexplicably confused. For the agrarian, by Harrington's 
own account, would not prevent gross inequality of property. 

1 Oceana, p. 144• 
3 Pr~rogativ~, p. 244• 

2 e.g. Prerogative, p. 246; 1/alerius, p. 459· 
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The agrarian limit of £ 2,ooo a year in land would, on his 
computation, allow all the land of England to fall into the 
hands of 5 ,ooo men, leaving the rest of the 500,000 citizens 
with no land at all. 1 \\rhile he regarded it as highly improb­
able that the land would ever come into the hands of as few 
as s,ooo owners-'as improbable as any thing in the world 
that is not altogether impossible'-he held that even in that 
case there would still be a popular state and an equal balance: 

the land coming to be in the possession of five thousand, falls not into 
a number that is within the compass of the few, or such a one as can 
be princes, either in regard of their number, or of their estates; but to 
such a one as cannot consent to abolish the agrarian, because that were 
to consent to rob one another: nor can they have any party among 
them, or against their common interest, strong enough to force them, 
or to break it; whi"Ch remaining, the five thousand neither are nor can 
be any more than a popular state, and the balance remains every whit 
as equal, as if the land were in never so many more hands.z 

That the 5 ,ooo would not consent to abolish the agrarian 
may be granted, for if 5,ooo had the whole [10 million a 
year of land, each of the 5 ,ooo would under the agrarian 
have exactly [2,ooo a year of land, and if the agrarian were 
abolished or raised any owner's gain would be: another's loss. 
Yet the argument as a whole appears to be circular. The 
agrarian would ensure the preservation of an equal balance, 
it is said, because the maximum concentration of ownership 
permitted by the agrarian would not lead the owners to 
destroy the agrarian. But this would only ensure the preser­
vation of the equal balance if it was a~ready assumed that the 
balance is equal as long as the agrarian is unbroken . 

. Harrington has in fact already made and stated virtually 
this assumption: 

where the rich are so bounded by an agrarian that they cannot over­
balance (and therfore neither oppress the people, nor exclude their 
industry or merit from attaining to the like estate, power, or honor) 
the whole people have the whole riches of the nation already equally 
divided among them; for that the riches of a commonwealth should not 

J See Note M, p. 298. 2 Pr~rogaJi<u~, p. 247· 
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go according to the difference of mens industry, but be distributed by 
the poll, were inequal.' . 1 
E 1. f · · H · ' · · "thrneuca qua tty o nches, m arnngton s v1ew, 1s not an , 
equality, it is equality of opportunity of increasing one ~ 
riches. It is hence a sufficient basis for an 'equal cornrnond 
wealth' that the rich should not be able to check the up~ar 
mobility of the middle class. The agrarian is suppose to 
prevent them checking that mobility. Therefore, as long as 
the agrarian is unbroken, the balance is 'equal'. h 

Thus when Harrington's concept of equality is broug t 
· h · cular mto t e reckoning the argument no longer appears ctr · 
But the argument still involves an unstated assumption. For 
the agrarian by itself would not prevent the rich from check­
ing the upward mobility of the people. It would only do_ so 
on the assumption that any future class of the landed rtch 
wou.ld be more interested in maintaining the market econ~my 
(wh1ch would incidentally permit industrious men from ~he 
people' to continue to accumulate and rise) than in bandmg 
toget~er to oppose the people. Harrington's defence of _the 
agranan as a sufficient guarantee of an equal balance agamst 
~ttacks from the few rests, then, on a concept of equality that 
IS characteristically bourgeois (equality of riches is equal 
opportunity to accumulate unequal amounts), and a conce~t 
of th~ gentry as sufficiently bourgeois to put first, in their 
own Interests, the maintenance of a market economy. 

The demonstration that the agrarian is immune from 
attack from the other side rests on the same concept of 
equality and on some rudimentary concepts of capitalist 
economics. Why might not the people who had little land 
(or none at all, in the case of 5 ,ooo having it all) seek to level 
the v:ealth, either seizing it by civil war or in effect. con­
fi_scatmg it by legislation reducing the agrarian limit? Ha~­
nngton's most general answer is that they will not do It 
~ecause they already have equal opportunity of accumula­
tion, 'the whole riches of the nation already equally divi~ed 
among them'. He reinforces this with an arithmetical 

1 Prerogative, pp. 242-3 . 
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argument designed to show that they would not wish to level 
because it would be against their own interest. The whole 
value of the land, as it is or might be rented, is £1 o million 
a year. If the land were seized and divided equally among the 
one million heads of families it would bring each only £10 
a year. But the meanest labourer at a shilling a day gets more 
than this already, and if the land were levelled he would lose 
his present income for 'there would be no body to set him 
on work'. The more prosperous tradesmen would lose even 
more, for the revenue of industry is three or four times 
greater than that of rent, and they would lose that revenue 
by raising civil war or even by constitutional levelling. 1 

The arithmetic does not seem very convincing. Why 
might not the labourer turned smallholder enjoy the £10 
a year (which was the measure of the supposed productivity 
of his land over and above the yield of the labour on it) and 
the revenue of his labour as well? Why might not the trades­
man, whose revenue from his industry had been enough to 
allow him to accumulate, continue to enjoy that revenue, 
which had never depended on his title to land? And why 
might not the middling yeoman, who indeed needed more 
land than he would get by complete levelling, still profit 
from a partial confiscation of the great estates by reducing 
the maximum from £2,ooo to £I,ooo or less? Harrington 
saw no such difficulties. But the questions answer themselves 
if some rudimentary bourgeois economic notions are being 
assumed. The first objection disappears when it is assumed 
that the productivity of small holdings is much less than that 
of land worked as capital for a profit, or, which comes to the 
same thing, that the wage-labour structure is essential to 
maintain existing productivity. The second disappears when 
it is assumed that the profitability of trades depends on the 
profitable use of land. These assumptions are very much the 
ones we have already seen implied in Harrington's remarks 
on racking of rents and on the growth of cities. The third 
objection disappears when it is assumed (as we have seen 

1 Oc~ana, pp. 154-5; Pr~rogati'L·~, p. 247. 
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Harrington does assume) that the equality the people wa~t 
is equality of opportunity of profiting according to . thet~ 
enterprise: they would not risk weakening the sancuty 0 

property by any confiscatory measures. 
The whole of Harrington's defence of the agrarian as _a 

sufficient guarantee of an eql;lal balance and a sufficient basts 
for a popular or equal commonwealth depends, we conclude, 
on a concept of the economy which takes for granted the 
necessity or at least the superiority of capitalist relation_s of 
production, and a concept of equality which is essenttally 
bourgeois. 

5· The Self-cancelling Balance Principle 

It is only on these concepts that Harrington's extraordinary 
shift of meaning of the term overbalance makes any sense. 
In his general statements of the principle of the balance, and 
in his many examples of different historical balances and 
changes in balances, Harrington equates overbalance with 
possession of more than half the land. The prerequisite of 
a commonwealth is stated indifferently as possession of three­
quarters (or two-thirds) of the land by the people, or where 
neither one man nor the few overbalance the people in land. 1 

Yet now we find him saying that if all the land were to come 
into the hands of s,ooo proprietors (a tiny minority of the 
soo,ooo citizens) the balance would still be a popular one; 
and not only that, but even that the agrarian of Oceana, 
which would permit s,?oo ~0 get all the land, would not 
permit 'the few or the ncher (here defined as the 5 ,ooo) to 
overbalance the people (defined as 'the many or the poorer 
sort').2 

It is hard to find any_ consistency in this. Everything 
se_e~s to change its rnean_mg. The few here are the 5 ,ooo; 
~tth_m _a few pages it is satd that ,S,ooo is not 'a ~umber that 
1s w1thm the compass of the few ·3 The balance IS said to be 

~.~.g. Oaana, p. 37 ; Prt'rogati'z_or, PP· 22 7•2 270; Art of L., p. 363; Sysum of 
Poltttcs! P· 467. 8 Prerogativt', p. 243; cf. p. :z42 . 

3 Ib1d., p. 247, as quoted above, P· 1 5 · 
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in the people when all the land is in the s,ooo-strong few. 
Overbalance does not mean what it did, for now the few, who 
would certainly have the overbalance of property, are 'not 
able to overbalance the people', in the sense of not having 
'any power to disturb the commonwealth'. 1 Why not? 
Because even if they had an interest in doing so (which 
Harrington says they could not have, since they already have 
all the riches, all the liberty they want, and more power at 
the head of a commonwealth of a million men than they could 
have by excluding the million and thus reducing themselves 
to a commonwealth of 5 ,ooo, 2 or thus spoiling their militia3), 

they would lack the power to do so, 'the people being equally 
possest of the government, of the arms, and far superior in 
number'. 4 The last vestige of the principle that the balance 
of power depends on the balance of property seems to 
have disappeared. Political power still depends on military 
power, but military power is now divorced from ownership of 
property. 

What has happened to the principle of the balance? One 
thing is clear: however we may account for the inconsistency 
in the use of overbalance, and the apparent abandonment of 
the whole principle, the term overbalance is used in this 
contradictory sense only when Harrington is considering 
a hypothetical future condition that might arise after the 
establishment of the equal commonwealth. His use of over­
balance in this special sense does not, therefore, invalidate 
the inference we made earliers about his view of the distribu­
tion of land in I 6 56. 

But how could Harrington have failed to see that he had 
contradicted himself in basing the need for the common­
wealth on the principle of the balance, and then defending 
the very citadel of the commonwealth-the agrarian-by 
arguments which deny the operation of the principle? Be 
could do so if he was assuming that in any future condition 
in which s,ooo might come to have all the land, the s,ooo 

I Ibid., P· 243· 2 Ibid. 
4 Prerogative, pp. 243-4. 

3 Oceana, p. 99· 
s Above, p. 168. 
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would differ in quality as well as in quantity from the few 
who had upheld the oligarchies of the ancient and feudal 
worlds. Assume that the English gentry are, and will be, 
substantially committed to the market economy, that they 
are bourgeois in their outlook, and the inconsistencies are no 
longer apparent. Such a s,ooo would not wish to impose 
institutions that would be oppressive to the people (who are 
only those above the level of wage-earners). They would 
have no interest in overbalancing the people in the sense of 
denying them co-ordinate political authority. Nor would 
they have the power to do so, for the people (who, at the 
outset of the commonwealth, enjoyed a wider diffusion of 
land and were armed to maintain the popular or equal balance) 
were still armed, and would use their arms to repel any 
attempt to exclude them from political authority (which they 
could only interpret as an attack on the 'equality' of property 
that they enjoyed as long as they were able to accumulate and 
to rise). 

Harrington's unawareness of any inconsistency in his use 
of the principle of the balance is understandable, then, if he 
was thinking of the present gentry and the proposed common­
wealth as essentially bourgeois. And the evidence we ex­
amined earlier suggests that that was how he thought of them. 
But to say this is still to accuse Harrington of contradiction. 
For the principle of the balance, asserted as universal, turns 
out to operate only down to the time the bourgeois common­
wealth is established, when it is cancelled by that very step. 
In the past the balance had worked in every direction: as it 
moved it had brought down monarchies, oligarchies, and 
commonwealths. But as soon as it has brought into being 
a bourgeois commonwealth it ceases to operate. Overbalance 
of land in a bourgeois few would not lead to overbalance of 
their political power. If Harrington's commonwealth were 
~stablished, history would stop. Harrington was content that 
1t should. His whole object was to stop it. 



6. Harrilrgton's Stature 

\\t'hat becomes then of Harrington's high claims? 'The 
doctrin of the balance', he boasted, 'is that principle which 
makes the politics, not so before the invention of the same, 
to be undeniable throout, and ... the most demonstrable of 
any whatsoever.' 1 He insisted that it was not merely an his­
torical generalization but also a necessary principle. He 
denied that he was a mere empirical reasoner. \:Vhile he was 
scornful of Hobbes's hanging a system by geometry,2 it was 
not the deductive method he disdained. Deductive reasoning 
he thought the more 'honourable' argument, though it is by 
no means clear that he understood it. 3 He agreed with the 
geometricians of politics that law proceeds from the will, and 
that the mover of will is interest.4 Where he quarrelled with 
them was in their imputing undifferentiated interests, and 
hence undifferentiated wills, to all men. Throughout history 
the few and the many had had different kinds of interests. 
Each had wanted to secure its own way of life. Class interests 
(i.e. the interests men had, as members of different classes, 
in attaining security for different ways of life and thus for 
different systems of property) were more important than the 
undifferentiated interests all men had in security per se. This 
was why you could not make kings (or commonwealths) 
merely by constructing a geometry of men's wills without 
constructing an anatomy of their property. 5 Whenever two 
classes wanted different kinds of security, different systems 
of property, each would have an interest in imposing its rule 
on the other, and would seek to do so. Whichever class got 
the bulk of the property would have the ability, as well as the 
will, to impose itself on the other, and would therefore do so. 
The principle of the balance was probably intended to state 
this necessary relation. Put in these terms, the principle is 
not contradicted by the divorce between class power and 
class property in the commonwealth. It simply ceases to be 

1 Preror:ative, p. 226. 

• Ibid., p. 553· 
z Oaana, p. 65. J Politicaster, p. 56o. 

s Art of L., pp. 402-3, 
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applicable because there are not now two classes who want 
different systems of property. But Harrington did not put 
it in these terms, and did contradict himself. 

I have argued (1) that the reason Harrington was unaware 
of the inconsistencies between his principle of the balance 
and his defence of the agrarian was that he was all along 
assuming that both the few and the many citizens were now 
essentially bourgeois; and ( 2) that if he had made this 
assumption clearly, and if he had been as good a deductive 
thinker as he pretended to be, he could have avoided the 
contradiction (by formulating the principle as operating only 
between two classes who wanted different systems of pro­
perty). 

To argue thus is to credit Harrington with a little more 
insight into seventeenth-century society, and with rather less 
logical ability, than has been customary. The weakness of 
his logic when he tries to turn an historically valid relationship 
into a necessary and universal principle is surely sufficiently 
demonstrated. The degree of his insight into seventeenth­
century society is more open to question. Those who see 
Harrington as essentially a classical republican might argue 
tha~ he was so enchanted with ancient prudence that he could 
easily force his own society into the ancient categories with­
out seeing the illogic involved. If that were the case, it would 
be improper to infer that he could have failed to see the illogic 
only because he was taking for granted the bourgeois nature 
of seventeenth-century society. We have, however, seen 
evidence, apart from such inference, that Harrington thought 
of his society in what would now be called bourgeois con­
cepts. 

And it must be remembered also that Harrington took 
his ancient prudence from that learned disciple of the 
ancients, Machiavelli, 'the only politician of later ages', 1 and 
that the master had already seen that a bourgeois class was 
no threat to a commonwealth. 2 Starting from Machiavelli, 
Harrington was already half way into the modern age. And 

1 Oceana, p. 36. 2. Machiavelli, Discourses, bk. i, ch. SS· 
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in understanding the modern age he made his own way 
somewhat farther. Where Machiavelli had drawn the line 
between those 'gentlemen' who were great landed proprietors 
and those whose wealth was in money and movable capital, 
and had allowed only the latter to be compatible with a 
commonwealth, Harrington had seen that a non-feudal 
landed gentry was also compatible with a commonwealth. In 
Machiavelli's Italy the moneyed men had been the bearers 
of capitalism; in Harrington's England the gentry were even 
more important in that role than were the merchants and 
financiers, and Harrington at least glimpsed this. The func­
tions he saw the English gentry performing were capitalist 
functions, by which private accumulation would increase 
national wealth without at all endangering the 'equal' com­
monwealth. Private gain was public benefit. 

Harrington had nothing like the insight of Hobbes into 
the nature of bourgeois society. He did not resolve all 
relations between men into relations of the market. If Har­
rington's gentry were bourgeois they were still gentry, with 
a sufficiently different way of life and code of behaviour that 
a separate place had to be found for them. Harrington found 
it, at the cost of some theoretical confusion. He cannot rank 
with Hobbes as a thinker. But just because he was less pene­
trating, because he abstracted less from the complexity of 
a society not yet entirely bourgeois, he may be counted the 
more realistic analyst of the transitional period. 

827143 0 



v 

LOCKE: THE POLITICAL THEORY 
OF APPROPRIATION 

I. Interpretations 

LocKE has suffered as much as anyone, and more than 
most, from having had modern liberal-democratic assump­
tions read into his political thought. His work invites this 
treatment, for it seems to have almost everything that could 
be desired by the modern liberal democrat. Government by 
consent, majority rule, minority rights, moral supremacy of 
the individual, sanctity of individual property-all are there, 
and all are fetched from a first principle of individual natural 
rights and rationality, a principle both utilitarian and Chris­
tian. Admittedly there was some confusion and even self­
contradiction in the whole doctrine, but this could be viewed 
indulgently in one who, after all, stood nearly at the begin­
ning of the liberal tradition: he could not be expected to 
have come up to the perfection of nineteenth- and twentieth­
century thought. 

But to treat Locke's political theory in this way is to miss 
much of its significance. Neither its strength nor its weak­
ness, nor even its meaning, are apt to be understood until 
we stop reading back into it the assumptions of a later age. 
It is not easy to stop doing so, especially as one must then 
conjecture what unstated assumptions Locke may have car­
ried into his theory from his understanding of his own 
society. Yet the attempt must be made if we are to hope to 
resolve difficulties in Locke's theory which do not readily 
yield either to the usual liberal or constitutional approach 
or to abstract philosophical analysis. 

It is not that all interpreters of Locke's political theory 
have neglected its social- content. Some notable modern 
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writers have inferred, from the central place Locke gives to 
property rights, that Locke's whole theory of limited and 
conditional government was essentially a defence of property. 
The view of Locke's state as in effect a joint-stock company 
whose shareholders were the men of property has won con­
siderable acceptance. This was the view taken by Leslie 
Stephen, Vaughan, Laski, and Tawney. 1 But there is one 
great difficulty in this view. vVho were the members of 
Locke's civil society? If they were only the men of property, 
how could Locke make the civil society oblige everyone? 
How could the social contract be an adequate basis of 
political obligation for all men? Yet undoubtedly the pur­
pose of the social contract was to find a basis for all-inclusive 
political obligation. Here is an outstanding difficulty. That 
eminent historians of thought did not see it as such was 
perhaps due to the fact that in most cases their interpretation 
was still in the constitutional tradition ;2 it emphasized the 
limits Locke put on government in the interests of property, 
rather than the very great power Locke gave to the political 
community (his 'civil society') as against individuals. 

Another view, which puts Locke outside the constitu­
tional tradition, has been offered by Willmoore Kendall.3 

He has made a strong case that Locke's theory confers some­
thing very close to complete sovereignty on civil society, 
that is, in effect, on the majority of the people (though not, 
of course, on the government, which has only fiduciary 
power). Against this sovereignty of the majority, it is said, 
the individual has no rights. Impressive evidence can be 
shown for this reading of Locke. It leads to the striking 
conclusion that Locke was not an individualist at all, but 

1 Leslie Stephen, English Thought in the Eighteenth Centurv (1876); C. E. Vaughan, 
Studies in the History of Political Philosophy (x9zs); H. J. Laski, Political Thought 
from Locke to Bentham (19Zo) and Rise of European Liberalism (1936); and R. H. 
Tawney, Religion and the Rise of Capitalism (1926). 

z Professor Tawney's was not so, and he did draw attention to a decisive seven­
teenth-century assumption, the view that the labouring class was a race apart (to 
which reference is made below, p. uS). But the implications of this for the politi­
cal theory of the period, not being central to his argument, were not explored. 

J Willmoore Kendall, 'John Locke and the Doctrine of' Majority-Rule (Urbana, 
lllinois, 1941). 
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a 'collectivist' in that he subordinated the purposes of the 
individual to the purposes of society. Locke is made a fore­
runner of Rousseau and the General Will. 1 The case is a 
strong one. But in concluding that Locke was a 'majority­
rule democrat', it overlooks all the evidence that Locke was 
not a democrat at all. It reads into Locke a concern with the 
democratic principle of majority rule which was to be the 
focus of much American political thinking in the late 
eighteenth and early ninteenth centuries, and again now, 
but which was not Locke's concern. And it leaves a major 
problem: does not majority rule endanger that individual 
property right which Locke was plainly out to protect? 
Moreover, it proposes a resolution of Locke's many incon­
sistencies by imputing to Locke an assumption ('that the 
chances are at least 50 plus out of roo that the average man 
is rational and just'}l. which Locke certainly did not hold 
unambiguously and which he specifically contradicted more 
than once.J 

More recently, attempts have been made, notably by 
]. W. Gough,4 to bring Locke back into the liberal-indivi­
dualist tradition. But these efforts are not conclusive. In 
trying to rescue Locke from the analytical treatment he has 
had at some hands, and to restore his theory to its historical 
C_?nte~t, the emphasis is again put on Locke's constitu­
tiOnalism. But the context of political history overshadows 
that of social and economic history. At most, what is proposed 
is a compromise between Locke's individualism and his 'col­
lectivism', and major inconsistencies are left unexplained. 

Indeed, all these interpretations leave unexplained a radi­
cal contradiction in Locke's postulates. Why should Locke 
have said, and what could he have meant by saying, both 
that men on the whole are rational and that most of them 
are not; both that the state of nature is rational, peaceable, 

1 Kendall, op. cit., pp. IOJ-6. 
:z Ibid., pp. I 34-5· 
3 See below, pp. :z4o-x. 
4 'John Locke's Political Philosophy, Eight Studies (Oxford, 1950). 
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and social, and that it is not. 1 If we cannot explain this we can 
scarcely claim to have understood Locke's political theory. 

All these, and more, contradictions and ambiguities in the 
theory can be explained, I shall argue, by Locke having read 
back into the nature of men and society certain preconcep­
tions about the nature of seventeenth-century man and 
society which he generalized quite unhistorically, and com­
pounded, rather unsystematically, with traditional concep­
tions such as those to which he assented in his frequent 
invocations of Hooker. 2 

Of these preconceptions, which we shall call the social 
assumptions of his political thinking, some are explicit in 
the Second Treatise, some are implicit there but explicit, 
though incidentally, in some of his other works. Of the 
social assumptions that are explicit in the Second Treatise, 
the most important is contained in his famous chapter 'Of 
Property'. And it is in the course of that chapter that the 
scarcely less important implicit assumptions can be seen to 
have entered into the political theory. Before we can begin 
to unravel Locke's theory of civil government, we must, 
therefore, look closely at his doctrine of property. 

2. The Theory of Property Right 

1. Locke's purpose 

Everyone sees that Locke's assertion and justification of 
a natural individual right to property is central to his theory 
of civil society and government. 'The great and chief end 
therefore, of Mens uniting into Commonwealths, and putting 

1 Rational is used here in Locke's sense of governing oneself by the law of nature 
or reason (e.g. Second Treatise, sect. 6: reason is the law of nature; sect. 8: to trans­
gress the law of nature is to live by another rule than that of reason and common 
equity). For Locke's contradictory views of man's rationality, see below, pp. 232-8. 

2 The view that Locke was unsystematic in his use of traditional conceptions has 
been challenged by R. H. Cox, Locke on War and Peace (Oxford, 1960) who argues 
that Locke's use (generally a misuse) of Hooker was part of a highly systematic 
attempt to disguise or soften his real (Hobbesian) position, and that Locke's contra­
dictory statements about the state of nature were deliberately contrived as part of 
the same attempt. Cf. p. 243, and Note R, p. 300. 
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themselves under Government, is the Preservatioll of th~tr 
P , I . f h" . . d . y varla-roperty .1 t IS rom t IS proposition, repeate m man k , 
tions throughout the Second Treatise 2 that most of Loc. et s 
conclusions about the powers and limits of civil socle { 
and government are drawn. And that proposition clear Y 
requires the postulate that men have a natural right to P!-"~{ 
perty, a right prior to or independent of the existence of ciVl 

society and government. b 
It is true that Locke somewhat confused matters Y 

sometimes defining that property whose preservation is the 
reasons for entering civil society in unusually wide term~· 
'Man ... hath by Nature a Power ... to preserve h!s 
Property, that is, his Life, Liberty and Estate' .3 Men s 
'Lives, Liberties and Estates ... I call by the general Nam.e, 
Property'.4 'By Property I must be understood here, as ~n 
other places, to mean that Property which Men have tn 

their Persons as well as Goods.'S 
. But he does not always use the term property in such a 

Wide sense. In his crucial argument on the limitation of the 
power of governments6 he is clearly using property in the 
more usual sense of lands and goods (or a right in land and 
~ood.s), as he is throughout the chapter 'Of Property'. The 
Irnphcations of this ambiguity need not detain us here;7 we 
need only notice that both when he used property in t.he 
~road sense and in the narrow he was still classing estate w1th 
hfe and liberty as objects of men's natural right, objects for 
the preservation of which they set up governments. In either 
usage of property, Locke had to show a natural right to estate . 
. But to say that Locke had to show a natural individual 

right to possessions or estate is not to see very far into what 
he Was doing in the chapter 'Of Property'. Locke had 
al~eady, at the beginning of the Treatise, set it down as self­
evident that every man had a natural right to possessions. 

71 
1 Suond Treatise, sect. 124. Quotations are from Peter Laslett's edition of the 

":0 Treatises of Government (Cambridge, 196o). 
e.g. sects. 94, 134, 138, 222.. 3 sect. 87. 

4 sect. IZJ. s sect. 173 . 6 sects. 138-9· 
7 See below, pp. zzo, 2.47 If. 
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The condition all men arc naturally in is 'a State of pe•ifect 
F_reedom to order their Actions, and dispose of their Posses­
Sions, and Persons as they think fit, within the bounds of the 
Law of Nature, without asking leave, or depending upon the 
~rill of any other Man 1• 1 

The bounds of the Ia w of nature require of men that 
'being all equal and independent, no one ought to harm 
another in his Life, Health, Liberty, or Possessions'.:: These 
propositions, which take for granted a natural right to 
possessions, as well as to life, health, and liberty, seemed to 
Locke to require little demonstration; they followed from 
the axiomatic proposition that all men are naturally equal in 
the sense that no one has natural jurisdiction over another: 
'there being nothing more evident, than that Creatures of 
the same species and rank promiscuously born to all the 
same advantages of Nature, and the use of the same faculties, 
should also be equal one amongst another without Subordina­
tion or Subjection ... .' 3 

The chapter on property, in which Locke shows how the 
natural right to property can be derived from the natural 
right to one's life and labour, is usually read as if it were 
simply the supporting argument for the bare assertion 
offered at the beginning of the Treatise that every man had 
a natural right to property 'within the bounds of the Law of 
Nature'. But in fact the chapter on property does something 
much more important: it removes 'the bounds of the Law 
of Nature' from the natural property right of the individual. 
Locke's astonishing achievement was to base the property 
right on natural right and natural law, and then to remove 
all the natural law limits from the property right. We must 
now see how this was done. 

ii. The initial limited right 

Locke begins by accepting, as the dictate both of natural 
reason and of Scripture, that the earth and its fruits were 
originally given to mankind in common. This was of course 

1 Suond Trt!atise, sect. 4· 2 se~t. 6. 3 sect. 4· 
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the traditional view, found alike in medieval and in seven­
teenth-century Puritan theory. But Locke accepts this posi­
tion only to refute the conclusions previously drawn from it, 
which had made property something less than a natural 
individual right. 

But this [that the earth was given to mankind in common J being 
supposed, it seems to some a very great difficulty, how any one should 
ever come to have a Property in any thing ... I shall endeavour to shew, 
how Men might come to have a property in several parts of that which 
God gave to Mankind in common, and that without any express 
Compact of all the Commoners. 1 

The early stages of his argument are so familiar as to 
require little comment. 'Men, being once born, have a 
right to their Preservation, and consequently to Meat and 
Drink, and such other things, as Nature affords for their 
Subsistence.'2 The earth and its produce were given to men 
'for the Support and Comfort of their being', and though 
they belonged to mankind in common, 'yet being given for 
the use of Men, there must of necessity be a means to 
appropriate them some way or other before they can be of 
any use, or at all beneficial to any particular Man'. 3 Before 
any man can use any of the natural produce of the earth for 
his nourishment or support he must appropriate it; it 'must 
be his, and so his, i.e. a part of him, that another can no 
longer have any right to it, before it can do him any good 
for the support of his Life'.4 There must therefore be some 
rightful means of individual appropriation, i.e. some indivi- · 
dual right to appropriate. What is this right? The right, 
and the initial extent and limits of the right, Locke derives 
from the further postulate that 'every Man has a Property 
in his own Person. This no Body has any Right to but him­
self. The Labour of his Body, and the Work of his Hands, 
we may say, are properly his.'S Whatever a man removes out 
of its natural state, he has mixed his labour with. By mixing 
his labour with it, he makes it his property, 'at least where 

1 Second Treatiu, sect. 25. 
4 sect. 16. s sect. 27. 

2 sect. 2 5· J sect. 26. 

