second treatise on government john
locke

second treatise on government john locke is one of the most influential works
in political philosophy and the foundation of modern liberal democracy.
Written by the 17th-century English philosopher John Locke, this treatise
outlines key ideas about natural rights, the social contract, and the
rightful role of government. Locke’s arguments in the Second Treatise on
Government challenge the divine right of kings and advocate for government
based on the consent of the governed, highlighting the essential principles
of individual liberty and property rights. This article delves deeply into
the main themes, historical context, and lasting impact of Locke’s work. It
also explores Locke’s views on the state of nature, civil society, and the
limits of political authority. The discussion will help readers understand
why the second treatise on government john locke remains a cornerstone in
political theory and its relevance in contemporary governance debates.
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Historical Context and Background

The second treatise on government Jjohn locke was written during a time of
significant political upheaval in England. Published in 1689, shortly after
the Glorious Revolution, Locke’s work responded to the conflicts between
monarchy and Parliament. The treatise was part of Locke'’s broader effort to
Justify constitutional government and limit absolute monarchy, opposing
theories that justified royal absolutism. His philosophical arguments
provided intellectual support for the establishment of a government based on
law, consent, and individual rights rather than hereditary power.
Understanding this context is essential to grasping why Locke’s ideas were
revolutionary and how they contributed to shaping modern political
institutions.

Core Themes of the Second Treatise on
Government

John Locke’s second treatise on government john locke revolves around several
persistent themes that have shaped political philosophy. These include



natural rights, liberty, property, and the social contract. Locke argues that
individuals possess inherent rights that precede the existence of government
and that political authority must respect and protect these rights. The
treatise emphasizes limited government, separation of powers, and the
importance of consent in legitimizing authority. These themes collectively
challenge traditional views of monarchy and advocate for a government
accountable to the people it governs.

Natural Rights

Locke’s theory of natural rights is central to the second treatise on
government john locke. He asserts that every person inherently has the rights
to life, liberty, and property. These rights are not granted by governments
but exist in the state of nature and must be preserved by any legitimate
political authority. This concept laid the groundwork for modern human rights
discourse and constitutional protections.

Limited Government and Consent

Locke argues that governments derive their legitimacy from the consent of the
governed. Political authority is conditional and limited in scope, created
specifically to protect natural rights. When governments fail to uphold their
responsibilities, citizens retain the right to withdraw consent and establish
new governance structures. This principle underpins democratic governance and
constitutionalism.

Locke’ s Concept of the State of Nature

In the second treatise on government john locke presents the state of nature
as a pre-political condition characterized by perfect freedom and equality.
Unlike Hobbes’ view of the state of nature as chaotic and violent, Locke’s
version is more optimistic. He describes it as a state governed by natural
law, where individuals have the ability to enforce justice. However, the
absence of an impartial authority creates challenges that necessitate the
formation of government.

Natural Law in the State of Nature

Locke’s natural law dictates that individuals must not harm others in their
life, health, liberty, or possessions. This law i1s inherent and discoverable
through reason. It instructs people to respect each other’s rights and to
seek peace and cooperation. The state of nature is thus a realm of moral
equality and mutual respect, though it lacks formal institutions for
enforcing these principles.

Reasons for Leaving the State of Nature

Although the state of nature is generally peaceful, Locke acknowledges that
its lack of impartial enforcement mechanisms leads to insecurity and
potential conflicts. People voluntarily consent to form governments to create
a neutral authority that can protect their rights more effectively. This



transition forms the basis for political society in Locke’s theory.

The Social Contract and Government Formation

The social contract is a pivotal concept in the second treatise on government
john locke. Locke argues that individuals collectively agree to establish a
government that will protect their natural rights. This contract is not a
surrender of rights but a mutual agreement to create laws and institutions to
safeguard life, liberty, and property. The social contract legitimizes
political authority through popular consent.

