
second treatise of government john locke
second treatise of government john locke is a foundational text in political philosophy that has
profoundly influenced modern democratic theory and the development of liberal political thought.
Written by John Locke in the late 17th century, this treatise outlines his theories on natural rights, the
social contract, and the legitimate authority of government. It serves as a critical response to the
absolutist ideas of the time, advocating for a government that exists to protect the life, liberty, and
property of individuals. This article explores the key themes and arguments presented in the second
treatise of government john locke, examines its historical context, and discusses its lasting impact on
political theory and practice. The detailed analysis includes Locke’s views on the state of nature, the
formation of civil society, and the limits of governmental power. Below is an overview of the main
topics covered in this article.

Historical Context of John Locke’s Second Treatise

State of Nature and Natural Rights

The Social Contract and Formation of Government

Property Rights and Labor Theory

Separation of Powers and Political Authority

Right to Revolution and Government Accountability

Historical Context of John Locke’s Second Treatise
The second treatise of government john locke was written during a period of significant political
turmoil in England, following the English Civil War and the Glorious Revolution. Locke’s work was part
of a broader intellectual movement challenging the divine right of kings and advocating for
constitutional government. His ideas were developed in response to the absolutist theories promoted
by thinkers such as Thomas Hobbes and Robert Filmer. Locke’s treatise aimed to justify the overthrow
of tyrannical rulers and to establish a framework for government based on consent and the protection
of individual rights. The political climate of the late 17th century, marked by debates over monarchy,
parliament, and civil liberties, provided the backdrop against which Locke formulated his influential
theories.

State of Nature and Natural Rights

Concept of the State of Nature
At the core of the second treatise of government john locke is the concept of the state of nature, a
theoretical condition in which individuals exist without any established government or political



authority. Locke describes this state as one of perfect freedom and equality, governed by natural law.
Unlike Hobbes’ view of the state of nature as chaotic and violent, Locke sees it as generally peaceful
but insecure, as individuals have natural rights that need protection. This state provides the
foundation for Locke’s argument that government arises to safeguard these inherent rights.

Natural Rights to Life, Liberty, and Property
Locke famously asserts that individuals possess natural rights to life, liberty, and property even
before the establishment of government. These rights are inalienable and must be respected by any
political authority. The second treatise of government john locke emphasizes that the primary role of
government is to protect these fundamental rights. Locke’s natural rights theory laid the groundwork
for modern human rights discourse and deeply influenced the development of constitutional
democracies.

The Social Contract and Formation of Government

The Social Contract Theory
According to the second treatise of government john locke, individuals consent to form a political
society by entering into a social contract. This contract is an agreement among free individuals to
create a government that will protect their natural rights more effectively than they could in the state
of nature. The legitimacy of government, therefore, depends on the consent of the governed. This
principle challenged the prevailing notion of absolute monarchy and introduced the idea that political
authority is conditional and limited.

Purpose and Powers of Government
Locke argues that the government’s powers are derived from this social contract and are specifically
limited to protecting the natural rights of its citizens. The government must act as an impartial judge
and enforcer of laws that secure life, liberty, and property. Any government that exceeds these
powers or violates the social contract loses its legitimacy. This concept established a foundation for
constitutionalism and the rule of law.

Property Rights and Labor Theory

Origin of Property
In the second treatise of government john locke, property rights are closely tied to the labor theory of
property. Locke explains that individuals acquire property by mixing their labor with natural
resources. This labor transforms common resources into personal possessions, making property rights
a natural extension of individual effort and creativity. Locke’s theory justified private property and
economic freedom as essential components of a just political order.



Limits on Property Acquisition
While Locke defends property rights, he also imposes limits to prevent waste and ensure fairness.
One key limitation is the “enough and as good” proviso, which states that individuals should only
appropriate resources if enough remains for others. Additionally, Locke argues against hoarding
resources beyond what is necessary, emphasizing the importance of using property productively.
These principles reflect Locke’s concern for balancing individual rights with social responsibility.

Separation of Powers and Political Authority

Division of Government Functions
The second treatise of government john locke advocates for a separation of powers within
government to prevent tyranny. Locke distinguishes between the legislative, executive, and
federative powers. The legislative power, responsible for creating laws, is the supreme authority but
must operate within the bounds of natural law and the social contract. The executive power enforces
laws and maintains public order, while the federative power handles foreign affairs. This division
ensures a system of checks and balances critical to protecting liberty.

Limitations on Political Authority
Locke insists that political authority is not absolute and must be limited by law and respect for natural
rights. The government cannot arbitrarily seize property or infringe upon individual freedoms without
justification. The second treatise of government john locke establishes the principle that rulers are
subject to the law and accountable to the people, a foundational concept in democratic governance.

Right to Revolution and Government Accountability

Justification for Revolution
One of Locke’s most influential contributions in the second treatise of government john locke is the
right of the people to revolt against a government that fails to protect their rights or acts tyrannically.
Locke argues that when a government breaches the social contract, the people have not only the
right but the duty to overthrow it and establish a new system that respects their natural rights. This
idea provided philosophical justification for the Glorious Revolution in England and later influenced the
American and French revolutions.