.J 
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there is enough, and as good left in common for others'. 1 

No consent of the others is needed to justify this kind of 
appropriation: 'If such a consent as that was necessary, Man 
had starved, notwithstanding the Plenty God had given 
him'. 2 Thus from two postulates, that men have a right to 
preserve their life, and that a man's labour is his own, 
Locke justifies individual appropriation of the produce of 
the earth which was originally given to mankind in common. 

Now the individual appropriation justified by this argu­
ment has certain limitations; two of them are explicitly and 
repeatedly stated by Locke, a third has been taken (though 
wrongly, I shall argue) to have been necessarily implied by 
the logic of Locke's justification. First, a inan may appro­
priate only as much as leaves 'enough, and as good' for 
others ;3 this limit, explicitly stated by Locke, is clearly re­
quired by the justification, for each man has a right to his 
preservation and hence to appropriating the necessities of 
his life. 

Secondly: 'As much as any one can make use of to any 
advantage of life before it spoils; so much he may by his 
labour fix a Property in. Whatever is beyond this, is more 
than his share, and belongs to others. Nothing was made by 
God for Man to spoil or destroy'.4 Barter of the surplus 
perishable produce of one's own labour was permitted within 
this limit; no in jury was done, no portion of the goods that 
belonged to others was destroyed, so long as nothing per­
ished uselessly in the appropriator's hands.s Thirdly, the 
rightful appropriation appears to be limited to the amount 
a man can procure with his own labour; this seems neces­
sarily implied in the justification, for it is 'the Labour of his 
Body, and the Work of his Hands' which, being mixed with 
nature's products, makes anything his property. 

So far Locke has justified only appropriation of the fruits 
of the earth. 

But the chief matter of Property being now not the Fruits of the 
Earth, and the Beasts that subsist on it, but the Earth it self; ... I 

' sect. 27. 2 sect. 28. J sect. 27; cf. sect. 33· 4 sect. 31. 5 sect. 46. 
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think it is plain, that Property in that too is acquired as the former. 
As much Land as a Man Tills, Plants, Improves, Cultivates, and can 
use the Product of, so much is his Property. He by his Labour does, as 
it were, inclose it from the Common.• 

No consent of the others is needed for this appropriation. 
For God commanded man to labour the earth, and so entitled 
him to appropriate whatever land he mixed his labour with; 
and besides, the original appropriation was not 'any preju­
dice to any other Man, since there was still enough, and as 
good left' for others. 2 

The same limits to the appropriation of land as to the 
appropriation of its natural produce are implied in this 
justification. A man is entitled by these arguments to appro­
priate only as much as leaves 'enough and as good' for 
others, 'as much as he can use the product of', and as much 
as he has mixed his labour with. 

It is instructive that Locke, speaking here mainly of the 
appropriation of land 'in the first Ages of the World, when 
Men were more in danger to be lost, by wandering from 
their Company, in the then vast Wilderness of the Earth, 
than to be straitned for want of room to plant in',J reads back 
into primitive society the institution of individual ownership 
of land, taking it for granted that that was the only way land 
could then be cultivated. His disregard of communal owner­
ship and labour in primitive society allows him to say that 
'the Condition of Humane Life, which requires Labour and 
Materials to work on, necessarily introduces private Posses­
sions'. 4 

If Locke had stopped here he would have had a defence 
of limited individual ownership, though the argument 
would have had to be stretched pretty far even to cover the 
property right of the contemporary English yeoman, for it 
would have to be shown that his appropriation left enough 
and as good for others. Locke does suggest such a defence 
in arguing that, 'full as the World seems', a man may still 
find enough and as good land in 'some in-land, vacant places 

I Second Treatise, sect. 3 2.. 2 sect. 33· J sect. 36. " sect. 35· 
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of America' . 1 But he does not base his case on this. vVhen we 
examine how he does make his case, we shall see that it is a 
case not for such limited appropriation, but for an unlimited 
natural right of appropriation, a right transcending the 
limitations involved in his initial justification. 

iii. The limitations lransaltdt·d 

The crucial argument has so often been misunderstood 
that it is necessary to examine it closely. The transition from 
the limited right to the unlimited right is first stated in 
sect. 36. After saying that by including the vacant lands of 
America there may still be enough land in the world for 
everyone to have as much as he could work and use, Locke 
continues: 

But be this as it will, which I lay no stress on; This I dare boldly 
affirm, That the same Rule of Propriety, (viz.) that every Man should 
have as much as he could make use of, would hold still in the World, 
without straitning any body, since there is Land enough in the World 
to suffice double the Inhabitants had not the Invention of Money, and 
the tacit Agreement of Men to put a value on it, introduced (by Con­
sent) larger Possessions, and a Right to them .... :z 

This is quite explicit. The natural law rule, which by its 
specific terms limited the amount anyone could appropriate 
so that everyone could have as much as he could use, does 
not now hold; it 'would hold ... had not ... Money ... 
introduced (by Consent) larger Possessions, and a Right to 
them'. The reason the rule aoes not now hold is not that the 
land has run out: there is enough in the whole world to 
suffice double the inhabitants, but only by including those 
parts of the world where money has never been introduced. 
There, where the old rule still holds, there are 'great Tracts 
... which ... lie waste', but 'this can scarce happen amongst 
that part of Mankind, that have consented to the Use of 
Money'. 3 Wherever money has been introduced there ceases 
to be unappropriated land. The introduction of money by 

1 sect. 36. z sect. 36. 3 sect. 45· 
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tacit consent has removed the previous natural limitations 
of rightful appropriation, and in so doing has invalidated 
the natural provision that everyone should have as much as 
he could make use of. Locke then proceeds to show in 
more detail how the introduction of money removes the 
limitations inherent in his initial justification of individual 
appropriation. 

(a) The spoilage limitation. Of the two limitations he had 
explicitly recognized, the second (as much as a man can use, 
or use the product of, before it spoils) seemed to Locke to 
be obviously transcended by the introduction of money. 
Gold and silver do not spoil; a man may therefore rightfully 
accumulate unlimited amounts of it, 'the cxcuding of the 
bounds of his just Property not lying in the largeness of his 
Possession, but the perishing of any thing uselessly in it'. 1 

Not only is the limit thus inapplicable to durable movable 
property; it is inapplicable by the same token to land itself: 
'a man may fairly possess more land than he himself can use 
the product of, by receiving in exchange for the overplus, 
Gold and Silver, which may be hoarded up without injury 
to any one, these metalls not spoileing or decaying in the 
hands of the possessor'. 2 

Locke saw no difficulty about this. But the fact that he left 
certain questions unasked is itself revealing. Why would 
anyone want to appropriate more than he could make use 
of for the support and conveniency of life? Locke had 
shown that before the introduction of money no one would 
want more. 3 ·Why should he want it after? What is 'the 
desire of having more than Men needed'4 which Locke 
finds to have entered with the introduction of money? 

At first sight Locke might seem to be speaking merely of 
a desire for useless hoarding: the terms he uses for this 
accumulation are 'heap up's and 'hoard up' .6 But since 
Locke is thinking throughout of men whose behaviour is 
rational in the ordinary utilitarian sense of that word (as well 

1 Suond Tr~atiu, sect. 46. 
• sect. 37· 

2 sect. 50. 
5 sect. 46. 

J sect. 36. 
6 sects. 48, so. 
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as the moral sense), the presumption is against such a 
meaning. And we have only to refer to Locke's economic 
treatises to see that he was a mercantilist to whom the 
accumulation of gold was a proper aim of mercantile policy 
not as an end in itself but because it quickened and increased 
trade. His main concern in Considerations on ... Money is 
the accumulation of a sufficient supply of money to 'drive 
trade'; both exporting and hoarding (i.e. accumulating 
money without using it as capital) injure this. 1 The a1m of 
mercantile policy and of individual economic enterprise was 
to Locke the employment of land and money as capital; the 
money to be laid out in trading stock or materials and wages, 
the land to be used to produce commodities for trade. That 
this was what Locke had in mind in the Treatise as the new 
reason for larger appropriation after the introduction of 
money is suggested by sect. 48, where the introduction of 
money is shown to provide both the opportunity and the 
reason (which could not have existed previously) for a man 
'to enlarge his Possessions beyond the use of his Family, 
and a plentiful supply to its Consumption, either in what 
their own Industry produced, or they could barter for like 
perishable, useful Commodities, with other!?'. It is 'Com­
merce ... to draw Money to him by the Sale of the Product' 
that provides the reason for appropriation of land in excess 
of what would provide 'a plentiful supply to [his family's J 
Consumption'. 

The desire to accumulate beyond plentiful consumption 
requirements, 'the desire of having more than Men needed', 
which entered with the introduction of money, is not, then, 
merely the miser's desire to hoard. 

Another possible meaning of the desire to accumulate 
may equally be shown to be inappropriate. It could be 
thought that Locke was here merely saying that money, by 
enlarging trade past the simple barter stage, enabled those 
who had money to consume more various and gratifying 

I Some Considerations of the Consequences of the LO'Wering of Interest and Raising 
the Yalue of Money (r69r); in Works, ed. 1759, vol. ii, pp. 22-23. 
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commodities. But that interpretation can scarcely he sus­
tained when we notice Locke's concept of money. In the 
Considerations he identifies money and capital, and assimilates 
both to land. 'Money therefore, in buying and selling, being 
perfectly in the same condition with other commodities, and 
subject to all the same laws of value, let us next see how it 
comes to be of the same nature with land, by yielding a 
certain yearly income, which we call use, or interest' .1 

Money, Locke emphasizes, is a commodity; it has a value 
because it is a commodity which can enter into exchange 
with other commodities. But its purpose is not merely to 
facilitate the exchange of things produced for consumption, 
that is, to enlarge, beyond the scale of barter, exchange 
between producers of goods intended for consumption. The 
characteristic purpose of money is to serve as capital. Land 
itself Locke sees as merely a form of capital. 

We may notice incidentally how modern was Locke's 
attitude towards money. In arguing that the taking of 
interest for the loan of money is equitable, as well as 'by the 
necessity of affairs, and the constitution of human society, 
unavoidable', he disposed of the medieval view without 
seeming to deny it. Land, he says, 'produces naturally some­
thing new and profitable, and of value to mankind; but 
money is a barren thing, and produces nothing .. .'. How 
then, he asks, has money come to be 'of the same nature 
with land', as it has done in yielding a yearly income (inter­
est) akin to the rent of land? Simply by compact between 
those of unequal possessions. Money 

by compact transfers that profit, that was the reward of one man's 
labour, into another man's pocket. That which occasions this, is the 
unequal distribution of money; which inequality has the same effect 
too upon land, that it has upon money .... For as the unequal dis­
tribution of land, (you having more than you can, or will manure, and 
another less) brings you a tenant for your land; ... the same unequal 
distribution of money, (I having more than I can, or will employ, and 
another less) brings me a tenant for my money .... z 

1 Works (1759), ii. 19. 2 Ibid. 
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The barren quality traditionally assigned to money is not 
explicitly denied; it is neatly transcended by the concept of 
consent between unequals. The value of money, as capital, 
is created by the fact of its unequal distribution. Nothing is 
said about the source of the inequality; it is simply taken to 
be part of 'the necessity of affairs and the constitution of 
human society'. 

But what is relevant here is that Locke saw money as not 
merely a medium of exchange but as capital. Indeed its 
function as a medium of exchange was seen as subordinate 
to its function as capital, for in his view the purpose of 
agriculture, industry, and commerce was the accumulation 
of capital. And the purpose of capital was not to provide a 
consumable income for its owners, but to beget further 
capital by profitable investment. Mercantilist that he was, 
when Locke discussed the purpose of economic activity, it 
was generally from the point of view of the nation's rather 
than the individual's wealth. In some notes written in 1674, 
on 'trade', in which term he included agriculture and in­
dustry as well as commerce, his expression is almost Hobbe­
Sian: 

The chief end of trade is Riches & Power which beget each other. 
Riches consists in plenty of mooveables, that will yield a price to 
foraigner, & are not like to be consumed at home, but espetially in 
plenty of gold & silver. Power consists in numbers of men, & ability 
to maintaine them. Trade conduces to both these by increasing yr 
stock & yr people. & they each other. 1 

If Locke does not retognize as clearly as Hobbes that the 
goal of individual activity is wealth and power, it is at least 
clear in the Considerations that he assumes tne same goal for 
the individual estate as for the national: consume less than 
the revenue and so accumulate capital; for the nation's 
wealth consisted of the capitals accumulated by private in­
dustry and commerce. 

Enough has now been said to show that 'the desire of 
having more than Men needed', or the desire ··to enlarge his 

1 Bodleian Library, MS. Locke c. JO, f. 18. 
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possessions beyond th<:> use of his family and a plentiful 
supply to its consumption', which Locke found to have 
entered with the introduction of money and governed men's 
actions since, was in his view neither a desire for miserly 
hoarding nor merely a desire to consume more various and 
gratifying commodities, but was a desire to accumulate land 
and money as capital. 

What Locke has done, then, is to show that money has 
made it possible, and just, for a man to accumulate more 
land than he can use the product of before it spoils. The 
original natural law limit is not denied. It is still contrary to 
natural law to appropriate a quantity of produce any of 
which (or any of the other things obtainable for it by barter) 
will spoil before they can be consumed. And it is still con­
trary to natural law to appropriate a quantity of land any of 
whose produce (or its barter yield) will spoil before it can be 
consumed. But now that it is possible to exchange any 
amount of produce for an asset which never spoils, it is 
neither unjust nor foolish to accumulate any amount of land 
in order to make it produce a surplus which can be converted 
to money and used as capital. The spoilage limitation im­
posed by natural law has been rendered ineffective in respect 
of the accumulation of land and capital. Locke has justified 
the specifically capitalist appropriation of land and money . 
. And it is .to be noticed that he has justified this as a natural 

nght, as a nght in the state of nature. For while the introduc­
tion of money is by tacit consent, the consent which intro­
duces money is not the same as the consent which brings 
men into civil society. The consent to money is independent 
of and prior to the consent to civil society: 

· · · it i~ plain, that Men have agreed to disproportionate and unequal 
Possesston of the Earth, they having by a tacit and voluntary consent 
f~und out a way, how a man may fairly possess more land than he 
htmself can use the product of, by receiving in exchange for the over­
plus, Gold and Silver, which may be hoarded up without injury to 
any one, these metalls not spoileing or decaying in the hands of the 
possessor. This partage of things, in an inequality of private possessions, 
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men have made practicable out of the bounds of Societie, and without 
compact, only by putting a value on gold and silver and tacitly agreeing 
in the use of l\tloney.' 

Locke thus specifically puts into the state of nature, money, 
the consequent inequality of possession of land, and the 
supersession of the initial spoilage limit on the amount of 
land a man can rightfully possess. And since he has just 
explained, in the two preceding paragraphs, that the way 
money leads to this unequal possession of land beyond the 
spoilage limit is by its introducing markets and commerce 
beyond the level of barter, it must be presumed that Locke 
is ascribing such commerce also to the state of nature. 

If this at first sight seems incredible, it must be remem­
bered that Locke's state of nature is a curious mixture of 
historical imagination and logical abstraction from civil 
society. Historically, a commercial economy without civil 
society is indeed improbable. But as an abstraction it is 
readily conceivable. Given Locke's opening postulate of the 
Treatise, that men are naturally rational creatures, largely 
governing themselves by the law of nature, and naturally 
free 'to order their Actions, and dispose of their Possessions, 
and Persons as they think fit, within the bounds of the Law 
of Nature, without asking leave, or depending upon the Will 
of any other Man', 2 it is perfectly intelligible that such men 
should agree not only to put a value on money but also to 
abide by a code of commercial honesty which would make 
possible an extensive commercial economy, without setting 
up a formal civil power. Men in the state of nature are 
capable of 'other Promises and Compacts' than the one that 
establishes civil society, 'for Truth and keeping of Faith 
belongs to Men, as Men, and not as Members of Society' .3 

To postulate, as Locke does, that men are by nature rational 
enough-both in the sense of seeing their own interest and 
in the sense of acknowledging moral obligation-to make 
the more difficult agreement to enter civil society, is to 
presume that men are rational enough to make the less 

I Second TreaJise, sect. so (italics added). z sect. 4• 3 sect. 14. 

827148 p 
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difficult agreements required to enter into commerce. Thus 
if men are taken abstractly rather than historically-and 
Locke initially presents the state of nature as an inference 
from Creation and from man's observed rational capacities, 
not as an inference from history or from primitive society­
men can be assumed to have a commercial economy quite 
independently of having a formal civil society. 1 To put it 
more simply, Locke can assume that neither money nor con­
tracts owe their validity to the state; they are an emanation 
of the natural purposes of men and owe their validity to 
man's natural reason. It is, on this view, the postulated moral 
reasonableness of men by nature, not the authority of a 
government, that establishes the conventional value of 
money and the obligation of commercial contracts. 

There are, then, two levels of consent in Locke's theory. 
One is the consent between free, equal, rational men in the 
state of nature, to put a value on money, which Locke treats 
as accompanied by conventional acceptance of the obligation 
of commercial contracts. This consent is given 'out of the 
?ounds of society, and without compact'; it leaves men still 
m the state of nature, and entitles them to larger possessions 
there than they could otherwise rightfully have had. The 
other level of consent is the agreement of each to hand over 
all his powers to the majority; this is the consent that estab­
lishes civil society. The first kind of consent is valid without 
the second. But although the institutions of property that 
are established in the state of nature by the first kind of 
consent are morally valid, they are practically difficult to 
enforce in the state of nature. This difficulty of enforcement 
is the main reason Locke finds for men moving to the second 
level of consent and entering civil society. When the move 
out of the state of nature into civil society is treated-as 

1 This seems to answer the question raised by Gough who, agreeing that Locke 
had put money and wage-labour in the state of nature, adds: 'Locke's state of 
nature thus becomes more incredible than ever. Did he really think that a sophisti­
cated commercial economy could exist, without political government, in the state 
of nature?' (Gough, op. cit., :znd edition, 1956, p. 92, Additional Note). Cf. 
below, pp :1.17-18. 
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Locke does treat it-as a temporal sequence, it is treated as 
coming after the consent to money. The temporal sequence 
involves three stages in all: two stages of the state of nature 
(one before, and one after, consent to money and unequal 
possessions), followed by civil society. 

(b) The suificienC)' limitation. ·'i/>l e may now look at the limit 
on individual appropriation that Locke mentions first, i.e. 
that every appropriation must leave enough and as good for 
others. This limit is less obviously overcome by reference to 
the introduction of money by consent, yet there is no doubt 
that Locke took it to be overcome. The initial natural law 
rule, 'that every Man should have as much as he could make 
use of', does not hold after the invention of money. 1 In the 
first editions of the Treatise Locke provided no specific argu­
ments on this point. Perhaps he thought it sufficiently evi­
dent to need no separate argument. His chain of thought 
seems to have been that the automatic consequence of the 
introduction of money is the development of a commercial 
economy, hence the creation of markets for the produce of 
land hitherto valueless, hence the appropriation of land n?t 
hitherto worth appropriating. 2 And by implication, consent 
to the use of money is consent to the consequences. 3 Hence 
an individual is justified in appropriating land even when it 
does not leave enough and as good for others. 

While a case for the removal of the sufficiency limitation 
can be made out by inference in this way, Locke apparently 
felt that a more direct argument was needed, for in a revision 
of the third edition of the Treatises he added a new argument 
following the first sentence of sect. 3 7. 4 

To which let me add, that he who appropriates land to himself by 
his labour, does not lessen but increase the common stock of mankind. 
For the provisions serving to the support of humane life, produced by 
one acre of inclosed and cultivated land, are (to speak much within 

1 Second Treatise, sect. 36. 2. sects. 45, 48. J sect. 36. 
4 The new passage was first published in the fourth edition of the Two Treatises 

(t713), and appeared in all the subsequent standard editions of the Treatisn and 
the Works, but is unfortunately not reproduced in some modern reprints of the 
Second Treatise, which are based on earlier editions. 
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compasse) ten times more, than those, which are yeilded by an acre of 
Land, of an equal richnesse, lyeing wast in common. Ami therefor he, 
that incloses Land and has a greater plenty of the conveniencys of life 
from ten acres, than he could have from an hundred left to Nature, 
may truly be said, to give ninety acres to Mankind. For his labour now 
supplys him with provisions out of ten acres, which were but the 
product of an hundred lying in common. 

Thus, although more land than leaves enough and as good 
for others may be appropriated, the greater productivity of 
the appropriated land more than makes up for the lack of 
land available for others. This assumes, of course, that the 
increase in the whole product will be distributed to the 
benefit, or at least not to the loss, of those left without 
enough land. Locke makes this assumption. Even the land­
less day-labourer gets a bare subsistence. 1 And bare subsis­
tence, at the standard prevailing in a country where all the 
land is appropriated and fully used, is better than the 
standard of any member of a society where the land is not 
appropriated and fully worked: 'a King of a large and fruit­
ful Territory there [among 'several nations of the Americans'] 
feeds, lodges, and is clad worse than a day Labourer in 
England'.z Private appropriation, in this way, actually in­
creases the amount that is left for others. No doubt at some 
point, there is no longer as much left for others. But if there 
Is not then enough and as good land left for others, there is 
enough and as good (indeed a better) living left for others. 
~nd the right of all men to a living was the fundamental 
r~ght from which Locke had in the first place deduced their 
n.ght to appropriate land. Not only is as good a living pro­
VIded for others after the appropriation of all the land; it is 
by the appropriation of all the land that a better living is 
created for others. So, when the results of appropriation 
beyond the initial limit are measured by the fundamental 
test (provision of the necessities of life for all others) rather 
than by the instrumental test (availability of enough land 

• 1 Considerations, Works (1759), ii. 2.9. Cf. First Treatise, sects. 41-42, on the 
nght of propertyless men to the means of subsistence. 

:z Second Treatiu, sect. 41. 
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for others to get the necessities of life from), appropriation 
beyond the limit takes on a positive virtue. 

Thus the initial sufficiency limitation has been transcended. 
Or, if one prefers, the sufficiency limitation remains valid 
in principle but now operates differently. The original rule 
that no one may appropriate so much of the fruits of the 
earth as would not leave as much and as good for others 
still holds, for each man still has a right to his preserva­
tion and hence a right to appropriate the necessities of life. 
But this right does not now entail a right to as much and 
as good land, which was never more than a derived right; 
hence the sufficiency rule does not, after the first ages of 
the world, require that every appropriation of land should 
leave enough and as good land for others. 

In short, the appropriation of land in. excess of what 
leaves enough and as good for others is justified both by the 
implied tacit consent to the necessary consequences of the 
introduction of money, and by the assertion that the stan­
dards of those without land, where it is all appropriated and 
used, are higher than the standards of any where it is not 
generally appropriated. 

It may be thought that Locke's justification of larger 
possessions on these grounds, however plausible or accept­
able it may be, is strictly inconsistent with his assertion that 
the right to appropriate is limited to what leaves enough 
and as good for others. That would be so if the original 
assertion had been made absolutely. But it was not. It was 
asserted as a consequence of a prior principle, namely, the 
natural right of every man to get the means of subsistence 
by his labour, which was a right to appropriate the means of 
subsistence in Locke's original sense of ingest. 1 That right 
can be satisfied in either of two ways. One way is to stipulate 
that everyone is entitled to appropriate land. This way entails 
the original limitation on the amount of land anyone may 
appropriate. Where there is still plenty of unappropriated 
land, this is the obvious way to satisfy the right, for no one 

1 sect. 26. 
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is inconvenienced by the limit. And it is only in the context 
of still plentiful land that Locke asserts the l~mitation. 1 B~t 
there is another way in which the natural nght to subsis­
tence can be satisfied, a way which can operate when there 
is no longer plenty of land: that is, by stipulating or assum­
ing an arrangement which ensures that those without land 
can get a subsistence by their labour. Such an arrangement 
Locke found to be a natural consequence of the introduction 
of money. Thus in saying that men, after the introduction of 
money, have a right to more land than leaves enough for 
others2 Locke is not contradicting his original assertion of 
the natural right of all men to the means of subsistence. 

(c) The supposed labour limitation. The third apparently 
implied limitation on individual appropriation (only as much 
as one has mixed one's own labour with) seems the most 
difficult to transcend or remove, for it seems to be absolutely 
required by the very labour justification Locke has given for 
any appropriation. Surely, we may think, the onus is on 
Locke to show how this limitation, as well as the other two, 
may be considered to be overcome as a consequence of the 
introduction of money. But Locke did not think so. He 
offered no explicit argument to this purpose. He did not 
need to do so, if all along he was assuming the validity of 
the wage relationship, by which a man may rightfully 
acquire a title to the labour of another. We must now inquire 
whether there is any reason to presume that Locke was 
assuming this relationship as rightful and natural. 

We may notice first that Locke's emphasis that 'every 
Man has a Property in his own Person. This no Body has any 
Right to but himself', and that, when he mixes his labour 
with nature, 'this Labour being the unquestionable Property 
of the Labourer, no Man but he can have a right to what 
that is once joy ned to', 3 is not at all inconsistent with the 
assumption of a natural right to alienate one's labour in 
return for a wage. On the contrary, the more emphatically 
labour is asserted to be a property, the more it is to be 

1 Second Treatiu, sects. z7, 33 • z sect. 36. J sect. 27. 
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understood to be alienable. For property in the bourgeois 
sense is not only a right to enjoy or use; it is a right to dis­
pose of, to exchange, to alienate. To Locke a man's labour 
is so unquestionably his own property that he may freely 
sell it for wages. A freeman may sell to another 'for a certain 
time, the Service he undertakes to do, in exchange for Wages 
he is to receive' . 1 The labour thus sold becomes the property 
of the buyer, who is then entitled to appropriate the produce 
of that labour. 2 A strong presumption that Locke was taking 
this for granted from the beginning of his labour justification 
of property can be established on two grounds. 

(1) Immediately after, and in support of, his argument 
that the natural right to appropriate something from what 
was given to mankind in common is established solely by 
a man's mixing his labour with it, and that this right does 
not depend at all on consent of others but is a natural right, 
Locke points to the acknowledged right of individuals to 
appropriate the natural produce of 'commons which remain 
so by compact'. Here as in the state of nature, the right is 
established simply by the expenditure of labour. But it does 
not occur to Locke that one man's right can be established 
only by the labour of -his own body; it is equally established 
by the labour he has purchased: 

Thus the Grass my Horse has bit; the Turfs my Servant has cut; 
and the Ore I have digg'd in any place where I have a right to them in 
common with others, become my Property, without the assignation or 
consent of any body. The labour that was mine, removing them out of 
that common state they were in, hath fixed my Property in them.l 
Had Locke not been taking the wage relationship entirely 
for granted, his inclusion of 'my servant's' labour in 'the 
labour that was mine', the labour whose expenditure gave 
me by natural right a title to the product, would have been 
a direct contradiction of the case he was making.4 

1 sect. 8 5· 2 See Note N, p. 298. J Second Treatise, sect. 28. 
4 Laslett (op. cit., p. 104, n. :j:) objects that this passage does not demonstrate that 

a man can own his servant's labour. I do not see how Locke could have been more 
specific: the labour performed by my servant t's 'the labour that was mine'. The 
only possible question, which I discuss immediately below, is whether Locke was 
assuming this relationship to be natural as well as civil. 
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This passage by itself does not establ~sh certainly t?at 
Locke was assuming the wage relationship as natural, I.e. 
as existing in the state of nature. For while the pr~ncip~e 
that my servant's labour entitles me to appropnate IS 
asserted for 'any place where I have a right [to the natural 
produce J in common with others', the assertion is there 
made in the context of common lands in civil society. 

