
Doctoral Program of Political Science: Modern Political Science   

04:  English Political Theory     

                                         
               

 

1 

 

  English Political Theory 

English political theory has evolved over centuries, influenced by historical 

events, cultural shifts, and significant thinkers. The historical context of England, 

marked by the rise of monarchy, the struggle for individual rights, and the 

establishment of parliamentary democracy, has shaped its political landscape. 

Society in England has been characterized by a diverse population, where class 

structures and social mobility play crucial roles. 

 The rich tapestry of culture, including literature, philosophy, and the arts, has 

also contributed to political thought, reflecting societal values and ethical 

considerations. 

Language, particularly the evolution of the English language, has facilitated 

political discourse and the dissemination of ideas.  

The economy has undergone significant transformations, from agrarian to 

industrial and now digital, prompting new discussions about economic justice and 

the role of the state in regulating markets.  

The influence of religion, particularly Christianity, has played a vital role in 

shaping moral frameworks and governance, impacting laws and societal norms. 

Additionally, England's administrative divisions and systems of governance have 

evolved, transitioning from feudal structures to modern bureaucratic governance. 
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2. Historical Context of English Political Thought 

The roots of English political theory can be traced back to the early medieval 

period when the establishment of the monarchy and feudal systems laid the 

groundwork for governance. The Magna Carta of 1215 marked a significant turning 

point, as it began to limit the power of the king and introduced the idea that no one, 

including the monarch, is above the law. This document established principles that 

would later influence modern democracy and individual rights. 

As England moved into the Renaissance, the Reformation, and the Enlightenment, 

political thought became increasingly secular. The works of Niccolò Machiavelli in 

Italy and the emergence of humanism prompted English thinkers to explore the 

relationship between power, morality, and the state. This period also witnessed the 

English Civil War (1642-1651), a conflict that deeply influenced political ideas 

regarding sovereignty, authority, and the rights of citizens. The Restoration period 

and the Glorious Revolution (1688) further solidified the importance of 

parliamentary sovereignty, paving the way for a constitutional monarchy. 

3. Thomas Hobbes and the Social Contract 

Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679) is often regarded as the father of modern political 

philosophy. His seminal work, Leviathan (1651), articulated a theory of social 

contract that posited the necessity of a strong central authority to avoid the chaos of 

a state of nature, which he famously described as "solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and 

short." Hobbes argued that individuals, in their pursuit of self-prese rvation, would 

willingly surrender certain freedoms to an absolute sovereign in exchange for 

security and order. 
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Hobbes's ideas laid the groundwork for the concept of a social contract, 

emphasizing the role of government in providing stability and protecting individuals. 

His advocacy for absolute authority sparked debates about the limits of power and 

the rights of citizens, setting the stage for subsequent political theories that 

challenged his views. The anxieties of Hobbes's time resonate today as discussions 

of security, state power, and civil liberties continue to dominate political discourse, 

particularly in contexts of war, terrorism, and social unrest. 

4. John Locke and Natural Rights 

In contrast to Hobbes, John Locke (1632-1704) presented a more optimistic view 

of human nature and governance in his works, particularly Two Treatises of 

Government (1689). Locke asserted that individuals possess natural rights—life, 

liberty, and property—that must be protected by the government. He argued that 

governments derive their legitimacy from the consent of the governed, and if a 

government fails to uphold these rights, citizens have the right to revolt. 

Locke's theories significantly influenced the development of liberal democracy, 

emphasizing the importance of individual rights and limited government. His ideas 

about the separation of powers and checks and balances later inspired the framers of 

the United States Constitution and the development of modern democratic systems. 

Locke’s emphasis on tolerance and religious freedom continues to inform 

contemporary discussions about multiculturalism and the role of the state in 

protecting minority rights. 
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5. John Stuart Mill and Liberalism 

The 19th century brought further evolution in political thought with John Stuart 

Mill (1806-1873), a prominent advocate of liberalism and individual liberty. In his 

seminal work, On Liberty (1859), Mill argued for the protection of individual 

freedoms against societal and governmental oppression. He emphasized the 

importance of free speech and the marketplace of ideas, asserting that the clash of 

opinions is essential for societal progress. 

Mill also introduced the concept of utilitarianism, which evaluates actions based 

on their consequences for the greatest happiness of the greatest number. His ideas 

laid the foundation for modern social and political philosophy, influencing debates 

about civil liberties, social justice, and the role of government in promoting the 

common good. Today, Mill's advocacy for liberty and individuality resonates in 

ongoing struggles for freedom of expression, gender rights, and social reform. 
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Conclusion 

• English political theory has evolved through critical historical events, reflecting 

the changing dynamics of governance and societal values. 

• The contributions of influential thinkers like Hobbes, Locke, Mill, and 

contemporary scholars continue to shape discussions on political philosophy and 

governance. 

• The social contract theories proposed by Hobbes and Locke have laid the 

foundational principles for understanding the relationship between individuals and 

the state. 

• The rise of liberalism in English political thought emphasizes individual rights, 

personal freedoms, and the necessity of limited government. 

• Religion, particularly Christianity, has played a significant role in shaping moral 

frameworks and influencing political ethics throughout English history. 

• The discourse on social justice has gained prominence, with contemporary 

theorists advocating for equality and the rights of marginalized groups. 

• The future of English political theory will likely involve further exploration of 

inclusive governance and the interplay between tradition and innovation in 

addressing societal needs. 

 


