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Introduction to Locke's Second Treatise of Government

Locke's Second Treatise of Government is a foundational text in political philosophy that was
published in 1689. Written by the English philosopher John Locke, this work provides a
comprehensive account of his theories regarding the nature of government, human rights, and the
social contract. Locke's ideas have profoundly influenced modern political thought and the
development of democratic governments, particularly in the context of individual liberty and the rule
of law.

The Context of Locke's Philosophy

To understand Locke's Second Treatise, it is essential to consider the historical and philosophical
context in which he wrote. The late 17th century was a period marked by political upheaval in
England, including the English Civil War, the execution of King Charles I, and the eventual Glorious
Revolution of 1688. These events raised critical questions about sovereignty, authority, and
individual rights.

Locke's philosophy draws from various intellectual traditions, including:
e Rationalism: Influenced by the works of Descartes and Spinoza, Locke emphasized the use of
reason in understanding human nature and society.

e Empiricism: Locke's experiences and observations informed his ideas, particularly regarding
human understanding and knowledge.

e Natural Law: The belief in a moral order that is inherent in nature plays a crucial role in
Locke's conception of rights and governance.

Key Concepts in the Second Treatise

Locke's Second Treatise is structured around several key concepts that are essential to
understanding his political theory. These include the state of nature, natural rights, the social
contract, and the right to revolution.

The State of Nature



Locke begins by describing the state of nature, which is a hypothetical condition in which individuals
exist without formal government. In this state, people are free and equal, possessing the natural
rights to life, liberty, and property. However, Locke acknowledges that the state of nature can lead
to conflicts due to the lack of established laws and impartial judges.

Natural Rights

Central to Locke's philosophy are the natural rights that he argues every individual possesses. These
rights are not granted by any government but are inherent to human beings. Locke identifies three
fundamental natural rights:

1. Life: Every individual has the right to live and to have their life protected.

2. Liberty: Individuals are entitled to freedom and autonomy in their choices and actions.

3. Property: The right to own and enjoy property is essential to individual freedom and
prosperity.

Locke argues that the protection of these rights is the primary purpose of government.

The Social Contract

Locke's social contract theory posits that individuals consent to form a government to protect their
natural rights. This contract is not a surrender of freedom but rather an agreement to create a
governing body that derives its authority from the consent of the governed. In this way, the
legitimacy of political power is rooted in the will of the people.

Key points about the social contract include:

e The government is established to serve the public interest and protect individual rights.
 Citizens have the right to withdraw their consent if the government fails to uphold its duties.

e The authority of the government is limited by the rights of individuals.

The Right to Revolution

One of the most significant contributions of Locke's Second Treatise is his assertion of the right to
revolution. Locke argues that if a government violates the natural rights of its citizens or fails to
fulfill its responsibilities, the people have the moral right to resist and overthrow it. This idea has



had a lasting impact on revolutionary movements and the development of democratic principles.

Locke's Influence on Modern Political Thought

Locke's Second Treatise has profoundly shaped modern political philosophy and practice. His ideas
laid the groundwork for several key concepts in contemporary governance:

Influence on Liberal Democracy

Locke's emphasis on individual rights and the consent of the governed is a cornerstone of liberal
democracy. His thoughts on government accountability and citizen participation have influenced
constitutional democracies around the world. Many democratic constitutions, including the United
States Constitution, reflect Locke's principles regarding the protection of natural rights and the
limitation of governmental power.

Human Rights

Locke's articulation of natural rights has contributed to the development of human rights discourse.
The idea that individuals possess inherent rights that must be respected and protected has become a
fundamental tenet of international law and human rights instruments, such as the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights.

Political Revolutions

Locke's right to revolution has inspired numerous political movements throughout history. His ideas
were instrumental in the American Revolution, the French Revolution, and various anti-colonial
movements. Leaders and thinkers have drawn upon Locke's philosophy to justify the overthrow of
oppressive regimes and advocate for democratic governance.

Critiques of Locke's Second Treatise

While Locke's Second Treatise has been highly influential, it has also faced criticism from various
quarters. Some key critiques include:

Exclusion of Certain Groups

Critics argue that Locke's theories primarily reflect the interests of propertied white men, excluding
women, enslaved individuals, and non-European peoples from the social contract. Feminist scholars
and critical theorists have highlighted the limitations of Locke's framework in addressing issues of



gender and race.

The Feasibility of the State of Nature

Some philosophers question the practicality of Locke's state of nature as a starting point for political
theory. Critics argue that it may be overly simplistic to assume that individuals would act rationally
and cooperatively in the absence of government.

Ambiguity in Rights

Locke's definitions of natural rights have been critiqued for being vague and open to interpretation.
This ambiguity can lead to differing views on what constitutes a violation of rights and the
appropriate response to such violations.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Locke's Second Treatise of Government remains a seminal text in political philosophy,
providing critical insights into the nature of government, individual rights, and the social contract.
Its influence is evident in modern democratic practices and human rights discourse. Despite
critiques of its limitations and applicability, Locke's work continues to stimulate debate and
reflection on the principles of liberty, governance, and justice in contemporary society.
Understanding Locke's ideas is essential for anyone interested in the foundations of modern political
thought and the ongoing pursuit of a just and equitable society.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main premise of Locke's Second Treatise of
Government?

The main premise 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?

Locke defines the state of nature as a condition where individuals are free and equal, governed by
natural law, and have the right to pursue their own interests as long as they do not infringe on
others' rights.

What role does property play in Locke's political theory?

Property is central to Locke's theory; he argues that individuals have a right to own property and
that this right is a natural extension of their labor and investment in the resources of the world.



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

The social contract is significant as it outlines how individuals consent to form a government to
protect their rights, and it establishes the moral and political foundations for government authority.

How does Locke justify rebellion against a government?

Locke justifies rebellion when a government fails to protect the natural rights of its citizens or acts
against their interests, as individuals retain the right to defend their rights.

What are Locke's views on the separation of powers?

Locke advocates for a separation of powers within government to prevent abuse, suggesting that the
legislative, executive, and federative powers should be distinct.

In what ways did Locke influence modern democratic thought?

Locke influenced modern democratic thought by promoting ideas such as the importance of
individual rights, the necessity of government consent, and the right to revolt against oppressive
authority.

What is the relationship between liberty and law in Locke's
philosophy?

In Locke's philosophy, liberty is preserved through law; he believes that laws should protect
individual freedoms while maintaining social order, rather than restricting freedoms unnecessarily.

How does Locke differentiate between absolute monarchy and
government based on consent?

Locke differentiates by arguing that absolute monarchy lacks the consent of the governed and thus
violates natural rights, whereas a government based on consent is formed to protect those rights.

What criticisms have been made of Locke's Second Treatise?

Critics argue that Locke's ideas may overlook inequalities inherent in society, that his views on
property can justify colonialism, and that his conception of the state of nature may be overly
idealistic.
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