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Two Treatises of Government is a seminal work by the English philosopher John Locke,
published in 1689. This text laid the groundwork for modern political philosophy and has
had a profound influence on both democratic theory and the development of liberal
thought. Locke's ideas on natural rights, the social contract, and government by consent
have shaped the political landscape and inspired revolutionary movements around the
world. In this article, we will explore the main themes and arguments presented in the Two
Treatises of Government, analyzing its historical context, key concepts, and lasting impact.

Historical Context

Locke wrote the Two Treatises of Government during a time of significant political upheaval
in England. The late 17th century was marked by the Glorious Revolution of 1688, which
saw the overthrow of King James II and the establishment of constitutional monarchy under
William of Orange and Mary II. The political climate was characterized by debates over the
nature of government, the rights of individuals, and the role of the monarchy.

Locke's work was a response to the prevailing theory of absolute monarchy, particularly the
ideas put forth by Sir Robert Filmer in his book, "Patriarcha." Filmer argued for the divine
right of kings, asserting that monarchs derive their authority from God. In contrast, Locke
sought to establish a foundation for political authority based on reason, consent, and the
inherent rights of individuals.

Overview of the Treatises

The Two Treatises of Government is divided into two distinct parts:

First Treatise

The First Treatise primarily critiques Filmer's arguments and the notion of the divine right of
kings. Locke meticulously dismantles the idea that political power is derived from divine
authority. Key points include:

1. Natural State of Humanity: Locke argues that in the state of nature, all individuals are
free and equal, possessing natural rights to life, liberty, and property.
2. Rejection of Hereditary Monarchy: Locke contends that no one has a natural right to rule
over others simply by virtue of birth or divine appointment.
3. Historical Evidence: He cites various historical examples to demonstrate that governance
has not always been based on hereditary rule, thereby challenging Filmer's claims.



Locke's critique serves as a foundation for his positive arguments in the Second Treatise,
where he outlines his vision of a just government.

Second Treatise

The Second Treatise is where Locke articulates his political philosophy, focusing on the
principles of government and individual rights. Its key themes include:

1. Natural Rights:
- Locke asserts that all individuals possess inherent rights simply by being human.
- These rights include:
- Life: The right to live and be protected from harm.
- Liberty: The right to act freely, as long as it does not infringe upon the rights of others.
- Property: The right to own and control property, which Locke argues is a natural extension
of one's labor.

2. The Social Contract:
- Locke introduces the concept of the social contract, which posits that individuals consent
to form a government to protect their natural rights.
- This contract is not a surrender of rights but rather an agreement to create a governing
body that derives its authority from the consent of the governed.

3. Government's Role:
- According to Locke, the primary role of government is to safeguard the natural rights of its
citizens.
- If a government fails to fulfill this role or becomes tyrannical, the people have the right to
revolt and establish a new government.

4. Separation of Powers:
- Locke advocates for a system of checks and balances to prevent any one branch of
government from becoming too powerful.
- He emphasizes the importance of legislative and executive functions being separate to
ensure accountability.

Key Concepts

Locke's Two Treatises of Government is rich with concepts that have influenced political
thought. Some of the most significant include:

Natural Law

Locke's philosophy is deeply rooted in the idea of natural law, which posits that certain
rights and moral principles are inherent in human nature and universally applicable. Key
aspects include:



- Universality: Natural law applies to all individuals, regardless of cultural or societal
differences.
- Moral Basis for Rights: Rights are not granted by governments but are inherent to
individuals.

Consent of the Governed

One of the cornerstones of Locke's political theory is the idea that legitimate government
authority arises from the consent of the governed. This principle has far-reaching
implications:

- Legitimacy of Authority: A government is only legitimate if it has the consent of the people
it governs.
- Right to Dissent: Citizens have the right to challenge and remove a government that does
not represent their interests or protect their rights.

Right to Revolution

Locke's assertion that people have the right to revolt against oppressive governments has
had a lasting impact on revolutionary movements. Key points include:

- Justification for Rebellion: When a government fails to protect natural rights, citizens are
justified in overthrowing it.
- Influence on Revolutionary Thought: Locke's ideas influenced the American Revolution and
the French Revolution, where the right to revolution was a rallying cry for change.

Impact and Legacy

The impact of Locke's Two Treatises of Government extends far beyond its immediate
historical context. Its influence can be seen in:

1. Founding Documents: Locke's ideas on natural rights and government by consent were
foundational in the drafting of the United States Declaration of Independence and the
Constitution.
2. Political Philosophy: His work laid the groundwork for later philosophers, including Jean-
Jacques Rousseau and Thomas Jefferson, who built upon Locke's theories to develop their
political ideologies.
3. Modern Democratic Thought: Concepts of individual rights, limited government, and the
rule of law, which Locke championed, continue to be central tenets of liberal democracies
today.



Conclusion

In conclusion, John Locke's Two Treatises of Government represents a pivotal moment in
the evolution of political thought. By challenging the idea of absolute monarchy and
advocating for individual rights, natural law, and government by consent, Locke laid the
foundation for modern democratic principles. His work continues to resonate in
contemporary political discourse, reminding us of the importance of protecting individual
freedoms and ensuring that governments are accountable to the people they serve. As we
reflect on Locke's contributions, we recognize that the ideals he championed remain vital in
our ongoing pursuit of justice, equality, and liberty.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes of John Locke's 'Two
Treatises of Government'?
The main themes include the state of nature, natural rights, the social contract,
government legitimacy, and the right to revolution.

How does Locke's view of the state of nature differ from
that of Hobbes?
Locke views the state of nature as a state of peace and equality where natural rights exist,
while Hobbes sees it as a state of war where life is 'solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.'

What is Locke's concept of natural rights?
Locke's concept of natural rights includes life, liberty, and property, which he argues must
be protected by the government.

What role does the social contract play in Locke's
political theory?
In Locke's theory, the social contract is an agreement among individuals to form a
government that protects their natural rights, legitimizing the authority of that government.

Why does Locke argue for the right to revolution?
Locke argues for the right to revolution when a government fails to protect the natural
rights of its citizens, thereby losing its legitimacy.

How did 'Two Treatises of Government' influence



modern democratic thought?
Locke's ideas about individual rights, government by consent, and the separation of powers
heavily influenced the development of liberal democracy and constitutional government.

What is the significance of property in Locke's
philosophy?
For Locke, property is a natural extension of individual labor and rights; protecting property
is essential to maintaining freedom and ensuring justice in society.

How did Locke's 'Two Treatises' respond to the divine
right of kings?
Locke's work challenged the divine right of kings by asserting that government authority
derives from the consent of the governed, not divine sanction.

What impact did Locke's ideas have on the American
Revolution?
Locke's principles of natural rights and government by consent were foundational to the
Enlightenment ideals that fueled the American Revolution and the Declaration of
Independence.

In what way does Locke differentiate between the
legislative and executive powers?
Locke differentiates the legislative power as the supreme authority that creates laws and
the executive power as the authority that enforces them, emphasizing the need for a
separation of powers.
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