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second treatise of civil government john locke is a seminal work in political philosophy
that has profoundly influenced modern democratic thought and constitutional design.
Written by the English philosopher John Locke in the late 17th century, this treatise
articulates fundamental ideas about government, natural rights, and the social contract.
Locke’s arguments emphasize individual liberty, property rights, and the legitimacy of
political authority derived from the consent of the governed. The second treatise of civil
government john locke challenges the notion of absolute monarchy and lays the foundation
for liberal democracy and constitutionalism. This article explores the historical context, key
themes, and enduring impact of Locke’s second treatise. Additionally, it examines Locke’s
views on the state of nature, the social contract, and the right of rebellion. The following
sections provide a detailed analysis of these core concepts and their relevance to
contemporary political theory.
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Historical Context and Background
The second treatise of civil government john locke was composed during a period of
political upheaval in England, notably following the English Civil War and the Glorious
Revolution of 1688. Locke’s writings responded to the authoritarian rule of monarchs and
the conflicts between Parliament and the Crown. His treatise was published anonymously in
1689 as a rebuttal to the theories of divine right monarchy advocated by Sir Robert Filmer
and others. Locke’s work contributed to the intellectual foundation for constitutional
monarchy and parliamentary sovereignty in England. It also influenced political
developments in other countries, particularly the United States and France. The treatise
forms part of Locke’s broader philosophical project, which includes theories of knowledge
and human understanding.



State of Nature and Natural Rights
At the core of the second treatise of civil government john locke lies the concept of
the state of nature, a hypothetical condition preceding civil society. Locke describes the
state of nature as a state of perfect freedom and equality, where individuals live according
to natural law. In this condition, people possess inherent natural rights, including the rights
to life, liberty, and property. These rights are inalienable and exist independently of any
government or legal system. Locke argues that natural law governs behavior and obliges
individuals to respect the rights of others. The state of nature is generally peaceful but can
become insecure due to the lack of an impartial authority to adjudicate disputes.

Characteristics of the State of Nature
Locke’s depiction of the state of nature includes several key characteristics:

Equality: All individuals are naturally equal and possess the same inherent rights.

Freedom: Individuals are free to act and dispose of their possessions as they choose,
within the bounds of natural law.

Reason: Human beings have the capacity to reason and understand natural law
without external enforcement.

Right to Punish: Individuals have the right to enforce natural law and punish
transgressors to maintain order.

The Social Contract and Political Authority
The second treatise of civil government john locke develops the theory of the social
contract as the basis for legitimate government. According to Locke, individuals consent to
form a political society to escape the inconveniences of the state of nature, such as lack of
impartial justice. This consent establishes a government tasked with protecting natural
rights and maintaining social order. Political authority is thus conditional and limited by the
terms of the social contract. The government’s power derives from the governed, and its
legitimacy depends on its fulfillment of the social contract’s purpose.

Formation of Civil Society
Locke explains that by entering into a social contract, individuals collectively agree to
relinquish some of their freedoms in exchange for protection and the rule of law. This
process involves:

Mutual Agreement: People agree to form a community and abide by common laws.1.

Establishment of Government: The community appoints a governing body empowered2.



to enforce laws.

Protection of Rights: The government’s primary role is to safeguard life, liberty, and3.
property.

Limits on Government Power
Locke insists that government authority is not absolute. It must be exercised within the
constraints of natural law and the social contract. If a government fails to protect natural
rights or acts tyrannically, it loses its legitimacy. This principle lays the groundwork for
constitutional limits on power and the separation of governmental functions.

Property and Its Role in Government
One of the most influential aspects of the second treatise of civil government john
locke is its treatment of property rights. Locke argues that property ownership originates
from the labor individuals invest in natural resources. By mixing their labor with the
environment, people acquire a legitimate claim to property. Property rights are natural
rights that precede and justify political society. The protection of property is a fundamental
reason individuals consent to government.

Labor Theory of Property
Locke’s labor theory of property posits that:

Nature’s resources are initially held in common.

Individuals gain ownership by applying their labor to resources.

Property must be acquired without waste or spoilage, respecting the rights of others.

Property and Government’s Role
Government exists to protect property rights, which include not only material possessions
but also life and liberty. The rule of law ensures that property disputes are resolved fairly
and that individuals can securely enjoy their possessions. Locke’s emphasis on property
influenced later economic and political theories advocating individual rights and free
markets.



Right of Rebellion and Government Accountability
The second treatise of civil government john locke asserts that citizens retain the
right to resist and overthrow governments that violate the social contract. Locke maintains
that when a government becomes tyrannical or fails to protect natural rights, it forfeits its
legitimacy. The people then have the moral and political authority to rebel and establish a
new government that respects their rights.

Conditions for Rebellion
Locke outlines specific conditions under which rebellion is justified:

Violation of Natural Rights: Government infringes on life, liberty, or property.

Breach of Trust: Government acts contrary to the interests of the people.

Absence of Legal Remedies: When peaceful means of redress are unavailable or
ineffective.

Implications for Political Stability
This right of rebellion serves as a check on governmental power, ensuring accountability
and responsiveness. It also underscores the principle that sovereignty ultimately resides
with the people, not rulers. Locke’s arguments influenced revolutionary movements and
constitutional frameworks, including the American Declaration of Independence.

