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Natural rights are universal maxims in which all living human beings on earth are innately entitled to.  In political theory, natural right is typically the crux of a political theorist’s theory.  This is because natural rights, something all human beings inherently possess, tend to be held equivalent to moral standards, aspects of life that are inherently good or desirable.  The complexity of the issue is often misconstrued for a disconnected aspect of the political theorist’s theory, which results in students illustrating an incomplete and detached mental image of the theorist’s theory.  I will first and foremost, explore the concept of natural right in perspective of Meyer and Land’s “threshold concept.”  Next, I will examine natural rights as a threshold concept in both Thomas Hobbes and John Locke’s political theories with narrowed focus on my classmate’s blogs.  I will conclude with Meyer and Land classifying and explaining the nature of the threshold concept’s troublesome knowledge.  

Jan Meyer and Ray Land define “threshold concept” as “a transformed way of understanding, interpreting, or viewing something….”  (pg.1 par. 2) While natural rights seem very contrary to the general idea of a threshold concept due to its universal application to all human beings, it is a threshold concept in how it is shifting in what individuals constitute a natural right.  Natural rights are a threshold concept, because, the “big picture” image is never truly understood by students.  Students don’t connect the dots; they understand the mechanics behind the theory, but misunderstand what the mechanics contribute to signify.  Before, students often see natural right as a miniscule detail of the author’s theory, with detached significance and relevancy.  After, students view the whole meaning behind the theory, and paint a much more finished and complete portrait of the author’s theory.  

Hobbes develops a simplistic principle as his version of natural right, Hobbes states “the preservation of his own nature, of his own life….”  (pg. 79 sect. 1) Hobbes’ take on natural right is that it holds a “transformative” aspect as a threshold concept, because students tend to see “a significant shift in the perception of a subject, or part thereof.” (Meyer and Land, pg. 4, par. 3)  When students only understand natural right as one aspect of the theory and come to comprehend it as a more prevalently connected issue in the theory itself, this shift is considered transformative, an aspect of a threshold concept.  Students often misconstrue the concept of natural right as “bounded in that any conceptual space will have terminal frontiers.” (Meyer and Land, pg. 5, par. 3)  What this “bounded” means is that students often think of natural right as its own aspect or category.  This bounded conception of natural right is subject to change, in the transformative aspect of a threshold concept.  

Student perception of natural right is often skewed, exemplified in their misunderstanding of the relative connectivity of natural right in conjunction with the rest of the theorist’s theory.  Hobbes is no exception.  While Hobbes’ definition of natural right seems to be straight-forward, points on how natural rights relate to the functionality and purpose of his form of government are never made by students.  In the student blog, the class student pool of about 20 classmates including myself, have weekly written on a variety of subjects including Hobbes’ natural right.  
In the week five blog, students were asked to critically reflect about their experience in writing their first thesis oriented paper, a paper that centered on the question of “why do governments exist?”  Jerri Cheung explains why governments exist in Hobbes’ perspective, “to establish peace since in the state of nature; all men have rights to things they deemed as necessary for self-preservation.” (Week 5 blog, par. 1) Jerri only mentions Hobbes’ natural right to self-preservation once in the entire blog post about government’s existence, with no further connection to what role natural right plays when government is formed.  Jerri confirms “Government exists for the sole reason of enforcement.  This man, or assembly of men, will then exercise the force needed to ensure covenants are kept and followed.” (Week 5 blog, par. 1) Jerri contends that the existence of government is for the “sole” purpose of enforcement.  But what does enforcement provide?  Enforcement provides safety and security, which in turn ensures protection of the natural right to self-preservation.  Hobbes concedes that a government that cannot grant the natural right to self-preservation is a failed government, because the most imperatively central purpose of the government is to first and foremost preserve the lives of its residents.  This is Hobbes’ threshold concept of natural right, students see natural right as a building block of information, rather than a central purpose of the theory in itself.  
The notion of threshold concepts often proves to be problematic or even “troublesome” for learners.   Meyer and Land define “troublesome knowledge” to be “counter intuitive, alien, or incoherent.”  (pg. 5, par. 7)  Hobbes’ natural right as a threshold concept often situates itself in “ritual knowledge” because it “has a routine and rather meaningless character.” (Meyer and Land, pg. 6, par. 4) In most students’ perspective, natural right is held as a disconnected aspect of Hobbes’ political theory, which results in the term being used without being fully aware of the extent of its application.  In Jerri’s case, this is troublesome to the learner, because the learner is subject to obliviousness, using a term without being fully understood in the first place.   

