locke the second treatise of government

locke the second treatise of government stands as a foundational text in political philosophy and
Enlightenment thought. Authored by John Locke in the late 17th century, this treatise profoundly
influenced modern democratic theory, constitutional government, and the development of liberal
political ideas. Locke’s work challenges the divine right of kings and articulates a theory of
government based on natural rights, social contract, and the consent of the governed. The text
elaborates on property rights, the role of government, and the right of rebellion when rulers violate
the social contract. This article provides an in-depth analysis of Locke’s key arguments, historical
context, and the enduring impact of the Second Treatise on contemporary political systems. The
discussion will include the main themes, Locke’s views on the state of nature, civil society, and the
separation of powers, among others.
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Historical Context and Background

The publication of locke the second treatise of government in 1689 occurred during a period of
significant political upheaval in England. This era was marked by the Glorious Revolution, which
resulted in the overthrow of King James II and the establishment of constitutional monarchy under
William and Mary. Locke’s treatise responded to the political controversies surrounding absolute
monarchy and the divine right of kings, advocating instead for a government based on reason,
consent, and protection of individual rights. The text was written as a rebuttal to the authoritarian
ideas expressed in Sir Robert Filmer’s Patriarcha, which defended hereditary monarchy. Locke’s
work laid the intellectual groundwork for modern liberal democracy by emphasizing the importance
of individual liberty and the rule of law.



Key Themes in Locke the Second Treatise of
Government

Locke’s Second Treatise articulates several fundamental themes that have shaped political
philosophy. Central among these are the ideas of natural rights, government by consent, and the
social contract. Locke argues that individuals possess inherent rights to life, liberty, and property,
which governments must protect. He also stresses that legitimate political authority arises only
through the consent of the governed and that people have the right to alter or abolish governments
that fail to safeguard their rights. These principles challenge traditional views of absolute power and
provide a justification for constitutional government.

State of Nature and Natural Rights

A pivotal concept in locke the second treatise of government is the state of nature, a theoretical
condition preceding formal government. Locke describes this state as one of perfect freedom and
equality, governed by natural law, which obligates individuals to respect each other’s rights. In the
state of nature, every person has the right to life, liberty, and property, and the ability to enforce
these rights through natural justice. However, Locke acknowledges that the lack of an impartial
authority to resolve disputes can lead to insecurity and conflict, motivating the formation of civil
society and government.

Characteristics of the State of Nature

Locke’s state of nature is distinct from Hobbes’ conception; it is generally peaceful and reasonable
rather than violent and chaotic. Key characteristics include:

e Equality and freedom among individuals
e Natural law as a moral guide
e Right to punish transgressors

e Absence of a common authority to enforce laws impartially

Social Contract and Formation of Government

Locke explains that individuals collectively agree to leave the state of nature and establish a civil
government to better protect their natural rights. This agreement, known as the social contract,
involves the transfer of some individual freedoms to a political authority responsible for enforcing
laws and adjudicating disputes. The government’s legitimacy depends on this consent, and its
primary role is the preservation of life, liberty, and property. The social contract marks the transition
from a pre-political condition to organized society with recognized laws and institutions.



Purpose and Scope of Government

According to Locke, the government’s authority is limited and conditional. Its main purposes
include:

¢ Protecting individuals’ natural rights
e Maintaining public order and safety
¢ Administering impartial justice

e Enabling peaceful coexistence and cooperation

Property Rights and Their Significance

One of the most influential aspects of locke the second treatise of government is its theory of
property. Locke argues that property ownership originates from individuals mixing their labor with
natural resources. This labor theory of property justifies private ownership and economic activity.
Property rights are fundamental because they secure individuals’ ability to sustain themselves and
prosper. Locke also insists that appropriation of property must leave “enough and as good” for
others, establishing a moral limit on accumulation to prevent harm to the community.

Labor and Property Acquisition

Locke’s explanation of property acquisition emphasizes:

1. The commons of nature are initially owned by all.
2. Individuals gain ownership by applying their labor.
3. Property rights are natural and precede government.

4. Accumulation is limited by the condition of sufficiency for others.

Limits of Governmental Power

Locke asserts that government power must be limited and subject to the rule of law. He rejects
absolutism and emphasizes separation of powers to prevent tyranny. The legislative body holds
supreme authority but must govern according to established laws made with the consent of the
people. The executive enforces these laws and is accountable to the legislature. Locke’s insistence
on checks and balances influenced later constitutional designs, ensuring that political authority
remains constrained and responsive to citizens.



Principles Restricting Government

e Government by consent only
e Laws apply equally to rulers and subjects
e Protection of natural rights is paramount

 Right to dissolve government if it becomes oppressive

Right of Rebellion and Revolution

Perhaps the most radical element of locke the second treatise of government is the justification for
rebellion against unjust rulers. Locke argues that when a government violates the social contract by
infringing on natural rights or acting without consent, citizens retain the right to revolt and establish
a new political order. This principle provided philosophical support for revolutions in history,
including the American and French Revolutions. Locke’s theory balances order and liberty by
allowing resistance only when government fails its fundamental obligations.

