
the second treatise of government john locke
The second treatise of government John Locke is one of the most influential texts in political
philosophy, laying the groundwork for modern democracy and liberal thought. Published in 1689,
Locke’s work sought to address the nature of government and the rights of individuals, challenging
the divine right of kings and advocating for a government based on the consent of the governed. This
article will explore the key themes, concepts, and implications of Locke's Second Treatise,
highlighting its lasting impact on political theory and contemporary governance.

Background of John Locke

John Locke (1632-1704) was an English philosopher and physician, often regarded as one of the
most important figures of the Enlightenment. His writings contributed significantly to the
development of political philosophy, epistemology, and education. Locke's Second Treatise of
Government emerged during a time of political upheaval in England, following the Glorious
Revolution of 1688, which prompted discussions about the legitimacy of government and the rights
of individuals.

Key Themes in the Second Treatise

Locke's Second Treatise is structured around several key themes that collectively construct his
philosophy of government. These include:

1. The State of Nature

Locke begins by describing the state of nature, a hypothetical condition in which individuals exist
without any formal government or authority. In this state, people are free and equal, possessing
natural rights to life, liberty, and property. Locke argues that these rights are inherent and cannot
be taken away:

- Freedom: Individuals are free to pursue their interests as long as they do not infringe upon the
rights of others.
- Equality: All individuals are equal, with no one holding authority over another.
- Natural Rights: The rights to life, liberty, and property are fundamental and must be protected.

2. The Social Contract

Locke posits that individuals enter into a social contract to form a government that protects their
natural rights. This contract is based on mutual consent, where individuals agree to give up some of
their freedoms in exchange for the protection of their rights. The key components of the social
contract include:



- Consent of the Governed: A legitimate government derives its authority from the consent of the
people it governs.
- Limited Government: The powers of government should be limited to ensuring the protection of
natural rights.
- Right to Revolt: If a government fails to protect the rights of its citizens, the people have the right
to overthrow it.

3. Property Rights

One of Locke's most significant contributions to political theory is his view on property. He argues
that property rights are a natural extension of individual rights, rooted in one's labor. According to
Locke:

- Labor Theory of Property: When an individual works on or improves a piece of land, they have a
right to claim it as their own.
- Limits to Acquiring Property: Locke emphasizes that individuals should only acquire as much
property as they can use and that they must leave enough for others.

The Role of Government

In Locke's framework, the primary role of government is to protect the natural rights of its citizens.
He outlines several key functions of government:

1. Protection of Rights

The foremost duty of government is to safeguard individual rights, including:

- Life: Ensuring the safety and security of citizens.
- Liberty: Protecting individuals’ freedoms from infringement.
- Property: Safeguarding possessions and property rights.

2. Maintaining Order

To preserve a peaceful society, governments must establish laws that reflect the common good.
Locke advocates for:

- Rule of Law: Laws should be clear, public, and applicable to everyone.
- Justice System: A fair and impartial judiciary to resolve disputes and enforce laws.

3. Promoting the Common Good



Locke emphasizes that government should act in the best interest of the community. This involves:

- Legislation: Creating laws that reflect the will and needs of the people.
- Public Welfare: Ensuring that policies promote the well-being of all citizens, not just a select few.

Implications of Locke’s Ideas

Locke's Second Treatise of Government has had profound implications for political theory and
practice. His ideas have influenced various democratic movements and documents, such as:

1. The American Revolution

Locke’s philosophy provided a framework for the Founding Fathers of the United States, particularly
in the Declaration of Independence. Key concepts include:

- Natural Rights: The assertion that individuals have inherent rights that must be protected.
- Consent of the Governed: The belief that governments derive their authority from the consent of
the people.

2. The French Revolution

Locke's ideas about liberty and equality inspired revolutionary thinkers in France, leading to the
establishment of democratic ideals in the late 18th century. His emphasis on:

- Individual Rights: The importance of protecting personal freedoms became central to revolutionary
ideology.
- Overthrowing Tyranny: The right to revolt against oppressive governments resonated with the
revolutionary spirit.

3. Modern Democratic Theory

Today, Locke's Second Treatise continues to influence contemporary political thought. His principles
of:

- Limited Government: The need for governmental powers to be constrained remains a cornerstone
of liberal democracies.
- Human Rights: The recognition of human rights as fundamental to governance is rooted in Locke's
philosophy.



Conclusion

In conclusion, John Locke's Second Treatise of Government is a seminal work that reshaped political
philosophy and laid the foundation for modern democratic thought. By emphasizing the importance
of natural rights, the social contract, and the role of government, Locke challenged existing power
structures and advocated for a political system based on consent and equality. His ideas have left an
indelible mark on democratic movements throughout history and continue to resonate in
contemporary discussions about governance, rights, and the role of the state. Understanding Locke's
contributions allows individuals to appreciate the philosophical underpinnings of their rights and
responsibilities in modern society.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main thesis of John Locke's 'Second Treatise of
Government'?
The main thesis is that legitimate government is based on the consent of the governed and that
individuals have natural rights to life, liberty, and property.

How does Locke define the state of nature in the 'Second
Treatise of Government'?
Locke defines the state of nature as a condition where individuals are free and equal, governed by
natural law, but lacking a common authority to enforce rights.

What role does property play in Locke's political philosophy?
Property is central to Locke's philosophy; he argues that individuals have a natural right to acquire
and own property, which is derived from their labor and investment.

What is Locke's view on the social contract?
Locke's social contract theory posits that individuals consent to form a government to protect their
rights, and if the government fails to do so, the people have the right to revolt.

How does Locke's concept of government differ from that of
absolute monarchy?
Locke's concept of government is based on the idea of limited power and accountability to the
people, contrasting with absolute monarchy where the monarch has unchecked authority.

What are natural rights according to Locke?
According to Locke, natural rights are fundamental rights inherent to every individual, including life,
liberty, and property, which cannot be surrendered or transferred.



How does Locke justify the right to revolution?
Locke justifies the right to revolution by stating that when a government fails to protect the natural
rights of its citizens, the people have the moral authority to overthrow it.

What influence did Locke's 'Second Treatise of Government'
have on modern democracy?
Locke's ideas significantly influenced modern democratic thought, particularly in shaping concepts
of individual rights, government accountability, and the separation of powers.
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