The passage would, however, probably be allowed as 
presumptive evidence that Locke was assuming the wage 
relationship to be natural, were it not that the idea of wage­
labour in a state of nature seems too patent an absurdity to 
attribute to Locke. But the presumption is that Locke did, 
rather than that he did not, think of wage-labour in the 
state of nature. We have seen that he did attribute to the state 
of nature a commercial economy, developed to the point 
where large estates (of thousands of acres) are privately 
appropriated for the production of commodities for profit­
able sale. Such an economy could scarcely have been under­
stood by Locke or the men of his time except as implying 
production by wage-labour. 

Because Locke does not in the Treatise dwell on the role 
of wage-labour, but talks mainly about the savage indivi­
dualist and the self-sufficient cultivator, it has often been 
assumed that Locke was reading back into his state of 
nature not the England of substantial estates and wage­
labour but an England of yeomen who worked their land 
themselves. But in fact, however confused Locke may have 
been, he was not confused about the class structure of his 
own England. When he addressed himself to questions of 
economic policy, as in the Considerations, he treated wage­
labourers as a normal and substantial class in the contempo­
rary economy, and assumed as self-evident that of necessity 
wages are normally at a bare subsistence level, and that the 
wage-labourer has no other property than his labour. These 
assumptions are quite explicit in three of his technical 
economic arguments. When he estimates the velocity of 
circulation of money the only three classes he considers 
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significant are labourers, landowners and 'brokers', i.e. 
merchants and shopkeepers; and the labourers are assumed 
to be 'living generally but from hand to mouth', and to have 
no resources other than their wages. 1 Again, in tracing the 
incidence of taxation he says taxes cannot fall on 'the poor 
labourer or handicraftsman ... for he just lives from hand to 
mouth already'; if a tax raises the price of his food, clothing, 
or utensils 'either his wages must rise with the price of 
things, to make him live; or else, not being able to maintain 
himself and family by his labour, he comes to the parish'.2 

And when, in a period of deflation, economi-c classes struggle 
to retain the same money income, 'this pulling and contest 
is usually between the landed-man and the merchant. For 
the labourer's share, being seldom more than a bare subsis­
tance, never allows that body of men, time, or opportunity 
to raise their thoughts above that, or struggle with the richer 
for theirs ... .'3 

For Locke, then, a commercial economy in which all the 
land is appropriated implied the existence of wage-labour. 
And since Locke was reading back into the state of nature 
the market relations of a developed commercial economy, 
the presumption is that he read back the wage relation along 
with the other market relations. The normality and justice 
of the market in labour was as much a commonplace of 
seventeenth-century thinking as the normality and justice of 
the markets in commodities and capital. They were equally 
seen to be required for capitalist production. Supporters of 
capitalist production, of whom Locke was one, were not yet 
troubled in their consciences about any dehumanizing effects 
of labour being made into a commodity; in the absence of 
such moral qualms there was no reason for them not to 
think of the wage relation as natural. 

The ascription of wage-labour t<;> a state of nature is no 
less intelligible than the ascription of a developed commercial 
economy to the state of nature. 4 Locke is consistent enough: 

1 Works (1759), ii. 13-16. 
J Ibid., p. 36. 

2 Ibid., p. 29. 
4 See above, pp. 209-tO. 
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his view is that each institution owes nothing to civil society 
but is based on simple agreement or consent between in­
dividuals governed only by natural law. Thus (a) accumula­
tion of capital through the medium of money is based only 
on consent of individuals to put a value on money; and (b) 
the wage relationship is based only on the free contract of 
the individuals concerned. That neither of these propositions 
has historical warrant is beside the point. Both propositions 
are fully intelligible, given Locke's initial postulates that 
men are by nature free and rational.• 

(2) The presumption that Locke was attributing the wage 
relation to the state of nature is further strengthened when 
we notice how he relates natural rights and natural law to 
civil society. The agreement to enter civil society does not 
create any new rights; it simply transfers to a civil authority 
the powers men had in the state of nature to protect their 
natural rights. Nor has the civil society the power to over­
ride natural law; the power of civil society and government 
is limited to the enforcement of natural law principles. 2 It is 
just because of this that Locke was so concerned to show 
that the right to unequal property is a right men bring with 
them into civil society; that it is individual consent in the 
state of nature, not the agreement to establish civil society, 
that justifies property in excess of the initial natural limits. 
Now since civil society cannot override natural law, and 
since both the appropriation of more land· than a man can 
work by himself, and the purchase of the labour of others, 
are lawful in civil society, both must have been in accordance 
with natural law. Or, to take it from the point of view of 
natural rights: since the agreement to enter civil society 
creates no new individual rights, and since the appropriation 
of more land than a man can work by himself is rightful in 
civil society, it must have been assumed to be a natural right; 
and since the alienation of one's labour for a wage is rightful 
in civil society, it must have been assumed to be a natural right. 

1 For the full meaning of 'rational' in this context, see below, pp. 235-6 
z Second Treatise, sect. IJS· 
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It may seem strange that Locke, who derives the right to 
appropriate land and goods from the right to preserve one's 
own life and from the natural property in one's labour, 
should assume a natural right to alienate one's labour while 
denying a natural right to alienate one's life. 1 Yet he does 
make a distinction between property, including the property 
in one's own labour, and life. In chapter ii of the Second 
Treatise the distinction is not yet made: men have a natural 
right to 'dispose of their Possessions, and Persons as they 
think fit, within the bounds of the Law of Nature'. 2 But 
after he had established the natural right to unequal posses­
sions, a distinction appears, as we would expect: in the state 
of nature, he asserts, 'no Body has an absolute Arbitrary 
Power over himself, or over any other, to destroy his own 
Life, or take away the Life or Property of another'. 3 Thus 
while no one has a natural right to alienate his own life, 
which is God's property, or to take arbitrarily the life or 
property of another, he is left with a natural right to alienate 
his own property. That Locke's law of nature gives a man's 
wife and children a claim on his estate in the event of his 
death or his subjection by conquest4 does not seem to be a 
limit on his disposal of it while he is a free -agent. 

Indeed any property right less than this would have been 
useless to Locke, for the free alienation of property, includ­
ing the property in one's labour, by sale and purchase is an 
essential element of capitalist production. And the alienation 
of one's own labour is sharply distinguished from the 
granting of arbitrary power over one's life, in Locke's dis­
tinction between the slave and the free wage-earner.5 

In emphasizing that a man's labour is his own Locke 
marked out the extent of his departure from the medieval 
view and of his acceptance of the bourgeois view expressed 
so tersely by Hobbes. But Locke fell short of Hobbes in his 
acceptance of bourgeois values. To Hobbe~ not only was 
labour a commodity but life itself was in effect reduced to a 

1 Cf. below, p. 231, and compare the Leveller position, above, ch. III, pp.·145 ff. 
2. Second Tre{lliu, sect. 4· J sect. 135. • sects. 182-3. s sect. 83. 
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commodity; 1 to Locke life was still sacred and inalienab!e, 
though labour, and one's 'person' regarded as one's capac1ty 
to labour, 2 was a commodity. Locke's distinction between 
life and labour is a measure of his retention of the traditional 
values. His confusion about the definition of property, 
sometimes including life and liberty and sometimes not, 
may be ascribed to the confusion in his mind between the 
remnant of traditional values and the new bourgeois values.3 

It is this, no doubt, which makes his theory more agreeable 
to the modern reader than the uncompromising doctrine of 
Hobbes. Locke did not care to recognize that the continual 
alienation oflabour for a bare su bsistence'wage, which he asserts 
to be the necessary condition of wage-labourers throughout 
their lives, is in effect an alienation of life and liberty. 

I conclude that Locke took it for granted, throughout his 
justification of the natural right to property, that labour was 
naturally a commodity and that the wage relationship which 
gives me the right to appropriate the produce of another's 
labour was a part of the natural order. It follows that the 
t?ird supposed limitation on the natural right to appropriate 
(1.e. as much as one can work with one's owri natural labour) 
was never entertained by Locke. There is then no question of 
~eke's removing this limitation; it was not present in his 
mmd but has been read into his theory by those who have 
approached it in the modern tradition of humane liberalism. 

iv. Locke's achievement 

When Locke's assumptions are understood as presented 
here, his doctrine of property appears in a new light, or, 
rather; is restored to the meaning it must have had for Locke 
and h1s contemporaries. For on this view his insistence that 
a man's labour was his own-which was the essential 
novelty of Locke's doctrine of property-has almost the 

1 'The Value, or WORTH of a man, is as of all other things, his Price' (LMJiathan, 
ch. ro, P· 67); 'a mans Labour also, is a commodity exchangeable for benefit, as 
well as any other thing' (ibid., ch. 2 4, p. r89); cf. above ch. II, sect. 2, iii. 

a Second Treatiu, sect. 27. 3 Cf. below, p. 247. 
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opposite significance from that more generally attributed to 
it in recent years; it provides a moral foundation for bour­
geois appropriation. With the removal of the two initial 
limitations which Locke had explicitly recognized, the whole 
theory of property is a justification of the natural right not 
only to unequal property but to unlimited individual appro­
priation. The insistence that a man's labour is his own 
property is the root of this justification. For to insist that a 
man's labour is his own, is not only to say that it is his to 
alienate in a wage contract; it is also to say that his labour, 
and its productivity, is something for which he owes no 
debt to civil society. If it is labour, a man's absolute property, 
which justifies appropriation and creates value, the individual 
right of appropriation overrides any moral claims of the 
society. The traditional view that property and labour were 
social functions, and that ownership of property involved 
social obligations, is thereby undermined. 

In short, Locke has done what he set out to do. Starting 
from the traditional assumption that the earth and its fruits 
had originally been given to mankind for their common use, 
he has turned the tables on all who derived from this assump­
tion theories which were restrictive of capitalist appropria­
tion. He has erased the moral disability with which unlimited 
capitalist appropriation had hitherto been handicapped. 1 

Had he done no more than this, his achievement would 
have to be accounted a considerable one. But he does even 
more. He also justifies, as natural, a class differential in 
rights and in rationality, and by doing so provides a positive 
moral basis for capitalist society. 

3· Class Differentials in Natural Rights and in Rationality 

To see how Locke did this we must notice two further 
assumptions he made, which rank in importance with the 
explicit postulate that a man's labour is his own. These are, 
first, that while the labouring class is a necessary part of the 

I cr. below, PP· 2Js-8. 
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nation its members are not in fact full members of the body 
politic and have no claim to be so; and secondly, tha~ the 
members of the labouring class do not and cannot ltve a 
fully rational life. 'Labouring class' is used here to include 
both the 'labouring poor' and the 'idle poor', that is, all who 
were dependent on employment or charity or the workhouse 
because they had no property of their own by which, or on 
which, they might work. These ideas were so generally 
prevalent in I .ocke's day that it would be surprising if he 
had not shared them. But since their importance in Locke's 
thinking has generally been so completely overlooked it will 
be well to establish that he did share them. Direct evidence 
that Locke was taking these propositions for granted is to be 
found in several of his writings. After we have seen how 
fully he was taking them for granted as propositions about 
the labouring class in seventeenth-century England we shall 
consider how far he generalized them and how they enter 
into the argument of the Treatise. 

i. Locke's assumption of the differentials in seventeenth-century 
England 

Locke's proposals for the treatment of the able-bodied 
unemyloyed are fairly well known, although when they are 
ment~oned by modern writers it is usually to deprecate their 
s~venty and excuse it by reference to the standards of the 
ttme. What is more to the point is the view they afford of 
Locke's assumptions. Masters of workhouses ('houses of 
correction') were to be encouraged to make them into 
sweated-labour manufacturing establishments, justices of 
the peace were to be encouraged to make them into forced­
labour establishments. The children of the unemployed 
'above the age of three' were unnecessarily a burden on the 
nation; they should be set to work, and could be made to 
earn more than their keep. All this was justified on the 
explicit ground that unemployment was due not to economic 
causes but to moral depravity. The multiplying of the un-
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employed, Locke wrote in 1697 in his capacity as a member 
of the Commission on Trade, was caused by 'nothing else 
but the relaxation of discipline and corruption of manners' .1 

There was no question in Locke's mind of treating the un­
employed as full or free members of the political community; 
there was equally no doubt that they were fully subject to 
the state. And the state was entitled to deal with them in this 
way because they would not live up to the moral standard 
required of rational men. 

Locke's attitude towards the employed wage-earning class 
has been less often noticed, though it is plain enough in 
various passages of his economic writings, particularly in 
the Considerations. There, as we have already seen, incident­
ally to his technical arguments, Locke takes for granted that 
the wage-labourers are a normal and sizeable class in the 
nation, that the wage-labourer has no property to fall back 
on but is entirely dependent on his wages, and that, of 
necessity, wages are normally at a bare subsistence level. 
The wage-labourer 'just lives from hand to mouth'. Qne pas­
sage, already quoted in part, deserves fuller consideration 
here: 

... the labourer's share [of the national income], being seldom more 
than a bare subsistance, never allows that body of men, time, or 
opportunity to raise their thoughts above that, or struggle with the 
richer for theirs, (as one common interest) unless when some common 
and great distress, uniting them in one universal ferment, makes them 
forget respect, and emboldens them to carve to their wants with armed 
force: and then sometimes they break in upon the rich, and sweep all 
like a deluge. But this rarely happens but in the male-administration of 
neglected, or mismanaged government.z 

It would be hard to say which part of these remarks is the 
most revealing. There is the assumption that the labourers 
are normally kept too low to be able to think or act politically. 
There is the assumption that on the rare occasions when 
they do raise their thoughts above bare subsistence, the only 

1 Quoted in H. R. Fox Bourne, Tlz~ Lif~ of 'John Locke (1876), vol. ii, p. 378. 
2 Works (1759), ii. 36. 
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kind of political action they will take is armed insurrection. 
There is the assumption that maladministration consists not 
of leaving the poor at bare subsistence, but of allowing such 
unusual distress to occur as will unite them in armed .revolt. 
And there is the conviction that such revolt is improper, an 
offence against the respect they owe to their betters. 

Now the question who are to have the right of revolu­
tion is a decisive question with Locke: the right of revolution 
is with him the only effective test of citizenship, as he made 
no provision for any other method of exercising the right 
to turn out an unwanted government. Although he insists, 
in the Treatise, on the majority's right to revolution, it does 
not seem to cross his mind here that the labouring class 
might have the right to make a revolution. And indeed 
there is no reason why it should have crossed his mind, for 
to him the labouring class was an object of state policy, 
an object of administration, rather than fully a part of the 
citizen body. It was incapable of rational political action, 
while the right to revolution depended essentially on rational 
decision. 

The assumption that the members of the labouring class 
are in too low a position to be capable of a rational life­
t~at is, capable of regulating their lives by those moral prin­
Cipl~s .Locke supposed were given by reason-is evident 

· agam m The Reasonableness of Christianity. The whole argu­
ment of that work is a plea that Christianity be restored to 
a few simple articles of belief 'that the labouring and illiterate 
man may comprehend'. Christianity should thus again be 
made 

a religion suited· to vulgar capacities; and the state of mankind in this 
~orld, destined to labour and travel. ... The greatest part of man­
kmd have not leisure for learning and logick, and superfine distinctions 
of the schools. Where the hand is used to the plough and the spade, 
the head is seldom elevated to sublime notions or exercised in mys-. ) 

tenous reasoning. 'Tis well if men of that rank (to say nothing of the 
other sex) can comprehend plain propositions, and a short reasoning 
about things familiar to their minds, and nearly allied to their daily 
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experience. Go beyond this, and you amaze the greatest part of man­
kind .... 1 

This is not, as might be thought, a plea for a simple 
rationalist ethical religion to replace the disputations of the 
theologians. On the contrary, Locke's point is that without 
supernatural sanctions the labouring class is incapable of 
following a rationalist ethic. He only wants the sanctions 
made clearer. The simple articles he recommends are not 
moral rules, they are articles of faith. They are to be believed. 
Belief in them is all that is necessary, for such belief converts 
the moral rules of the Gospel into binding commands. 
Locke's problem is simply to frame the articles so that they 
will appeal directly to the experience of the common people, 
who will thus be enabled to believe. 2 The greatest part of 
mankind, Locke concludes, cannot be left to the guidance of 
the law of nature or law of reason; they are not capable of 
drawing rules of conduct from it. For 'the day-labourers and 
tradesmen, the spinsters and dairy-maids, ... hearing plain 
commands, is the sure and only course to bring them to 
obedience and practice. The greatest part cannot know, and 
therefore they must believe.' 3 

Locke was, of course, recommending this simplified Chris­
tianity for all classes, as may be seen in his ingenuously 
mercantile observations on the surpassing_ utility of the 
Christian doctrine of rewards and punishments. 

The [ancient] philosophers, indeed, shewed the beauty of virtue; 
... but leaving her unendowed, very few were willing to espouse her . 
. . . But now there being put into the scales on her side, 'an exceeding 
and immortal weight of glory;' interest is come about to her, and virtue 
now is visibly the most enriching purchase, and by much the best 
bargain .... The view of heaven and hell will cast a slight upon the 
short pleasures and pains of this present state, and give attractions and 
encouragements to virtue, which reason and interest, and the care of 
ourselves, cannot but allow and prefer. Upon this foundation, and 
upon this only, morality stands firm, and may defy all competition.• 

I Work! (1759), ii. sB 5-6. Cf. Human Understanding, bk. iv, ch. 20, sects. 2.-J. 
2 See Note 0, p. 299. J Work! (1759) ii. 58o. • Ibid. 582. 
827U3 Q 
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· of 
Locke's readers would appreciate this recommendation t 

Christianity more than would the .labourers, who we~eh~o 
in a position to think in terms of making 'the most e~rlC d10~ 
purchase'. But the ability of his fundamental Chrisuan d oc 
trine to satisfy men of higher capacities Locke regar 5 has 

I · n t c on y a secondary advantage. His repeated emphasiS 0 . 

necessity of the labouring class being brought to obedience 
by believing in divine rewards and punishments lea:ves ~0 
doubt about his main concern. The implication is plain: t e 
labouring class, beyond all others, is incapable of living .a 

· 11-c • h·s attl-ratiOna 11e. One can detect a shade of difference m 1 . dl 
tude towards the employed and the unemployed. The 1 e 

h h · · the poor e seems to have regarded as depraved by c o1ce • . 
labouring poor as simply incapable of a fully rational h~e 
because of their unfortunate position. But whether by their 
own fault or not, members of the labouring class did not 
have, could not be expected to have and were not entitled 
to have, full membership in politic:] society; they did not 
and could not live a fully rational life . 

. These were not only Locke's assumptions, they were also 
his readers'. When he makes these assumptions, as in the 
passages we have quoted from the Consideratio1rs and The 
Reasonableness of Christianity, he does not argue them. The 
presumption is that he saw no need to argue them. He could 
~afely take them for granted, for they were well established 
In the prevailing view. Ever since there had been wage­
labourers in England their political incapacity had been 
assumed as a matter of course. Both the employed and the 
unemployed had been the object of much state concern by 
the T~dor and early Stuart governments, but neither the 
lab?~rmg nor the idle poor had been considered capable ~f 
political rights. Puritan individualism, to the extent that lt 
superseded the paternalism of the Tudor and early Stuart 
state,. did nothing to raise the estimation of the political 
capacit~ of the dependent working class. On the contrary, 
the Puntan doctrine of the poor, treating poverty as a mark 
of moral shortcoming, added moral obloquy to the political 
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disregard in which the poor had always been held. The poor 
might deserve to be helped, but it must be done from a 
superior moral footing. Objects of solicitude or pity or 
scorn, and sometimes of fear, the poor were not full members 
of a moral community. Here was a further reason-if any 
Was needed-for continuing to think of them as less than 
full members of the political community. But while the poor 
were, in this view, less than full members, they were certainly 
subject to the jurisdiction of the political community. They 
were in but not of civil society. 

There is a suggestive similarity between this view of the 
poor and the Calvinist view of the position of the non-elect. 
The Calvinist church, while claiming to include the whole 
population, held that full membership could be had only by 
the elect. The non-elect (who were mainly, though not en­
tirely, coincident with the non-propertied) were thus at once 
members and not members of the church: not full members 
sharing in the government of the church, but sufficiently 
members to be subject, rightfully, to its discipline. 1 How 
far the Puritan view of the moral and civil position of the 
poor was a secularization of the strict Calvinist doctrine we 
need not try to estimate. The Calvinist doctrine of election 
was less widely held than the Puritan doctrine of the poor, 
but it is not improbable that some residue of the strict 
Calvinist position was carried into the broader Puritan tradi­
tion. In any case, the Puritan doctrine reinforced the pre­
viously accepted view of the political incapacity of the work­
ing class. Even at the height of political Puritanism, during 
the Civil War and Commonwealth, when the idea that the 
dependent poor should have political rights was briefly can­
vassed, it won no support even from the Levellers, though 
the Levellers based themselves on the unfreedom rather 
than any moral inferiority of the poor. 

With the Restoration the idea of political right for the 
poor dropped out of sight again, and the idea of their moral 

1 For expressions of this view in English Calvinism, sec Christopher Hill, Puri­
tanism and Revolution (1958), pp. zz8-9. 
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inadequacy was raised to the status of economic orthodoxy. 
Writers on economic policy after the Restoration, though 
not conspicuously Puritan, fully embraced the Puritan view 
of the poor. The moral delinquency of the labouring class is 
a constant theme of their writings. Not merely the idle poor, 
who had been treated as outcasts from Tudor times, but the 
labouring poor as well, were now treated almost a race apart, 
though within the state. Tawney has observed that the pre­
vailing attitude of English economic writers after 1 66o 
'towards the new industrial proletariat [was J noticeably 
harsher than that general in the first half of the seventeenth 
century, and ... has no modern parallel except in the be­
haviour of the less reputable of white colonists towards 
coloured labour' .1 The working class were regarded not as 
citizens but as a body of actual and potential labour available 
for the purposes of the nation. The economic writers ad­
mitted, even insisted, that the labouring poor were the ulti­
mate source of any nation's wealth, but held that they were 
so only if they were encouraged and compelled to continuous 
labour. The existing arrangements for extracting this labour 
were generally thought to be inadequate in that they did 
not cope with the moral failings of the poor. Whatever the 
remedies proposed-and many of them were in the direction 
of greater severity-the common assumption was that the 
labouring class was something that was to be managed by 
the state to make it productive of national gain. It was not 
that the interests of the labouring class were subordinated 
t~ the national interest. The labouring class was not con­
stdered to have an interest; the only interest was the ruling­
cl.ass view of the national interest. The general view was 
mcely put by William Petyt: 

People are ... the chiefest, most fundamental and precious com­
~odit~, out of which may be derived all sorts of manufactures, naviga­
tw~, nches, con<juests and solid dominion. This capital material being 
of Itself raw and indigested is committed into the hands of the supreme 

~ . R. H. Tawney, Religion and the Rise of Capitalism, ch. iv, sect. iv, Penguin 
edruon, 1948, p. 2 67. 
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authority in whose prudence and disposition it is to improve, manage 
and fashion it to more or less advantage.l 

The view that human beings of the labouring class were 
a commodity out of which riches and dominion might be 
derived, a raw material to be worked up and disposed of by 
the political authority, was typical of Locke's period. So was 
the political corollary, that the labouring class was rightly 
subject to but without full membership in the state. And so 
was the moral foundation, that the labouring class does not 
and cannot live a rational life. Locke did not have to argue 
these points. He could assume that his readers would take 
them for granted, as he did. When he did mention them, as 
in the passages we have quoted from the Considerations and 
The Reasonableness of Christianity, it was only to establish a 
technical religious or economic argument by reminding his 
readers of something they already knew but had not correctly 
applied. · 

It is clear enough, then, that when Locke looked at his 
own society he saw two classes with different rights and 
different rationality. We must now consider the extent to 
which he read back, into the very nature of man and society, 
the differentials he saw in his own society. 

ii. Differential rights and rationality generalized 

We may begin by observing that Locke's unhistorical 
habit of mind would present no obstacle to his transferring 
assumptions about seventeenth-century society into a sup­
posed state of nature, and generalizing some attributes of 
seventeenth-century society and man as attributes of pre­
civil society and of man as such. And as he took his assump­
tions about his own society so much for granted that he 
felt no need to argue them, they could easily be carried into 
his premisses without his being conscious of a problem of 

I Will~am Pet_yt, Britannia ~anguens (x68o)~ p. 238. Thi~ and simila_r passages 
from various writers of the period arc quoted m E. S. Furmss, Tht! Poiition of thl! 
Laboru in a Systnn of Nationalism (New York, 1920), pp. x6 ff. Cf. Sir William 
Petty: Political Arithmt!tic, in Economic Wn"tings, ed. Hull, i .. 307, xo8, 267. 
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consistency. The question is, where if at all did the assumi: 
tions about differential rights and rationality get into his 
premisses about society and man? 

In Locke's initial statement of his postulates in the Trea­
tise (and in his analysis of human nature in the Essay Con­
cerning Human Understanding, which has to be considered 
along with the Treatise for a full statement of his general 
theory of human nature), there is nothing to suggest an 
assumption of class differentiation. But before he uses these 
postulates to deduce the necessary character of civil society 
he has put forward other arguments, especially in his treat­
ment of property rights, which imply that he had already 
generalized his differential assumptions about his own 
society into abstract implicit assumptions of differential 
human nature and natural rights. 

(a) Differential rights. We have seen that Locke recognized 
in seventeenth-century society a class differentiation so deep 
that the members of the labouring class had very different 
effective rights from the classes above them. They lived, 
and must live, 'from hand to mouth', could never 'raise their 
t~10ughts above that', and were unfit to participate in political 
hfe. Their condition was a result of their having no property 
on which they could expend their labour; and their having 
no . property was one aspect of the prevailing inequality 
w~uc~ was grounded in 'the necessity of affairs, and the con­
stitutiOn of human society' .1 

~II this Locke saw in his own society and took to be 
typical of all civil society. But how did this become an 
assumption of differential natural rights, and where does it, 
as such an assumption, enter into the argument of the 
Treatise? It is certainly not present in the opening statements 
about. natural rights; there the emphasis is all on the natural 
cquahty of rights.z 

The transformation of equal into differential natural rights 
comes to light in the working out of the theory of property. 
In the chapter on property in the Treatise, Locke went out 

1 Considerations, Works (1759), ii. 19. 2 Second Treatise, sects. 4• 5· 
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of his way, as we have seen, to transform the natural right of 
every individual to such property as he needed for subsis­
tence, and as he applied his labour to, into a natural right of 
unlimited appropriation, by which the more industrious could 
rightfully acquire all the land, leaving others with no way to 
live except by selling the disposal of their labour. 

This is not an aberration in Locke's individualism but an 
essential part of it. The core of Locke's individualism is the 
assertion that every man is naturally the sole proprietor of 
his own person and capacities 1-the absolute proprietor in 
the sense that he owes nothing to society for them-and 
especially the absolute proprietor of his capacity to labour.2 

Every man is therefore free to alienate his own capacity to 
labour. This individualist postulate is the postulate by which 
Locke transforms the mass of equal individuals (rightfully) 
into two classes with very different rights, those with 
property and those without. Once the land is all taken up, 
the fundamental right not to be subject to the jurisdiction of 
another is so unequal as between owners and non-owners 
that it is different in kind, not in degree: those without 
property are, Locke recognizes, dependent for their very 
livelihood on those with property, and are unable to alter 
their own circumstances. The initial equality of natural 
rights, which consisted in no man having jurisdiction over 
another3 cannot last after the differentiation of property. 
To put it in another way, the man without property in 
things loses that full proprietorship of his own person which 
was the basis of his equal natural rights:!- And Locke insists 
that the differentiation of property is natural, that is, that it 
takes place 'out of the bounds of Societie, and without com­
pact' .5 Civil society is established to protect unequal posses­
sions, which have already in the state of nature given rise to 
unequal rights. In this way Locke has generalized the 
assumption of a class differential in rights in his own society, 

1 sects. 4, 6, 44, 12.3. 2 sect. 2.7. J sect. 4· 
4 Cf. above, p. 2.19; also ch. III, pp. 145 ff. 
s Second Treatise, sect. so. 