Purpose of Government

According to Locke, the primary purpose of government is the preservation of
natural rights. Governments are instituted to arbitrate disputes, enforce
laws, and maintain social order. Any government that fails to fulfill these
functions loses its legitimacy and can be justifiably overthrown by the
people.

Forms of Government

Locke does not prescribe a specific form of government but emphasizes that
any political system must be representative and limited in power. He
advocates for separation of powers and checks on authority to prevent
tyranny. The government’s power must always remain accountable to the consent
of the governed.

Property Rights and Labor Theory

One of Locke’s most influential contributions in the second treatise on
government john locke is his labor theory of property. Locke argues that
property rights originate from the application of labor to natural resources.
By mixing one’s labor with the environment, an individual acquires ownership,
provided there is enough and as good left for others.

Acquisition of Property

Locke explains that property is not a human invention but a natural extension
of individual effort. This concept justifies private ownership and economic
activity within the bounds of fairness and respect for others’ rights. The
labor theory of property supports the idea that individuals have a natural
right to the fruits of their work.

Limits on Property Ownership

Locke also introduces important limitations to property acgquisition. He
emphasizes the “enough and as good” proviso, meaning that appropriation of
resources should not disadvantage others. Additionally, spoilage and
wastefulness are discouraged, reinforcing responsible stewardship of



property.

The Right of Revolution and Political Authority

The second treatise on government john locke firmly establishes the right of
revolution. Locke contends that when governments violate natural rights or
act tyrannically, the people retain the right to resist and replace them.
This radical assertion challenges absolute monarchy and supports democratic
accountability.

Conditions for Revolution

Locke specifies that revolution is justified only when a government
systematically breaches the social contract by infringing upon life, liberty,
or property. Peaceful remedies should be exhausted first, but resistance
becomes necessary when tyranny persists. This principle underlines the moral
foundation for political change.

Limitations on Political Power

Locke’s treatise emphasizes that political authority is conditional and
limited. Sovereignty ultimately lies with the people, who delegate powers to
government temporarily. Governments must operate within the bounds of law and
respect for individual rights, ensuring that power is not absolute or
arbitrary.

Impact and Legacy of Locke’s Second Treatise

The influence of the second treatise on government john locke extends far
beyond the 17th century. Locke’s ideas have shaped the development of liberal
democracy, constitutionalism, and human rights worldwide. His emphasis on
natural rights and government by consent inspired foundational documents such
as the American Declaration of Independence and the United States
Constitution.

Influence on Political Thought

Locke’s treatise transformed political philosophy by advocating for
individual liberty and limited government. It challenged traditional notions
of divine right and absolute monarchy, promoting a new paradigm based on
reason, equality, and consent. His work remains a central reference in
discussions of democracy and legal rights.

Modern Relevance

In contemporary political discourse, the principles articulated in Locke’s
second treatise on government john locke continue to inform debates about
governance, civil liberties, and the rule of law. Issues such as property
rights, government accountability, and the legitimacy of political authority



remain deeply connected to Locke’s foundational concepts.

Natural rights as a universal foundation for human dignity
e Social contract as a basis for democratic governance

e Limits on government power to protect individual freedoms

The right to revolution as a safeguard against tyranny

e Property rights linked to labor and economic justice

Frequently Asked Questions

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

The main argument of John Locke's Second Treatise on Government is that
government is established by the consent of the governed to protect natural
rights, including life, liberty, and property, and that people have the right
to overthrow a government that fails to do so.

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

In the Second Treatise on Government, Locke defines the state of nature as a
state of perfect freedom and equality where individuals are governed by
natural law and have the right to preserve their life, liberty, and property.

What role does the social contract play in Locke's
political theory in the Second Treatise?

The social contract in Locke's Second Treatise is the agreement by
individuals to form a government that will safeguard their natural rights,
with the authority derived from the consent of the governed.

According to Locke, when is it justified for people
to overthrow their government?

