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two treatises of government john locke is a foundational work in political
philosophy that has profoundly influenced modern democratic thought and
constitutional government. Written by the English philosopher John Locke in
the late 17th century, this seminal text challenges the divine right of kings
and advocates for the principles of natural rights, social contract, and the
separation of powers. Locke’s arguments laid the groundwork for liberal
political theory and have been instrumental in shaping the development of
democratic institutions in the Western world. This article explores the
historical context, key ideas, and lasting impact of the two treatises of
government john locke, providing a comprehensive understanding of its
significance. Furthermore, the article examines Locke’s views on property,
government legitimacy, and the role of the citizen. The following table of
contents outlines the main sections covered in this discussion.
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Historical Context and Background

The two treatises of government john locke was published anonymously in 1689
during a period of significant political upheaval in England. This era,
marked by the Glorious Revolution of 1688, saw the overthrow of King James II
and the establishment of constitutional monarchy under William III and Mary
II. Locke’s work was a direct response to the absolutist claims of the Stuart
monarchy and aimed to justify the revolution by redefining the nature and
purpose of government. The text consists of two separate treatises: the first
critiques the concept of the divine right of kings, while the second outlines
Locke’s own political theory based on natural law and individual rights.

Political Climate of 17th Century England

The political environment in which Locke wrote was characterized by intense
debates over sovereignty, authority, and the rights of subjects. The English
Civil War, the execution of Charles I, and the subsequent Restoration had
left unresolved questions about the legitimacy of rulers and the limits of
governmental power. Locke’s treatises addressed these issues by advocating
for a government that exists by the consent of the governed and is
accountable to the people.



Publication and Reception

Although published anonymously, the two treatises of government john locke
quickly gained attention among intellectuals and political leaders. The work
was influential in promoting constitutional principles and limiting the
powers of the monarchy. Over time, Locke’s ideas became central to the
development of liberal democracy and were referenced by key figures in the
American and French revolutions.

Main Themes and Arguments

The two treatises of government john locke presents a systematic critique of
absolute monarchy and articulates a vision of political authority grounded in
reason and natural rights. Locke defends the idea that legitimate government
is based on the consent of the governed and exists to protect fundamental
human rights. The work is divided into two parts, each with distinct but
complementary arguments.

The First Treatise: Refutation of Divine Right

The first treatise systematically dismantles the theory of the divine right
of kings, which claimed that monarchs derive their authority directly from
God and are accountable only to Him. Locke challenges this doctrine by
examining biblical texts and historical precedents, arguing that no
individual has a God-given right to absolute power over others. This treatise
serves as a foundation for rejecting tyranny and justifying political
resistance when rulers violate natural law.

The Second Treatise: Foundations of Government

The second treatise outlines Locke’s positive theory of government,
emphasizing natural rights, the social contract, and the separation of
powers. Locke argues that individuals possess inherent rights to life,
liberty, and property, which preexist any government. Governments are formed
through a voluntary agreement among individuals to protect these rights, and
their legitimacy depends on their ability to fulfill this purpose. If a
government fails, citizens have the right to overthrow it.

Natural Rights and Property

A central component of the two treatises of government john locke is the
concept of natural rights, particularly the right to property. Locke’s theory
of property is grounded in the idea that individuals have a right to the
fruits of their labor and that property is acquired through mixing labor with
natural resources.

The State of Nature and Natural Rights

Locke describes a hypothetical “state of nature” in which individuals are
free and equal, governed by natural law. In this state, people have the
rights to life, liberty, and property, and they are bound by reason to



respect the rights of others. The state of nature is fundamentally peaceful
but insecure, which motivates the formation of governments.

Property Acquisition and Limits

According to Locke, property becomes legitimately owned when a person exerts
labor upon natural resources. However, this right is limited by the
requirement that enough and as good must be left for others. Additionally,
Locke introduces the concept of money as a means to circumvent spoilage,
allowing for the accumulation of wealth beyond immediate needs without
violating natural rights.

Property rights originate from labor

Limits ensure fairness and prevent harm

Money enables accumulation and economic development

The Social Contract and Government Legitimacy

Locke’s political philosophy is rooted in the social contract theory, which
posits that individuals consent to form governments to protect their natural
rights. The legitimacy of government depends on this consent and its
adherence to the rule of law.

Consent and Political Authority

In Locke’s view, political authority is not inherited or divinely ordained
but arises from the voluntary agreement of free individuals. This consent
establishes a government tasked with safeguarding the rights of its citizens.
If the government breaches this trust, the people retain the right to
dissolve it.

Separation of Powers and Rule of Law

Locke advocates for the division of governmental powers among legislative,
executive, and federative branches to prevent tyranny. The rule of law is
paramount; rulers must govern according to established laws that protect
individual rights and the public good.

Legislative power creates laws1.

Executive power enforces laws2.

Federative power manages foreign affairs3.



Influence and Legacy

The two treatises of government john locke has left an indelible mark on
political philosophy and practice. Its principles influenced the development
of constitutional democracies and the articulation of human rights in the
modern era. Locke’s ideas have been integral to the ideological foundations
of revolutions and the crafting of seminal documents.