1 
zJ:z. LOCKE: POLITICAL THEORY OF APPROPRIATION ~ 
into an implicit assumption of differential natural rights. 
The implicit assumption, as we shall see, did not replace the 
initial assumption of equality; rather it appears that both 
were in Locke's mind at the same time. 

(b) Differential rationality. We have seen that Locke 
assumed in his own society a class differential in rationality 
which left the labouring class incapable of a fully rational 
life, i.e. incapable of ordering their lives by the law of nature 
or reason. The question is, how did this become an assump­
tion of differential rationality in general, and where did this 
enter the argument of the Treatise? It is not present in the 
opening statements of postulates. There, rationality and 
depravity are dealt with in abstraction, and although a dis­
tinction1 is made between rational men, who stay within the 
bounds of the law of nature, and depraved men, who trans­
gress that law, there is no suggestion that this distinction is 
correlated with social class. The same may be said of the 
distinction Locke makes in the first stage of the state of 
nature, when there was still plenty of land, between 'the 
Industrious and Rational', who followed the law of nature 
which commanded men to subdue the earth by their labour 
(and whose labour on it gave them a title to it), and 'the 
Quarrelsom and Contentious' whose covetousness led them 
instead 'to meddle with what was already improved by 
another's Labour'. 2 In the first stage of the state of nature, 
man confronts his natural environment in such a way that 
rational behaviour consists in subduing nature by labour, 
and appropriating in order to subdue. The essence of rational 
behaviour is industrious appropriation. But in the course of 
the chapter on property the essence of rational behaviour 
undergoes a change. It shifts from industrious appropriation 
of that modest amount of land that a man could use to pro­
duce what he and his family needed, to appropriation of 
amounts greater than could be used for that purpose. And 
when this unlimited accumulation becomes rational, full 
rationality is possible only for those who can so accumulate. 

1 Discussed below, pp. 239-40· :z. s~cond Tr~atiu, sect. 34· 



CLASS DIFFERENTIALS :Z.JJ 

This change in the concept of rationality is important 
enough to merit closer scrutiny. In the first stage of the 
state of nature, the essence of rational conduct was to subdue 
and improve the earth. 

God, when he gave the World in common to all Mankind, com­
manded Man also to labour, and the penury of his Condition required 
it of him. God and his Reason commanded him to subdue the Earth, 
i.e. improve it for the benefit of Life, and therein lay out something 
upon it that was his own, his labour.1 

God gave the World to Men ... for their benefit, and the greatest 
Conveniencies of Life they were capable to draw from it .... He gave 
it to the use of the Industrious and Rational, (and Labour was to be 
his Title to it;) not to the Fancy or Covetousness of the Quarrelsom 
and Contentious.z 

In the beginning, then, reason commanded each man to 
subdue and improve some land for his own benefit. But no 
man could subdue and improve land unless he owned it: 
'the Condition of Humane Life, which requires Labour and 
Materials to work on, necessarily introduces private Posses­
sions' .3 The essence of rational conduct therefore is private 
appropriation of the land and the materials it yields, and 
investment of one's energies in improving them for the 
greatest conveniences of life one may thereby get for oneself. 
The industrious and rational is he who labours and appro­
priates. Such behaviour is rational in the moral sense of 
being required by the law of God or law of reason, as well as 
in the expedient sense. And it is the moral rationality that 
Locke emphasizes: if nothing but expediency were in ques­
tion, it could be just as rational to 'meddle with what was 
already improved by another's Labour'.4 And in the first 
stage of the state of nature, before the introduction of money 
and the consequent taking up of all the land, everyone who 
laboured did appropriate. 

But with the introduction of money in any territory, all 
the land therein is soon appropriated,s leaving some men 
without any. This, we must remember, is for Locke still the 

' sect. 3 z. z sect. 34· 4 sect. 34· 5 sect. 45· 
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state of nature: men agreed to disproportionate and unequal 
possession of the earth merely by their tacit consent to the 
use of money, which they gave out of the bounds of society, 
and without compact.' In the second stage of the state of 
nature, then, those who are left with no land cannot be 
industrious and rational in the original sense: they cannot 
appropriate and improve the land to their own benefit, 
which was originally the essence of rational behaviour. 

Whereas in the first stage labouring and appropriating 
implied each other, and together comprised rational be­
haviour, in the second stage labouring no longer implied 
appropriating, though appropriating implied (someone's) 
labouring. At this point it became morally and expediently 
rational to appropriate land in amounts greater than could 
be used to produce a plentiful supply of consumption goods 
for oneself and one's family; that is, it became rational to 
~ppropriate land to use as capital, which involves appropriat­
mg the surplus product of other men's labour, i.e. of the 
labour of those who have no land of their own. In other 
words, at the point where labouring and appropriating be­
came separable, full rationality went with appropriating 
rather than with labouring. 

To see this we have only to notice that in Locke's view the 
only thing that had changed in passing from the first to the 
second stage of the state of nature was the scale on which 
appropriation was rational, in both the moral and expedient 
senses. Before the introduction of money, appropriation 
beyon.d the amount required for consumption was unreason­
able, In both senses: 'it was a foolish thing, as well as dis­
hone.st, to hoard up more than [a man] could make use of'.z 
But It was unreasonable, in both senses, only because it in­
volv:d spoiling or wasting, and it involved spoiling or 
wastmg only because of the lack of the technical device of 
~oney. The moral law had nothing against large posses­
SIOns, 'the exceeding of the bounds of [a man's] just Property 

1 Second Treatiu, sect. 50. 
z sect. 46; cf. sect. 51 where the phrase is 'useless as well as dishonest'. 
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not lying in the largeness of his Possession, but the perishing 
of any thing uselessly in it'. 1 The introduction of money, in 
its capacity as a store of value, removed the technical ob­
stacle which was all that had prevented unlimited appro­
priation from being rational in the moral sense, i.e. being 
in accordance with the law of nature or law of reason. The 
introduction of money removed also the technical obstacle 
which had prevented unlimited appropriation from being 
rational in the expedient sense. Money, as a means of ex­
change and a store of value, made it profitable for a man to 
produce commodities for commercial exchange 'to draw 
Money to him by the Sale of the Product', and hence made 
it profitable for him to enlarge his possession of land 'beyond . 
the use of his Family, and a plentiful supply to its Consump­
tion', and far beyond the amount that would otherwise 'be 
worth the inclosing'.2 Locke does not ask why men took. to 
unlimited appropriation after the introduction of money; he 
simply explains why they would not be bothered to do it 
before then. 

Locke has evidently started from the position that accumu­
lation is morally and expediently rational per se, and then 
found that the only thing that prevented it being rational in 
man's original condition was the absence of money and 
markets. He also found that men were by nature sufficiently 
rational to be able to agree on the use of money and the 
conventions of commerce, without establishing a formal civil 
authority. What is more natural, then, than that rational men 
should have surmounted the technical barriers to unlimited 
accumulative behaviour, and so have enabled themselves 
to become fully rational, and all this in the state of nature? 

In short, Locke has read back into man's original nature 
a rational propensity to unlimited accumulation, has shown 
that it is naturally checked in pre-monetary society, and has 
shown how the check can be removed by a device which he 
assumes to be V'{_ell within the rational powers of natural 
man. The whole notion of a monetary and commercial state 

1 sect. 46. 2 sect. 48. 
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of nature, which is nonsense historically, is intelligible 
hypothetically, but is so only if one attributes to man's 
nature as Locke did, the rational propensity to accumulate. , . 
It is intelligible, that is to say, only if one reads back mto 
the state of nature a relation between man and nature (i.e. 
between man and the land as the source of man's subsis­
tence) which is typically bourgeois, as Locke does in his 
assertion that the condition of human life necessarily intro­
duces private possession of land and materials to work on. 1 

It was because Locke had always assumed fully rational 
behaviour to be accumulative behaviour that he could, at 
the point where labouring and appropriating became separ­
able, find that full rationality lay in appropriating rather than 
in labouring. 

It may be thought that the assumption of the rationality 
of the propensity to unlimited accumulation which we have 
found in Locke is contradicted by the fact that he sometimes 
denounces covetousness in quite traditional terms. He refers 
to 'the Golden Age (before vain Ambition, and amor sceleratus 
habendi, evil Concupiscence, had corrupted Mens minds 
into a Mistake of true Power and Honour) .. .'. 2 He tells 
us that it was the emergence of covetousness that made a 
full-fledged political society necessary. In 'the first Ages in 
Asia and Europe, whilst the Inhabitants were too few for the 
Country, and want of People and Money gave Men no 
Temptation to enlarge their Possessions of Land' there was 
'little matter for Covetousness or Ambition' and no reason 
·~o apprehend or provide against it' .3 'The equality of a 
s1mple poor way of liveing confineing their desires within 
the narrow bounds of each mans smal propertie made few 
controversies and so no need of many laws to decide them: 
And there wanted not of Justice where there were but few 
Trespasses, and few Offenders. '4 Such a people, Locke says, 
would require only a rudimentary political society, chiefly 
for protecting themselves against foreign force. Its rulers, 

1 Second Treatise, sect. 35· 
3 sects. Io8, 107. 

2 sect. III. 

4 sect. 107. 
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except in time of war, 'exercise very little Dominion, and 
have but a very moderate Sovereignty'. 1 It is only after the 
introduction of money, the appropriation of all the land, 
and the appearance of large unequal properties, that covet­
ousness comes to the fore and brings the need for a fully 
sovereign civil society to protect property from the covetous. 

Locke's disapproval of covetousness is plain enough. Yet 
it is not at all inconsistent with his belief in the moral 
rationality of unlimited accumulation. On the contrary, it 
was rational, i.e. industrious, appropriation that required pro­
tection against the covetousness of the quarrelsome and con­
tentious who sought to acquire possessions not by industry 
but by trespass. It was not the industrious appropriator 
who was covetous, but the man who would invade his appro­
priation. And rational industrious appropriation required 
protection only after it had passed beyond the limits of simple 
small properties and had become unlimited accumulation. 
Locke's denunciation of covetousness is a consequence, 
not a contradiction, of his assumption that unlimited 
accumulation is the essence of rationality. 2 The contrast 
with Hobbes's position is instructive. For Hobbes, 'Covetous­
nesse of great Riches, and ambition of great Honours, are 
Honourable; as signes of power to obtain them. '3 Here, 
as in the treatment of man as a commodity,4 Locke was 
not prepared to go as far as Hobbes. For both thinkers, 
unlimited accumulation was morally justified; but since 
Hobbes had reduced society completely to a market, and 
found no room for moral principles not deducible from 
market relations, he made no distinction between covetous­
ness and unlimited accumulation. Locke (and Harrington5), 

retaining in some measure the traditional moral principles, 
made the distinction but were not troubled by it. 

\f\T e find, then, that Locke considered private appropria­
tion to be natural and rational from the beginning, and 
considered the propensity to accumulate beyond the limits 

I sect. 108. 2 See Note P, p. 299. 

4 See above, pp. 219-20. 

J L~'Viatlzan, ch. 10, p. 71. 

5 See above, ch. IV, p. I 76. 
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of consumption and barter to be natural and rational after 
the introduction of money, which is, on his own recognition, 
the stage at which all the land is taken up and some men 
have to begin to live without land of their own. From. this 
time on, in the second stage of the state of nature, rational 
conduct consists in unlimited accumulation, and the possi­
bility of accumulation is open only to those who succeed in 
getting possession of land or materials to work on. 

It follows that there was in Locke's view a class differen­
tial in rationality in the state of nature. Those who were left 
without property after the land was all appropriated could 
not be accounted fully rational. They had no opportunity to 
be so. Like the day-labourer in civil society they were not 
in a position to expend their labour improving the gifts of 
nature; their whole energies were needed to keep alive, they 
could not 'raise their thoughts above that' for they just lived 
'from hand to mouth'. 

4· The Ambiguous State of Nature 

We have seen how Locke read back into the state of 
nature, in a generalized form, the assumptions he made 
about differential rights and rationality in existing societies. 
The generalized assumptions could not but modify in his 
own ~ind the initial postulates of the Treatise. But they did 
not dtsplace them. We can now see that Locke entertained 
both at the same time, so that the postulates on which he 
was operating were confused and ambiguous. All men were 
on the whole rational; yet there were two distinct classes 
of rationality. All men were equal in natural rights; yet there 
were two distinct orders of possession of natural rights. 
~ere we have the source of the extraordinary contradiction 
m Locke's presentation of human nature. 

We are accustomed to think that Locke held men to be 
e.ssentially rational and social. Rational, in that they could 
hve together by the law of nature, which is reason, or which 
at least (though not imprinted on the mind) is knowable by 
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reason, without the he I p of revelation. Social, in that they 
could live by the laws of nature without the imposition of 
rules by a sovereign. This, indeed, is usually said to be the 
great difference between Locke's and Hobbes's view of 
human nature. If there is a significant difference it is here 
that one expects to find it, rather than in the theory of 
motivation. For Locke, like Hobbes, held that men are 
moved primarily by appetite and aversion; and that the 
appetites are so strong that 'if they were left to their full 
swing, they would carry men to the overturning of all 
morality. Moral laws are set as a curb and restraint to these 
exorbitant desires.' 1 The difference, it is said, between this 
and Hobbes's view, is that Locke thought men capable of 
setting these rules on themselves, by perceiving their utility, 
without setting up a sovereign. 

The general theory presented at the opening of the 
Treatise is certainly to the effect that men are naturally able 
to govern themselves by the law of nature, or reason. The 
state of nature, we are told, has a law of nature to govern it, 
which is reason. 2 The state of nature is flatly contrasted to 
the state of war: the two are 'as far distant, as a State of 
Peace, Good Will, Mutual Assistance, and Preservation, 
and a State of Emnity, Malice, Violence, and Mutual 
Destruction are one from another. Men living together 
according to reason, without a common Superior on Earth, 
with Authority to judge between them, is properly the State 
of Nature'.J 

It is no derogation from this view of the state of nature to 
allow, as Locke does, that there are in it some men who will 
not follow the law of nature. The law of nature teaches only 
those 'who will but consult it'; some men transgress it and, 
by doing so, declare themselves 'to live by another Rule, 

1 Essay Concerning Human Understanding, ed. Fraser (1894), bk. i, ch. z, sect. 13. 
Cf. Locke's Hobbesian reflection in 1678 that 'the principal spring from which the 
actions of men take their rise, the rule they conduct them by, and the end to which 
they direct them, seems to be credit and reputation, and that which at any rate 
they avoid is in the greatest part shame and disgrace', and the consequences he 
draws for government. (Quoted from Locke's MS. journal, in Fox Bourne, op. cit. 
i. 403-4). z Second Treatise, sect. 6. 3 sect. 19. 
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than that of reason and common Equity' and so become 
'dangerous to Mankind'; a man who violates the law of 
nature 'becomes degenerate, and declares himself to quit the 
Principles of Human Nature, and to be a noxious Creature'. 1 

There are, then, some natural criminals amongst the natural 
law-abiding people of the state of nature. But Locke's de­
scription of these men as 'noxious', 'degenerate', and having 
'quit the Principles of Human Nature' makes it apparent 
that he wants his readers to regard them as an exceptional 
few. The extravagance of his language might even be taken 
to suggest that Locke was anxious to convince himself of the 
prevailing decency of the state of nature. In any case he is 
definite that the existence of some transgressors in the state 
of nature does not affect the prevalence of the law of nature: 
it is the state of nature including transgressors that he 
describes as 'men living together according to reason', and 
'a State of Peace, Good Will, Mutual Assistance, and 
Preservation'. z · 

But this is only one of two opposite pictures Locke has of 
the state of nature. As early as chapter 3 of the Treatise, 
only a page after the distinction between the state of nature 
and the state of war, we read that where there is no authority 
to decide between contenders 'every the least difference is 
apt to end' in the 'State of War', and that 'one great reason 
of Mens putting themselves into Society, and quitting the State 
of Nature' is 'to avoid this State of War\3 The difference 
between the state of nature and the Hobbesian state of war 
has virtually disappeared. We read further, some chapters 
later, that the state of nature is 'very unsafe, very unsecure', 
that in it the enjoyment of individual rights is 'very uncer­
tain, and constantly exposed to the Invasion of others', and 
that it is 'full of fears and continual dangers'; and all this 
because 'the greater part [are J no strict 0 bservers of Equity 
and Justice'.4 What makes the state of nature unliveable, 
according to this account, is not the viciousness of the few 

1 Suond Treatise sects. 6. 8. 10. 2 sect. 19. 3 See Note Q, p. 300. 
4 sect. IZJ. Cf.sects. 124-5, 'Men'; 131, 'unsafe and uneasie'; 137, 'termsofforce'. 
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but the disposition of 'the greater part' to depart from the 
law of reason. The state of nature is now indistinguishable 
from the state of war. So it is in Locke's discussion of re­
bellion as a dissolution of government: those who rebel, 
'bring back again the state of \Var'; 1 they take away 'the 
Umpirage, which every one had consented to, for a peace­
able decision of all their Controversies, and a bar to the state 
of \\Tar amongst them', and 'expose the People a new to the 
state of fVar'. 2 It is the state of war, not the peaceable state 
of nature, to which men are brought back again when civil 
society is dissolved. 

The contradiction between Locke's two sets of statements 
about natural man is fundamental. The state of nature is 
sometimes the opposite of the state of war, sometimes 
identical with it. This is the central contradiction in the 
explicit postulates on which Locke's political theory is built. 
It will not do to say that it is simply an echo of the tradi­
tional Christian conception of man as a contradictory mix­
ture of appetite and reason. Locke no doubt accepted that 
view. And within it there is indeed room for a considerable 
variety of belief as to the relative weights (or potentialities) 
of the two ingredients of human nature. Different exponents 
of the Christian doctrine could take different views. But 
what has to be explained is how Locke took not one position 
in this matter but two opposite positions. 

One might, of course, say that he had to take both in 
order to make his case as against Hobbes-that he had to 
make men so rational as not to require a Hobbesian sove­
reign, yet had to make them contentious enough to require 
their handing over their natural rights and powers to a civil 
society. But to say this would be to accuse Locke, quite un­
justly and unnecessarily, either of intellectual dishonesty or 
of extraordinary superficiality; and would, besides, imply an 
underestimate of the extent to which Locke did subordinate 
the individual to the state. 3 

Another explanation, less objectionable in its imputations, 
1 sect. 226. 

az7a3 
z sect. 227. 

R 

J See below, pp. 255-8. 
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is suggested by a certain similarity that can be seen between 
Locke's two general pictures of the state of nature and the 
two stages of the state of nature (pre- and post-monetary) 
that we have seen to be implicit in his treatment of the 
introduction of money. Might not the pleasant picture of the 
state of nature, in which there arc only a few degenerate 
men, be drawn from the rudimentary pre-monetary society 
'where there were but few Trespasses, and few Offenders' 
and therefore no full civil authority ?1 The pleasant state of 
nature would thus correspond to the first of the two stages 
discussed in the chapter on property. The unpleasant state 
of nature, where 'the greater part' are so little observers of 
equity and justice that nobody's property is secure, would 
correspond to the post-monetary stage, when 'evil concupi­
scence' had made some headway and there were by implica­
tion many offenders. 

But this explanation will not do. For Locke presents both 
the pleasant and unpleasant versions as pictures of the state 
of nature immediately preceding the establishment of civil 
~ociety, i.e. of the second stage of the state of nature. There 
1s no doubt that the unpleasant picture is of the second 
stage. And that the pleasant picture is also of the state of 
nature immediately preceding the establishment of civil 
society is evident from one of the arguments he uses to 
prove that no government can have arbitrary power. He has 
to postulate that the state of nature from which men enter 
civil society is one in which men do on the whole follow the 
law of nature, i.e. do not arbitrarily invade the lives, liberties, 
or ~roperties of others. If they did so act, they would have 
arbitrary power in the state of nature. But Locke's case is 
that men have no arbitrary power in the state of nature and 
therefore cannot transfer it to civil society. 2 

What still has to be explained, then, is how Locke could 
say that the men who moved from the state of nature into 
civil society both were substantially governed by the law of 
nature and were not substantially governed by it; how these 

1 Second Treatise, sects. 107-8. • 2 sect. 135. 
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same men at the same time were for the most part rational 
and peaceable and were for 'the greater part' so contemptuous 
of natural law that nobody was at all secure. 1 

An explanation that does cover this is afforded by our 
analysis of Locke's social assumptions. I suggest that Locke 
was able to take both positions about human nature because 
he had in his mind at the same time two conceptions of 
society, which, although logically conflicting, were derived 
from the same ultimate source. One was the notion of society 
as composed of equal undifferentiated beings. The other was 
the notion of society as com posed of two classes difFerentiated 
by their level of rationality-those who were 'industrious 
and rational' and had property, and those who were not, who 
laboured indeed, but only to live, not to accumulate. Locke 
would not be conscious of the contradiction between these two 
conceptions of society, because both of them (and not merely, 
as we have already seen, the second one) were carried over 
into his postulates from his comprehension of his own society. 

The first concept, though Locke presents it as the tradi­
tional Christian natural law view, has in it a considerable 
admixture of the atomistic view that was typical of seven­
teenth-century materialism. The traditional concept of the 
natural moral equality of men, their equal entitlement to the 
benefits of natural law and their equal capacity of recogniz­
ing its obligations, is of course in the forefront of Locke's 
presentation: men arc 'Creatures of the same species and 
rank promiscuously born to all the same advantages of 
Nature, and the use of the same faculties', and it is Hooker, 
who carried the Christian natural law tradition into the 
seventeenth century, who is quoted in support of 'this 
equality of Men by Nature'. 2 This equality of rights is at the 
same time an equality of reason: men are equally capable of 
comprehending the law of nature: 'Reason, which is that 
Law, teaches all Mankind, who will but consult it ... .'J 

But what we have to notice now is that Locke's assumption 
of natural equality goes beyond this traditional Christian 

r See Note R, p. 300. " Second Tr~atiu, sects. 41 S· J sect. 6. 
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view. The reason why all just government must be based 
on consent is not only that men are created free and equai 
in the sense that they are equally God's creatures and so have 
equal moral rights. It is also, as Locke emphasizes in his 
argument against paternalism, that men are assumed to be 
equally capable of shifting for themselves in the practical 
matter of managing their lives. 

Locke's whole case against those who would base political 
authority on an analogy between political and paternal power 
rests on the proposition that paternal power is by nature 
valid only until the children are old enough to be assumed 
able both to know the law of nature and to manage the 
business of day-to-day living for themselves. All men, except 
lunatics and idiots, are then free of parental authority be­
cause they are presumed equally able both to recognize the 
law of nature and 'to shift for themselves' .1 Similarly the 
only natural foundation Locke finds for the con jugal estate 
is that it is necessary for the protection and sustenance of the 
offspring until they can 'shift for themselves'. 2 Again when 
Locke sums up the limits of' Paternal or Pare mal Power' he 
describes that power indifferently as 'nothing but that, 
which Parents have over their Children, to govern them for 
the Childrens good, till they come to the use of Reason, or 
a state of Knowledge, wherein they may be supposed capable 
to understand that Rule, whether it be the Law of Nature, 
or the municipal Law of their Country they are to govern 
themselves by',J and as the power which nature gives to 
parents 'for the Benefit of their Children during their 
Minority, to supply their want of Ability, and understanding 
how to manage their Property ... [i.e. J that Property which 
Men have in their Persons as well as Goods' .4 

The assumption that men are by nature equally capable 
of shifting for themselves was not an idle one. It enabled 
Locke in good conscience to reconcile the great inequalities 
of observed society with the postulated equality of natural 

1 Second Treatise, sect. 6o. 
J sect. z 70. 

z sect. 8 3; cf. sect. So. 
4 sect. I7J· 
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right. If men are by nature equally rational, in the sense of 
equally capable of looking after themselves, those who have 
fallen permanently behind in the pursuit of property can be 
assumed to have only themselves to blame. And only if men 
are assumed to be equally capable of shifting for themselves, 
can it be thought equitable to put them on their own, and 
leave them to confront each other in the market without the 
protections which the old natural law doctrine upheld. The 
assumption that men are equally rational in capacity of shift­
ing for themselves thus makes it possible to reconcile the 
justice of the market with the traditional notions of commu­
tative and distributive justice. 

Locke's doctrine of equal rationality was, we may say, by 
Hobbes out of Hooker. The assumption of equal capacity 
to shift for themselves was necessary for anyone who wanted 
to justify market society and who yet was unwilling, as 
Locke was, to go the whole way with Hobbes in reducing all 
justice to the justice of contractors in the market. In other 
words, it was necessary, at least for any bourgeois theory 
which claimed continuity with traditional natural law, to 
conceive man in general in the image of rational bourgeois 
man, able to look after himself and morally entitled to ·do so. 

Now when man in general is thus conceived in the image 
of bourgeois rational man, the natural condition of man is 
eminently rational and peaceable. This, I suggest, is the 
source of the first of Locke's two concepts of the state of 
nature, and it owes as much to his comprehension of bour­
geois society as to the tradition of Christian natural law. 

Locke's other concept of the state of nature is more directly 
related to a concept of society which is more markedly 
bourgeois, namely the concept of human society in which 
there is an inherent class differential in rationality. The 
seventeenth-century bourgeois observer could scarcely fail 
to see a deep-rooted difference between the rationality of the 
poor and that of the men of some property. The difference 
was in fact a difFerence in their ability or willingness to 
order their own lives according to the bourgeois moral code. 
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But to the bourgeois observer this appeared to be a difference 
in men's ability to order their lives by moral rules as such. 
We have seen that this was Locke's view. When this class 
differential in rational morality is read back into the nature 
of man, it results in a state of nature that is unsafe and in­
secure. For to say, as Locke did, that the greater part of men 
are incapable of guiding their lives by the law of reason, 
without sanctions, is to say that a civil society with legal 
sanctions (and a church with spiritual sanctions) is needed 
to keep them in order. Without these sanctions, i.e. in a 
state of nature, there could be no peace. 

I have called Locke's concept of differential rationality a 
bourgeois concept. It had nothing in common with the 
Aristotelian notion of two classes-masters and slaves­
whose relative positions were justified by a supposed inherent 
difference in rationality. With Locke the difference in 
rationality was not inherent in men, not implanted in them 
by God or Nature; on the contrary, it was socially acquired 
by virtue of different economic positions. But it was acquired 
in the state of nature; it was therefore inherent in civil 
society. Once acquired, that is to say, it was permanent, for 
it was the concomitant of an order of property relations 
which Locke assumed to be the permanent basis of civilized 
society. Locke's notion of differential rationality justified as 
natural, not slavery, 1 but the subordination of one part of 
the people by their continual contractual alienation of their 
capacity to labour. The differentiation came about because 
men were free to alienate their freedom. The difference in 
rationality was a result, not a cause, of that alienation. But 
the difference in rationality, once established, provided a 
justification of differential rights. 

Both of Locke's views of the state of nature, then, flow 
from a bourgeois conception of society. And their common 
source obscured their contradictory quality. In the last 

1 Locke did, of course, justify slavery also, ·but not on grounds of inherently 
different rationality. Enslavement was justified only when a man had 'by his fault, 
forfeited his own Life, by some Act that deserves Death· (sect. :q). Locke appears 
to have thought of it as a fit penalty for his natural criminals. 
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analysis it was Locke's comprehension of his own society 
that was ambiguous and contradictory. It could scarcely 
have been otherwise. It reflected accurately enough the 
ambivalence of an emerging bourgeois society which de­
manded formal equality but required substantive inequality 
of rights. The leaders of that society were not prepared, as 
the chilly reception of Hobbes's doctrine on all sides had 
shown, to abandon traditional moral law in favour of a fully 
materialist doctrine of utility. Rightly or wrongly, such a 
doctrine was thought to be too dangerous to the fabric of 
society. As long as it was thought so, it was necessary to pro­
fess the natural equality of men and to clothe that equality 
in natural law, and equally necessary to find a natural 
justification of inequality. Locke did both, to the general 
satisfaction of his contemporary readers. And if this left at 
the heart of his theory an ambiguity which pervaded all the 
rest of it, that made the theory no less serviceable to his own 
society. 