Impact and Legacy of the Second Treatise
The second treatise of civil government john locke has had a lasting impact on
political philosophy, constitutional law, and democratic governance. Its ideas underpin the
development of liberal democracy, emphasizing individual rights, limited government, and
the rule of law. Locke’s work provided intellectual justification for the separation of powers
and popular sovereignty. The treatise influenced key historical documents such as the
United States Constitution and the Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen
during the French Revolution.

Influence on Modern Political Thought
Locke’s treatise continues to be a foundational text in the study of political theory. It serves
as a reference point for debates about human rights, government legitimacy, and civil
liberties. Contemporary discussions on constitutionalism, democratic accountability, and
the protection of private property often invoke Locke’s principles.



Enduring Relevance
The principles articulated in the second treatise of civil government john locke remain
relevant in addressing challenges related to governance, authority, and individual
freedoms. By advocating a government based on consent and limited by natural rights,
Locke’s treatise offers a framework for balancing power and liberty in modern societies.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of John Locke's Second Treatise
of Civil Government?
The main theme of John Locke's Second Treatise of Civil Government is the theory of
natural rights and government by consent, emphasizing the protection of life, liberty, and
property.

How does John Locke define the state of nature in the
Second Treatise?
Locke defines the state of nature as a state of perfect freedom and equality where
individuals have natural rights to life, liberty, and property, governed by natural law.

What role does consent play in Locke's theory of
government in the Second Treatise?
Consent is fundamental in Locke's theory; governments derive their legitimacy from the
consent of the governed, and if a government fails to protect natural rights, the people
have the right to overthrow it.

How does Locke justify private property in the Second
Treatise of Civil Government?
Locke justifies private property by arguing that individuals have a right to own property
through their labor mixing with natural resources, as long as there is enough and as good
left for others.

What is the significance of the social contract in Locke's
Second Treatise?
The social contract is significant because it establishes that individuals consent to form a
government to protect their natural rights, thereby creating a civil society based on mutual
agreement.



According to Locke in the Second Treatise, what
happens when a government violates the natural rights
of its citizens?
When a government violates natural rights, Locke argues that citizens have the right to
resist and overthrow the government to restore their rights.

How does Locke's Second Treatise influence modern
democratic thought?
Locke's Second Treatise influences modern democracy by introducing ideas of government
by consent, the protection of individual rights, and the right to revolution against unjust
rulers.

What distinction does Locke make between political
power and paternal power in the Second Treatise?
Locke distinguishes political power as the authority granted by the people to govern and
make laws, whereas paternal power is the natural authority parents have over their
children.

Why is John Locke's Second Treatise considered a
foundational text for constitutional government?
It is considered foundational because it articulates principles like separation of powers,
government accountability, and the protection of individual rights that underpin
constitutional democracy.

Additional Resources
1. Two Treatises of Government by John Locke
This foundational work by John Locke lays the groundwork for modern political philosophy.
The second treatise, in particular, outlines Locke’s theories on natural rights, the social
contract, and the right of people to overthrow unjust governments. It challenges the divine
right of kings and advocates for government as a protector of life, liberty, and property.

2. Leviathan by Thomas Hobbes
Hobbes' Leviathan presents a contrasting view to Locke’s theories, arguing for a powerful
sovereign to prevent societal chaos. It explores the social contract as a means to escape
the brutish nature of life in a state of nature. This book is essential for understanding the
evolution of political philosophy that influenced Locke’s ideas.

3. The Social Contract by Jean-Jacques Rousseau
Rousseau’s classic work builds on Locke’s ideas about the social contract but emphasizes
popular sovereignty and the general will. It argues that legitimate political authority arises
from a collective agreement among free individuals. The book explores themes of freedom,
equality, and direct democracy.



4. Democracy in America by Alexis de Tocqueville
Tocqueville analyzes the strengths and weaknesses of American democracy, drawing on
principles similar to those in Locke’s treatise. He examines the balance between liberty and
equality and the role of civil society. This work provides insight into the practical application
of Locke’s political theories.

5. The Spirit of the Laws by Montesquieu
Montesquieu introduces the idea of separation of powers, which complements Locke’s
advocacy for limited government. His analysis of different forms of government and the
importance of checks and balances has influenced modern constitutional design. The book
is a key text in understanding political liberty.

6. On Liberty by John Stuart Mill
Mill’s essay expands on Locke’s ideas about individual freedom and the limits of state
power. It argues for the protection of personal liberties against societal and governmental
interference, emphasizing freedom of expression and thought. This work remains influential
in liberal political philosophy.

7. Natural Rights and the New Republicanism by Catherine MacKinnon
This book explores the development of natural rights theory from Locke’s era to modern
interpretations. It discusses how Locke’s ideas about property and government have
evolved in contemporary political thought. The author examines the balance between
individual rights and collective responsibilities.

8. The Idea of Justice by Amartya Sen
Sen critiques traditional theories of justice, including those rooted in social contract theory
like Locke’s. He advocates for a more practical and pluralistic approach to justice that
considers actual human experiences. This book broadens understanding of political
philosophy beyond idealized contracts.

9. John Locke and the Politics of Moral Consensus by John Horton
Horton offers a detailed analysis of Locke’s political philosophy, focusing on the role of
moral consensus in society. He explores Locke’s influence on liberal thought and the
tension between individual rights and community values. This book provides a
contemporary perspective on Locke’s enduring relevance.
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