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In studying political theory and the authors associated with it, a critical threshold concept to understand is that of the normative theory. This concept brings the idea that instead of just accepting what is, we should seek to define what should be. This is vital in the study of political theory because without the knowledge that we are looking to constantly change and define what should be, you get in a sort of stasis in which your understanding of politics and theories does not expand or grow. Without a concrete comprehension of normative theory, you can never fully grasp an author’s theory of politics. In this essay, I will relate my threshold concept of normativity to some choice authors we have read this quarter. Most notably it can be found in Goldman’s Anarchism and Hobbes’ Leviathan. I structure this paper as follows. First, I will show how these authors’ theories look before and after an understanding of normative theory is reached. Then, I will explain how the normative theory threshold concept could be troublesome knowledge and how my classmates responded to these new ideas, as evidenced by our class blog.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Emma Goldman is an author whose political theory revolves around the normative theory. In Anarchism, Goldman critiques society and the way humans are controlled and forced to do things they would not normally do. She states that until we live in a society free from external control—property, religion, and government—humans will never achieve true freedom. Before understanding the normative concept, Goldman’s theory seems like a call to simply have no government and no authority. A student that doesn’t fully grasp the normative theory might think that Goldman is simply an anarchist looking to cause chaos and destruction in order to “free” human beings.  It isn’t until you embrace the idea of the normative theory that you can see Goldman’s ideas for what they truly are; a call to change what is, for how society should be. Goldman believes that government’s ultimate goal is always the subordination of its citizens and can therefore never be considered legitimate. Consequently, society should be a place in which humans live under no external control and simply live to fulfill their own passions and desires. Only then, once they are satisfied within themselves, can they come together to create a real society in which to truly help others and create real social harmony. This is what Goldman thinks should be, but until you understand that her writing is actually a proposal for what should be changed, you get too caught up in what seems to be the idea of absolutely no government.
Hobbes also is an author whose theory is based on the concept of normativity. However, in the Leviathan, Hobbes uses a thought experiment called the State of Nature to see how humans would behave without government, in order to define how government should be. In a place where lives are at stake and humans only truly want security and peace, according to Hobbes government is the only viable option. Before an understanding of the normative theory, a student might see the Leviathan as a hypothetical idea that wouldn’t ever work because it has never actually happened. Since the State of nature has never actually been observed in history, students might think that Hobbes’ idea of a sovereign is based on imagination and thus cannot be considered legitimate. But after fully comprehending the normative concept, students come to realize that in actuality, Hobbes created the state of nature in order to imagine how governments should be, regardless of the state of nature having never been observed. The sovereign is the answer to Hobbes’ hypothetical question, but the details of this government are what Hobbes think should be.
This concept of normative political theory could potentially be viewed as troublesome knowledge to some. Perkins describes troublesome knowledge as “that which appears counter-intuitive, alien, or incoherent” (5). More specifically, this idea is alien knowledge, for it “comes from a perspective that conflicts with our own” (7). This is because students often get distracted by the many different features of normativity, and fail to realize that it is really just a critique on how society is and how it needs to change. This can be troublesome to some, mostly because our society pushes that the way we operate now is always how everyone should be, and anything different is just wrong. For instance, in reading Goldman many students reacted negatively to her ideas of no external control, most often because they got stuck on no government. Though she goes on to explain how it would work and what humans would do, students cannot get past the thought that without government, we would be in a state of anarchy and chaos, with no one to demand order. In reading Hobbes, many students also reacted very negatively to his idea of an all-powerful sovereign. Though Hobbes based his idea on the state of nature, students think the sovereign is too powerful and is taking away the freedom of the citizens. Many students even came to put the sovereign on the same level as a dictator. 
Throughout this quarter we have read several different authors, all of which had different political theories and ideas. But until we could fully understand the normative theory concept—that instead of just accepting what is, we should seek to define what should be—many of those authors could not be completely appreciated and understood. The normativity concept is vital in the study of political theory, because without it students often get stuck. This concept was clear within Emma Goldman’s Anarchism and Hobbes’ Leviathan, as well as our student blog.