Accountability and Consent
Locke emphasizes that governments derive their legitimacy from the ongoing consent of the
governed. If rulers violate this consent, they forfeit their authority, and the people can hold them
accountable through revolution or other means. This principle underlines the importance of
responsive, accountable governance and the protection of civil liberties.



Government must protect natural rights

Political authority is conditional and limited

Individuals have the right to resist tyranny

Separation of powers prevents abuse

Property rights arise from individual labor

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of John Locke's Second Treatise of
Government?
The main theme is the theory of civil government based on natural rights, the social contract, and the
right of the people to overthrow a government that violates their rights.

How does John Locke define the state of nature in the Second
Treatise of Government?
Locke defines the state of nature as a state of perfect freedom and equality where individuals are
governed by natural law, which dictates that no one should harm another in their life, health, liberty,
or possessions.

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 that government’s primary role is to protect these property rights.

According to Locke, why do people form governments?
People form governments to protect their natural rights more effectively, including life, liberty, and
property, and to resolve conflicts impartially through established laws and authorities.

What is Locke's concept of the social contract in the Second
Treatise?
Locke's social contract is the agreement among individuals to form a government that will protect
their natural rights, where the government's legitimacy depends on the consent of the governed.



How does Locke justify the right of revolution in the Second
Treatise of Government?
Locke argues that if a government fails to protect the rights of its citizens or acts against their
interests, the people have the right to overthrow and replace it to restore their rights and liberties.

What is Locke’s view on the separation of powers in the
Second Treatise?
Locke advocates for the separation of powers within government, distinguishing between the
legislative, executive, and federative powers to prevent abuse and ensure balanced governance.

How did John Locke's Second Treatise influence modern
political thought?
Locke's ideas on natural rights, government by consent, and the right to revolution influenced the
development of liberal democracy and inspired documents like the American Declaration of
Independence.

What does Locke mean by 'government by consent' in the
Second Treatise?
Government by consent means that political authority is legitimate only if it is based on the explicit or
implicit agreement of the people governed, ensuring that rulers serve the interests of the citizens.

How does Locke address the issue of majority rule in the
Second Treatise of Government?
Locke supports majority rule as a practical mechanism for decision-making within a government
formed by consent, where the majority's decisions bind the society, provided they respect natural
rights.

Additional Resources
1. Two Treatises of Government by John Locke
This foundational work by John Locke comprises two treatises, with the second treatise outlining his
theories on civil society, government, and natural rights. Locke argues for the protection of life,
liberty, and property, emphasizing the social contract and the right of people to overthrow unjust
governments. It has profoundly influenced modern political philosophy and liberal democracy.

2. Leviathan by Thomas Hobbes
Hobbes’ Leviathan is a critical precursor and contrasting work to Locke’s Second Treatise of
Government. It explores the necessity of a strong sovereign authority to avoid the chaos of the “state
of nature.” Hobbes’ views on social contract theory set the stage for Locke’s more optimistic take on
government and individual rights.



3. The Social Contract by Jean-Jacques Rousseau
Rousseau’s Social Contract builds on and challenges ideas similar to those in Locke’s Second Treatise.
He discusses the concept of popular sovereignty and the general will, emphasizing collective decision-
making in a political community. Rousseau’s work is essential for understanding the evolution of
social contract theory.

4. On Liberty by John Stuart Mill
This classic work advocates for individual freedom and limited government interference, resonating
with Locke’s emphasis on personal liberty. Mill explores the balance between authority and freedom,
arguing for the protection of individual rights within a democratic society. The book is a key text in
liberal political philosophy.

5. The Spirit of the Laws by Montesquieu
Montesquieu’s influential treatise introduces the idea of separation of powers, which complements
Locke’s theories on government checks and balances. He analyzes different forms of government and
advocates for a system that prevents tyranny by dividing legislative, executive, and judicial powers.
This work deeply influenced the framing of modern constitutions.

6. Natural Rights and the New Republicanism by J.G.A. Pocock
Pocock examines the historical development of natural rights theory, with significant attention to
Locke’s Second Treatise. The book contextualizes Locke’s ideas within the broader republican
tradition and explores their impact on political thought. It is valuable for understanding the
intellectual background of early modern political theory.

7. John Locke and the Politics of Moral Consensus by Andrew S. Skinner
This book provides an in-depth analysis of Locke’s political philosophy, focusing on his vision of moral
consensus within society. Skinner explores how Locke reconciles individual rights with the need for
social order and governance. It is a comprehensive study for those interested in Locke’s political and
ethical ideas.

8. The Founders and the Classics: Greece, Rome, and the American Enlightenment by Carl J. Richard
Richard’s work investigates how classical political ideas influenced the American Founders, many of
whom were inspired by Locke’s Second Treatise. The book traces the transmission of republican and
liberal ideas from antiquity through the Enlightenment. It highlights Locke’s role in shaping American
political thought.

9. Property and Political Theory: Locke and His Contemporaries by Margaret Schabas
This book explores Locke’s theory of property rights as articulated in the Second Treatise and
compares it with the ideas of his contemporaries. Schabas discusses the philosophical and economic
implications of Locke’s property theory. The work is essential for understanding the relationship
between property, government, and individual rights in Locke’s thought.
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