john locke second treatise of civil
government

john locke second treatise of civil government is a foundational text in
political philosophy that profoundly shaped modern conceptions of democracy,
individual rights, and the rule of law. Written in the late 17th century,
Locke’s treatise responds to the political turmoil of his time by
articulating a theory of government based on natural rights, consent of the
governed, and the separation of powers. This work has influenced the
development of constitutional government and liberal political theory
worldwide. The treatise outlines the state of nature, the social contract,
and the limits and purpose of civil government, emphasizing the protection of
life, liberty, and property. Understanding John Locke’'s Second Treatise of
Civil Government provides essential insights into the origins of modern
political systems and the ongoing debates about authority and freedom. This
article explores the historical context, major themes, key principles, and
lasting impact of Locke’s seminal work.
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Historical Context and Background

The john locke second treatise of civil government was written during a
period of significant political upheaval in England, following the English
Civil War and the Glorious Revolution of 1688. Locke’s philosophical work was
a response to the absolutist claims of monarchs like King James II and the
need to justify constitutional monarchy and parliamentary sovereignty. The
treatise was published anonymously in 1689 and served as a defense of the
Glorious Revolution, advocating for a government that exists by the consent
of its citizens rather than divine right. Locke’s ideas challenged the
prevailing notions of absolute monarchy, emphasizing a government limited by
laws and accountable to the people. His writings were influenced by earlier
social contract theorists but brought a distinctive emphasis on individual
rights and property.



Core Principles of the Second Treatise

The john locke second treatise of civil government articulates several key
principles that form the foundation of modern liberal democracy. Central to
Locke’s theory is the concept of natural rights, which are inherent and
inalienable entitlements that every individual possesses. These rights
include life, liberty, and property, which governments are created to
protect. Locke argues that legitimate political authority arises from the
consent of the governed and that any government failing to protect these
rights loses its legitimacy. Furthermore, Locke insists on a separation of
powers within government to prevent tyranny and abuse. This framework
establishes a political order based on reason, mutual agreement, and respect
for individual freedoms.

Natural Rights and Property

Locke’s theory centers on the idea that individuals possess natural rights
prior to the establishment of government. Among these, property rights
receive particular attention. Locke asserts that property originates from an
individual’s labor and investment in resources from the natural world. This
labor theory of property justifies private ownership and economic freedom.
The protection of property is a primary reason for forming governments,
distinguishing Locke’s philosophy from earlier theories that focused mainly
on collective sovereignty.

Government by Consent

The john locke second treatise of civil government emphasizes that political
authority is legitimate only if it derives from the voluntary consent of the
people. This social contract theory posits that individuals agree to form a
government to secure their natural rights more effectively than they could in
a state of nature. Consent can be explicit or tacit, but it remains the
foundation of lawful government. Locke’s insistence on consent challenges
autocratic rule and supports democratic principles, making the people the
ultimate source of political power.

The State of Nature and Natural Rights

Locke’s depiction of the state of nature is a crucial aspect of the john
locke second treatise of civil government. Unlike Hobbes'’s view of the state
of nature as a violent and chaotic condition, Locke describes it as a state
of perfect freedom and equality governed by natural law. In this state,
individuals have the right to preserve their lives, liberties, and estates,
but lack an impartial authority to resolve conflicts. Natural law, according
to Locke, is discoverable by reason and obliges people to respect each
other’s rights. However, the inconveniences of enforcing natural law lead
individuals to establish civil government.



Characteristics of the State of Nature

In Locke's framework, the state of nature is characterized by:

e Equality and freedom of all individuals

e Natural rights to life, liberty, and property

e The presence of natural law discernible by reason

e Absence of a common, impartial judge or enforcement mechanism

e Potential for conflicts due to lack of formal authority

Transition to Civil Society

Because individuals in the state of nature lack a reliable means to protect
their rights, they consent to form a civil society. This transition involves
surrendering some freedoms to a government empowered to enforce laws and
adjudicate disputes fairly. The government’s legitimacy depends on its role
as protector of natural rights rather than as a source of arbitrary power.