5. The Ambiguous Civil Society 

We may now inquire how Locke's ambiguous position on 
natural rights and rationality comes out in his theory of the 
formation of civil society. Men enter into civil society, 
Locke tells us, to protect themselves from the inconveni­
ences, insecurity, and violence of the state of nature. Or, as 
he says repeatedly, the great end of men's uniting into civil 
society and putting themselves under government is the 
preservation of their property, by which, he says, he means 
their 'Lives, Liberties and Estates'. 1 When property is so 
defined, everyone has a reason to enter civil society, and 
everyone is capable of entering it, having some rights which 
he can transfer. But Locke did not keep to this definition. 
He used the term in two different senses at points where its 
meaning was decisive in his argument. The property for the 
protection of which men oblige themselves to civil society 
is sometimes2 stated to be life, liberty, and estate, and 

I Second Tr~atise, sect. 12.3. z e.g. sects. 12.3, IJI, 137· 
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sometimes 1 it is clearly only goods or land. The upshot of 
this is that men without estate or goods, that is, without 
property in the ordinary sense, are rightfully both in and not 
in civil society. 

When the property for the protection of which men enter 
civil society is taken to be life, liberty, and estate, all men 
(except slaves) are eligible for membership; when it is taken 
to be goods or estate only, then only men who possess them 
are eligible. Locke takes it both ways, without any conscious­
ness of inconsistency. What has happened is understandable 
in the light of our analysis. Locke's recognition of differen­
tial class rights in his own society, having been carried into 
his postulates as an implicit assumption of differential 
natural rights and rationality, but without there displacing 
the formal assumption of general rationality and equal 
rights, has emerged at the level of the social contract in a 
crucial ambiguity about who are parties to the contract. 

The question whom Locke considered to be members of 
civil society seems to admit of only one answer. Everyone, 
~hether or not he has property in the ordinary sense, is 
I?cluded, as having an interest in preserving his life and 
hberty. At the same time only those with 'estate' can be full 
members, for two reasons: only they have a full interest in 
the preservation of property, and only they are fully capable 
of that rational life-that voluntary obligation to the law of 
r~a~on-. which is the necessary basis of full participation in 
ClVI~ soctety. The labouring class, being without estate, are 
subJect to, but not full members of, civil society.2 If it be 
objected that this is not one answer but two inconsistent 
answers, the reply must be that both answers follow from 
Locke's assumptions, and that neither one alone, but only 
the two together, accurately represent Locke's thinking. 

The ambiguity as to who are members of civil society by 
virtue of the supposed original contract allows Locke to 

1 e.g. Seco~dTreatise, sects. 13R-4o, 193· 
2 Cf. Harrmgton's assumption that wage-earners are outside the commonwealth; 

above, ch. IV, p. 182. 
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consider all men as members for purposes of being ruled 
and only the men of estate as members for the purposes of 
ruling. The right to rule (more accurately, the right to con­
trol any government) is given to the men of estate only: it 
is they who are given the decisive voice about taxation, 
without which no government can subsist. 1 On the other 
hand, the obligation to be bound by law and subject to the 
lawful government is fixed on all men whether or not they 
have property in the sense of estate, and indeed whether or 
not they have made an express compact. When Locke 
broadens his doctrine of express consent into a doctrine of 
tacit consent he leaves no doubt as to who are obliged: 

every Man, that hath any Possession, or Enjoyment, of any part of the 
Dominions of any Government, doth thereby give his tacit Consent, 
and is as far forth obliged to Obedience to the Laws of that Govern­
ment, during such Enjoyment, as any one under it; whether this his 
Possession be of Land, to him and his Heirs for ever, or a Lodging 
only for a Week; or whether it be barely travelling freely on the High­
way; and in Effect, it reaches as far as the very being of any one within 
the Territories of that Government.:z 

Locke is explicit that the tacit com:ent which is assumed to 
be given by all such men does not make them full members 
of the society: 'Nothing can make any Man so, but his 
actually entering into it by positive Engagement, and ex­
press Promise and Compact'. 3 And the only men who are 
assumed to incorporate themselves in any commonwealth 
by express compact are those who have some property, or 
the expectation of some property, in land: 

every Man, when he, at first, incorporates himself into any Common­
wealth, he, by his uniting himself thereunto, annexed also, and submits 
to the Community those Possessions, which he has, or shall acquire, 
that do not already belong to any other Government. For it would be 
a direct Contradition, for any one, to enter into Society with others 
for the securing and regulating of Property: And yet to suppose his 
Land, whose Property is to be regulated by the Laws of the Society, 

I Second Treatise, sect. 140. Cf. sect. 1 sS. z sect. 119. J sect. n:z. 
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should be exempt from the Jurisdiction of that Government, to which 
he himself the Proprietor of the Land, is a Subject. 1 

Not every proprietor of land is necessarily a full member 
of the society-foreignersz and even natives who have not 
actually incorporated themselves in the society3 may possess 
land there-but every full member is assumed to be a 
proprietor of land. Thus, the native with no estate or 
expectation of estate is not admitted to full membership by 
the back door of tacit consent; like the resident foreigner, he 
is simply subject to the jurisdiction of the government.4 

The reason Locke introduced the concept of tacit consent 
was presumably the impossibility of showing express con­
sent in the case of all present citizens of an established state. 
But his doctrine of tacit consent has the added convenience 
that it clearly imposes obligation, reaching to their 'very 
being', on those with no estate whatever. 

From the whole foregoing analysis it appears that the 
result of Locke's work was to provide a moral basis for a 
class state from postulates of equal individual natural rights. 
Given the seventeenth-century individualist natural rights 
assumptions, a class state could only be legitimized by a 
doctrine of consent which would bring one class within but 
not make it fully a part of the state. This is just what Locke's 
t~eory did do. The doing of it required the implicit assump­
tiOns we have seen he did have in his mind. The assumptions 
were such as to involve him in the ambiguities and contra­
dictions that pervade his argument. And it is difficult to see 
how he could have persisted in such contradictions had he 
not been taking the class state as one desideratum and equal 
natural rights as another. 

It is not suggested that Locke deliberately twisted a 
theory of equal natural rights into a justification of a class 
state. On the contrary, his natural rights assumptions, 
honestly held, were such as to make it possible, indeed almost 
to guarantee, that his theory would justify a class state 

1 Second Treatise, sect. 120. z sect. 12.2. 3 sect. 121. 

4 Cf. Ireton's position; above, ch. Ill, pp. ISI-z. 
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without any sleight of hand. The decisive factor was that the 
equal natural rights Locke envisaged, including as they did 
the right to unlimited accumulation of property, led logically 
to differential class rights and so to the justification of a class 
state. Locke's confusions are the result of honest deduction 
from a postulate of equal natural rights which contained its 
own contradiction. The evidence suggests that he did not 
realize the contradiction in the postulate of equal natural 
right to unlimited property, but that he simply read into 
the realm of right (or the state of nature) a social relation 
which he accepted as normal in civilized society. In this 
view, the source of the contradictions in his theory is his 
attempt to state in universal (non-class) terms, rights and 
obligations which necessarily had a class content. 

6. Unsettled Problems Reconsidered 

When Locke's theory is understood in the sense here 
ascribed to it, some outstanding difficulties of its inter­
pretation may be resolved. 

i. The joint-stock theory 

The problem inherent in the joint-stock interpretation of 
Locke's state is now no problem, for we have seen how 
Locke could consider the state to consist both of property­
owners only and of the whole population. He would have no 
difficulty, therefore, in thinking of the state as a joint-stock 
company of owners whose majority decision binds not only 
themselves but also their employees. The labouring class, 
whose only asset is their capacity to labour, cannot take part 
in the operations of the company at the same level as the 
owners. Nevertheless, the labouring class is so necessary to 
the operations of the company as to be considered an organic 
part of it. For the purpose of the company is not only to 
preserve what property it has, but also to preserve the right 
and conditions to enable it to enlarge its property; and one 
of these conditions is a labour force effectively submitted to 



zp. LOCKE: POLITICAL THEORY OF APPROPRIATION 

its jurisdiction. Perhaps the closest analogue of. Locke's 
state is the joint-stock company of merchants tradmg to or 
planting in distant lands, whose charter gives them, or allows 
them to take, such jurisdiction over the natives or the trans­
planted labour force as the character of the trade requires. 

ii. Majority rule v. property right 

The implicit contradiction m that interpretation of 
Locke's theory which emphasizes the supremacy of the 
majority is also cleared. The contradiction, it will be remem­
bered, was between the assertion of majority rule and the 
insistence on the sanctity of individual property. If the men 
of no property were to have full political rights, how could 
the sanctity of existing property institutions be expected to 
be maintained against the rule of the majority? This was no 
fanciful problem. When it had been raised during the Civil 
War all the men of property had seen the impossibility of 
combining real majority rule and property rights. And 
Locke assumed, correctly, that the propertyless were a 
majority in England at the time he wrote. 1 But we can now 
see that there is no conflict between Locke's two assertions, 
of majority rule and of property right, inasmuch as Locke 
was assuming that only those with property were full 
members of civil society and so of the majority. 

iii. The equation of individual and majority consent 

Even when it is recognized that Locke's consent of the 
~ajority is consent of the majority of property-owners, there 
1s a further difficulty in his treatment of consent. This is 
most clearly seen in his discussion of consent to taxation. 
Locke first asserts, in the strongest possible terms, that 'The 
Supream Power cannot take from any Man any part of his 
Property without his own consent', on the ground that 
without this provision individuals would have 'no Property 

1 For Locke's assumption, Reasonablt•ness of ChristianiiJ• as quoted ahol'c, 
PP· zz4-5: for its accuracy, King's estimates, as quoted below, Appendix. 
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at all' and so would 'lose that by entring into Society, which 
was the end for which they entered into it, too gross an 
absurdity for any Man to own'. 1 Here is a clear statement of 
an extreme individualist position. Two paragraphs later 
Locke acknowledges that 'Governments cannot be supported 
without great Charge, and 'tis fit every one who enjoys his 
share of the Protection, should pay out of his Estate his 
proportion for the maintenance of it. But still it must be 
with his own Consent, i.e. the Consent of the Majority, 
giving it either by themselves, or their Representatives 
chosen by them'. 2 This equation of the consent of each 
individual property-owner with the consent of the majority. 
of property-owners, or of their representatives, seems diffi­
cult to reconcile with the strong individualist position Locke 
had just asserted. Gough asks, for instance, whether Locke 
can 'really have thought that the consent of a majority of 
representatives was the same as a man's own consent, from 
which it is, in fact, twice removed ?', 3 and finds no satis­
factory answer. Locke's equation of the two consents seems 
even more curious when we notice that Locke was very well 
aware that there were difFerences of interest between the 
landed men, the merchants, and the moneyed men, and that 
these differences came out particularly sharply in contests 
between them about the incidence of taxation.4 Yet Locke's 
awareness of these differences provides a clue to his thinking 
about consent. The fact that Locke could, knowing the 
conflict of individual interests, equate individual and majority 
consent, indicates that he was thinking of the function of 
government as the defence of property as such. He could 
assume, as a man of property himself,s that the common 

1 Second Treatise, sect. 138. 2 sect. 140. 
l Gough, op. cit., p. 69. 4 Considerations, Works ( 17 59), ii. 36, 29. 
s The extent and variety of Locke's holdings have been brought to light recently. 

In the 167o's he had land bringing in [240 a year, substantial investments in the 
silk trade, the slave trade, and other overseas ventures, as well as money out on 
short-term loans and on mortgage. In 1694 he took £soo of the first issue of Bank 
of England stock; in 1699 he is asking for advice about investing [1,500 he had 
'lying dead'. His estate at his death was about [2o,ooo. Maurice Cranston, John 
Locke, a Biography (1957), pp. 114-15, 377, 448, 475· 
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interest that propertied men had in the security o~ property 
was more important, and could be st:en hy any rattonal self­
interested man of property to be more important, than their 
divergent interests as owners of land, of money, or ?f ~e~­
cantile stock. On this assumption, and only on thts, ts tt 
consistent to equate (rational) individual and (rational) ma­
jority consent. Differences between individual interests will 
still exist-every rational man will not come to the same 
conclusion ahout the merits of any tax, so their rational 
decisions will not" be unanimous on every proposal; but every 
rational man will see that he must consent to whatever is 
acceptable to the majori~y, for without this there can be no 
adequate government revenue, hence no adequate protection 
of the institution of property. His self-interested rational will 
is to submit to the will of the majority of rational property­
owners; by ellipsis, his will is the will of themajority. 

Locke's equation of individual and majority consent to 
taxation is only one case, perhaps the most revealing one, of 
his equation of the two consents. He can say, of every man 
who enters civil society 'for the preservation of the property 
of all the Members of that Society, as far as is possible', 
that 'the Judgments of the Commonwealth ... are his own 
Judgments, they being made by himself, or his Representa­
tive'.' He can say that when the people, finding their 
properties not secure under the government of one man, 
established a collective legislative body for the preservation 
o~ property, 'every single person became subject, equally 
Wtth other the meanest Men, to those Laws, which he him­
self, as part of the Legislative had established'. z 

Indeed the equation of the consent of the individual and 
the consent of the majority follows from the terms of the 
agreement that is necessary to establish civil society. The 
consent which every individual who wishes to enter civil 
society must give in order to enter it,. is the consent to be 
bound by the decisions of the majority 'which is the consem 
of the majority' ;3 without this, there could be no society. 

J Second Treatise, sect. 88. 2 sect. 94· J sect. 96. 
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\\Then Locke is demonstrating that civil society requires 
majority rule, he docs distinguish between individual con­
sent and majority consent, but only in order to demonstrate 
that individual consent is an impossible requirement. 1 He 
who wills the end wills the means: the end is preservation of 
his property, the means is acceptance of the majority will as 
his will: 'it would be a direct Contradiction, for any one_, to 
enter into Society with others for the securing and regulating 
of Property: And yet to suppose his Land, whose Property 
is to be regulated by the Laws of the Society, should be 
exempt from the Jurisdiction of that Government, to which 
he himself the Proprietor of the Land, is a Subject. '2 The 
rational proprietor has to consent to majority consent. Be­
cause of this, it is allowable to equate the consent of the 
individual proprietor with the consent of the majority of 
proprietors. This leads us into a still larger question. 

iv. Individualism v. Collectivism 

The debate whether Locke was an individualist or a 
'collectivist', whether he put the purposes of the individual 
or the purposes of society first, now appears in a new light. 
When the fundamental quality of Locke's individualism is 
kept in mind the debate becomes meaningless. Locke's 
individualism does not consist entirely in his maintaining 
that individuals are by nature free and equal and can only be 
rightfully subjected to the jurisdiction of others by their 
own consent. To leave it at that is to miss its main signifi­
cance. Fundamentally it consists in making the individual 
the natural proprietor of his own person and capacities, 
owing nothing to society for them. 

Such an individualism is necessarily collectivism (in the 
sense of asserting the supremacy of civil society over every 
individual). For it asserts an individuality that can only fully 
be realized in accumulating property, and therefore only 
realized by some, and only at the expense of the individuality 

1 sects. 97-98. z sect. 120. 
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f h h To permit such a soctety to functton, poltttcal 
0 t e ot ers. . d .. d .f . . 

h ·t must be supreme over tn tvt uals; for 1 tt ts not, 
aut on y h h . . . 
h be no assurance t at t e property mstttuttons 

t ere can . d. . d 1. . d 
t . 1 to tht. s kind of tn tV! ua tsm wtll have a equate essen ta . 

t . s The individuals who have the means to realtze sane ton . . . 
their personalities (that ~s, th: prop~rtted). do n?t. nee~ to 
reserve any rights as agamst ctvtl soctety, smce ctvtl soctety 
is constructed by and for them, and run by and for them. 
All they need do is ins_ist that civil society, that is, the 
majority of themselves, ts supre_me over any government, 
for a particular government mtght otherwtse get out of 
hand. Locke had no hesitation in allowing individuals to 
hand over to civil society all their natural rights and powers1 

including specifically all their possessions and land2 or, 
what comes to the same thing, to hand over all the rights 
and powers necessary to the ends for which society was 
formed,3 the majority being the judge.4 The wholesale trans­
fer of individual rights was necessary to get sufficient collec­
tive force for the protection of property. Locke could afford 
to propose it because the civil society was to be in control of 
the men of property. In these circumstances individualism 
must be, and could safely be, left to the collective supremacy 
of the state. 

The notion that individualism and 'collectivism' are the 
opposite ends of a scale along which states and theories of 
the state can be arranged, regardless of the stage of social 
development in which they appear, is superficial and mis­
leading. Locke's individualism, that of an emerging capitalist 
society, does not exclude but on the contrary demands the 
supremacy of the state over the individual. It is not a question 
of the more individualism, the less collectivism; rather, the 
more thorough-going the individualism, the more complete 
the collectivism. Of this the supreme illustration is Hobbes's 
theory; but Hobbes's denial of traditional natural law and 
his failure to provide guarantees for property as agai1nst a 

1 Second Treatise, sects. I 2.8, 136. 

3 sects. 99, 12.9, IJI. 

2 sect. x 2.0. 

4 sect. 97· 
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self-perpetuating sovereign did not recommend his views to 
those who thought property the central social fact. Locke 
was more acceptable because of his ambiguity about natural 
law and because he provided some sort of guarantee of 
property rights. When the specific quality of seventeenth­
century bourgeois individualism is seen in this way it is no 
longer necessary to search for a compromise between Locke's 
individualist and collectivist statements; in the circum­
stances, they imply each other. 

v. Locke's comtitutionalism 

Locke's constitutionalism also now falls into a more in­
telligible place; it need neither be minimized nor be empha­
sized to the exclusion of all else. It becomes possible to see it 
for what it is, a defence of the rights of expanding property 
rather than of the rights of the individual against the state. 

That this is the real meaning of Locke's constitutionalism 
is suggested by the significant fact that Locke did not think 
it desirable (whereas the Levellers in the Agreeme11t of the 
People had thought it essential) to reserve some rights to the 
individual as against any parliament or government. No 
individual rights are directly protected in Locke's state. The 
only protection the individual has against arbitrary govern­
ment is placed in the right of the majority of civil society to 
say when a government has broken its trust to a'ct always in 
the public good and never arbitrarily. Locke could assume 
that this supremacy of the majority was a sufficient safeguard 
of the rights of each, because he assumed that all who had 
the right to be consulted were agreed on one concept of the 
public good, ultimately the maximization of the nation's 
wealth, and thereby (as he saw it) of the nation's welfare. He 
could assume this agreement only by virtue of his assump­
tion that the labouring class was not among those who had 
the right to be consulted. Locke's constitutionalism is 
essentially a defence of the supremacy of property-and not 
that of the yeoman only, but more especially that of the men 

827143 
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of substance to whom the security of unlimited accumulation 
was of first importance. 

Locke's insistence that the authority of the government 
('the legislative') is limited and fiduciary, dependent on the 
consent of the majority of taxable persons, or on that 
majority's interpretation of the government's faithfulness to 
its trust, is only one part of his whole theory, and not the 
primary part. It was necessary (and possible) for him to 
develop limitations on government because he had first con­
structed the other part, i.e. the total subordination of the 
individual to civil society. Both parts were necessary to any 
theory which would protect and promote the property in­
stitutions, and thereby the kind of society, which a civil war, 
a restoration, and a further revolution had been needed to 
secure. If in r689 the confinement of arbitrary government 
had a more obvious immediacy, the subordination of the 
individual to the state had at leagt as lasting a significance. 
The \Nhig Revolution not only established the supremacy 
of parliament over the monarchy, it also consolidated the 
position of the men of property-and specifically of the men 
who were using their property in the new way, as capital 
employed to yield profit--over the labouring class. 1 Locke's 
theory was of service to the Whig state in both respects. 

We may notice incidentally that there is less difference 
than recent writers have suggestedz between the position 
Lo~k.e took in 1 66o on the supremacy of the state and his 
pos1t10n in r689. Locke's unpublished treatise of r66o on 
the civil magistrate contains some remarkably authoritarian 
passages, the most extreme being his statement in the Pre­
face that 'the Supreme Magistrate of every Nation what way 
soever created must necessarily have an absolute & arbitrary 
power over all the indifferent actions of his people' ,3 This 

1 Cf. H. J. Habbakuk, 'English Landownership, r68o-r74o', Econ. Hist. Rev. 
Feb. 1940. 

2 Gough, op. cit., p. I 78; Locke, Essays 011 the Law of Nature, ed. W. von Leyden 
(Oxford, 1954), pp. ,15, 27; Cranston, op. cit., p. 67; Locke, Two Treatises of 
Government, ed. Laslett, pp. 19-20. 

3 Bodleian Library, MS. Locke, c. z8, f. 3r. 
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sounds very unlike his insistence, three decades later, that 
neither the civil society nor any government can possibly 
have arbitrary power over the life, liberty, or property of any 
subject. But in fact the power he allows to the civil authority 
is the same in both cases. The 'absolute and arbitrary power' 
of 1 66o is only over 'indifferent actions', i.e. actions that are 
neither required nor prohibited by the law of nature or the 
revealed law of God. It is in respect of those actions, and 
those alone, that man is naturally free, and therefore it is 
over th.ose actions alone that he has any power that he can 
transfer to society. This is precisely the same limited natural 
power that in the Second Treatise Locke has the individual 
hand over to the supreme civil authority (there the civil 
society itself). 

The essential identity of the two doctrines may be seen by 
comparing the familiar doctrine of the Second Treatise with 
a passage from the 1 66o manuscript, where, after premissing 
that no man has natural or original freedom from God's law 
or the law of nature, Locke writes: 

4 °. That all things not comprehended in that Law are perfectly 
indifferent, & as to them man is naturally free, but yet soe much master 
of his own liberty, that he may by compact convey it over to an other, 
& invest him with a power over his actions there being noe Law of 
God forbidding a man to dispose of his liberty & obey another, But on 
the other side there being a law of God inforceing fidelity & truth in 
all Lawful! contracts, it obliges him after such a resignation & agree­
ment to submitt. 

5°. That supposeing man naturally owner of an entire liberty & 
soe much master of himself as to owe noe subjection to any other 'but 
God alone (which is the free!jt condicen we can phancy him in) it is 
yet the unalterable condicon of Society & Govermt that every particu­
lar man must unavoidably part with his right to his liberty & intrust 
the magistrate with as full a power over all his actions as he himself 
hath, it being otherwise impossible that any one should be subject to 
the commands of an other who retains the free disposure of himself. 
& is master of an equal! liberty .... 1 ' 

This is exactly the doctrine of the Second Treatise as to the 
1 Ibid., e. 7, ff. I-z. 
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extent of the power of the civil authority. 1 In both doctrines, 
individuals hand over all their natural power. In both, their 
natural power is limited to what is allowed by natural law. 
In both, the civil authority has absolute power within the 
law of nature but none beyond it. In I 66o Locke called this 
power 'absolute and arbitrary'; in I 6 8 9 he reserved the 
term 'arbitrary' for power that contravened natural law. 

There is of course a substantive difference in the two 
doctrines as to the locus of power. In I 66o Locke was willing 
to consider an absolute monarchy, or a king in parliament, or 
the elected assembly of a pure commonwealth, as eligible 
bearers of civil authority. The 'magistrate' whose power is 
asserted in the passage just quoted, Locke defines in a side­
note, in which he also makes his own preference clear: 

By magistrate I understand the supreme legislative power of any 
society not considering the forme of govermt or number of persons 
wherein it is placd. Only give me leave to say that the indelible memory 
of our late miserys, & the happy returne of our ancient freedome & 
felicity, are proofs sufficient to convince us where the supreme power 
of these nations is most advantageously placd, without the assistance 
of any other arguments. 

Locke will not, he says in the Preface, 'meddle with the 
Quest. whether the magistrates crowne drops down on his 
head immediately from heaven or be placed there by the 
hands of his subjects' ;2 the magistrate's power must be the 
same on either supposition. And a commonwealth is no 
different from an absolute monarchy in the extent of the 
magistrate's power: 

Nor doe men as some fondly conceive in joy any greater share of this 
[their natural] freedome in a pure common wealth if any where to be 
found than in an absolute monarchy the same arbitrary power being 
there in the Assembly (wch acts like one person) as in a Monarch: 
wherein each particular man hath noe more power, (bating the in­
considerable addition of his single vote) of him self to make new or 
dispute old Laws than in a Monarchy, all he can doe (wch is noe more 

1 Second Treatise, sects. I 35• I 36. 
2 Bodleian Library, MS. Locke c. 28, f. Jr. 
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than Kings allow petitioners) is to persuade the Majority which is the 
Monarch. 1 

Thus in 1660 Locke's preference is for the restored Stuart 
monarchy, an? ~e would allow it supreme power, i.e. abso­
lute power Wlthm the limits of the law of nature. In the 
Second !~eatis~ Lo~ke reserves the supreme civil authority 
t~ the_ civil s?ciety Itself; he would admit the supremacy of a 
kmg m parliament, but with narrow limits on the power of 
~he king and always with the proviso that the peopl.e n:ay 
remove or alter the Legislative, when they find the Legtslattve 

act contr~ry to the.trust reposed in them'. 2 • 

. The differe.nce m the two positions is not as great as It 
might see~, .smce the supreme power in both is supposed to 
be only Withm the limits of natural law. But the difference 
is still substanti~l, for it is only in the Second Treatise t~at 
the people are given the right to impose their interpretatiOn 
of natural law on the constituted civil authority. We need 
not, however, infer from this difference that there was any 
change in L~cke's fundamental principles. He was consistent 
throughout m wanting a civil authority which could secure 
the basic institutions of a class society. In r 66o this required 
the recall of the Stuarts and the doctrine of the magistrate's 
absolute and arbitrary power in things indifferent; in r689 
it required the dismissal of the Stuarts and the doctrine of 
the Second Treatise. 

We have seen how Locke, by carrying into the postulates 
of the Second Treatise the implicit assumptions of class 
differential rationality and rights (derived from his compre­
hension of his own society), reached an ambiguous theory 
of differential membership in civil society, a theory which 
justified a class state from postulates of equal individual 
natural rights. The ambiguity about membership concealed 
(from Locke himself, I have suggested) the contradiction in 
his individualism, in which full individuality for some was 
produced by consuming the individuality of others. Locke 
could not have been conscious that the individuality he 

I Ibid., e. 7, f. 2. 1 Sft:ond Trfatiu, sect. I49· 
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championed was at the same time a denial of individuality. 
Such consciousness was not to be found in men whp were 
just beginning to grasp the great possibilities of individual 
freedom that lay in the advancement of capitalist society. 
The contradiction was there, but it was impossible for them 
to recognize it, let alone to resolve it. Locke was indeed at 
the fountain-head of English liberalism. The greatness of 
seventeenth-century liberalism was its assertion of the free 
rational individual as the criterion of the good society; its 
tragedy was that this very assertion was necessarily a denial 
of individualism to half the nation. 



VI 

POSSESSIVE INDIVIDUALISM AND 

LIBERAL DEMOCRACY 

I. Tl1e Seventcenth-Centur;• Formdtltions 

WE are now in a position to consider the extent to which 
some identifiable social assumptions are common to the main 
seventeenth-century political theories, and how they are 
relevant to the problems of later liberal-democratic society. 

The assumptions which comprise possessive individualism 
may be summarized in the following seven propositions. 

(i) What makes a man human is freedom from depen­
dence on the wills of others. 

(ii) Freedom from dependence on others means freedom 
from any relations with others except those relations 
which the individual enters voluntarily with a view 
to his own interest. 

(iii) The individual is essentially the proprietor of his own 
person and capacities, for which he owes nothing to 
society. 

Proposition (iii) may appear in a theory as an indepen­
dent postulate, or as a deduction from (i) and (ii) plus a 
concept of property as an exclusive right. Thus: since the 
freedom, and therefore the humanity, of the individual 
depend on his freedom to enter into self-interested relations 
with other individuals, and since his ability to enter into such 
relations depends on his having exclusive control of (rights 
in) his own person and capacities, and since proprietorship 
is the generalized form of such exclusive control, the indivi­
dual is essentially the proprietor of his own ·person and 
capacities. 
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(iv) Although the individual cannot alienate the whol\~f 
his property in his own person, he may alienate IS 

capacity to labour. . 
(v) Human society consists of a series of market relatl?ns. 

