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Introduction to John Locke’s Second Treatise of Government

The Second Treatise of Government is a foundational text in political philosophy, authored by the

Enlightenment thinker John Locke in the late 17th century. Published in 1689 as part of Locke’s larger

work, "Two Treatises of Government," this treatise outlines his theories on civil society, political power,

and the rights of individuals. Locke's ideas profoundly influenced modern democratic thought and the

development of liberal political theory, laying the groundwork for the concepts of individual rights,

government by consent, and the separation of powers.

Historical Context

Locke wrote his Second Treatise during a time of political upheaval in England. The Glorious

Revolution of 1688 had established constitutional monarchy and diminished the powers of the

monarchy, fostering an environment ripe for new political ideas. Locke's treatise can be seen as a

response to the prevailing theories of absolute monarchy, particularly those of Thomas Hobbes, who

advocated for a strong central authority to prevent chaos. Locke’s work sought to redefine the

relationship between the government and the governed.

Main Themes of the Second Treatise

Locke’s Second Treatise is structured around several key themes that elucidate his philosophy

regarding government and society:



1. The State of Nature

Locke begins by describing a hypothetical "state of nature," where individuals exist without government

or societal structures. In this state, people are free and equal, governed by natural law, which

emphasizes reason and morality. Key points regarding the state of nature include:

- Natural Rights: Locke argues that individuals possess inherent rights to life, liberty, and property,

which must be respected by others.

- Equality: In the state of nature, all individuals are fundamentally equal, with no one holding dominion

over another.

- Peace and Cooperation: Locke posits that people are generally rational and capable of coexisting

peacefully, which allows for mutual benefit and cooperation.

2. The Social Contract

Locke introduces the concept of the social contract as the basis for legitimate government. According

to Locke, individuals consent to form a government to protect their natural rights. This transition from

the state of nature to organized society involves several critical elements:

- Consent of the Governed: Legitimate government derives its authority from the consent of the people.

If the government fails to protect their rights, the people have the right to withdraw that consent.

- Formation of Government: Individuals come together to create a government that will safeguard their

rights, thus forming a civil society.

- Limited Government: The powers of government are limited to those necessary for protecting natural

rights, preventing abuses of authority.

3. The Right to Revolt



A significant aspect of Locke’s philosophy is the right of the people to revolt against an unjust

government. He asserts that when a government fails to fulfill its duty to protect the rights of its

citizens, it loses its legitimacy. Key points on this theme include:

- Abuse of Power: If a government oversteps its bounds and becomes tyrannical, citizens have not

only the right but the obligation to resist.

- Restoration of Rights: Revolt is justified if it aims to restore natural rights and re-establish a

government that operates with the consent of the governed.

Locke's Influence on Modern Political Thought

The ideas presented in the Second Treatise of Government have had a lasting impact on political

theory and practice. Locke's emphasis on individual rights and the concept of government by consent

laid the groundwork for several significant historical developments:

1. American Revolution

Locke’s theories greatly influenced the American Revolution, especially the Declaration of

Independence. Thomas Jefferson drew upon Locke's principles of natural rights, arguing that

governments are instituted to secure these rights and that it is the people's duty to overthrow

oppressive regimes.

2. French Revolution

The Enlightenment ideas of liberty and equality, as articulated by Locke, also played a crucial role in

the French Revolution. The revolutionaries embraced Locke’s vision of a government accountable to

the people, leading to the establishment of democratic ideals in France.



3. Modern Liberalism

Locke is often considered one of the founders of modern liberalism. His emphasis on individual

freedoms, property rights, and limited government continues to resonate in contemporary political

discourse, influencing democratic frameworks worldwide.

Critical Perspectives on Locke’s Second Treatise

While Locke’s work has garnered significant praise for its contributions to political philosophy, it has

also faced criticism. Some critiques include:

1. Oversimplification of the State of Nature

Critics argue that Locke’s depiction of the state of nature is overly simplistic, neglecting the

complexities of human behavior and social dynamics. Some anthropologists and historians challenge

the notion that early human societies operated under the principles of reason and equality.

2. Property Rights and Inequality

Locke places a strong emphasis on property rights, which some critics argue can lead to social

inequality. The notion that property ownership is a natural right has been scrutinized for potentially

justifying exploitation and unequal distribution of resources.

3. Gender and Exclusion



Locke’s theories have also been critiqued for their exclusion of women and marginalized groups. His

framework primarily focuses on male property owners, failing to address the rights and roles of women

in society.

Conclusion

John Locke’s Second Treatise of Government remains a cornerstone of political philosophy,

advocating for the principles of natural rights, government by consent, and the right to revolt against

tyranny. His ideas have shaped the development of modern democratic thought, influencing revolutions

and political systems worldwide. Despite the criticisms it faces, Locke’s work continues to inspire

discussions on individual rights and the nature of government, highlighting its enduring relevance in

contemporary society. The treatise not only serves as a historical document but also as a vital

resource for understanding the principles that underpin modern governance and the relationship

between individuals and the state.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main purpose of John Locke's 'Second Treatise of

Government'?

The main purpose of the 'Second Treatise of Government' is to outline Locke's theories on civil

society, government, and the rights of individuals, arguing for the establishment of a government

based on the consent of the governed.

How does Locke define the state of nature?

Locke defines the state of nature as a condition in which individuals are free and equal, governed by

natural law, and capable of reason, allowing them to coexist peacefully without an established

government.



What is Locke's view on property rights?

Locke argues that property rights are derived from one's labor; individuals have the right to claim

ownership of resources they have worked on, provided they leave enough for others and do not waste

what they possess.

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

Consent is central to Locke's political philosophy; he argues that legitimate government authority arises

from the consent of the governed, and individuals have the right to withdraw that consent if their

government fails to protect their rights.

How does Locke's idea of government differ from that of absolute

monarchy?

Locke's idea of government contrasts with absolute monarchy by advocating for a system where power

is derived from the people's consent, emphasizing limited government and the protection of individual

rights, rather than absolute rule by a monarch.

What are the three branches of government that Locke suggests?

Locke suggests a separation of powers into three branches: the legislative, which makes laws; the

executive, which enforces laws; and the federative, which manages foreign affairs, to prevent the

abuse of power.

How does Locke address the concept of revolution?

Locke asserts that citizens have the right to revolt against a government that violates their rights or

fails to uphold the social contract, arguing that revolution is justified when the government acts

tyrannically.



What influence did the 'Second Treatise of Government' have on

modern democracy?

The 'Second Treatise of Government' significantly influenced modern democratic thought, laying the

groundwork for ideas such as individual rights, checks and balances, and the importance of a

government accountable to its citizens.

How does Locke's view of human nature inform his political theory?

Locke's view of human nature is fundamentally optimistic; he believes that individuals are rational and

capable of cooperation, which informs his belief in the possibility of a peaceful and just society

governed by reason.

What is the significance of the 'social contract' in Locke's work?

The social contract is significant in Locke's work as it represents the agreement between individuals to

form a government that protects their rights, thus legitimizing the authority of the state based on

mutual consent.
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