Conditions Justifying Rebellion

Locke outlines specific scenarios that legitimize overthrowing a government:

e Violation of natural rights (life, liberty, property)
» Repeated abuses of power or arbitrary rule
e Failure to govern according to consent and law

e Suppression of political participation and justice

Legacy and Influence on Modern Political Thought

Locke’s Second Treatise of Government remains a cornerstone in the development of liberal
democracy and constitutionalism. Its concepts of natural rights, social contract, limited government,
and the right to revolution have deeply influenced political theory, legal frameworks, and democratic
institutions worldwide. The treatise inspired the American Declaration of Independence, the United
States Constitution, and the broader Enlightenment movement advocating liberty and individual
rights. Locke’s ideas continue to inform contemporary debates on governance, human rights, and
the role of the state in society.



Frequently Asked Questions

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

The main argument of Locke's Second Treatise of Government is that legitimate political authority
derives from the consent of the governed and that individuals possess natural rights to life, liberty,
and property which governments must protect.

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

Locke defines the state of nature as a condition where individuals are free and equal, governed by
natural law, which dictates that no one should harm another in their life, health, liberty, or
possessions.

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

Locke argues that property is a natural right derived from mixing one's labor with resources from
nature, and that individuals have the right to acquire and own property provided there is enough
and as good left for others.

How does Locke justify the establishment of government?

Locke justifies government as a social contract formed by individuals consenting to surrender some
freedoms in exchange for protection of their natural rights, particularly life, liberty, and property.

What role does consent play in Locke's political theory?

Consent is fundamental in Locke's political theory; legitimate government authority arises only from
the explicit or tacit consent of the governed.

What does Locke say about the right to rebel in the Second
Treatise?

Locke asserts that if a government violates the natural rights of its citizens or fails to protect their
property, the people have the right to overthrow or rebel against that government.

How does Locke distinguish between political power and
paternal power?

Locke distinguishes political power as the right to make laws and enforce them for the public good,
whereas paternal power is limited to the authority parents have over their children for their
education and upbringing.



What is Locke's concept of the social contract in the Second
Treatise?

Locke's social contract is an agreement among individuals to form a government that will protect
their natural rights, where people agree to follow laws made by the government in exchange for
security and order.

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

Locke's Second Treatise influenced modern democracy by promoting ideas of popular sovereignty,
individual rights, government accountability, and the right to revolt, which became foundational
principles for liberal democracies.

Additional Resources

1. Two Treatises of Government by John Locke

This foundational text includes Locke’s "Second Treatise of Government," where he articulates his
theories on civil society, natural rights, and the social contract. Locke argues for the protection of
life, liberty, and property as fundamental rights and lays the groundwork for modern liberal
democracy. The book challenges absolute monarchy and advocates for government based on the
consent of the governed.

2. Locke’s Second Treatise of Government: A Critical Guide edited by Patricia B. Bonomi

This collection of essays offers a comprehensive analysis of Locke’s Second Treatise, exploring its
historical context, philosophical arguments, and enduring impact. Contributors examine Locke’s
views on property, government legitimacy, and individual rights. It is an invaluable resource for
understanding the complexities of Locke’s political theory.

3. The Social Contract and Its Critics: Locke and the Foundations of Modern Democracy by Mark
Goldie

This book situates Locke’s Second Treatise within the broader tradition of social contract theory.
Goldie discusses Locke’s influence on political thought and contrasts his ideas with those of Hobbes
and Rousseau. The work emphasizes Locke’s role in shaping concepts of government accountability
and popular sovereignty.

4. Property and Political Theory: Locke’s Legacy by Jeremy Waldron

Waldron examines Locke’s theory of property as detailed in the Second Treatise and its implications
for contemporary political philosophy. He addresses questions about ownership, justice, and the role
of property rights in society. The book critically engages with Locke’s ideas to assess their relevance
in modern debates on property and governance.

5. John Locke and Modern Life: Two Treatises of Government in Contemporary Perspective by James
Tully

Tully explores how Locke’s Second Treatise remains pertinent to current political and legal issues.
The book analyzes Locke’s arguments concerning consent, resistance to tyranny, and the rule of law.
Tully also considers the global influence of Locke’s political philosophy on democratic institutions
today.



6. Natural Rights and the Origins of Government: Locke’s Second Treatise Revisited by C.B.
Macpherson

Macpherson offers a critical interpretation of Locke’s natural rights theory as outlined in the Second
Treatise. He discusses the tension between individual freedom and political authority, highlighting
Locke’s contribution to liberal thought. The work is a classic critique that questions the assumptions
underlying Locke’s social contract.

7. Consent, Coercion, and the State: Locke’s Political Philosophy by John Christman

This book delves into Locke’s ideas about the legitimacy of government, focusing on the concept of
consent and its limits. Christman examines how Locke justifies political authority while allowing for
resistance against unjust rulers. The analysis provides a nuanced understanding of Locke’s balance
between individual liberty and social order.

8. Locke on Government: Political Philosophy and the Constitution by Jeremy Waldron

Waldron investigates Locke’s influence on constitutional design and the rule of law. He traces how
the principles in the Second Treatise shaped the development of modern democratic governance.
The book connects Locke’s political theory to contemporary debates about constitutional rights and
government powers.

9. Revolution and Resistance: Locke’s Second Treatise in Historical Context by J.G.A. Pocock
Pocock places Locke’s Second Treatise within the political upheavals of the 17th century, analyzing
its role in the English Revolution and beyond. He explores how Locke’s ideas supported
revolutionary movements and the justification of overthrowing tyrants. This historical perspective
enhances understanding of the treatise’s practical and ideological impact.
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