This follows from the assumptions already stated. Sln~e 
the individual is human only in so far as free, and free on? 
in so far as a proprietor of himself, human society can OI? Y 
be a series of relations between sole proprietors, i.e. a senes 
of market relations. d 

Or proposition (v) may appear in a theory not as a deduce 
proposition but as the primary or even the sole social assump­
tion. This is possible because propositions (i) to (iv) ~re 
contained in it. The concept of market relations necessanly 
implies individual freedom as defined in (ii) and proprietor­
ship as defined in (iii) and (iv); and the postulate that human 
society consists of market relations necessarily implies that 
an individual's humanity is a function of his freedom 
(proposition i). 

(vi) Since freedom from the wills of others is what makes 
a man human, each individual's freedom can right­
fully be limited only by such obligations and rules as 
are necessary to secure the same freedom for others. 

(vii) Political society is a human contrivance for the pro­
tection of the individual's property in his person and 
goods, and (therefore) for the maintenance of 
orderly relations of exchange between individuals 
regarded as proprietors of themselves. 

These assumptions are present in one form or another in 
each of the theories that have been analysed. And it appears 
~rom the analysis that the strength of each theory is due to 
Its having incorporated these assumptions, and the weakne~s 
?f each to its having failed to deal with some of thelr 
Implications. 

The assumptions are clearest and fullest in Hobbes. His 
model of man, as the sum of a man's powers to get 
gratifications, reduces the human essence to freedom from 
others' wills and proprietorship of one's own capacities. His 
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model of society, which follows from his model of man plus 
the assumption that every man's powers are opposed to every 
other man's, we have seen to be a full possessive market 
model. The political society whose necessity he deduced 
from these models is an artificial device, calculated to provide 
the maximum security that coulc! by any means be provided 
for the individual's exercise of his capacities. 

For Hobbes the model of the self-moving, appetitive, 
possessive individual, and the model of society as a series of 
market relations between these individuals, were a sufficient 
source of political obligation. No traditional concepts of 
justice, natural law, or divine purpose were needed. Obliga­
tion of the individual to the state was deduced from the 
supposed facts, as set out in the materialist model of man 
and the market model of society. The models contained the 
two suppositions of fact which Hobbes thought sufficient for 
the deduction of right and obligation: equality of need for con­
tinued motion, and equal insecurity because of equal liability 
to invasion by others through the market. The system, both 
mechanical and moral, was self-moving and self-contained. 
It needed no outside mover or outside standard of right. 

I have argued that it was Hobbes's possessive market 
assumptions which gave his political theory its extra­
ordinary strength and consistency. I have argued also that 
it was one flaw in his market model that made his political 
theory inapplicable to the possessive market society. The 
flaw was his failure to see that the market society generated 
a degree of class cohesion which made possible a viable 
political authority without a self-perpetuating sovereign body. 

When we turn to the theory of the Levellers we find again 
the main assumptions of possessive individualism, but now 
differently formulated, and with their implications not as 
fully worked out. The human essence is freedom from the 
wills of others, and freedom is a function of proprietorship 
of one's person: 'every one as he is himselfe, so he hath a 
selfe propriety, else he could not be himselfe' . 1 Political 

1 Quoted above, ch. III, p. 140. 
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.c • • d" "d I I rights, society is a contrivance 10r secunng m lVI ua natura . I 
that is, individual freedom an? proprietor~hip._ No indivld~:t 
can alienate the whole of h1s property m h1s person~ . 
anyone can alienate his property in his own labour; in dotng 
so he gives up his natural right to a voice in elections but not 
his natural right to civil and religious liberties. 1 

The strength of the Leveller theory may be various Y 
assessed. Its powerful appeal, for those in the Leveller move­
ment, may be ascribed to its insistence on individual fr~eh 
dom, both religious and secular, and to the skill with whtC 
history and Scripture were marshalled in the cause of free­
dom for the men below the wealthy and above the dependent 
poor. Its theoretical strength is attributable in large measure 
to its realistic recognition of the position of the individual 
in a market society. The Leveller writers saw that freedom 
in their society was a function of possession. They could 
therefore make a strong moral case for individual freedom 
by defining freedom as ownership of one's person. 

The theoretical weaknesses of the Leveller position can 
all ?e referred to their failure to see the full implications of 
~hetr possessive individualist assumptions, which failure rnay 
In turn be referred to the limits of their vision as members of 
~n ~n.termediate class. They did not see that if you rnake 
Indtvtdual freedom a function of possession, you must accept 
the full market society. If you insist that a man is human 
only as sole proprietor of himself, only in so far as he is free 
from all but market relations, you must convert all rnoral 
values into market values. But the Levellers wrote as if there 
;ver_e ~o difference between the market morality of possessive 
Indtvtdualism and the Christian social ethic which they also 
upheld. They brought in, over and above the individual 
;tght of self-preservation and self-advancement, a concept of 
humane society, cohabitation or being' as 'the earthly 

sovereigne good of mankind', with a consequent obligation 
on everyone to work for 'communitive Happinesse'. 1 They 
wavered between a view of a man's labour as a commodity 

I Quoted above, ch. III, PP· I s6-7. 
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and a view of it as an integral part of his personality. They 
asserted the right of individual appropriation of land and 
goods, but denied the rightness of its consequence, the 
greatly unequal distribution of wealth. 

vVhile the Levellers treated the class structure of seven­
teenth-century society more seriously than did Hobbes, and 
so avoided the error into which Hobbes had been led by his 
neglect of class cohesion, their treatment of class was also 
faulty. In excluding wage-earners and alms-takers from 
political rights they recognized one of the prevailing class 
divi.sions, and in denou~cing the conspiracy of the rich 
agamst themselves (the intermediate class of small indepen­
dent producers) they recognized another. Their demand for 
a political voice for themselves was a demand that the second 
dividing line should be erased. The implied assumption was 
that all those above the dependent poor were capable of 
enough cohesion to support a single elective political 
authority. There was no such cohesion, as events were to 
show. This error of the Levellers, which appears as a fault 
of empirical judgement, may be traced to the imprecision of 
their theoretical grasp of market society. They did not see 
that a possessive market society necessarily puts in a depen­
dent position not only the wage-earners but also all those 
without a substantial (and, by the natural operation of the 
market, an increasing) amount of capital. 

Harrington's theory stands somewhat apart from the 
others. Less concerned with right and obligation than with 
empirical uniformities of political change and stability, Har:­
rington gave less attention to moral principles than the 
Levellers, and less to psychological analysis than Hobbes. 
While his concern for civil and religious liberties puts him in 
the liberal tradition, he is not as pronounced· an individualist 
as the others. Working mainly by comparative and historical 
analysis he does not appear to rely on postulates about 
the moral or behavioural nature of the individual. Yet as we 
have seen, 1 he did postulate that every man seeks power over 

r Above, ch. IV, p. x63. 
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. f . f He recog-others, and that power IS a unct1on o property._ of 
nized that these postulates were necessary for h1s theory 
the balance. And if he said little about human nature, it wa} 
because he fully endorsed Hobbes's analysis: 'his treatises 0 t 
human nature, and of liberty and necessity, are the grea~e~l 
of new lights, and those which I have follow'd, and s a 
follow'. 1 

What most clearly entitles us to describe Harrington ~s 
a possessive individualist is his assumption that seventeent .­
century English so~iety w~s a possessive market .s.ociety · Ht~ 
whole case for erect1hg an equal commonwealth tn Englan h 
depends, I have argued, on that assumption. He bot 
assumed the existence and accepted the morality of bour­
geois society. The behaviour of both gentry and people was 
brought under one general theory of possessive and accumu­
lative motivation. The institutional balance he proposed 
bet~een gentry and people would work, and the agrarian. law 
wh1ch was to stabilize the balance would be indestructible, 
only because both classes accepted the market relations whi~h 
Harrington assumed would henceforth permanently prevall. 

He did not read market relations back into the very nature 
of man, as Hobbes had done. But though he did not pene­
trat~ as far as Hobbes into the nature of bourgeois man, he 
avo~ded the error into which Hobbes had been led by such 
a1 high degree of abstraction. ~arrington. saw the reality ~f 
~-a~s structure. He allowed for, mdeed butlt upon, the p<;>ssl­
t IItty of class cohesion, as Hobbes did not. And he avotded 
. he opposite error of the Levellers: he did not assume an 
1~ probable degree of cohesion or identity of interests between 
t e greater and the meaner sort of freemen, but tried to 
arrange a balance of power between them. 

The main weakness of Harrington's theory, I have sug­
g~sted, was due to his insufficient logical ability, which led 
him to contradict himself in his use of the principle of the 
balance: Had he sharpened his assumptions and been more 
careful 1n his deduction he could have avoided those contra­
dictions. Thus we may say of Harrington that the theoretical 

1 Pr~rogative of Popular Government, Works (1771), p. z41. 
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strength of his system lay in his recognition and acceptance of 
possessive market relations and motivation, and its theoretical 
weakness in his failure to see fully or state clearly all the 
assumptions that were involved. 

With Locke we are again in the realm of moral rights and 
obl~gation derived from the supposed nature of man and 
soc1ety. As with Hobbes, Locke's deduction starts with the 
individual and moves out to society and the state, but, again 
as with Hobbes, the individual with which he starts has 
already been created in the image of market man. Individuals 
are by nature equally free from the jurisdiction of others. 
The human essence is freedom from any relations other than 
those a man enters with a view to his own interest. The in­
dividual's freedom is rightly limited only by the require­
ments of others' freedom. The individual is proprietor of 
his own person, for which he owes nothing to society. He is 
free to alienate his capacity to labour, but not his whole 
person. Society is a series of relations between proprietors. 
Political society is a contractual device for the protection of 
proprietors and the orderly regulation of their relations. 

But the assumptions of possessive individualism are not 
unalloyed in Locke. He refused to reduce all social relations 
to market relations and all morality to· market morality. 
He would not entirely let go of traditional natural law. He 
used both Hobbes and Hooker to establish his political 
obligation. His main theoretical weaknesses might be traced 
to his attempt to combine these two sources of morality and 
obligation. The weaknesses are better traced, I have sug­
gested, to his inability to surmount an inconsistency inherent 
in market society. A market society generates class differen­
tiation in effective rights and rationality, yet requires for its 
justification a postulate of equal natural rights and rationality. 
Locke recognized the differentiation in his own society, and 
read it back into natural society. At the same time he main­
tained the postulate of equal natural rights and rationality. 
Most of Locke's theoretical confusions, and most of his 
practical appeal, can be traced to this ambiguous position. 
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I f h. . f. I gic than The ambiguity was less a rcsu t o IS Impcr ect o . ty 
. h d" . . k t socie of his trying to cope wit a contra ICtion m mar e hat 

of which he was not fully aware. He did not analyse t t a 
society as clearly as Hobbes but he did take into accou~ s 

. l"cauon problem that Hobbes had neglected, that 1s, the comp 1 . t 
raised by class differentiation in an atomized market soc~ Y~ 

It may be too much to say that it was because Locke tp 
these complications in mind that he did not produce c ear 

· or­
models of man and society, and reason from them as rig 
ously as Hobbes. But it may be said that the effective receh­
tion of Locke's theory owes much to his having kept t e 
complications in mind and dealt with them, however c~n­
fusedly. At least his having kept them in mind enabled hinl 
to avoid Hobbes's error, and to produce a political system 
without a self-perpetuating sovereign. , 

In making the one structural alteration in Hobbes s 
theoretical system that was required to bring it into c~n­
formity with the needs and possibilities of a possessiVe 
market society, Locke completed an edifice that rested 0~ 
Hobbes's sure foundations. Locke's other contribution, his 
attaching to this structure a fac;ade of traditional natural 
law, was by comparison unimportant. It made the structure 
more attractive to the taste of his contemporaries. But when 
tastes changed, as they did in the eighteenth century, the 
fac;ade of natural law could be removed, by Hume a~d 
B~n.tham, without damage to the strong and well-built 
utilitarian structure that lay within. Hobbes, as amended by 
Loc~e in the matter of the self-perpetuating sovereign, thus 
provided the main structure of English liberal theory. 

The basic assumptions of possessive individualism-that 
man. is free and human by virtue of his sole proprietorship 
of ~Is own person, and that human society is essentially a 
senes of market relations-were deeply embedded in the 
seventeenth-century foundations. It was these assumptio~s 
that gave the original theory its strength, for they d1d 
cor:espond to the reality of seventeenth-century market 
society. The assumptions of possessive individualism have 
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been retained in modern liberal theory, to an extent not 
~]ways realized. Y ct they have failed as foundations of 
liberal-democratic theory. The trouble is not that they have 
been kept after they had ceased to correspond to our society. 
They still do correspond to our society, and so must be kept. 
The trouble with some liberal theory is that it does not 
recognize this, and tries to do without them. But the real 
trouble is that one change in possessive market society-a 
change which does not alter the va1idity of possessive in­
dividualist assumptions, since it is a change in an aspect of 
market society that was not reflected in those assumptions 
-has made it impossible, on two counts, to derive a valid 
theory of obligation from the assumptions. 

The change was the emergence of working-class political 
articulacy. It has not altered the validity of possessive in­
dividualist assumptions for possessive market societies, be­
cause those_ assumptions reflect or state the atomized rather 
than the class nature of that society. Vile have seen 1 that a 
possessive market society is necessarily class-divided. We 
have also seen 2 that a possessive market society is a s.eries 
of competitive and invasive relations between all men, re­
gardless of class: it puts every man on his own. It is this 
second aspect of possessive market society that was and still 
is accurately reflected in the assumptions of possessive indi­
vidualism. The assumptions remain indispensable, but no 
sufficient principle of obligation can now be derived from 
them. We must now consider how this has happened, and 
what prospects are left for liberal-democratic theory. 

2. The Twentieth-century Dilemma 

The assumptions of possessive individualism are peculiarly 
appropriate to a possessive market society, for they state 
certain essential facts that are peculiar to that society. The 
individual in a possessive market society is human in his 
capacity as proprietor of his own person; his humanity does 

I Above, ch. II, PP· ss-s6. a Above, ch. II, p. 57• 
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f b If . d contrac-
depend on his freedom rom any ut se -mtereste . f a 
tual relations with others; his society does constst ~ rn 
series of market relations. England, and the other rno e Y 
. . . "II . h . h centur ' hberal-democrattc nat10ns, are st1 , m t e twcnttet d 

possessive market societies. Why, then, should not rno er~ 
liberal-democratic justificatory theory, to the extent th;t \ 
contains these assumptions, be satisfactory? \Vhy sh~~l ~0 
the possessive individualist theory of the English utthtanan 
tradition, which is essentially the theory of Hobbes. as 
amended by Locke in the matter of the self-perpetu~t~n1 
sovereign, be a satisfactory demonstration of the pohtl~ 
obligation of the individual to the liberal state? An~ w h~ 
should not that theory, further amended as it was 111 t 
nineteenth century by the admission that wage-earn~rs wer~ 
free men, be adequate now for the liberal-democratiC state· 
We can best deal with these questions by collecting fr<:>m 
?ur earlier analysis the conditions on which a posse~~tve 
Individualist theory" can be an adequate theory of pohucal 
obligation. 

I have argued 1 that to get a valid theory of political 
obligation without relying on any supposed purposes of 
Nature or will of God (which we may call an autonomous 
theory of political obligation), one must be able to postulate 
that the individuals of whom the society is composed s~e 
themselves, or are capable of seeing themselves, as equal ~n 
son:e respect more fundamental than all the respects 10 

W~t~h they are unequal. This condition was fulfilled in the 
ongt_nal possessive market society, from its emergence as t~e 
domt~ant form in the seventeenth century until its zenith~~ 
the nmeteenth, by the apparent inevitability of everyone s 
subordination to the laws of the market. So long as everyone 
Was subject to the determination of a competitive mar~e~, 
and so long as this apparently equal subordination of indtvl­
d_uals to the determination of the market was accepted as 
rtghtful, or inevitable, by virtually everybody, there was a 
sufficient basis for rational obligation of all men to a political 

1 Above, ch. II, p. s3. 
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authority which could maintain and enforce the only possible 
orderly human relations, namely, market relations. 

I have argued also 1 that in a possessive market society a 
further condition is required for a valid theory of obligation 
of the individual to a non-self-perpetuating sovereign body 
(and hence for a theory of obligation to any kind of liberal 
state). The further condition is that there be a cohesion of 
self-interests, among all those who have a voice in choosing 
the government, sufficient to offset the centrifugal forces of 
a possessive market society. This condition was fulfilled, in 
the heyday of the market society, by the fact that a political 
voice was restricted to a possessing class which had sufficient 
cohesion to decide periodically, without anarchy, who should 
have the sovereign power. As long as this condition was ful­
filled there was a sufficient basis for an autonomous theory 
of obligation of the individual to a constitutional liberal 
state. This second condition, like the first, was fulfilled until 
about the middle of the nineteenth century. 

Thereafter, both conditions ceased to be met. Although 
possessive market relations continued to prevail in fact, their 
inevitability became increasingly challenged as an industrial 
working class developed some class consciousness and be­
came politically articulate. Men no longer saw themselves 
fundamentally equal in an inevitable subjection to the 
determination of the market. The development of the market 
system, producing a class which could envisage alternatives 
to the system, thus destroyed the social fact (acceptance of 
inevitability of market relations) which had fulfilled the 
first prerequisite of an autonomous theory of political 
obligation. 

The second prerequisite condition was similarly affected. 
Although the society continued to be class divided, and the 
possessing class continued to be cohesive, its cohesion ceased 
to fulfil the prerequisite when the possessing class had to 
yield its monopoly of power by admitting the rest of the 
society to the franchise. With the democratic franchise, 

1 Above, ch. II, PP· 94-95· 
827143 T 
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there was no longer that assurance of cohesion, among all 
those with a political voice, which had been provided by 
class interest during the time when only one class had had 
the franchise. 

It may be argued that the continued existence of liberal­
democratic states in possessive market societies, since that 
time, has been due to the ability of a possessing class to 
keep the effective political power in its hands in spite of 
universal suffrage. But while this may suffice to keep a liberal 
state going, it savours too much of deception to be an ade­
quate basis for a moral justification of liberal democracy. 

It may be argued also that the continued existence of 
liberal-democratic states into the twentieth century, after the 
cohesion of a possessing governing class had given way to 
the uncertain cohesion of the democratic franchise, was made 
possible by a sort of class cohesion on an international level. 
The democratic franchise came in the nineteenth century 
in advanced capitalist countries. By the time it came, these 
countries stood, in relation to the backward peoples, in 
somewhat the same relation as the possessing class had stood 
towards the non-possessing class within the advanced market 
societies. But while the cohesion of a possessing nation may 
have provided some substitute for the previous cohesion of 
a possessing class, this too was an inadequate basis for a 
moral justification of liberal democracy. In any case, with 
the emergence of colonial peoples to national independence, 
this basis is now rapidly disappearing. 

A temporary substitute for the old cohesion has sometimes 
been provided in our century by war. But, apart from the 
fact that the cost of this cohesion is a weakening of liberal 
institutions, few would rest a moral justification of liberal 
democracy on a premiss of continual war. In any case, the 
technical conditions of war are now such that war on a scale 
sufficient to bring the required cohesion within one warring 
nation would destroy the nation. Thus none of the factors 
which together may be said to have operated to keep liberal­
democratic states going in possessive market societies, after 



THE TWENTIETH-CENTURY DILEMMA 2.75 

the disappearance of the old basis of cohesion, has provided 
or can provide a satisfactory justifying theory. 

The dilemma of modern liberal-democratic theory is now 
apparent: it must continue to use the assumptions of posses­
sive individualism, at a time when the structure of market 
society no longer provides the necessary conditions for 
deducing a valid theory of political obligation from those 
assumptions. Liberal theory must continue to use the assump­
tions of possessive individualism because they are factually 
accurate for our possessive market societies. Their factual 
accuracy has already been noticed, but the point will bear 
repetition. The individual in market society is human as 
proprietor of his own person. However much he may wish 
it to be otherwise, his humanity does depend on his freedom 
from any but self-interested contractual relations with others. 
His society does consist of a series of market relations. 
Because the assumptions are factually accurate, they cannot 
be dropped from a justificatory theory. But the maturing of 
market society has cancelled that cohesion, among all those 
with a political voice, which is a prerequisite for the deduc­
tion of obligation to a liberal state from possessive indivi­
dualist assumptions. No way out of the dilemma is to be 
found by rejecting those assumptions while not rejecting 
market society, as so many theorists from John Stuart Mill 
to our own time have done on the ground that the assump­
tions are morally offensive. If they are now morally offensive 
they are none the less still factually accurate for our possessive 
market societies. The dilemma remains. Either we reject 
possessive individualist assumptions, in which case our 
theory is unrealistic, or we retain them, in which case we 
cannot get a valid theory of obligation. It follows that we 
cannot now expect a valid theory ofobligation to a liberal­
democratic state in a possessive market society. 

The question whether the actual relations of a possessive 
market society can be abandoned or transcended, without 
abandoning liberal political institutions, bristles with diffi­
culties. In the measure that market society could be aban-
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cloned, the problem of cohesion would be resolved, for the 
problem was defined as the need for a degree of cohesion 
which would counteract the centrifugal force of market rela­
tions. But there would still be the problem of finding a 
substitute for that recognition of a fundamental equality 
which had originally been provided by the supposed inevit­
able subordination of everyone to the market. Could any 
conceivable new concept of fundamental equality, which 
would be consistent with the maintenance of liberal institu­
tions and values, possibly get the wide acknowledgement 
without which, as I have argued, no autonomous theory of 
political obligation can be valid? 

We may take some comfort from the fact that the two 
problems, of cohesion and of equality, do not now have to 
be solved in that order. The question whether the actual 
possessive market relations of a given liberal-democratic 
state can be abandoned or transcended has now become of 
secondary importance. For a further change in the social 
facts has supervened. The very factor, namely, technical 
change in the methods of war, that has made war an impos­
sible source of internal cohesion, has created a new equality 
of insecurity among individuals, not merely within one 
nation but everywhere. The destruction of every individual 
is now a more real and present possibility than Hobbes 
could have imagined. 

From this, the possibility of a new rational political obliga­
tion arises. We cannot hope to get a valid theory of obliga­
tion of the individual to a single national state alone. But if 
we postulate no more than the degree of rational understand­
ing which it has always been necessary to postulate for any 
moral theory of political obligation, an acceptable theory of 
obligation of the individual to a wider political authority 
should now be possible. Given that degree of rationality, 
the self-interested individual, whatever his possessions, and 
whatever his attachment to a possessive market society, can 
see that the relations of the market society must yield to the 
overriding requirement that, in Overton's words, which now 
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acquire a new significance, 'humane society, cohabitation or 
being, ... above all earthly things must be maintained'. 1 

The new equality of insecurity has thus changed the terms 
of our problem. Twentieth-century technology has, so to 
speak, brought Hobbes and the Levellers together. The 
problems raised by possessive individualism have shrunk: 
they can perhaps now be brought to manageable proportions, 
but only if they are clearly identified and accurately felated 
to the actual changes in the social facts. Those changes have 
driven us again to a Hobbesian insecurity, at a new level. 
The question now is whether, in the new setting, Hobbes 
can again be amended, this time more clearly than he was by 
Locke. 

I Quoted above, ch. III, P· I s6. 



APPENDIX 

Social Classes and Franchise Classes 
in England c. I648 

THE following estimates are computed from Gregory King's estimates of the 
population, income, and expenditure, of the people of England in r688, by 
ranks or occupational classes, together with his estimates of population by age, 
sex, and marital status, and of tax yields and commodity consumption by 
certain social classes.' King's estimates have come under close scrutiny by 
modern economic historians and demographers, and have stood up remark­
ably well.2· 

We want estimates for the following franchise classes: 

I· Freeholders and freemen of corporations. 
2. Ratepaying householders not in (r). 
3· Non-ratepayers not in (4). 
4· Servants and alms-takers. 
This will give us the extent of each of the four franchises in question: the 

freeholder franchise is measured by (r); the ratepayer franchise by (r)+(z); 
the non-servant franchise by (r)+(2)+(3); and manhood franchise by 
(r) + (2) +(3) +(4)- . 

King's main estimate is reproduced on the two following pages. 

K~ng's categories, it will be seen, cannot simply be grouped to get each of 
our franchise classes. There are in the first place some problems of definition: 
for instance, are his categories 'labouring people and out-servants' and 'cot­
tagers and paupers' to be counted entirely in our class 'servants and alms­
takers'? With other categories the problem is less one of definition than of 
making arbitrary assumptions: for instance, what proportions of King's 
official, mercantile, and industrial categories are to be assumed to be free­
holders, non-freehold ratepayers, and non-ratepayers? We must also transfer, 

1 Gregory King, Natural and Political ObuMJationi and Concluiioni upon the 
State and Condition of England, I696, printed as an appendix to George Chalmers's 
Euimate of the Comparative Strength of Great Britain .... (London, 1804). Many of 
King's tables are printed (some with slight changes) in Charles Davenant"s Eu~y 
upon the Probable Methodi of Making a People Gaineri in the Balance of Trade (m 
Daven·ant, Worh, 1771, vol. ii). Davenant's presentation is in some respects more 
useful than King's, for Davenant gives some account of the sources and methods of 
King's estimates. 

"' D. C. Coleman, 'Labour in the English Economy of the Seventeenth Century', 
Econ. Hiu. Revie<W, znd ser., viii. 3 (1956), p. :.83, and authorities there cited. 
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GREGORY KING's 

'A Scheme of the Income, and Expence, of the Several Families of England; 
calculated for the Year x688' 1 

rearry r.arry r.arry 
No. Gj Heads No. of income in(Ome e:rpenct 

familios Ranks, degrees, titles, and qualifications per Jamiry persons per Jamiry per lztad per head 

[, s. [, s. £ '· 160 Temporal lords 40 6,400 2,8oo 0 70 0 6o 0 
26 Spiritual lords 20 520 1,300 0 6s 0 55 0 

Sao Baronets 16 Iz,Soo 88o 0 55 0 51 0 
6oo Knights I3 7,8oo 6so o· so 0 46 0 

3,000 Esquires 10 J0 1000 45° 0 45 0 42 0 
1::.!.,000 Gentlemen 8 96,ooo 28o 0 35 0 3: IO 
s,ooo Persons in offices 8 40,000 240 0 30 0 27 0 
s,ooo " " 6 30,000 1:!0 0 20 0 IS 0 
:,ooo Merchants and traders by sea 8 I6,ooo 400 0 so 0 40 0 
8,ooo Merchants and traders by land 6 48,ooo 200 0 33 0 28 0 

IO,OOO Persons in the law 7 70,000 140 0 :o 0 17 0 
z,ooo Clergymen 6 12,000 6o 0 IO 0 9 0 
8,ooo 

" 5 40,000 45 0 9 0 8 0 
40,000 Freeholders 7 28o,ooo 84 0 I2 0 II 0 

140,000 " 5 700,000 so 0 IO 0 9 10 
15o,ooo Farmers 5 750,000 44 0 8 IS 8 10 

16,ooo Persons in sciences and liberal arts 5 So,ooo 6o 0 I2 0 II 10 
40,000 Shopkeepers and tradesmen 4t I8o,ooo 45 0 10 0 9 10 
6o,ooo Artizans and handicrafts 4 240,000 40 0 10 0 9 10 
s,ooo Naval officers 4 20,000 8o 0 20 0 18 0 
4,000 Military "officers 4 16,ooo 6o 0 15 0 14 0 

5 11,5s6 51 z,67s.szo 67 0 .. 0 0 

----
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No. of Heads No. of 
families Ranks, degrm, titles, and qualifications per family persons 

50,000 Common seamen 3 150,000 
J64,000 Labouring people and outservants 3l 1,!75,000 
400,000 Cottagers and paupers 31 11J001000 

35,ooo Common soldiers :!. 70,000 

849,000 31 2,795·000 
Vagrants J01000 

849,000 31 z,Szs,ooo 

So the General Account is: 

511 ,5s6 Increasing the wealth of the kingdom 51 2,675.5:!.0 
849,000 Decreasing the wealth of the kingdom Jl z,Szs,ooo 

1,J6o,586 Nett totals . . s.soo,szo 

rearly rearly 
mcome income 

per family per IJead 

{, s. {, s. 
20 0 7 0 
15 0 4 10 
6 10 2 0 
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from the families to a separate sub-class, the servants living in the estab 15.e~ 
ments of their masters. Once we have allotted the members of King's categorJ e 
into our franchise classes, two further calculations are necessary. Whath we 
then have in most of the franchise classes is the number of 'f.1.milies': t ehs 

. ce t e 
must be converted into the numbers of men aged 2r and over. And sJO 
estimates we then have are for the year r688 it will be desirable to reduce 
these to take account of population growth between r 648 and r 68 8 · 

It will be convenient to begin with a calculation of franchise class 'servants 
and alms-takers'. 

