
john locke two treatises on government
john locke two treatises on government stands as a foundational text in the history of political
philosophy and modern democratic thought. Written in the late 17th century, John Locke’s work
challenged existing notions of monarchy and divine right, proposing instead principles of natural
rights, government by consent, and the separation of powers. The two treatises collectively argue for
the legitimacy of governmental authority only when it protects the natural rights of life, liberty, and
property. This article explores the historical context, core ideas, and lasting influence of John Locke’s
Two Treatises on Government, providing a comprehensive understanding of its significance in shaping
political theory and practice. Key themes such as the state of nature, social contract, and the right of
revolution are examined in detail. The following sections present an in-depth analysis of the work’s
structure, philosophical arguments, and its impact on later political developments.
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Historical Context and Background
Understanding John Locke’s Two Treatises on Government requires considering the turbulent political
environment of 17th-century England. This period was marked by civil war, the execution of King
Charles I, the interregnum under Oliver Cromwell, and eventually the Glorious Revolution of 1688.
Locke’s work was written against this backdrop of political upheaval and debate over the legitimacy of
monarchy and parliamentary power.

The Two Treatises were published anonymously in 1689, shortly after the Glorious Revolution, which
saw William of Orange and Mary II ascend to the English throne. This event established constitutional
monarchy and parliamentary sovereignty, ideals that Locke’s writings helped to justify. The work was
a direct rebuttal to the theory of the divine right of kings, particularly targeting the arguments made
by Sir Robert Filmer in his Patriarcha, which defended absolute monarchy.

Political Climate of 17th-Century England
The English Civil War and the subsequent execution of Charles I raised fundamental questions about
the source and limits of political authority. Locke’s ideas emerged as a response to the chaos and
authoritarianism of the period, advocating for a government based on reason, consent, and natural
law. The Glorious Revolution further reinforced these concepts by replacing an absolutist regime with
a constitutional framework.



Locke’s Personal Influences and Motivations
John Locke was personally connected to the political events of his time, serving as an advisor to
prominent figures such as the Earl of Shaftesbury, a key opponent of King James II. His experiences
and observations of power struggles influenced his philosophical stance on government legitimacy
and individual rights.

Structure and Content of the Two Treatises
John Locke’s Two Treatises on Government is divided into two distinct parts, each presenting different
arguments about political authority and society. The first treatise serves as a critique of existing
monarchist theories, while the second lays out Locke’s positive theory of government and natural
rights.

The First Treatise: Refutation of Patriarcha
The first treatise is primarily a systematic rebuttal of Sir Robert Filmer’s Patriarcha, which argued that
monarchs derive their authority from divine right. Locke challenges the biblical and philosophical
foundations of this claim, dismantling the idea that kings have absolute power granted by God. This
section is largely polemical, aiming to discredit the justification for absolute monarchy.

The Second Treatise: Theory of Civil Government
The second treatise outlines Locke’s vision of legitimate government based on the consent of the
governed and the protection of natural rights. It introduces key concepts such as the state of nature,
social contract, property rights, and the right of revolution. Locke argues that individuals consent to
form governments to safeguard their life, liberty, and property, and that governments failing in this
duty can be justifiably overthrown.

Summary of Major Arguments

Natural Equality and Freedom: All individuals are born equal and free in the state of nature.

Property Rights: Property is a natural extension of labor and must be protected by government.

Social Contract: Legitimate government arises from the consent of the governed.

Separation of Powers: Governmental powers should be divided to prevent tyranny.

Right of Revolution: Citizens have the right to rebel against oppressive governments.



Key Philosophical Concepts
John Locke’s Two Treatises on Government introduced several philosophical ideas that became
cornerstones of modern political thought. These concepts challenged traditional authority and laid the
groundwork for liberal democracy and constitutional government.

State of Nature
Locke’s state of nature describes a condition in which individuals exist without formal government but
are governed by natural law. In this state, people have perfect freedom and equality but also face
insecurity. Locke posits that natural law obligates individuals not to harm one another’s life, liberty, or
property.

Natural Rights
One of Locke’s most influential ideas is that individuals possess inherent rights independent of
government. These natural rights—life, liberty, and property—are inalienable and must be preserved
by any legitimate political authority.

Social Contract and Government Formation
According to Locke, individuals consent to form governments to escape the inconveniences of the
state of nature, particularly to secure their natural rights more effectively. This social contract
establishes a political society where authority is delegated and limited by the consent of the
governed.

Right of Revolution
Locke justifies the overthrow of governments that violate the social contract by failing to protect
natural rights or acting without consent. This right of revolution was a radical assertion that
empowered citizens to resist tyranny and demand accountability.

Impact on Political Theory and Modern Government
The influence of John Locke’s Two Treatises on Government extends far beyond its 17th-century
origins. Its principles have shaped constitutional democracies, human rights discourse, and political
revolutions worldwide.

Influence on the American Revolution
Locke’s ideas were instrumental in inspiring the American colonists’ demand for independence and
the framing of the United States Constitution. Concepts such as natural rights, government by
consent, and the right to revolution are echoed throughout foundational American documents.



