second treatise of civil government

second treatise of civil government is a seminal political work authored by
John Locke in the late 17th century. This treatise profoundly influenced the
development of modern political philosophy, particularly ideas about natural
rights, government legitimacy, and the social contract. Locke’s arguments
laid the groundwork for liberal democracy and constitutional government by
asserting that political authority is derived from the consent of the
governed. The second treatise of civil government challenges absolute
monarchy and advocates for the protection of life, liberty, and property as
fundamental rights. This article explores the historical context, key themes,
and enduring impact of Locke’s treatise, providing a comprehensive
understanding of its role in shaping political thought. The following
sections will examine the background of the treatise, its major concepts, and
its influence on modern governance.
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Historical Context of the Second Treatise of
Civil Government

The second treatise of civil government was written during a period of
significant political upheaval in England, specifically around the time of
the Glorious Revolution of 1688. This era was marked by debates over the
divine right of kings and the authority of Parliament. Locke composed the
treatise as a rebuttal to the absolutist theories championed by figures such
as Thomas Hobbes and Robert Filmer. Whereas Filmer defended the divine right
of kings, Locke argued for a government based on the consent of free
individuals. The treatise emerged in response to the political instability of
the 17th century, including the English Civil War and the subsequent
establishment of constitutional monarchy.

Influence of Previous Political Theories

Locke’s second treatise was heavily influenced by earlier political writings
and philosophical traditions. Hobbes’ Leviathan had depicted a strong
sovereign as necessary to avoid chaos and civil war. In contrast, Locke
emphasized individual freedoms and limited government power. Additionally,
the treatise engages with the ideas of classical philosophers like Aristotle
and Cicero, particularly regarding natural law and justice. Locke synthesized
these influences to develop a novel theory that justified rebellion against
unjust rulers and prioritized individual rights.



Political Climate of 17th Century England

The political environment in England during Locke’s time was characterized by
tension between monarchy and Parliament. The execution of King Charles I and
the brief republican period under Oliver Cromwell challenged traditional
authority. The restoration of the monarchy with Charles II and later James II
reignited conflicts over religious and political freedoms. The Glorious
Revolution ultimately established William and Mary as constitutional
monarchs, reinforcing parliamentary sovereignty. Locke’s second treatise of
civil government provided the ideological foundation for this transition by
advocating for a government accountable to the people.

Core Principles and Key Themes

The second treatise of civil government articulates several core principles
that define Locke’s political philosophy. Central to the treatise is the idea
that legitimate government must be based on the consent of the governed and
must protect the natural rights of individuals. Locke rejects absolute
monarchy and asserts that political power is conditional and subject to the
rule of law. The treatise also outlines the state of nature, the social
contract, and the right of revolution as foundational concepts.

State of Nature

Locke describes the state of nature as a pre-political condition where
individuals are free and equal, governed by natural law. In this state,
people possess natural rights, including life, liberty, and property, and
have the ability to enforce natural justice. Unlike Hobbes’ depiction of the
state of nature as a war of all against all, Locke views it as generally
peaceful but inconvenient due to the lack of impartial authority. This
inconvenience motivates individuals to form governments.

Social Contract

The second treatise posits that individuals consent to form a civil society
to protect their natural rights more effectively. Through the social
contract, people collectively agree to establish a government that derives
its authority from their consent. This government is tasked with creating and
enforcing laws that reflect the public good. Locke emphasizes that the social
contract is conditional, meaning the government must respect the rights it is
created to protect or risk losing legitimacy.

The Social Contract and Government Legitimacy

Government legitimacy is a cornerstone of Locke’s second treatise of civil
government. Locke argues that political power is only legitimate if it arises
from the consent of free individuals. Authority that infringes on natural
rights without consent is tyrannical and illegitimate. The treatise
elaborates on the responsibilities of rulers and the rights of citizens,
establishing a framework for constitutionalism and limited government.



Consent of the Gowverned

Locke insists that the foundation of political authority is the explicit or
tacit consent of the governed. This consent can be expressed through
participation in political processes or acceptance of government protection.
Without consent, any exercise of power is unjust. This principle challenges
hereditary monarchy and supports democratic governance.

Right of Revolution

A significant contribution of the second treatise is the assertion that
citizens have the right to overthrow a government that violates their natural
rights or breaches the social contract. Locke justifies revolution as a last
resort to restore lawful government and protect individual freedoms. This
idea influenced later democratic movements and the development of
constitutional protections against tyranny.

Natural Rights: Life, Liberty, and Property

At the heart of Locke’s second treatise of civil government is the doctrine
of natural rights. Locke identifies life, liberty, and property as
inalienable rights inherent to all individuals. Protecting these rights is
the primary purpose of government, and any authority failing to do so loses
its legitimacy. This concept has had profound implications for legal and
political systems worldwide.

Definition and Importance of Natural Rights

Locke argues that natural rights exist independently of government and are
derived from natural law. The right to life protects individuals from harm;
liberty ensures freedom of action within the bounds of natural law; property
encompasses ownership derived from labor and acquisition. These rights form
the basis for justice and ethical governance.

Role of Property in Locke’s Theory

Property holds a unique place in Locke’s philosophy. He contends that
individuals gain property rights through mixing their labor with resources in
the state of nature. Property rights justify economic freedom and are
essential for individual autonomy. Locke’s emphasis on property influenced
later economic theories and legal frameworks protecting private ownership.