Class 4· &roants and Alms-talurs 

(a) StTTJan/s 

The term servant in seventeenth-century England meant anyone who 
worked for an employer for wages, whether the wages were by piece-rates 0~ 
time-rates, and whether hired by the day or week or by the year.r Servants 
rights and obligations were defined by statutes, their wage rates were from 
time to time determined in considerable detail by justice's assessments, an_d 
their place in the economy was noted in various contemporary economiC 
writings.2 

The most numerous group was the 'servants in husbandry', farm employee~ 
ranging from overseers and skilled ploughmen to 'plain labourers in husbandry 
and women for 'out-work and drudgery'.3 To have one or two such servants 
was not uncommon even for a modest yeoman, and more substantial yeomen 
would employ several; they were traditionally hired by the year, but an 
increasing proportion was coming to be hired for shorter periods at dailY 
rates.4 Servants in industry were a further large group. From skilled journey­
men to barge hands, they comprised a substantial part of the productive force . 

• 1 The famous Statute of Artificers, s Eliz., c. 4· 1S6J, was dr.,.wn in terms that 
mJ_ght suggest a distinction between 'servants' (sect. 7) and 'artificers and labourers 
bemg hired for wages by the day or week' (sect. 9), although sect. 1 1 lumps them 
to~e~her as 'servants, la~ourers and _artificers, either by the year or day or other­
Wise , and as 'the said artificers, handicraftsmen, husbandmen, or an 1 other labourer, 
servant or workman'. But whatever the intention of the statute, it is clear from the 
sources cited in the next four notes that 'servants' did not in seventeenth-century 
usage exclude 'labourers' pr others employed for less than the year. . 

~ For wage assessments see, for example, George Unwin, ·studies in Economtc 
!ftStory, ed. Tawney, 1927, p. 296 (wage-rates of specified categories of servants 
10th~ cl?th industry in 1630); for an exa_mple of numerous servants employed by a 
clothJer m 1615 at piece-work rates, Unwm, op. cit., p. 292 ; for seventeenth-century 
economic writers, see, for example, Andrew Yarranton, England's lmprovemenf by 
S~a a_nd Land (London, 1677), PP· r:z4-s, 127, 132, 164-71, 179-88; Thomas 
F1rmm, Somt Proposals for the lmploymmt of the Poor (London, 168 1), pp. 9• 45; 
John Carey, Euay on the Stall! of England (Bristol, 1695), p. 161. 

3 Mildred Campbell, The English reoman under Eliz.abeth and the Early 'stuarll 
(New Haven, 1942), App. III, p. 398. 4 Campbell, op. cit., pp. :z. r :z.-14· 
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Hired by the year or less, paid by time or piece rates, they worked for a wide 
range of employers, from the large clothier to the single handicraftsman! 

Since, then, in seventeenth-century usage 'servants' included all sorts of 
wage-earners-labourers and piece-workers as well as yearly employees-it 
w?ul_d appear that all King's 'labouring people and out-servants' would fall 
Wlthm the Leveller concept 'servants'. 

_There is, however, a possible disparity which should be considered. It 
might be argued that not all of King's 'labouring people and out-servants' 
would fall within the Levellers' meaning of servants, since some uf the 
labouring people might be cottagers who worked for wages only intermittently 
and so would not be as dependent on their employers as were regular contrac­
tual servants; and dependence on the will of other men by virtue of employ­
ment was the Levellers' criterion of servant. But it must be observed, first, 
that such intermittent labourers are not likely to have been among King's 
'labouring people and out-servants' but among his 'cottagers and paupers' 
(see below, pp. 286-7); and second, that no significant number of intermittent 
labourers was likely to have been economically independent enough to merit 
greater political consideration from the Levellers than did the yearly em­
ployees.:t 

It thus appears that all the 'labouring people and out-servants' are properly 
to be considered as falling within the Levellers' meaning of servants. 

To estimate the size of the whole class of servants, we must add, to King's 
labouring people and out-servants, the in-servants. The seventeenth-century 
distinction between out-servants and in·servants was fairly plain. Servants in 
husbandry, and in many branches of industry, commonlY, lived in the house­
hold (which was generally also the working establishment) of the employer, 
until they married, and thereafter lived out. 

The number of in-servants in industry, agriculture, and domestic service 
can be got from either oftwo of King's tables. 

In Table liP King gives 'servants' as s6o,ooo, of whom 26o,ooo are male. 
It may be inferred from the classification used in this table that these are in­
serv.ants not out-servants. For the classification is by households, the classes 
being 'husbands and wives, widowers, widows, children, servants, and so­
journers and single persons'. Out-servants would mostly be married and would 
be classified as 'husbands and wives'. This inference is not certain. However, 
it is supported by a calculation from King's main table, the 'Scheme of the 
Income and Expence of the several families in England', reproduced above. 
In that table, in-servants are clearly included in the families, which range in 
size from 40 to 4 for the classes above the poverty line. 

The number of in-servants, including apprentices, in the households of the 
1 Unwin, and the contemporary economic writers cited on p. :t8z, n. 2. 

:t Cf. Coleman's description of the under-employed rural labour force as 'a "re­
serve army of labour" if ever there was one'. Econ. Hilt. Revi~, znd ser. viii. 3, p. 289. 

3 King in Chalmers, p. 39· 
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ranks above the poor can be calculated by subtracting from the tota er 
T prop · in these households an estimated number of members of the faml 1es of 

Certain assumptions have to be made about the number of chiidren,ade 
bachelors, and of widows, in these families; these assumptions ~an be I IlliVI 
largely though not entirely on the basis of King's Table I I I and h1s 'I'.ab e A 
which gives an age and sex distribution and some figures on marital statu~-

! . . . . tent giVeS 
ca culauon based on assumptiOns wh1ch appear reasonable and consiS 
a total of in-servants of 54o,ooo.z II 

This is sufficiently close to the figure for servants in King's Table I f; to 
substantiate our reading of 'servants' in Table III as in-servants. On the ace 
of it, indeed, both figures appear rather low. For the total number of house­
holds in all the ranks which could employ servants is 5 r r ,5 86; which mea~s 
an average of only slightly over one in-servant (of either sex and any age) m 
all the potentially employing households. 

Using King's figure of 56o,ooo in-servants, of whom 26o,ooo are male, a 
deduction is needed to get the number of male in-servants of voting age ( 2 I 
and over). The 26o,ooo, while not including children, does include ap~re~­
tices and servants less than 2 r years old. There is no clear indication in J(mg s 
figures what proportion these might be of all in-servants,l and other contempo­
rary evidence shows such wide variations between trades and localities as to 
afford no basis for a general estimate. But the proportion of employed or 
apprenticed males in agriculture and industry together, who were under 21 ' 

seems unlikely to have been more than 50 per cent. If we therefore deduct 
one-half, the total of male in-servants of 2 r years and over is r 3o,ooo. 

Conflersion from 'families' to men aged 2 I and over. Only now that we ha~e 
estimated the number of male in-servants are we in a position to reach a basiS 
for converting the number of 'families' in any class to the number of men 
aged 2 I and over. For as soon as the male in-servants of 2 I or over are trans­
ferred from King's families to a separate sub-class, it becomes apparent that 
we cannot assume that all of King's families are headed by a man of 2 I or 
over. For on that assumption the total of men aged 2 I and over would. be 
I,J6o,s86 (heads of families) plus I Jo,ooo in-servants, plus the proportiOn 
of 'vagrants' who are adult males, which we may estimate conservatively at 
Io,ooo: a total of I ,soo,s86. But the total number of men aged 2 I and over 

1 King in Chalmers, p. 40. 1 
_z It should be said that by varying the assumptions, while still keeping wei 

Within the bounds of probability, one can get a total of over 6oo,ooo or one some­
what below soo,ooo. The calculations need not he reproduced here; it is enough to 
note that they yield results conso_nant with the figure in King's Table III. 

3 For the whole male populatiOn, the age-group 1 6-zr comprised x8 per cent- of 
~he age group z x and over (King, Table IV); the percentage for the in-servant class 
Is presumably larger, since all the apprentires (who would be mainly in the ~gc 1 

group x6-z 1) are hunched in the category of in-servants. The only other indicauon 
is that the average age of in-servants is 27 (Table IV), which is perhaps consistent 
with anything up to half the in-servants being under :u. 
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is given in King's Table IV (age and sex distribution of the total population) 
as I ,Joo,ooo. 1 It follows that the number of men aged 21 and over, in the 
families proper, i.e. other than in-servants, must be some 2oo,ooo less than 
the whole number of families. In other words, 2oo,ooo (or more) families are 
not headed by (indeed, do not contain, apart from servants) a man of 2 I or 
over. This figure is not surprising, as the number of widows is given in King's 
Table III as 24o,ooo/' and there were some households headed by spinsters.3 

We may assume then, that of the I,J6o,;86 families, some 2oo,ooo (roughly 
one-seventh of the whole) contained no adult4 male (other than in-servants). 
Hence, to convert the number of families to the number of adult males we 
must reduce by one-seventh. 

It is not necessary to make this calculation for each of King's categories, but 
only for each of the classes into which we have to regroup his categories for 
oul" franchise purposes. We shall apply the same reduction of one-seventh to 
each of those classes (with certain exceptions, to be noted): this requires the 
arbitrary assumption that each class contained the same proportion of widows 
and spinsters at the head of households, but the difference made by varying 
that assumption would not be substantial. 

We may now complete our estimate of the number of adult male servants. 
Adult male in-servants have already been estimated at 1 3o,ooo. To get the 
number of out-servants we start with the 364-,ooo families of'labouring people 
and out-servants', and comrert this to th.e number of adult males by making 
the reduction of one-seventh; this gives us 312,000 adult males. We must 
then take in King's 'common seamen', for they were wage-earners.5 But while 
we have assumed that all the male out-servants were aged 2 I or over, we 
cannot make this assumption for the seamen.6 We shall assume arbitrarily that 
I 3,ooo of King's so,ooo common seamen were under 21.7 \Ve thus have 
37,ooo adult male wage-earning seamen. 

1 King in Chalmers, p. 40. His 'those abm·e ::1 years old' appears to mean those 
who have reached their z rst birthdav. 

2 Ibid., p. 39· Cf. Yarranton 's ren;arks about the difficulty widows with children 
had in getting second husbands, even when the widows had some property (A. Yarran-
ton, England's Improvement (1677), pp. 165-6, 167, 168, 172). . 

3 In King's tabulation for the city of Gloucester the number of spinsters keepmg 
house is 4"7 per cent. of the number. of households (King in Chalmers, PP· 7o-7r). 

4 For brevity we shall hereafter use 'adult' to mean aged 21 and over. 
5 Davenant, ii. 201. Presumably this includes naval seamen as well as the mer­

chant seamen whom Davenant mentions particularly; both may be treated as 
wage-earners. 

6 We do assume that each of the 'families' of seamen was headed by a male, i:e. 
we assume that seamen's widows' households would be included in King"s categones 
of out-servants or cottagers and paupers. 

7 The assumption that about a quarter of the common seamen were under. 21• 
although arbitrary, is not unreasonable. An adjustment of this magnitude brm~s 
the total estimated males of 21 years and over as calculated from King's. mal~ 
table, to approximately the same figure (1,3oo,ooo) as his total for them m hJs 
Table IV. 
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W . I h I K. ' ' !d. ' They would c ass1gn a so to t e servant c ass mg s common so 1ers · . ut 
not ordinarily be described as servants, but their wages and expenditures Poo 
them in that class rather than the class above. Whether any of King's 3 5,o ve 
soldiers had the franchise in his day is not important in our calculation,;~" 's 
shall have to make a special estimate of the number of soldiers in I 648·1 10~ z 
3 s,ooo 'families' of soldiers may be reduced by the standard one-sevent ' 
giving a total of 3o,ooo adult male soldiers. 

. JO 000 
The total of adult male out-servants IS thus 379,000. We thus have I ' 

. I rvants. 
m-servants and 379,ooo out-servants, a total of 509,ooo adult rna e se 

(b) Alnu-takrrs and brggars 

We have still to consider the category of'those receiving alms', or beggar~ 
In their discussions of exclusions from the franchise, the Levellers referre 
indifferently to 'those receiving alms'l and 'beggars' ;4 and in one place to 
'those that receive alms from door to door'.s The grounds stated by the 
Levellers for excluding alms-takers from the franchise (that such men were 
dependent on the will of others and afraid to displease them) apply even more 
plainly to those who took public poor relief from the parish or were in alms­
houses, than to transient beggars, for' the families that were a charge on the 
parish were notoriously marked out as dependent. We shall accordingly rake 
in to our estimate both King's vagrant beggars and his cottagers and paupers 
who were a charge on the parish. 

King estimated only 3o,ooo single 'vagrants', which included 'hawkers, 
pe.dlars, crate carriers, gipsies, thieves, and beggars'.6 Perhaps ro,ooo ofthese 
m1ght be counted as adult male beggars. . 

The number who were a charge on the parish is far larger. King, in hiS 
main table, shows as a single category, {oo,ooo families of 'cottagers ~nd 
paupers'. This figure, we learn from Davenant's account of King's calculatiOn, 
Was reached by subtracting from the 5 54,63 r cottages all those which had 
land about them and all those whos~ inhabitants 'get their own livelihood and 
~reno charge to the parish'.? King's {oo,ooo families of cottagers and paupers 
mclude, therefore, only those who do not 'get their own livelihood', arc a 

1 See below, pp. z91-z. 
z As with seamen, we assume that each of the 'families' of soldiers was headed b~ 

a male, but allowance must be made for some under z I years of age. A reduction ° 
o.nly one-seventh, instead of a quarter as for seamen, may be justified on the assump­
tiOn that the sea was a more attractive wage-earning occupation for young men 
than the army. 

3 e.g. Putney debates, in A. S. P. Woodhouse, Puritanism and Liberty (I938), 
PP· Bz-83; Second Agreement, ibid., p. 357; Third Agreement, in Don M. Wolfe, 
Leveller Manifestoes (I944), P· 4.0I. 

4 e.g. Letter of I I Nov. I647•.m Woodhouse, p. 452 ; The Grand Designe (8 DeC· 
I647); Petition of I8 Jan. I648, m Wolfe, Leveller Manifestoes, p. z69. 

5 Putney debates, in Woodhouse, p. 83. 
6 King in Chalmers, p. 36. 7 Davenant, Works, ii. zoJ-4• 
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'charge to the parish', 'live chiefly upon others', and do not 'get themselves a 
large share of their maintenance' .1 It is, of course, not to be inferred that even 
these cottagers subsisted entirely on poor relief. The rural ones might have an 
animal or two, and some rights on the common, and some of them would 
carry on some cottage industry, or be intermittently employed as day labour­
ers;2 but Davenant is clear that all these families were a charge on the parish.l 
And although some wage-labourers lived in cottages and might sometimes be a 
charge on the parish, no one is included twice in King's table: a man who could 
be described both as a labourer and as a cottager is counted as either but not 
as both. 

T_he 4oo,ooo families of cottagers and paupers must therefore have been 
considered to be all to some extent dependent on the parish. And there can be 
little doubt that these are the persons whom King describes, in three other 
tables, as 'receiving alms'. In an estimate of the yearly consumption of ~eat 
he shows '44o,ooo families who receive alms'.• In a calculation of the Yield 
of the poll tax of I William and Mary he shows 6oo,ooo persons (male and 
female, not children) 'receiving alms' ;s of these some 3oo,ooo might be men. 
In a calculation of the yield of the duty on houses and windows in I696 he 
shows 3 30,ooo houses (out of the total of I ,3oo,ooo inhabited houses) excused 
the tax as inhabited by 'those who receive alms' .6 The order of magnitude of 
these figures, and the fact that the last one is based on the house and window 
taxes, make it clear that King's 'persons receiving alms' are not just the inhabi­
tants of almshouses (whose total number is given in still another table7 as only 
I 3,4oo, men and women) but are in substance the 'cottagers and paupers'. 

We may therefore accept King's figure of 40o,ooo families of cottagers and 
paupers as being roughly the number of families receiving alms. It cannot be 
assumed that these 'families' contained 4oo,ooo men of 2 I years and over, for 
in the category of 'cottagers and paupers', as in other categories of King's 
main estimate, allowance must be made for 'families' headed by widows. 
Making the same allowance as for other categories (one-seventh), we get a 
figure of 343,000 men aged 2 I and over in the category of 'cottagers and 
paupers' receiving alms. 

If then we add the estimated Io,ooo vagrant male beggars to these 343,ooo 
men receiving alms, we have a total of 3 5 3,ooo men of 2 I or over in the 
category alms-takers and beggars. 

Summary. s~roants and Alms-takN"s 
Adding now the 509,ooo male servants of 2 I or over, the total for servants 

and alms-takers who are men of 2 I or over is 862,000 . 
. I Ibid., 20J, 205. 2 Ibid., 201. 

3 Cf. G. M. Trevelyan, English Social History, 1946, p. 274: King's cottagers and 
paupers 'represent, we may suppose, those who attempted to be independent of 
wages, and according to King made a very poor business of the attempt'. 

4 King in Chalmers, p. 55· s Ibid., P· 57· 
6 Ibid., p. 59· 7 Ibid., P· 73· 
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Classu I, 2, and 3 
d. tfi-

The size of the remaining franchise classes can be estimated with less 1the 
culty. It is simply a matter of distributing among these franchise cla~ses the 
men of King's categories above the poverty line, i.e. those 'incrcasi~g ·n 
wealth of the kingdom'. Assumptions must be made about the proporuons 1 r 
which some of these categories of King's should be distributed among ou 
franchise classes. The assumptions made below are not the only possible onesf 
but the use of any alternative assumptions consistent with what is known : 
the social and economic structure of the time would not significantly alter t e 
order of magnitude of three franchise classes. 

Class I. Fruholdtrs and frttmm of corporations 

We assume that all the members of King's ranks from the peers down to 
and including 'merchants and traders by sea' fall within this class. They 
amount to z8,soo families. Apart from these King classifies another I 8o,ooo 
as 'freeholders'. We assume further that one-half of the members of the 
following ranks were either fre~hold_ers or freemen of corporations: mercha~~ 
and traders by land, persons m sciences and liberal arts, shopkeepers a 
tradesmen, artisans and handicrafts, naval and military officers; this gives us 
a further 66,ooo families in this class. The total number of families thu~ 
assigned to class I is 275,000. Of these we allow six-sevenths as the number 0 

adult males, that is, 2J5,700. 

Class 2. Rattpaying houstholdtri not in Claii I 

We allocate all of King's 'farmers' to this class, being r so,ooo. Sinc_e 
King's farmers and his freeholders are mutually exclusive categories, hiS 
farmers are all the (non-urban) non-freehold tenants. We have assumed that 
these consist of (i) the copy holders and (ii) the leaseholders for years and for 
years or lives, i.e. the two categories of rural tenants that we have described 
in the text as excluded from the Putney freeholder franchise. In other words, 
we have assumed that both King and the Putney debaters were following the 
established legal distinction between freeholders and non-freeholders, and the 
legal usage as argued by Blackstone as to copyholders.1 As this assumption rnaY 
be challenged, we must notice the elfect of other possible assumptions. 

(I) If King included the 'free copyholders' among his freeholders (whereas 
We have seen that the Putney debaters probably did not do so), it would be 
necessary to move the number of free copy holders from our class I to class 2 • 

It is quite possible that King did do so, for as we have seen there was no 
certain rule as to whether or in what respect these free copyholders or c~s­
tomary freeholders counted as freeholders. We have no way of estimat!Og 

1 See above, eh. III, p. 1 u. 
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this number. If it was substantial, it would substantially increase the disparity 
between the freeholder franchise and the ratepayer franchise. 

Three further possible assumptions may be considered, although none of these 
is as probable as the one just discussed, for these concern the status of tenants 
for life or lives, and for years or lives, about which there was no legal doubt. 

(2) If King, against legal usage, treated tenants for life or lives as non­
freeholders, we have two possibilities: (a) that the Putney debaters also 
treated them as non-freeholders, in which case our estimates are not affected i 
(b) that the Putney debaters treated them as freeholders, in which case we 
should have to move their estimated number from our class 2 to class I· This 
would reduce the disparity between the freeholder and ratepayer franchises, 
but we do not know by how much. 

(3) If King, against legal usage, treated tenants for years or lives as free­
holders, we have two possibilities: (a) if the Putney debaters treated them as 
freeholders (which is quite possible, since the tenant for ninety-nine years or 
three lives had as much security as the ordinary freeholder, and security of 
tenure was the main criterion used by Cromwell and Ireton for eligibility for 
franchise), our estimates are not affected; (b) if the Putney debaters treated 
them as non-freeholders, it would be necessary to move their number from 
our class I to class 2, thus increasing the disparity between the freeholder and 
ratepayer franchises, but again we do not know their number. 

(4) If King treated tenants for years or lives as non-freeholders and the 
Putney debaters treated them as freeholders, it would be necessary to move 
their number from our class 2 to class I, thus reducing the disparity between 
the freeholder and ratepayer franchises. 

In short, of these four possible assumptions, the most likely one (the first) 
would increase the size of our class I and reduce class 2; the other three assump­
tions would either have no effect on our estimates, or would in one case have 
the same effect as the first, and in the other two cases the opposite effect. But 
none of these four assumptions seems any more probable than the assumption we 
have made. We therefore leave all King's farmers in the non-freeholder class. 

We assume one-half of the merchants and traders by land, persons in sciences 
and liberal arts, and naval and military officers fall in this class, being I6,S~0• 
We put in this class also all the persons in the law and the clergymen, bemg 
2o,ooo. 1 We assume one-quarter of the shopkeepers and tradesmen and 
artizans and handicrafts, being 2 5 ,ooo. The total families thus assigned to 
class 2 is 2I I,soo. The number of adult males is I8I,300. 

Class 3. Non-raupay~rs not in class 4 

We assume in class 3 one-qu;trter of the shopkeepers and tradesmen and 
artizans and handicrafts, being 2 s,ooo families. The number of adult males 
is 2I,4oo. 

82714S 

1 See Note S, p. 300. 

u 
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The assumption that these, and only these, arc to be put in c~ass 3 may 
appear arbitrary. Two considerations may be suggested to justify 1~· all 

(I) King's 'shopkeepers and tradesmen, artizans and handicrafts were ers 
independent producers or traders; the journeymen and other wage-ea;. 
were not in this category but in one of the categories of servants. That .ehmgr 

. h ereneJt e so, It seems reasonable to assume t at only a quarter of these men W 

freemen of corporations nor ratepayers. d 
(2) The attribution of any more than a quarter of the shopkeepers, tra ~­

men, artisans and handicraftsmen to the non-ratepayer class would seem to. e 
too high, in view of what we know of the total number of non-ratepaymg 
families. We have no exact figures for the number of families that kept house 
but did not pay rates. But King's estimate of the yield of the du~ on hou~s 
and windows affords some indication. Of the I ,Joo,ooo inhabited houses,. e 

k . d d b . . h receive rcc oncd that 33o,ooo pa1 no uty ecause mhabned by those w 0 h 
alms, and a further 38o,ooo paid no duty because inhabited by 'Those": ~ 
do not pay to church and poor'} These figures arc for houses, some ofw~l~ 
must have contained more than one family. While these figures are not enur~ Y 
consonant with the distribution of families above and below the poverty l~ne 
in King's main table, they do suggest that the whole number of non-rate.p~Y~:~ 
families was scarcely more than enough to account for all the families 
housekeeping wage-earners and persons receiving alms. 

It may be noticed finally that even if, in spite of these considerations,. we 
allowed twice as many men in class 3 as we have allowed, the proporuon~ 
between class 3 and the other classes would not be significantly altered, ar. 
the proportions between franchise C and the other franchises would be 
altered even less. z 

CollrJtrsion of EJtimatu from z688 to I648 

Having converted King's numbers of 'families' to numbers of adult males, 
and allotted them to the franchise classes we are concerned with, we noW have 
estimates of the size of these franchise classes as of I 688: 

Class I. Freeholders and Freemen of Corporations 
Class 2.. Ratepaying Househ~lders not in I . 
Class 3· Non-ratepayers not m 4 
Class 4· Servants and Alms-takers. 

235•7oo 
I8I,J00 
21,400 

86:~.,ooo 

Total . . I,Joo,4oo3 

It is now desirable to convert these estimates to the population of .I648f 
We shall assume that there was no significant change in the distribuuon ° 

1 King in Chalmers, P· 59· d 
2 Class 3 would be increased from 2. I,4oo to 4:~.,8oo; class 2. would be reduc~ 

from 181,JOo to I59•soo; cla;;ses I and 4 would be unaltered. Franchise C would . 
unaltered c43s,ooo); franchise B would be reduced from 417,ooo to J9S•6oo, 
franchises A and D would be unaltered. 

3 The total males above 2.1 years old in King's Table IV is I,Joo,ooo. 
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population betv.·ccn ranks in the forty yean, r6+8-88. But there was one 
significant change in the distribution between our franchise classes: in I647-8 
the army was considerably larger than in r688, and since all the soldiers in the 
parliamentary army in 1647-8 \Vere included in the Leveller franchise/ 
those of them who as civilians would have been in class 4 must be raised to a 
higher franchise class. In view of this, it is necessary to convert our 1688 esti­
mates, which might otherwise have been allowed to stand as a sufficient indica­
tion of the proportions between franchise classes,· to a 1648 population base. 

While population growth in seventeenth-century England was uneven, the 
net growth between 1648 and 1688 may be assumed to have been about 
Io per cent. We shall accordingly reduce each of our estimates by 10 per 
cent. We thus have: 

I I648 
No. of 

I688 adult males 
No. of (unadjusud 

Franchise class adult maks for army) 

I • Freeholders, &c. 235>700 2I2,IOO 
2. Ratepayers not in I I8 I,300 I63,200 
3· Non-ratepayers not in 4 2 I,400 I9,300 
4· Servants and alms-takers . 86:z.,ooo 775,800 

Totals I,J00,400 I,I 70,400 

We may now make the necessary adjustment for the army. The number of 
men in the parliamentary armies in the I 64o's varied with the exigencies of 
the civil wars. In I645 it was 6o,ooo to 7o,ooo, of which 22,ooo were in the 
New Model Army.2 After the first civil war some of the forces were disbanded 
and others merged under the single command of Fairfax; at the time of the 
Putney debate the army must have amounted to over 32,000.3 More men 
were raised in I648, during the second civil war; at March I649 there were 
some 47,000 in the army.4 The army at the time of the franchise demands of 
Second and Third Agrummts (December 1648 and May 1649) must have 
numbered at least 45,ooo. 