Contribution to Liberalism
Locke’s emphasis on individual liberty, limited government, and property rights laid the intellectual
foundation for classical liberalism. His theories continue to influence debates over civil rights,
democracy, and the role of government.

Global Legacy
The Two Treatises have impacted political systems beyond the West, inspiring movements for
democracy, constitutionalism, and human rights across various cultures and nations.

Criticisms and Interpretations
Despite its profound influence, John Locke’s Two Treatises on Government has faced various
criticisms and diverse interpretations. Scholars continue to debate aspects of Locke’s philosophy and
its application.

Critiques of Property Theory
Some critics argue that Locke’s justification of property rights, based on labor mixing, inadequately
addresses issues of inequality and resource distribution. The implications for economic justice remain
contested.

Debates on the Scope of Natural Rights
Interpretations differ regarding the extent and universality of Locke’s natural rights, with some
viewing them as individualistic and others emphasizing communal responsibilities.

Modern Reinterpretations
Contemporary political theorists have reexamined Locke’s ideas in light of modern challenges,
including multiculturalism, globalization, and social justice, leading to new perspectives on his legacy.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes of John Locke's Two Treatises of
Government?
The main themes include natural rights, the social contract, the separation of powers, and the right of
the people to overthrow a government that fails to protect their rights.



How does John Locke justify the right of revolution in the Two
Treatises of Government?
Locke argues that if a government violates the natural rights of life, liberty, and property, the people
have the right to overthrow it and establish a new government that will protect those rights.

What is the significance of the state of nature in Locke's Two
Treatises of Government?
The state of nature represents a condition where individuals are free and equal, governed by natural
law, and possess natural rights. It serves as the foundation for Locke's arguments about government
legitimacy and social contracts.

How does Locke's concept of property in the Two Treatises
influence modern political thought?
Locke's labor theory of property asserts that individuals have a right to own property through their
labor. This idea strongly influenced modern notions of private property and economic rights in liberal
democracies.

What distinguishes Locke's views from those of Thomas
Hobbes in their theories of government?
Unlike Hobbes, who believed in an absolute sovereign to prevent chaos, Locke advocated for limited
government based on consent, protecting natural rights, and allowing citizens to revolt against
tyranny.

How did John Locke's Two Treatises of Government influence
the American Revolution?
Locke's ideas about natural rights, government by consent, and the right to revolution heavily
influenced the American colonists and are reflected in the Declaration of Independence.

What role does the social contract play in Locke's Two
Treatises of Government?
The social contract is the agreement by which individuals consent to form a government that will
protect their natural rights, establishing political authority based on mutual consent rather than divine
right.

Why did John Locke write the Two Treatises of Government?
Locke wrote the Two Treatises to challenge the divine right of kings and to justify the Glorious
Revolution of 1688, promoting constitutional government and individual rights.



Additional Resources
1. John Locke: Two Treatises of Government
This foundational text by John Locke outlines his theories on civil society, natural rights, and
government legitimacy. Locke argues against the divine right of kings and advocates for government
based on the consent of the governed. The work is pivotal in shaping modern political philosophy and
liberal democracy.

2. Leviathan by Thomas Hobbes
Often contrasted with Locke’s views, Hobbes’ Leviathan presents a more pessimistic view of human
nature and advocates for a strong, centralized authority to avoid chaos. Hobbes’ social contract
theory influenced Locke’s ideas, making this book essential for understanding the development of
political thought.

3. The Social Contract by Jean-Jacques Rousseau
Rousseau’s work builds on and critiques earlier social contract theories, including Locke’s. He explores
the concept of popular sovereignty and the idea that legitimate political authority arises from a
collective agreement. This book is key to understanding democratic ideals and the evolution of
political philosophy.

4. On Liberty by John Stuart Mill
Mill’s essay expands on Locke’s principles of individual freedom and limited government. It argues for
the protection of personal liberties against societal and governmental encroachment, emphasizing the
importance of free speech and individuality in a democratic society.

5. A Letter Concerning Toleration by John Locke
In this influential essay, Locke advocates for religious tolerance and the separation of church and
state. He argues that civil government’s role is not to enforce religious conformity but to protect civil
interests, laying the groundwork for modern ideas of religious freedom.

6. The Spirit of the Laws by Montesquieu
Montesquieu’s work complements Locke’s ideas by analyzing the separation of powers within
government. He argues that political liberty is best preserved when legislative, executive, and judicial
powers are distinct and balanced, influencing the structure of modern democratic governments.

7. Natural Rights and the New Republicanism by Catherine M. Zuckert
This scholarly book examines the development of natural rights theory, focusing on Locke’s
contributions and their impact on republican political thought. It provides a detailed analysis of how
Locke’s ideas helped shape modern concepts of rights and government.

8. The Foundations of Modern Political Thought by Quentin Skinner
Skinner’s comprehensive history traces the evolution of political ideas from the Renaissance to the
Enlightenment, with significant focus on Locke’s Two Treatises. The book situates Locke within the
broader intellectual context and explores his influence on modern political theory.

9. Locke and the Legislative Point of View by A. John Simmons
This book explores Locke’s views on legislative authority and its role in legitimate government.
Simmons provides a critical interpretation of Locke’s political philosophy, emphasizing the balance
between governmental power and individual rights.
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