Impact and Legacy in Modern Political Thought

The second treatise of civil government has had a lasting impact on political
theory, constitutional development, and democratic ideals. Its principles
informed the American Revolution, the drafting of the United States
Declaration of Independence, and the formation of liberal democracies
worldwide. Locke’s ideas continue to underpin contemporary discussions on
human rights and governance.



Influence on American and French Revolutions

Locke’s treatise directly inspired revolutionary leaders and thinkers in
America and France. The emphasis on natural rights and government by consent
resonated with the Founding Fathers and Enlightenment philosophers. The
Declaration of Independence echoes Locke’s assertion of life, liberty, and
the pursuit of happiness as fundamental rights. Similarly, the French
Declaration of the Rights of Man reflects Locke’s principles of equality and
popular sovereignty.

Enduring Relevance in Political Philosophy

The second treatise remains a foundational text in political philosophy,
studied for its clear articulation of liberal principles. Contemporary
debates on civil liberties, constitutionalism, and the limits of state power
often reference Locke’s work. The treatise’s framework for balancing
individual rights with governmental authority continues to shape legal and
political institutions globally.

Written in response to absolutism and political turmoil

Advocates government based on consent and natural law

e Defines natural rights as 1life, liberty, and property

Establishes the right of revolution against tyranny

Influences modern democratic principles and constitutionalism

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of John Locke's Second
Treatise of Civil Government?

The main theme is the establishment of political society through a social
contract to protect natural rights, including life, liberty, and property.

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

Locke describes the state of nature as a state of perfect freedom and
equality where individuals are bound by natural law but without a common
authority to enforce it.

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

Consent is crucial as legitimate government authority arises only from the
consent of the governed, forming the basis of the social contract.



According to Locke, what justifies the right of
people to revolt against their government?

People have the right to revolt if the government fails to protect their
natural rights or acts against the common good, breaking the social contract.

What is Locke's view on property in the Second
Treatise of Civil Government?

Locke argues that property is a natural right derived from one's labor mixing
with resources from nature, and government should protect this right.

How does Locke distinguish between legislative and
executive power in the Second Treatise?

Locke separates powers by assigning the legislative power to make laws and
the executive power to enforce laws, ensuring a balance to prevent tyranny.

What is the significance of the 'state of war' in
Locke's Second Treatise?

The state of war occurs when one person attempts to exert arbitrary power
over another, Jjustifying self-defense and the establishment of government to
prevent such conflicts.

How does Locke's Second Treatise influence modern
democracy?

It lays the foundation for modern democracy by advocating government based on
consent, protection of rights, separation of powers, and the right to
revolution.

What is Locke's concept of the social contract in the
Second Treatise of Civil Government?

The social contract is an agreement among individuals to form a government
that protects their natural rights in exchange for some surrender of
individual freedoms.

Why is the Second Treatise of Civil Government
considered a foundational text in political
philosophy?

Because it systematically articulates ideas about natural rights, government

legitimacy, consent, and the right to revolution, influencing liberal
political thought and constitutional design.

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 specifically addresses the nature of civil
society, government, and the rights of individuals. Locke argues for the
protection of life, liberty, and property as fundamental rights and justifies
the overthrow of tyrannical governments.

2. On Liberty by John Stuart Mill

Mill’s classic work builds on Locke’s ideas about individual freedom and the
limits of state power. It explores the balance between authority and liberty,
advocating for personal autonomy as long as one does not harm others. This
book is essential for understanding liberal political thought in the context
of civil government.

3. The Social Contract by Jean-Jacques Rousseau

Rousseau’s treatise contrasts with Locke’s views by emphasizing the
collective will and popular sovereignty. He introduces the concept of the
general will as the basis for legitimate government authority. The book is a
key text in discussions about democracy and the formation of civil society.

4. Democracy in America by Alexis de Tocqueville

Tocqueville analyzes the strengths and weaknesses of democracy, particularly
in the United States. His work offers insights into how democratic
institutions function in practice and the importance of civil society and
political culture. It is a critical companion to Locke’s ideas on government
and individual rights.

5. Leviathan by Thomas Hobbes

Hobbes presents a contrasting view to Locke’s social contract theory,
advocating for a strong, centralized authority to prevent societal chaos. His
depiction of the state of nature as "solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and
short" informs his justification for absolute sovereignty. This book provides
a fundamental perspective on the origins and purpose of government.

6. Political Liberalism by John Rawls

Rawls revisits social contract theory in the 20th century, offering a
framework for justice as fairness within pluralistic societies. His ideas
about the original position and veil of ignorance build on Locke’s emphasis
on rational individuals agreeing to governance. The book deeply influences
contemporary political philosophy and discussions about civil rights.

7. Rights of Man by Thomas Paine

Paine’s work is a passionate defense of the principles of liberty and
equality inspired by the Enlightenment and Locke’s writings. He argues
against hereditary government and monarchy, promoting democratic
republicanism. This book played a crucial role in popularizing revolutionary
ideas about civil government.

8. The Spirit of the Laws by Montesquieu

Montesquieu’s influential treatise explores the separation of powers within
government to prevent tyranny. His analysis of different political systems
complements Locke’s advocacy for limited government and protection of
individual rights. The book has shaped modern constitutional theory.

9. Justice as Fairness: A Restatement by John Rawls

In this concise restatement, Rawls clarifies and expands upon his original
theories of justice and political legitimacy. His approach continues the
tradition of social contract theory by emphasizing fairness and equality
within civil government. The text is essential for understanding contemporary
debates on political justice.
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