The Social Contract and Formation of Government

The john locke second treatise of civil government elaborates on the social
contract as the voluntary agreement through which individuals establish
political society. This contract forms the basis of all legitimate
government, which exists to safeguard the natural rights that individuals
cannot fully secure on their own. By consenting to the social contract,
people authorize the government to make and enforce laws, provided it
respects the fundamental rights and interests of the governed. Locke’s social
contract theory lays the groundwork for constitutional government and the
rule of law.

Establishment of Political Authority

Political authority arises when individuals collectively agree to form a
government, delegating certain powers to it. This authority is limited and
conditional, rooted in the consent of the governed. The government’s primary
function is the protection of life, liberty, and property, and it must
exercise powers within the constraints of natural law.



Limitations on Government Power

Locke insists that governmental power is not absolute. Key limitations
include:

e Government must operate with the consent of the people

e Laws must be designed to protect natural rights

e Governments cannot arbitrarily seize property or violate liberty
e Separation of powers is necessary to prevent abuse

e The people retain the ultimate sovereignty to alter or abolish
government

Separation of Powers and the Right to
Revolution

The john locke second treatise of civil government is notable for its early
articulation of the separation of powers and the justification of revolution.
Locke argues that political power should be divided among legislative,
executive, and federative branches to prevent tyranny. Furthermore, if a
government breaches the social contract by violating natural rights or acting
without consent, the people have a right to resist and replace it. This
principle of revolution is a safeqguard for liberty and underpins the
legitimacy of democratic revolutions.

Division of Governmental Powers

Locke distinguishes three primary functions of government:

1. Legislative Power: Responsible for creating laws that protect rights and
promote the common good.

2. Executive Power: Charged with enforcing and administering laws
impartially.

3. Federative Power: Concerned with foreign affairs and defense.

This division prevents the concentration of power and helps maintain a
balanced government.



Right to Revolution

Locke’s theory justifies resistance against governments that violate their
obligations under the social contract. When rulers act tyrannically or fail
to protect natural rights, citizens retain the right to revoke their consent
and institute a new government. This revolutionary right is not absolute but
conditional on the government’s failure to uphold its fundamental duties.
Locke’s justification for revolution influenced many democratic movements,
including the American and French Revolutions.

Legacy and Influence on Modern Political
Thought

The john locke second treatise of civil government remains one of the most
influential works in political philosophy and constitutional theory. Locke’s
articulation of natural rights, government by consent, and the right to
revolution profoundly shaped Enlightenment thought and the development of
liberal democracies. His ideas informed the drafting of key documents such as
the United States Declaration of Independence and the Constitution. Locke’s
emphasis on individual liberty, property rights, and limited government
continues to underpin debates on governance, human rights, and the rule of
law worldwide.

Impact on American and Western Political Systems

Locke’s political philosophy directly influenced the founding fathers of the
United States. Concepts such as the social contract, separation of powers,
and the protection of inalienable rights are embedded in American
constitutional principles. Beyond the United States, Locke’s ideas have
inspired democratic movements and legal frameworks across the Western world.

Enduring Relevance

The principles articulated in the john locke second treatise of civil
government continue to serve as foundational reference points in political
theory, human rights discourse, and legal systems. Debates about government
legitimacy, civil liberties, and individual rights frequently draw on Locke’s
arguments, underscoring the treatise’s enduring significance.

Frequently Asked Questions



What is the central theme of John Locke's Second
Treatise of Civil Government?

The central theme of John Locke's Second Treatise of Civil Government is the
theory of government based on natural rights and the social contract,
emphasizing the protection of life, liberty, and property.

How does John Locke define the state of nature in
the Second Treatise?

Locke defines the state of nature as a state of perfect freedom and equality
where individuals are bound by natural law, which dictates that no one should
harm another's life, health, liberty, or possessions.

What role does the social contract play in Locke's
political theory?

In Locke's theory, the social contract is an agreement among individuals to
form a government that protects their natural rights, and in return, citizens
agree to obey the laws established by that government.

According to Locke, what is the purpose of
government?

The purpose of government, according to Locke, is to protect individuals'
natural rights, particularly life, liberty, and property, and to provide
impartial justice through established laws.