Impact on American and French Revolutions

Locke’s emphasis on natural rights and government by consent resonated
strongly during the American Revolution. His theories informed the
Declaration of Independence and the framing of the U.S. Constitution.
Similarly, his work influenced the French Revolution’s calls for liberty,
equality, and fraternity.

Contemporary Relevance

Today, Locke’s two treatises continue to be studied for their insights into
democracy, individual rights, and the limits of governmental power. The
principles he articulated remain central to debates on governance, civil
liberties, and the role of the state in society.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main argument of John Locke's Two
Treatises of Government?

John Locke's Two Treatises of Government argue that legitimate government
authority is derived from the consent of the governed and that individuals
have natural rights to life, liberty, and property.

How do the Two Treatises of Government challenge the
divine right of kings?

Locke's Two Treatises reject the divine right of kings by asserting that
political power is not granted by God to monarchs but is instead based on a
social contract among free individuals.

What role does the concept of natural rights play in
Locke's Two Treatises of Government?

Natural rights are fundamental in Locke's philosophy; he argues that
individuals inherently possess rights to life, liberty, and property, which
governments must protect.

How did Locke's Two Treatises of Government influence



modern democracy?

Locke's ideas on government based on consent, natural rights, and the
separation of powers heavily influenced the development of liberal democracy,
including the American and French revolutions.

What is the significance of the social contract in
Locke's Two Treatises of Government?

The social contract is central to Locke's theory; it posits that individuals
agree to form a government to protect their rights, and if the government
fails, citizens have the right to rebel.

How does Locke define the state of nature in Two
Treatises of Government?

Locke describes the state of nature as a condition of perfect freedom and
equality where natural law governs, and individuals have rights but lack an
established authority to resolve conflicts.

What is Locke's view on property as presented in the
Two Treatises of Government?

Locke argues that property is a natural extension of labor; individuals gain
ownership by mixing their labor with natural resources, and property rights
are essential for personal freedom.

Why are John Locke's Two Treatises of Government
still relevant today?

They remain relevant because they lay the foundation for modern political
thought on democracy, human rights, government legitimacy, and the rule of
law.

Additional Resources
1. Leviathan by Thomas Hobbes
This seminal work in political philosophy contrasts sharply with Locke's
ideas. Hobbes argues for a powerful sovereign to prevent societal chaos,
emphasizing security and order over individual liberty. The book sets the
stage for later debates on government's role, including Locke’s views on
natural rights and limited government.

2. The Social Contract by Jean-Jacques Rousseau
Rousseau’s treatise explores the concept of popular sovereignty and the
collective will of the people. It builds on and challenges Locke’s ideas by
focusing on direct democracy and the general will as the basis of legitimate
political authority. The book is fundamental to understanding modern
democratic theory.

3. Common Sense by Thomas Paine
This influential pamphlet helped inspire the American Revolution by
advocating for independence and republican government. Paine draws heavily on
Locke’s theories of natural rights and government by consent to argue against



tyranny. It’s a practical application of Locke’s political philosophy in
revolutionary times.

4. Two Treatises of Government: An Edition with Critical Essays by John
Locke, edited by Patrick J. Riley
This edition provides the original text of Locke’s work along with critical
essays that contextualize and analyze his theories. It’s a valuable resource
for understanding the historical impact and philosophical nuances of Locke’s
arguments on government, property, and individual rights.

5. A Theory of Justice by John Rawls
Rawls’s work is a cornerstone of modern political philosophy, proposing
principles of justice that ensure fairness and equality. While building on
Locke’s ideas of rights and government, Rawls introduces concepts like the
“original position” and “veil of ignorance” to rethink social contracts. The
book bridges classical liberalism and contemporary political theory.

6. Natural Rights and the New Republicanism by Cass R. Sunstein
Sunstein examines the evolution of natural rights theory, including Locke’s
influence on republican thought. The book discusses how Locke’s ideas about
liberty and government by consent have shaped modern legal and political
systems. It is an insightful exploration of the relationship between natural
rights and political institutions.

7. The Road to Serfdom by Friedrich Hayek
Hayek critiques central planning and authoritarianism, emphasizing individual
liberty and free markets. His defense of limited government aligns with
Locke’s arguments against absolute monarchy and for property rights. The book
is a key text in understanding liberal political economy and the dangers of
government overreach.

8. Locke and the Legislative Point of View by Jeremy Waldron
Waldron analyzes Locke’s views on legislative authority and the rule of law.
The book delves into Locke’s arguments about the separation of powers and the
limits of governmental authority. It offers a detailed philosophical
examination of Locke’s impact on constitutionalism and democracy.

9. The Rights of Man by Thomas Paine
Following up on his earlier work, Paine defends the French Revolution and the
universal application of natural rights. He draws on Locke’s principles to
argue for equality, liberty, and democratic governance. This text is crucial
for understanding the spread of Locke’s ideas in revolutionary movements
worldwide.
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