Locke argues that it is justified for people to overthrow their government if
it breaches the trust placed in it by violating natural rights or failing to
protect the life, liberty, and property of its citizens.

How does Locke's Second Treatise on Government
influence modern democratic thought?
Locke's Second Treatise on Government heavily influenced modern democratic

thought by promoting ideas such as government by consent, the protection of
individual rights, separation of powers, and the right to revolution.



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

Locke views property as a natural extension of labor, arguing that
individuals have a right to own property by mixing their labor with resources
from nature, provided there is enough left in common for others.

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

Locke distinguishes legitimate political power as that which is derived from
the consent of the governed and is used to protect natural rights, whereas
illegitimate power is exercised without consent or violates these rights.

Additional Resources

1. Two Treatises of Government by John Locke

This foundational work includes the "Second Treatise on Government," where
Locke outlines his theories of natural rights, the social contract, and
government by consent. It challenges the divine right of kings and argues for
the protection of life, liberty, and property. This book is essential for
understanding modern liberal political philosophy and the development of
democratic governance.

2. Leviathan by Thomas Hobbes

Hobbes' "Leviathan" presents a contrasting view to Locke’s political theory,
emphasizing the necessity of a strong central authority to avoid the chaos of
the state of nature. The work explores social contract theory but advocates
for absolute sovereignty to maintain order and prevent conflict. Comparing
Hobbes and Locke provides deeper insight into early modern political thought.

3. On Liberty by John Stuart Mill

Mill’s "On Liberty" expands on ideas about individual freedom and the limits
of government authority, themes that echo Locke’s emphasis on personal rights
and liberty. Mill argues for the protection of individual freedoms against
societal and governmental interference, promoting a balance between authority
and liberty. This work is influential in liberal political philosophy and
human rights discourse.

4. The Social Contract by Jean-Jacques Rousseau

Rousseau’s "The Social Contract" develops the idea of popular sovereignty and
the general will, building on and diverging from Locke’s social contract
theory. Rousseau emphasizes collective decision-making and the importance of
aligning government with the common good. This book is a key text in
understanding democratic theory and political legitimacy.

5. Natural Rights and the New Republicanism by Catherine MacMillan

This scholarly work traces the evolution of natural rights theory from Locke
through the development of republican political thought. MacMillan explores
how Locke’s ideas influenced the creation of modern democratic institutions
and the concept of civic virtue. It offers a comprehensive analysis of
Locke’s impact on political philosophy and practice.

6. John Locke and the Ethics of Belief by Susanne Sreedhar
Sreedhar examines Locke’s views on epistemology and political theory, showing
how his ideas about knowledge and belief underpin his arguments for



government and tolerance. The book highlights the ethical dimensions of
Locke’s political philosophy, particularly regarding individual conscience
and authority. It provides a nuanced perspective on Locke’s intellectual
legacy.

7. The Rights of Man by Thomas Paine

Inspired by Locke’s theories, Paine’s "The Rights of Man" defends the
principles of liberty, equality, and popular sovereignty in the context of
the French Revolution. Paine argues for the natural rights of individuals and
the legitimacy of revolution against tyrannical governments. This influential
pamphlet helped spread Locke’s ideas during the Age of Revolution.

8. Democracy and Distrust by John Hart Ely

Ely’s work explores constitutional theory and democratic governance, drawing
on Locke’s principles of government accountability and protection of
individual rights. He argues for judicial review as a mechanism to uphold
democracy and protect minorities within a constitutional framework. This book
connects Locke’s foundational ideas to contemporary legal and political
issues.

9. Locke: Political Essays edited by Mark Goldie

This collection brings together Locke’s key political writings, including
selections from the "Second Treatise on Government" and other influential
essays. The volume provides historical context and critical commentary,
making Locke’s political philosophy accessible to modern readers. It is an
excellent resource for students and scholars interested in Locke’s thought
and its influence.
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