john locke the second treatise of government

john locke the second treatise of government is a foundational text in political philosophy that
has profoundly influenced modern democratic theory and the development of liberal government.
Written in the late 17th century, this treatise articulates Locke’s ideas on natural rights, the social
contract, and the legitimate authority of government. It challenges the divine right of kings and
argues for a government based on the consent of the governed and the protection of individual
liberties. This article explores the key themes, arguments, and historical significance of John Locke’s
work, emphasizing its enduring impact on political thought. By examining Locke’s views on the state
of nature, property rights, and the separation of powers, readers will gain a comprehensive
understanding of the Second Treatise of Government. The following sections will delve into the
background, main principles, and critical legacy of this influential text.

e Historical Context and Background

e State of Nature and Natural Rights

e The Social Contract and Consent of the Governed
e Property and Labor Theory

e Political Power and Separation of Powers

e Legacy and Influence of the Second Treatise

Historical Context and Background

The john locke the second treatise of government was written during a period of significant
political upheaval in England. The late 17th century saw the aftermath of the English Civil War, the
execution of King Charles I, and the Glorious Revolution of 1688, which ultimately established
constitutional monarchy. Locke’s treatise responds directly to the political theories that justified
absolute monarchy, particularly those advanced by Sir Robert Filmer. Locke sought to provide a
rational foundation for government based on individual rights rather than hereditary privilege or
divine sanction. The treatise was published anonymously in 1689, shortly after the Glorious
Revolution, reflecting the growing demand for political reform and constitutional government.

State of Nature and Natural Rights

Concept of the State of Nature

Locke’s depiction of the state of nature is central to the john locke the second treatise of
government. He describes it as a pre-political condition where individuals exist in perfect freedom
and equality, governed only by natural law. Unlike the Hobbesian view of the state of nature as a



state of war, Locke sees it as generally peaceful and governed by reason. In this natural state,
people have the right to life, liberty, and property, which are considered inalienable natural rights.
This framework establishes the justification for forming political society: to protect these inherent
rights more effectively.

Natural Law and Rights

Natural law, according to Locke, dictates that individuals must not harm others regarding their life,
health, liberty, or possessions. The natural rights to life, liberty, and property are fundamental and

exist independently of any government. Locke argues that these rights are universal and cannot be

legitimately violated by any ruler or institution. This principle underpins the entire argument of the
Second Treatise and sets the stage for the social contract theory.

The Social Contract and Consent of the Governed

Foundation of Government

The john locke the second treatise of government posits that legitimate political authority arises
from the consent of the governed. Individuals collectively agree to form a society and establish a
government to protect their natural rights more effectively than they could in the state of nature.
This agreement is the social contract, which transfers some individual freedoms to a governing body
while preserving the core rights of life, liberty, and property.

Right to Revolution

One of Locke’s revolutionary ideas is that citizens retain the right to overthrow or reform a
government that fails to protect their rights or acts against their interests. The social contract is
conditional, and when rulers breach this contract through tyranny or abuse of power, the people are
justified in resisting and establishing a new government. This concept profoundly influenced later
democratic revolutions and constitutional frameworks.

Property and Labor Theory

Property Rights

Locke’s theory of property is a crucial aspect of the john locke the second treatise of
government. He argues that property ownership originates from individual labor. When a person
mixes their labor with natural resources, they create property. This right to property is natural and
precedes the existence of government, making it one of the essential rights that government must
protect.



Limits on Property Acquisition

Locke acknowledges that while individuals have the right to appropriate resources, this right is
limited by the “enough, and as good” proviso. This means one should only take as much as they can
use without waste and leave sufficient resources available for others. This limitation aims to prevent
the monopolization of resources and preserve fairness in property acquisition.

Political Power and Separation of Powers

Nature of Political Power

In the john locke the second treatise of government, political power is defined as the right to
make laws, enforce them, and adjudicate disputes for the public good. Locke emphasizes that this
power is granted by the people and must be exercised within the limits of the social contract. The
government’s primary role is to protect natural rights and maintain order without becoming
oppressive or arbitrary.

Separation and Limitation of Powers

Locke advocates for the separation of powers within government to prevent tyranny. He
distinguishes between the legislative, executive, and federative powers, arguing that no single entity
should hold all authority. This early vision inspired later political theorists and constitutional framers
who implemented checks and balances to safeguard liberty and prevent abuse of power.

¢ Legislative Power: Responsible for creating laws.
e Executive Power: Enforces laws and administers justice.

e Federative Power: Manages foreign affairs and defense.