When reading Locke’s text, natural right was a very mysterious grey area of confusion, because it was never really identified by students in class discussions.  Locke’s natural right is very much an “integrative” aspect of a threshold concept, because “it exposes the previously hidden interrelatedness of something.” (Meyer and Land, pg. 4, par. 5)  When scanning and analyzing the text, we uncovered no real reference to the concept of a natural right, but instead natural law.  Locke explains natural law, “the state of nature has a law of nature to govern it, which obliges every one: and reason, which is that law… no one ought to harm another in his life, health, liberty or possessions….”  (pg. 9 sect. 6)  When I asked my quiz section T.A Joel Carlson what natural right was, he told me that natural right was the right to enforce the natural law.  This was very confusing issue for me because I could see how it was hidden, but not explicitly mentioned within the text.  Since natural law is obliged to all residents in the state of nature, we technically have the right, albeit natural right to enforce what we are obliged to.  

In the week 6 blog, students were asked to paraphrase and logically deconstruct a section of argumentation in either Locke or Hobbes’ texts.  Nicole Hobble attempts to deconstruct chapter five’s argument on property, and in doing so, mistakenly references the concept of natural law as a justification for Locke’s labor theory of value and property.   Nicole states “he believed that all men would be created equal and act in accordance to the natural law… every man has a property in his own persons.” (week 6 blog, par. 2) Nicole doesn’t offer substantial reasoning as to why natural law and Locke’s labor theory of value are related. Students are often inclined to overlook the Locke’s natural right and law when coming to understand the central purpose behind his form of government.  Zack Taylor glosses over natural right and law, “deterring people from harming their own lives or the lives of others, be the sole enforcer of natural law, and be an unbiased mediator of disputes.” (week 7 blog, par. 4)   Natural right is implied via “deterring… harming… lives…” and “enforcer of natural law,” but isn’t made in reference to why government is formed; this section is merely referring to people’s “responsibilities” in the state of nature. Both Zack and Nicole fail to explicitly mention what natural right is, albeit understand natural law. The description of natural right and law in this case is not specific to give the reader adequate knowledge of what natural right and law is.  

Natural right is never explicitly mentioned in Locke’s text, thus making the reader very confused as to what it is in context with natural law.  Locke’s natural right is often misconstrued as “alien knowledge” because “the learner does not even recognize the knowledge.” (Meyer and Land, pg. 7, par. 4)  In Nicole’s description of natural right, this is an issue because students gloss over or even skip these areas of important study that become a pertinent issue in the logical construction of Locke’s state of government.  In Zack’s description of natural law, this knowledge can be understood as “tacit knowledge” due to his tendency to “the complexity of the knowledge, its seeming inconsistency or paradoxical nature or because it contains subtle distinctions.” (Meyer and Land, pg. 7, par. 5)   Zack associates natural law with natural right without outlining the subtle differences between them, in abiding and enforcing said law.  

In conclusion, whether it is John Locke or Thomas Hobbes, students and learners as it is, will continue to not fully understand the focused scope of the theory, as proven to be empirically true in the class blog selection provided.  It is very easy to misunderstand the threshold concept of natural right in the texts my classmates have read, because no one fully understands the entire extent of a text’s meaning in their first read through.  It takes multiple reads over to fully grasp the knowledge, to overcome the inevitability of troublesome knowledge that comes as a result of threshold concepts.  Meyer and Land identify an articulate outline of the learning process itself, which blesses readers with an easier opportunity to identify their own faults in learning.  No matter what, troublesome knowledge will continue to plague learners, and that’s just a fact of life.  An even more pressing matter that ought to concern every dedicated learner is knowing that troublesome knowledge, like every problem in existence, is a problem that can be solved.   
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