
John Locke Global Essay Prize 2025 Prompts Breakdown 

History Category - Key Issues and Questions to Address 

 
History Q1 

According to Bertrand Russell, "Hitler is an outcome of Rousseau; Roosevelt and Churchill of 

Locke." To what extent was he correct?  

 

Key Issues and Questions to Address 

1.​ Interpretation of Russell's Quote: 

 

What did Russell specifically mean? Is he making a direct causal claim or suggesting intellectual 

lineage? 

 

Context matters: When and where did Russell make this statement? 

 

2.​ Accuracy of Russell's Historical Analysis: 

 

How direct is the intellectual lineage from Rousseau to fascism/Nazism? 

 

Were Roosevelt and Churchill consciously Lockean in their approach? 

 

Is Russell oversimplifying complex historical developments? 

 

3.​ Contested Readings of Rousseau: 

 

Rousseau has been claimed by democrats and totalitarians alike 
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The "general will" concept: democratic empowerment or potential tyranny? 

 

Is Russell's interpretation fair to Rousseau's complete body of work? 

 

4.​ The Nature of Anglo-American vs. Continental Political Development: 

 

Historical contingencies vs. philosophical influences 

 

Why did liberal democracy develop differently in these traditions? 

 

5.​ Specific Political Principles to Compare: 

 

Individual rights vs. collective identity 

 

Role of the state in pursuing the common good 

 

Constitutional limits vs. popular sovereignty 

 

Pluralism vs. unity of purpose 

 

6.​ Intellectual History Methodology: 
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How do we establish intellectual influence? 

 

Are there intervening traditions that Russell ignores? 

 

How much agency should we attribute to philosophical ideas in history? 

 

7.​ Roosevelt and Churchill as Exemplars: 

 

Were they consistent Lockean liberals? 

 

In what ways did they deviate from pure Lockean principles? 

 

How did they balance individual rights with collective needs during wartime? 

 

8.​ Hitler and Rousseau Connection: 

 

What specific elements of Rousseau's thought might connect to Nazi ideology? 

 

Are there more direct intellectual influences on Nazism? 

 

Is Russell being provocative rather than historically accurate? 

 

Approach for Your Essay 
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For a successful essay in the John Locke competition, you'll need to: 

 

Establish a clear thesis regarding the validity of Russell's claim 

 

Demonstrate deep understanding of both Locke and Rousseau's core political ideas 

 

Analyze specific policies/statements of Roosevelt, Churchill, and Hitler 

 

Consider contextual factors that shaped these leaders beyond philosophical influence 

 

Evaluate Russell's claim critically rather than simply accepting or rejecting it 

 

Discuss the broader implications for understanding the relationship between political philosophy 

and historical development 

 

The most competitive essays will likely acknowledge the partial truth in Russell's statement 

while providing nuanced analysis of its limitations and oversimplifications. A sophisticated 

approach might consider how ideas transform as they move through history, rather than assuming 

direct causal relationships. 
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