Legacy and Influence of the Second Treatise

The john locke the second treatise of government has had a profound and lasting impact on
political philosophy and practice. It helped lay the intellectual groundwork for modern liberal
democracy, influencing the American Declaration of Independence, the United States Constitution,
and other democratic movements worldwide. Locke’s emphasis on natural rights, consent, and
limited government continues to resonate in contemporary political discourse. His ideas challenged
absolutist regimes and inspired the development of constitutional governance, the rule of law, and
human rights protections. The treatise remains a cornerstone text for understanding the principles
of freedom and the legitimacy of political authority.



Frequently Asked Questions

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

The main theme of John Locke's Second Treatise of Government is the theory of civil 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 of Government?

Locke defines the state of nature as a condition where individuals are free and equal, governed by
natural law, which obliges them to respect others' rights and maintain peace.

What is the social contract according to Locke in the Second
Treatise?

According to Locke, the social contract is an agreement among individuals to form a government
that will protect their natural rights, with the government's authority deriving from the consent of
the governed.

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

Locke justifies the right to revolution by arguing that if a government fails to protect the natural
rights of its citizens or acts against their interests, the people have the right to overthrow and
replace it.

What role does property play in Locke's Second Treatise of
Government?

Property is central to Locke's theory; he argues that individuals have a natural right to own property
through their labor, and the government's role is to protect this right.

How does Locke distinguish between political power and
paternal power in the Second Treatise?

Locke distinguishes political power as the right to make laws and enforce them for the public good,
while paternal power is limited to the care and education of children within the family.

What is Locke's view on the separation of powers in the
Second Treatise of Government?

Locke advocates for the separation of powers, dividing government authority into legislative,



executive, and federative branches to prevent abuse of power and ensure accountability.

How did John Locke's Second Treatise influence modern
democratic thought?

Locke's Second Treatise influenced modern democratic thought by laying the foundation for ideas
about government by consent, individual rights, the rule of law, and the legitimacy of revolution,
which inspired liberal democracies worldwide.

Additional Resources

1. Two Treatises of Government by John Locke

This is the original work by John Locke in which he lays out his theories of civil society, natural
rights, and the social contract. The Second Treatise focuses on the legitimacy of governmental
authority based on the consent of the governed and the protection of life, liberty, and property. It
remains a foundational text in political philosophy and liberal theory.

2. John Locke and the Natural Law Tradition: Ethics as Social Harmony by Robert P. Kraynak
Kraynak explores Locke’s moral philosophy and its deep roots in the natural law tradition. The book
analyzes how Locke’s ideas in the Second Treatise of Government are shaped by his ethical
commitments and how they contribute to social and political harmony. It offers a scholarly
perspective on Locke’s influence on modern political ethics.

3. The Social Contract and Its Critics by Michael Sandel

This book provides an accessible introduction to social contract theory, including Locke’s
contributions in the Second Treatise of Government. Sandel discusses the strengths and limitations
of Locke’s arguments and situates them alongside other prominent political philosophers. It provides
critical insights into the idea of government by consent.

4. Locke: Political Writings edited by David Wootton

A comprehensive collection of Locke’s major political works, including the Second Treatise of
Government. This edition includes helpful introductions and annotations to contextualize Locke’s
arguments within the broader political and historical landscape. It is an essential resource for
understanding Locke’s political philosophy in depth.

5. Property and Political Theory: Locke in Context by Rachel Foxley

Foxley examines Locke’s theory of property as outlined in the Second Treatise of Government,
placing it within the broader context of early modern political thought. The book explores Locke’s
justification for private property and its implications for contemporary political debates. It offers a
critical perspective on Locke’s views on ownership and governance.

6. Natural Rights and the Right to Choose by John Christman

This work investigates the concept of natural rights as articulated by Locke in the Second Treatise of
Government. Christman focuses on the right to political participation and self-determination,
highlighting Locke’s influence on democratic theory. The book provides a modern interpretation of
Locke’s ideas on rights and government.

7. The Foundations of Modern Political Thought by Quentin Skinner
Skinner’s seminal work traces the development of modern political ideas, including a detailed



analysis of Locke’s Second Treatise of Government. The book situates Locke within the broader
intellectual movements of the 17th century and shows how his ideas helped shape modern liberal
democracy. It is highly regarded for its scholarly rigor and comprehensive scope.

8. Consent, Dissent, and Patriotism by Robert Audi

Audi explores themes of political obligation and legitimacy that are central to Locke’s Second
Treatise of Government. The book discusses the conditions under which citizens owe allegiance to
their government and when dissent is justified. It provides a philosophical examination of Locke’s
social contract theory and its relevance today.

9. Locke on Government by Jeremy Waldron

Waldron offers a lucid and accessible interpretation of John Locke’s political philosophy, focusing
especially on the Second Treatise of Government. He explains Locke’s views on the state of nature,
the formation of government, and the protection of rights. The book is suitable for students and
general readers interested in political theory.
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