We can estimate roughly the proportion of soldiers who would as civilians 
have been in the class of servants or receiving alms. The New Model Army was 
originally composed of 6,6oo horse, I ,ooo dragoons, and 14,400 foot. 5 The 
horse and dragoons were volunteers and lived like gentlemen; they may be 
assumed to have been all from the freeholder or ratepayer classes. The infantry, 

1 See below, Note K, p. 297· 
z C. H. Firth, Crom<well's Army (x902.), pp. 33• 34· 
3 Counting the New Model Army as 22,ooo and the northern. army as to,ooo 

(Firth, op. cit., p. 34). 4 Firth, op. c1t., PI?: 34::~5· 
s Firth and Davies, Regimental History of Crom<well's Army, i, PP· xvu-xvm. 
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of whom more than half were raised by impressment, were largely illiterat~~~ 
it does not seem too much to assume that three-quarters of the infantry ~~· • 
. k" c""ss, 
JUSt under half the army) came ~rom the wage-earning or alms-ta 10g If we 
and the other one-quarter of the mfantry from the non-ratepayer class. . s 

. 0 ruon 
assume that the enlarged army of 1648 was m roughly the same prop 
as the original New Model Army, we have some 22,100 of the 45,ooo ~eln 
coming from the servant or alms-taker class.2 The distribution of the w 0 e 
army, by civilian classes, is thus estimated as follows: 

Classes I and 2.. Freeholders and ratepavcrs 
Class 3· Non-ratepayers not in 4 • • . 
Class i· Servants and alms-takers 

Total 

IS,soo 
7·400 

zz,roo -45•000 

The estimated distribution of the whole adult male population now appears 
as follows: 

of Class r. Freeholders and freemen d" rs 
corporations . zn,roo, of whom s,soo were sol 1e 

Class z. Ratepayers not in I . 163,2.00, " 
7,000 " Class 3· Non-ratepayers not in 4 I9,300, " 7>400 " Class 4. Servants and alms-takers · 775,8oo, " 

zz,roo " 
Totals r,I70,400 45•000 

We must now move the 22,100 soldiers whose civilian status was class 4 
into class 3· The resulting distribution of the adult male population of r648 

among the franchise classes is as follows: 

Class I. Freeholders and freemen of corporations . 
Class 2.. Ratepayers not in I . . . . . . . 
Class 3· Non-ratepayers not m 4• plus soldiers originally in 4 . 
Class 4· Servants and alms-takers, less soldiers originally in 4 . 

Total. 

2.I2.,I00 
r63,zoo 
4I,400 

753·7°0 

The cumulative totals for the four different types of franchise that were in 
dispute in the Leveller literature are thus: 

A. Freeholder franchise 
B. Ratepayer franchise 
C. Non-servant franchise 
D. Manhood franchise 

ziz,rou 
375•300 
416,700 

I,I70,400 

1 Firth, Crom'IJJI!ll's Army, P· 40 . 
• 2 This proportion may api?Car too high, though it is much less th~n the propor; 

tlon of the whole population m that class. We might put the proportion lower, bu 
to do so would increase the number of soldiers of franchise class 3 to a point scarcelY 
consonant with the number of men of class 3 in the whole population. 



NOTES 
NoTE A. ( 1) Tlu El~mmts of Law Natural and Politic, circulated in manu­

script in I 640, published in I 6 50 as two treatises (Human Natur~, and D~ 
Corpor~ Politico), edited and published under its original title by F. Tonnies, 
Cambridge, I928 (references are to the Tonnies edition, cited as El~ments). 

(2) n~ Cit~~, 1642, an English version of which was published in t6SI 
under the title Philosophical Rudimmts conaming GOrJ~mment and Soci~ty; the 
text of the 16 51 English Rudiments has been edited and published under the 
titleD~ Cit~~ or Th~ Citi:un by S. P. Lamprecht, New York, I9f9 (references 
are to the Lamprecht edition, cited as Rudimmts). . 

(3) L~rJiathan, 165 I (references are to the edition ofW. G. Pogson Smtth, 
Oxford, I929). 

NoTE B. If we used the economists' highly abstract concept of a man's 
powers, mentioned in the preceding note, we could construct a model ~fa 
perfectly competitive economy in which some men own no land or capttal, 
and could show that the wage-relation involved no transfer of any part of a 
wage-earner's powers, for his powers would be defined to exclude any access 
to land or capital. In such a model it can be demonstrated that wages equal the 
marginal net product of labour, although, of course, the marginal net p:oduct 
of labour bears no fixed relation to the amount of energy and skill contnbu~ed 
by labour, but varies with the ratio of supply of labour to supply of capttal 
and land. Even in the economic model, with the narrow definition of powers, 
there may be a transfer (over and above what is a transfer on our d~finition of 
powers) if the assumption of perfect competition is relaxed. The further trans­
fer arises from the less-than-perfect competition between buyers of lab~ur 
which is apt to result from the buyers being fewer than the sellers; bet~g 
fewer, they can proceed on a tacit and conventional understanding not to bt~ 
above a certain rate of wages or not to accept less than a certain price for thetr 
land and capital, and so can get for themselves a larger share of the product 
than they could otherwise get. 

NoTE C. e.g. Thomas Nagel, 'Hobbes on Obligation', Philosophical R~oiuo, 
lxviii (1959), 68-83. Nagel holds that Hobbes did derive obligation f~om 
self-interest but that it is a mistake to call it, as Hobbes did, moral obltgauon. 
'Nothing could be called a moral obligation which in principle never c?n­
flicted with self-interest' (p. 74). But, granting this proposition, an~ granung 
that Hobbes's obligation is derived from nothing but self-interest, It does n~t 
follow that it cannot be moral obligation. For in Hobbes's concept each m~n 5 

self-interest contains its own contradiction: short-run self-interest conflicts 
with long-run self-interest. Hence, obligation derived from long-run self­
interest does conflict in principle with short-run self-interest. 
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NoTE D. What Hobbes intended by his references to God as the authofr of 
h I f · advocate o the t e aw o nature IS not clearly known. But even the strongest d" . 

view that Hobbes probably intended to base obligation either on !VIne re-
d d · h d" · · bb '·system may be war san pums ments or on 1vme will, allows that Ho cs ~ . , d 

based 'upon a body of natural law which bears its own authonty an that 
this 'makes it unnecessary to introduce the role of God at all into Hobbes's 
political theory' (H. Warrender, in Political Studiu, viii ( 196o ), +9~· Cf. 
Warrender The Political Philosophy of Hobbn, P· 31 1, where the lllter­
pretations based on divine will and on divine rewards arc both st~tcd to be 
'devoid of significant consequences for the deduction of men's duues, except 
that they provide a formal termination for the scale of authority'. 

NoTE E. It may be thought that there is a middle way: a society_ in_ which 
men acknowledge an hierarchical inequality, without any man clai~mg un­
limited superiority. That would meet the condition: if no one cla1med un­
limited superiority, all could be morally bound. But it is difficult to conceive 
of a s_ociety where all acknowledge that men arc unequal in so'_fle res~cc: of 
ovcrnding social importance, yet where some men do not cla1m unhmned 
superiority, i.e. where all men accept finite limits on the superiority which 
they can claim on grounds of factual inequality. A functional hierarchical 
syste~, such as an idealized feudal system, might be thought to meet these 
requirements; but such systems in fact have always relied on supernatural 
postulates (and sanctions) for their differential moralities. 

~?TE F. Firth, while interpreting both the First Agreement and the Leveller 
posJtJon in the Putney debate as being for manhood franchise (see P· I07, 
n. I_), also cites the Leveller exclusion during the debate (Clarke Paper~,_ i, 
P· h) but sees no inconsistency; Gardiner, Joe. cit.; G. P. Gooch, Englrsh 
Demo~ratic Ideas in the Stventemth Century, 1898, ed. Laski 1927, notes th~ 
exclusion (p. I 3 I) but then refers to this· as 'their plan of manhood suffrage 
(p. I Jz); T. C. Pease, The Leveller Movement, I 9 I6, says that the outcome 
of the Putney franchise d.::bate was that the Levellers 'carried the proposition 
for the universal franchise' (p. z z4), whereas the proposition that was carried 
:vas for franchise for all except servants and beggars (letter of I I Nov. I647• 
10 Woodhouse, op. cit., p. 45z); Woodhouse, op. cit., describes this same vote 
as a resolution in favour of manhood suffrage, p. [ z9], and refers to the Agree­
ment as providing for universal suffrage, p. [7I); D. W. Petegorsky, Left-~oing 
D~mocracy in the English Civil War, I940, refers to the Leveller demand for 
umversal suffrage (pp. 96, I I6, 1 I 8), while recognizing that 'wage-earners.·· 
:vere to be excluded from the scheme of universal suffrage they were advocat­
Ing' (p. Io9); Don M. Wolfe, Leveller Manifestoes of the Puritan Re'Polution, 
I 944, describes the vote at the end of th~ Putney franchise debate as a vote 
on manhood suffrage (p. (JI ), cites the Petition of Jan. 1648, as demanding 
manhood suffrage (p. z6o), although the text of the Petition (p. 269) excludes 
servants and beggars, interprets the First Agreement as demanding manhood 
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suffrage (pp. q., 23 5), and describes A N~w Engag~mmt, or, Maniftsto of 
3 Aug. I 648, as proposing manhood suffrage (p. So), although the text asks 
only 'that the people be equally proportioned for the choyce of their Depu­
ties'; Maurice Ashley, 7olm Wildman, Plotur and Postmasur (I947), refers 
to the First Agrumu•t as being in favour of manhood suffrage (p. 36), de­
scribes the Putney vote as an acceptance of'the Leveller principle of manhood 
suffrage' (p. 43), and describes the Pnition of Jan. I6-t-8 as excluding beggars 
and criminals, without noticing its exclusion of servants; Perez Zagorin, A 
History of Political Thought in th~ English Reoolution, I954• presents the 
Levellers as advocates of manhood suffrage (pp. 30, 3 I), while noting the 
exclusion of servants and alms-takers in the Third Agrummt and in the Putney 
debate (pp. 36, 37). 

NoTE G. Eduard Bernstein, Cromwdl and Communism: Socialism and 
Dmrocracy in th~ Gr~at English R~volution (I 9 3o; originally published in 
German in I 895), interprets the Leveller position in the Putney debate as 
for universal suffrage (p. 68 n.) and credits the Levellers with having cham­
pioned 'the political interests of the contemporary and the future working 
class' (p. 86). He notes the exclusion of wage-earners and alms-takers in the 
Second and Third Agrummts and reconciles it with his reading of Leveller 
principles by saying that journeymen 'were usually in the transition sta~e 
between apprentice and master' and that 'to extend the suffrage to the agri­
cultural labourers would, in the then circumstances, have strengthened the 
rea~tionary party' (p. 87). While both th.ese grounds must be allowed some 
weight, they fall short of a satisfactory explanation. The Levellers were ~ealots 
for principle, and had they ever embraced the full principle of umversal 
suffrage they could scarcely have withdrawn it from all the agricultural 
labourers on such wholly expedient grounds. M. A. Gibb, yolrn Lilbunu, t!u 
L_~rJdl~r, a Christian D~mocrat (I 947), presents generally a manhood _suff~age 
VIew (pp. I 5, I 39, 2o8), and describes the Putney vote as carrymg ~he 
proposition for the universal franchise' (p. 209), while noti.ng t~e !hird 
Agrum~nt's exclusion of wage-earners. She offers an explanation, similar to 
Bernstein's, of 'this apparent departure from Leveller ideals' (~· _2 7I); but 
an explanation which assumes that this was a departure from their Ideals begs 
the question. 

NoTE H. W. Schenk, The Conurnfor Socia17ustiu in the Puritan Reoolu­
tion (I 948), finds a change from I 64 7, when the Levellers 'seem to have 
propagated unqualified manhood suffrage', to I648 when they excluded alms­
takers and wage-earners. He cites, for this exclusion, the Second Agrum~nt, 
without mentioning its further exclusion of all non-ratepayers;. off~rs an 
explanation in terms of Leveller expediency; and concludes that. m view of 
the Leveller theory it can be assumed that these restrictions were mtended_ to 
be merely temporary' (p. 40, n. 48). The explanation and the assumption 
may possibly apply to the exclusion he does not mention (the non-ratepayers), 
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. . ) which 

but not to the exclusiOn he does ment:Jon (alms-takers and servants ' th 
6 to e 

was consistently proposed by the Levellers at least from 29 Oct. I 47M d. 
end of their pamphleteering. Francis D. Wormuth, Tlu Origins of 0 t: 
ConstitutionaliJm (I949), presents the Levellers as advocates of manho( 
suffrage (pp. 7 5, 79), describes the Putney vote as for manhood suffrage Pd 
8 I), notes that the Second Agrumtn/ excluded alms-takers, wage-earners, an 

. d ffrage non-ratepayers, and says that the Thud Agrumtnt restored manhoo su 
., do~~ (pp. 83-84). Joseph Frank, Tnt Ltvdltn (I955), presents them as a v .1 
I 0 ) untl of manhood suffrage from, at a test, ct. I 646 (pp. 94, I 2 3, I 3 3, I 5 I • . 

the Second Agrumtnl, the wide exclusion of which is seen as a compromJS~ 
(pp. I76-7), and notes without comment the exclusion of servants an 
paupers in the Third Agrumtnt (p. zo6). 

'bb NoTE I. The Levellers apparently never advocated woman suffrage. GJ ' 
op. cit., p. I 7 4, draws attention to the fact that Lilburne, in his T ht Frtt~an~ 
Frudomt Yindicattd, I 6-I9 June I646 (in Woodhouse, pp. 3 I 7-I 8), claJine 
that 'all and every particular and individual man and woman' were 'by nature 
all equal and alike in power, dignity, authority, and majesty, none of them 
having by nature any authority, dominion or magisterial power one over ~r 
above another' except 'by mutual agreement or consent'. Gibb infers that ~t 
follows that woman has political rights on an equal footing with men. But Jt 
does not follow, nor did Lilburne draw that inference. All that follows is that 
women as well as men must be assumed to have given their consent to the 
institution of government, and such consent may be 'given, derived or 
assumed ... for the good benefit and comfort each of other, and not for the 
mischief, hurt or damage of any'. This would easily cover an assumed transfer 
of authority from women to their husbands. Lilburne's own wife, while very 
active in his defence, always deferred to his political opinions and decisions, 
and both of them appear to have thought this right and natural. The Leve~ler 
Pttition of Womtn, 5 May I649 (in Woodhouse, pp. 367-8), to which G1bb 
also refers, asserts the spiritual equality of men and women, and an equal 
interest in the liberties and securities contained in the laws (i.e. civil liberties) 
but does not claim equal political rights. (The same demand for relief fro~ 
arbitrary legal proceedings for men and women is made in the Leveller Pt/1-
tion of Mar. I647: in Wolfe, op. cit., p. I 36.) The Levellers, men and women, 
seem rather to have taken for granted that women could be assumed to have 
authorized their men to exercise their political rights. And in an age when the 
typical employment relation was still considered similar to a family one, a 
similar assumed transfer of authority from servant to master would not be an 
extraordinary postulate. It is apparently Petty's postulate in the PutneY 
debate: servants arc 'included in their masters' (Woodhouse, p. 8 3, quoted 
aboveatp. I23)· 

NoTE J. Redistribution in proportion to the respective rates of counties is 
not only logically consistent with any breadth of franchise, but was actually 



NOTES 

proposed along with the narrowest freeholder franchise by Ireton in the 
Putney debate (Woodhouse, p. 83), and was endorsed by the Levellers in 
T lu Cau of tlu .Army (by virtue of their endorsement there of all the stipula­
tions of the Dularation of 14 June; Haller and Davies, pp. 77, 61) along 
with, as I have argued, the non-servant franchise. The fact that two weeks 
later, in the First .Agrummt, the Levellers were proposing redistribution in 
proportion to population does not mean that they had changed their position 
on the extent of the franchise. Ireton and Cromwell, as we have seen, made 
much of this clause of the First .Agrummt during the Putney debate, but in 
doing so they misrepresented the position doubly, first by suggesting that the 
earlier redistribution in proportion to rates implied a property franchise 
(which it certainly had not done in the Cau of th~ Army), and secondly by 
suggesting that the redistribution in proportion to population implied man­
hood suffrage (which, on the evidence of the Levellers' exclusion statements 
in the Putney debate, it did not do). 

NoTE K. The right of the soldiers to a parliamentary franchise seems to 
have been assumed by the Lev~llers throughout the Putney debates: ~f. 
Buff-Coat, i.e. Everard (Woodhouse, p. 7), Sexby (pp. 6f)-7o), and Ram­
borough (p. 71). The Levellers also were presumably responsible for the 
franchise recommendation in the report of the Army Council's committee of 
30 Oct. I 64 7, that 'all free-born Englishmen, or persons made free denizens 
of England, who have served the Parliament in the late war for the liberties 
of the kingdom, and were in the service before the 14th of June, 1645• · · · 
be admitted to have voices in the said elections ... although they should not 
in other respects be within the qualifications' (Woodhouse, p. 450). The 
committee included Rainborough and Sexby as well as Cromwell and Ireton. 
The admission of soldiers otherwise not qualified appears as a concession _by 
the army leaders, but not a serious one: the main recommendation, to which 
this was merely a desired addendum, left it to the present Commons to set the 
franchise qualifications 'so as to give as much enlargement to common freedom 
as may be, with a due regard had to the equality (? equity) and end of the 
present constitution in that point'. The vote taken at the end of the Putney 
debate, as reported in the L~tur from s~"'~rai.Agitators (Woodhouse, P· 452), 
was on the proposition 'That all soldiers and others, if they be not servants or 
beggars' should have the franchise. As the Luur was addressed to all the 
soldiers, and as it claimed this vote as a victory for 'your native freedom', the 
proposition can only have meant that all the soldiers, and all those civilians 
who were not servants or beggars, should have the franchise. 

NoTE L. e.g. Rainborough at Putney (Wooqhouse, p. 53); Lilbume, 
Free-man's Frudom Yindicaud (ibid., p. 3 I 7). It is doubtful if the Levellers 
thought even of this right as applying to those who were 'included in their 
masters'. Their idea of the social contract was never clearly formulated. Lil­
burne frequently referred to a 'maxim of nature' that no man can be bound 
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without his own consent, and used it to justify indiscriminately (a) the right 
ern­

of everyone to be a party to the contract or deed of trust empowering a _g~v h 
ment, and (b) the right of everyone to choose the legislators. He used Jt 10 t e 
latter sense in Rash Oaths Un:oarrantablt (see above, p. 1 3 5) where, as w_e 
have seen, it can only have been intended to mean every free man. He used It 
in (chiefly) the former sense in Rtga/1 Tyrannit dimrotrtd (Jan. 1647): 'Rea­
son tells me, I ought not to have a law imposed upon me, without my consent 
· .. yea Reason tells me in this that no Soveraignty can justly be exercised, _nor 
no Law rightfully imposed, but what is given by common consent, in which, 
every individuall is included .. .' (p. 1 o); and ' ... it is a maxi me in Natur_e 
and ReaJon, that no man can be concluded but by his own consent, and that It 
is absolute Tyranny, for any what (or whom) -soever, to impose a Law upon~ 
People, that were never chosen nor betrusted by them to make them Lawes··· 
(p. 46). Lilburne equates 'my consent' with 'common consent in which every 
individual is included'; those already 'included in their masters' may thus be 
included in the political consent at one remove. Cf. the reasoning of the 
Pttition, above, p. 124. 

NoTE M. Duana, pp. 99• 154; Prtrogativt, pp. 24-3, 24-7. It is not clear 
what notion Harrington had of the size of the English population. At Prtroga­
:ivt, p. 247, he speaks of 'one million fathers of families', which appears to 
Include labourers as well as citizens. This is a reasonable estimate, not far from 
Gregory King's figure of one and a third million 'families' as the total of ail 
classes in 1688. At Duana, p. 154, the number of men over I 8 is given as one 
mi~lion, apparently heads of families; but it is not clear whether this is in tended 
to Include 'servants' or not. For the total of one million is here reached from 
the number of male 'elders' (age 30 and over) and 'youths' (age I 8-30) 'on 
the annual roll', which seems to mean citizens, not servants; but he immediatelY 
uses the figure one million to include day labourers. At Art of Lau•girJiflg, 
P· 403, he speaks of England as a commonwealth of'soo,ooo men, or more', 
the context implying, though not clearly, that this is men above the level of 
servants. On the whole it seems likely that he thought of there being about 
soo,ooo male citizens and an equal number of male servants. This also is not 
far from King's estimate (see above, pp. 28o, 286). 

NoTE N. Laslett, in the Introduction to his edition of Locke's Two TrtatiJtJ 
of Govtrnmtnt, while agreeing that Locke 'is perfectly willing to contemplate 
the continuous or permanent appropriation of the product of one man's 
labour by another', suggests that it is 'an over-interpretation to say that a man 
~an sell his labour in the sense of the propensity [sic) to work' (p. I 04). What 
IS sold in a wage contract is a man's ability to work. The 'service he under­
takes to do' (Locke's phrase) is no doubt limited in kind-the journeyman 
baker does not undertake to do the work of a servant in husbandry-and it 
may be limited in amount, but what is sold is the man's future labour, or 
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his supposed ability to perform in future the work which the employer has 
contracted for. A man's labour being alienable, it follows that Locke does 
separate life and labour: see above, pp. 2 I<]-20. 

NoTE 0. The articles of belief arc essentially that there is a future life, and 
that salvation can only be had by believing that Christ was raised from the 
dca~ to be the divine saviour of mankind. Locke argues that this is a plain 
notion ~hich, along with miracles, can readily be grasped by the illiterate in 
terms ot their common experience: 'the healing of the sick, the restoring sight 
to the blind by a word, the raising, and being raised from the dead, arc matters 
of_ fact, which they can without difficulty conceive, and that he who does such 
thmgs, must do them by the assistance of a divine power. These things lie 
level to the ordinaricst apprehension: he that can distinguish between sick 
~nd well, lame and sound, dead and alive, is capable of this doctrine' (ibid. 
II. 58o). 

NoTE P. Laslett (Locke's Trl:o Tr~atisu of Gw~mmmt, Introduction, 
P· I o 5) in citing sect. I I I as an obstacle to any interpretation of Locke as 
essentially a bourgeois theorist, has failed to see this. The other obstacles Las­
lett finds to such an interpretation may also be mentioned here. His remark 
that one must explain away all Locke's statements about the origin and 
limitations of property has, I hope, been sufficiently dealt with in sect. 2, iii 
above. His statement that one must ignore all that Locke says about 'rcgulat­
i?g' property is doubly curious. In the first place, if anyone's pr~perty, an? 
nght to acquire property, are to be secured, everyone's must be regulated, 
as Locke explicitly argued (Suond Tr~atis~, sect. r:zo). But presumably Las­
lett has in mind here the fact that Locke 'nowhere· complains against the 
complicated regulations of his "mercantilist" age in terms of property r~ghts' 
(p. I04). Locke v11as of course a mercantilist. But this is perfectly conSlSte.nt 
~i th his being a proponent of capitalist enterprise and of capitalist appr?pna­
tJOn unlimited in amount. The right of capitalist appropriation does not_Jmply 
the absence of state regulation of the mercantilist sort; on the contrary It may 
require the presence of such regulation: sec above, ch. II, PP· 57-58,62 , 9 8· 
Finally, as to Locke's insistence that the obligations of the Law of Nature 
hold in society, it is not at all necessary to deny that Locke meant this to apply 
to property. On the contrary, it is because Locke did mean it to apply to 
property that he took such care to show that unlimited appropriation was not 
contrary to Natural Law and was allowable in the state of nature (see above, 
PP· 20 3 ff., 2 I 8). Charles H. Monson, Jr., seems to have fallen _into the ~a.me 
error about regulating property. 'It is simply not true', he wntes ~P_olttrcal 
Studi~s,vi. 2 (r958), 125), 'that Locke sanctions unlimited appropnau.on and 
inalienable property rights'. Of course Locke did not sanction '~nahena?l_e 
property rights'; nobody says he did. Locke's individual, in consentmg to CIVIl 
society, consents to state regulation cf property as a way of securing hi_s property· 
But this in no way controverts a right of appropriation unlimited m amount. 
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U I. . d . I" . . I h . J·urisdiction n JmJte capita 1st appropnatJon, as ave shown, r~¥urru state "th 
d . . . h . fcerence WI over property, an JS consistent wit a great deal of state mter 

individual property. 
· · of the NoTE Q. sect. 2 1. This passage is not in the Evervman edmon f h 

' . · 0 t e Tr~alius (ed. W. S. Carpenter), nor in the Appleton-Century edJtJon N 
Stcond Tr~alist and L~ller Conaming Tol~ration (ed. C. L. Sherman, . _ew 
York, 1937). Each of these follows, at this point, a printing of the first editiOn 
of the Tr~arises which did not contain any sect. 2l, and each has covered up 
the deficiency by arbitrarily dividing another section into two. (Sherman 
divides sect. 20; Carpenter divides sect. 36, so that all the sections in the Every­
man edition from 21 to 35 are wrongly numbered.) The particulars 0 !" the 
two printings of Locke's first edition, and of their handling by modern e~Jtor;r 
are given in Peter Laslett's 'The 1690 Edition of Locke's Truo Tr~all.f~~ 0 I 
Gov~mm~nt: Two States', Tramactions of th~ Cambridg~ Bibliographrca 
Soci~ty, iv (I952), 341-7. 

N · 1 that OTE R. Cox, Lock~ on War and Peace ( 196o), argues persuasive Y .. 
Locke's real position was the second of these; that Locke took the first posi_uon 
at the opening of the Stcond T!eatise in order 'not to shock the received 
opinions' of his readers; that having opened by disguising his real view he then 
undertakes a 'gradual, but precisely ordered shift' and 'manages, unobtru-
. · ' ' . te SJvely yet systematically, gradually to reverse' the opening picture of the sta 

of nature (pp. 72-73, 76). The reversal is not quite as gradual as Cox suggests, 
for Locke contradicts his pleasant version of the state of nature as early as 
sect. 2 I. But the real difficulty with Cox's interpretation is that Locke nee~ed 
both versions of the state of nature (as I have pointed out, e.g. in the precedmg 
paragraph above) in order to sustain his conclusions. It therefore still seems to m: more probable that Locke genuinely held both views without being con­
SCious of their inconsistency. 

NoTE S. The Io,ooo lawyers have all been assigned to class 2, and the 
Io,ooo 'persons in offices' all to class I; each group might well have been 
equally divided between the two classes. Clergymen ought perhaps to have 
been omitted from the calculation entirely, since it is doubtful whether they 
had the franchise in I648. As long as the taxes to be paid by the clergy were 
vot~d by Convocation (i.e. down to the beginning of the Civil War, and 
agai~ for a short time after the Restoration), clergymen did not have the 
parliamentary franchise. In I663 by agreement between Archbishop Sheldon 
and Lord Clarendon it was resolved thereafter to tax church benefices as 
temporal estates were taxed, 'in consequence of which ... the inferior bene­
ficed clergy have constantly voted for members of the house of commons' 
(Burnet, History of His Own Time, ed. I 823, i. 340). Many clergy 'voted at 
the first election after the Restoration; and by an Att passed in the session of 
1664-5 (I6 and I7 Car. II, c. I], which taxed the clergy in common with the 
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laity, their own status as Parliamentary electors was confirmed' (Porritt, Th~ 
Unr~form~d House of Commons, I 903, i. 3). But it was not only after I663 that 
the clergy gave over the right of taxing themselves; from the beginning of the 
Civil War to I 66o the clergy 'either out of voluntary compliance, affectation 
of popularity, or for want of proxies to represent their body, had their benefices 
taxed with the laity in the pretended Parliaments' (Laurence Echard, quoted 
in A. Browning (ed.), English Historical Docummls I66o-I7I4, P· 4I6). It 
is thus quite possible that the clergy might have been considered not dis­
qualified for the parliamentary franchise during the Civil War period. 

NoTE T. The simplest calculation of the number of full-time wage­
earners is as follows: z6o,ooo male in-servants (King's Table III), 364,ooo 
('families' of) labouring people and outservants, ~o,ooo ('families' of) 
common seamen, 3 s,ooo ('families' of) common soldiers (all from King's 
main table, reproduced on pp. z8o-I, above): total 709,ooo. This is +5 per 
cent. of the I,578,ooo males over 16 years of age (King's Table IV). Oth~r 
calculations, using the totals of King's main table and allowing for the e~Js­
tence of some 'families' ·without a male head (sec above, PP· 284-5) gJve 
results between 43 and 45 per cent. If the 4oo,ooo cottagers arc added, the 
proportion is over two-thirds. 
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