How does Locke justify the right to revolution in
the Second Treatise?

Locke justifies the right to revolution by arguing that if a government fails
to protect natural rights or acts against the common good, the people have
the right to overthrow it and establish a new government.

What is Locke's view on property in the Second
Treatise?

Locke argues that property is a natural right derived from labor; when an
individual mixes their labor with resources from nature, they acquire
ownership of those resources.

How does Locke distinguish between political power
and paternal power?

Locke distinguishes political power as the authority granted by society to



govern for the public good, whereas paternal power is limited to the care and
education of children and does not extend to governing adults.

What influence did Locke's Second Treatise have on
modern political thought?

Locke's Second Treatise greatly influenced modern political thought by laying
the foundation for liberal democracy, inspiring documents like the American
Declaration of Independence and shaping ideas about individual rights and
government legitimacy.

How does Locke address the issue of consent in
government formation?

Locke emphasizes that legitimate government authority arises only through the
consent of the governed, meaning individuals must agree to be ruled and the
laws enacted must reflect this collective consent.

Additional Resources

1. Two Treatises of Government by John Locke

This foundational text by John Locke includes the "Second Treatise," which
outlines his theories on civil government, natural rights, and the social
contract. Locke argues for the protection of life, liberty, and property as
the fundamental purpose of government. The work has been highly influential
in shaping modern democratic thought and constitutional design.

2. John Locke and the Foundations of Modern Political Thought by Jeremy
Waldron

Waldron provides an in-depth analysis of Locke's political philosophy,
focusing on the themes found in the Second Treatise. The book explores
Locke’s ideas about property, government legitimacy, and the consent of the
governed. It situates Locke’s work within the broader context of political
theory and its impact on liberalism.

3. Locke: Political Writings edited by David Wootton

This collection brings together key political works by John Locke, including
the Second Treatise. The editor provides helpful introductions and notes that
clarify Locke’s arguments on government, individual rights, and revolution.
It serves as a comprehensive resource for understanding Locke’'s political
ideas.

4. The Social Contract and Its Critics by Ernst Cassirer

Cassirer examines the social contract theory with a special emphasis on
Locke's contributions in the Second Treatise. The book contrasts Locke's
ideas with those of Hobbes and Rousseau, highlighting Locke’s unique approach
to government founded on natural rights and consent. It offers insights into
the evolution of social contract theory.



5. Natural Rights and the New Republicanism by J.G.A. Pocock

Pocock explores the concept of natural rights as articulated by Locke in the
Second Treatise, tracing its influence on republican political thought. The
book investigates how Locke’s ideas helped transition from classical
republicanism to modern liberalism. It provides historical context and
philosophical analysis of Locke’s impact.

6. The Lockean Theory of Rights by Jeremy Waldron

This book delves into Locke’s theory of natural rights as presented in the
Second Treatise, focusing on the justification and limits of property and
individual liberty. Waldron critically examines Locke’s arguments about
government’s role in protecting rights and the conditions for political
legitimacy. It is a rigorous philosophical study of Locke’s rights theory.

7. Revolutions and Government: Locke and the Justification of Revolution by
Peter Laslett

Laslett investigates Locke’s justification for revolution as outlined in the
Second Treatise, where Locke argues that citizens have the right to overthrow
tyrannical governments. The book analyzes historical and philosophical
contexts that shaped Locke’s ideas. It highlights how Locke’s theory
influenced modern democratic revolutions.

8. Liberty before Liberalism by Quentin Skinner

Skinner discusses the development of the concept of liberty, contrasting pre-
liberal ideas with those found in Locke’s Second Treatise. The book examines
how Locke’s notion of individual freedom and government by consent helped
redefine political liberty. It is essential reading for understanding the
roots of liberal political philosophy.

9. Property and Political Theory: Locke and Beyond by Judith Shklar

Shklar explores Locke’s treatment of property rights in the Second Treatise
and their significance in political theory. The book assesses Locke'’s
influence on subsequent theories of property and governance. It provides an
accessible yet thorough examination of the connection between property and
political authority.
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