
Natural Rights in a World Turned Upside Down 

HI 300 C Tuesday-Thursday 1:00-2:15 

Instructor: Thomas Prasch 
      Office: HC 311 A 

    Office Hours: MTWR 11-12, WR 2:15-4 or by appointment 
      Office telephone 670-1892         E-mail: tom.prasch@washburn.edu 

 

 

 

 

  

mailto:tom.prasch@washburn.edu


THE ARGUMENT:  

The era of Britain's Civil Wars (1640-60) was a rich period for the working out of ideas of natural rights, often in the 

context of social-contract theories of the state. John Milton's Areopagitica (1644) called for the end of censorship 

because truth could only emerge out of the marketplace of ideas, and his Tenure of Kings and Magistrates (1649) argued 

the justice of overthrowing and executing a king who had become tyrannical. The Leveller debates in the New Model 

Army (1647) included arguments for universal male suffrage as well as the protection of "native rights," and "Digger" 

Gerrard Winstanley's Law of Freedom (1652) again asserted "natural rights" (while arguing for a Bible-based 

communistic redistribution of wealth). James Harrington’s Oceana (1656) similarly frames "common rights" as derived 

from nature. These rich debates, largely silenced by the restoration of the monarchy in 1660, would resume again in the 

wake of the Glorious Revolution near the century's end, when John Locke would crystallize the notion of "inalienable 

rights" (that phrase Thomas Jefferson adopted as his own) in his own take on the social contract, Two Treatises on Civil 

Government (1690). The course will explore the developing discourse around rights through these primary sources and 

in the context of Britain's struggles of the seventeenth century. 

THE TEXTS 

The following primary sources are the principal texts for the course (a few additional readings will be available on the 

course D2L site). These volumes should all be available at the bookstore. But keep in mind: these are old books. There 

are copies in most libraries; used copies available in many bookstores; multiple copies available for free online (guides to 

those will be included on D2L). What versions you are reading won’t matter to me. 

John Milton, Areopagatica & Other Political Writings 

Geoffrey Robertson, ed. The Levellers: The Putney Debates 

Gerrard Winstanley, True Levellers’ Standard Advanced/Law of Freedom 

Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan 

James Harrington, The Commonwealth of Oceana 

John Locke, Two Treatises of Government/Essay on Toleration 

COURSE REQUIREMENTS 

Aside from a few introductory lectures, this course will be focused on close in-class readings of the primary sources, 

supplemented by a final research paper that will be presented in class the final week. There will be regular required 

response papers throughout the semester (at each asterisked date on the following course schedule). The grade will be 

based on the response papers (30%), class participation (30%), and the final paper (40%). 

Response papers (2-3 pp.) should demonstrate a basic knowledge of the assigned reading (or, to put it another way: 

prove to me you read it) and should begin to tease out what you see as key themes or idea for discussion. 

Participation means being there and talking (coherently on relevant themes for the class, of course). 

Research papers (7-10 pp.) are to be on a topic of your own choosing. You can find additional primary sources to explore 

(there are plenty), compare and contrast works we have read in class, or tease out particular themes through a number 

of readings. You will be expected to consult at least some secondary works to bolster your own arguments. You will turn 

in a proposal for your research paper our first meeting after spring break, present your basic findings in class in the final 

week of classes, and turn in your final paper the last day of class. 

 

  



Tentative Schedule 

15 January: Introduction 

17 January: Structure of the British State 

22 January: The English Reformation and the Puritan Movement 

24 January: The English Civil War and Interregnum 

29 January: Recurrent Tropes:   

31 January: John Milton, Areopagatica*  

5 February: George Wither, Campo-Musae (on D2L)*  

7 February:  Levellers: Pamphlets (Robertson chs. 1-6) 

12 February:  Levellers: Putney Debates & “England’s New Chains Discovered”* 

14 February: Milton, Tenure of Kings and Magistrates* 

19 February: Gerrard Winstanley, shorter pamphlets 

21 February: Special Guest: Lincoln Lecturer Harold Holder 

26 February:  Winstanley, “Law of Freedom in a Platform”* 

28 February: Milton, Defence of the People of England (“First Defence”) 

5 March:  First Defense, continued* 

7 March: No class 

11-15 March: Spring Break 

19 March: Necessary Background: The Protectorate (due: proposal for a research paper: topic, preliminary thesis and bibliography) 

21 March: John Milton, Second Defence of the People of England* 

26 March: John Milton, The Readie and Easy Way to Establish a Free Commonwealth 

28 March: Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, Part I* 

2 April:  Hobbes, Part 2 

4 April:  The rest of Hobbes* 

9 April: James Harrington,  Commonwealth of Oceana, first half or so 

11 April: Harrington, rest of Oceana* 

16 April: Background: From Restoration to Glorious Revolution 

18 April: Locke’s Essay on Toleration (Alan Bearman, guest discussion leader)* 

23 April: Locke’s Two Treatises* 

25 April: Locke’s Two Treatises cont. 

April 30: Presentations 

May 2: Presentations. Research papers due.  

 

 


