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Political ideas 

How to integrate key thinkers into 
your Edexcel political ideas 
essays 
This article uses information from the profiles of Rosa Luxemburg (pp. 7–9) and John Locke 
(pp. 31–32), to discuss how to integrate key thinkers into an Edexcel political ideas essay 
(Papers 1 and 2). 

What is meant by ‘key thinker’ and why do I need to 
include them? 
There are five key thinkers specified for each political idea. Although there are other useful thinkers 
that you might refer to in your essay, it is these five that the examiner will be looking for. The Edexcel 
specification states that, in order to achieve above Level 2 (9/24 marks), your answer must refer to at 
least two key thinkers. Discussing three would be sensible. However, note that you only have  
30 minutes to write a political ideas essay, so there is not time for a detailed and lengthy analysis of 
the arguments of any one thinker. You must get on with answering the question, and the thinkers 
should help you do just that. 

Superficial versus meaningful responses 
A superficial response is one that uses thinkers as an ‘add on’, in shopping list style, e.g.:  

Key thinkers such as Rosa Luxemburg and Karl Marx argued that capitalism should be 
abolished with a revolution. Other key thinkers, such as Giddens and Crosland, were more 
accepting of capitalism. 

Another superficial way to use thinkers is to insert quotations without linking them to the question or 
explaining their significance. In contrast, a meaningful response uses thinkers to move an argument 
on and to help you reach a supported judgement. It will involve describing the ideas of a thinker and 
using them to show an area of agreement, e.g.:  

An important area of agreement within liberalism — both classical and modern — is the belief 
in a limited state. Locke argued that citizens have agreed to give up some of their freedoms in 
order to receive the protection of the state. However, that agreement can be withdrawn if the 
government abuses its powers. 

Alternatively, you can compare two thinkers to show an area of disagreement within a political idea. 
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Using key thinkers in your plan 
Political ideas essays focus on areas of agreement and disagreement. You need to decide and argue 
whether the areas of disagreement outweigh the areas of agreement and show how you have come to 
that conclusion. Even though you only have 30 minutes to write your essay, it is wise to spend  
3–4 minutes on a plan, and you should add the thinkers to it to ensure you are using them usefully. 
This sample plan shows you how you can fit the thinkers in. 

Plan 

• Introduction and line of argument. 

• Paragraph 1/2: area(s) of agreement within the political idea. 

o Key thinker 1 used to explain and support area(s) of agreement. 

• Paragraph 3/4: area(s) of disagreement. 

o Key thinker 2 used to explain the ideas of one strand. 

o Key thinker 3 used to explain and compare contrasting ideas to key thinker 2. 

• Conclusion: judgement made. 

Sample paragraphs 
• How have thinkers been used in the following examples? 

• How does the use of thinkers differ in the two paragraphs? 

• How do they help to answer the question? 

To what extent do socialists agree that capitalism can be part of a socialist economy? 

Paragraph topic: Socialists do not agree on whether it is possible to tame capitalism. 

Revolutionary socialists reject capitalism and argue that it must be overthrown and replaced with 
collective ownership. As an idea based on private property, profit and competition, they argue that 
capitalism is not compatible with equality of outcome and will inevitably lead to inequality and 
exploitation. Rosa Luxemburg argued that it was not possible for the two to coexist. She believed that 
capitalism, due to its focus on competition and individualism, was damaging to the social and 
cooperative nature of humans. She rejected the claims by social democrats that it could be tamed by 
the use of tax and regulation. Luxemburg suggested that a revolution was needed, in agreement with 
Marxist theory. Social democrats disagree, believing that capitalism is a useful way to create wealth, 
which can then be used by an interventionist government to reduce poverty and inequality via 
progressive taxation. Anthony Crosland argued that socialists needed to focus less on class and more 
on creating a more equal society via the welfare state. Capitalism could be regulated by government, 
tax would be progressive and redistribution of wealth could then be carried out via the benefit system. 
Nationalisation of essential services would ensure that utilities such as water and gas were not run for 
profit. This is a significant division within socialism and suggests that there is little agreement over the 
role of capitalism. 
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To what extent do liberals agree that the state should be limited? 

Paragraph topic: Liberals agree that individuals are rational and able to manage their own affairs. 

All liberals agree that the state should be limited, as human nature is rational and the free individual 
should be able to act without constraint, as long as they are not harming others. John Locke argued 
that human nature was self-interested, but also governed by reason. As a result, the state is only 
needed as a neutral body, resolving conflicts and keeping people safe. It should not interfere in other 
areas of life, such as economic affairs. The state exists to protect the natural rights of life, liberty and 
property. Mary Wollstonecraft agreed with this, but added that women as well as men were rational 
individuals and needed to have their rights protected too. Both Wollstonecraft and Locke believed in 
the principle of consent. As citizens we have agreed to be governed, but this consent could be 
withdrawn. This shows that all liberals agree that the state should be limited: individuals should be free 
to act as they wish. 

Five top tips 
1. At least two key thinkers must be used in your essays. 

2. 30 minutes is not long, so you won’t have time for a detailed analysis of their ideas. 

3. Avoid writing a whole paragraph on one thinker. You don’t have time and you will lose focus. 

4. Include key thinkers in your plan. 

5. Use two contrasting thinkers to show the extent of disagreement within an idea. 

Student task 
1. For each of the political ideas you have studied, pick one thinker who is useful to explain an 

area of agreement (human nature, state, society and economy) within the idea, and write a 
paragraph on this area of agreement. 

2. For each of the political ideas you have studied, pick two thinkers who contrast sharply in their 
views (human nature, state, society and economy) within the idea, and write a paragraph on 
this area of disagreement. 
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