TWO TREATISES OF GOVERNMENT BY JOHN LOCKE

TWO TREATISES OF GOVERNMENT BY JOHN LOCKE STAND AS FOUNDATIONAL TEXTS IN THE HISTORY OF POLITICAL PHILOSOPHY
AND MODERN LIBERAL THOUGHT. W/RITTEN IN THE LATE 17TH CENTURY, THESE TREATISES ARTICULATE LOCKE’S THEORIES ON
CIVIL SOCIETY, NATURAL RIGHTS, AND THE SOCIAL CONTRACT, PROFOUNDLY INFLUENCING THE DEVELOPMENT OF
CONSTITUTIONAL GOVERNMENT AND DEMOCRATIC PRINCIPLES. THE FIRST TREATISE IS A CRITIQUE OF THE DIVINE RIGHT OF KINGS,
WHILE THE SECOND TREATISE LAYS OUT LOCKE’S VISION OF LEGITIMATE GOVERNMENT BASED ON CONSENT AND THE PROTECTION
OF PROPERTY. THIS ARTICLE EXPLORES THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT, KEY THEMES, AND LASTING IMPACT OF THE Two TREATISES
OF GOVERNMENT BYJOHN LOCKE, SHEDDING LIGHT ON WHY THIS WORK REMAINS A CORNERSTONE IN POLITICAL THEORY. THE
DISCUSSION WILL COVER LOCKE’S VIEWS ON NATURAL LAW/, INDIVIDUAL RIGHTS, THE ROLE OF GOVERNMENT, AND THE RIGHT OF
REVOLUTION. FOLLOWING THIS INTRODUCTION, A DETAILED TABLE OF CONTENTS WILL GUIDE THE EXPLORATION OF THESE
CRITICAL ASPECTS.
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HisToricAL CONTEXT AND BACKGROUND

THE TWO TREATISES OF GOVERNMENT BY JOHN LOCKE WERE WRITTEN DURING A PERIOD OF SIGNIFICANT POLITICAL UPHEAVAL IN
ENGLAND. THE GLORIOUS REVOLUTION OF 1688 ESTABLISHED PARLIAMENTARY SUPREMACY OVER THE MONARCHY,
CHALLENGING THE LONG-HELD DOCTRINE OF THE DIVINE RIGHT OF KINGS. LOCKE’S TREATISES WERE PUBLISHED ANONYMOUSLY IN
1689, REFLECTING HIS RESPONSE TO THE POLITICAL CONTROVERSIES OF HIS TIME. THE WORK DIRECTLY COUNTERS THE
ABSOLUTIST CLAIMS MADE BY ROBERT FILMER IN HIS DEFENSE OF MONARCHICAL AUTHORITY. LOCKE’S WRITINGS EMERGED AS A
PHILOSOPHICAL FOUNDATION FOR CONSTITUTIONALISM, INDIVIDUAL LIBERTY, AND THE LIMITATION OF GOVERNMENT POWER,
SETTING THE STAGE FOR MODERN DEMOCRATIC THOUGHT.

OVERVIEW OF THE FIRST TREATISE

THE FIRST TREATISE IN LOCKE’S WORK SYSTEMATICALLY REFUTES THE IDEA THAT MONARCHS DERIVE THEIR AUTHORITY FROM
DIVINE RIGHT. LOCKE DISSECTS THE ARGUMENTS PRESENTED BY SIR ROBERT FILMER, PARTICULARLY IN FILMER’S BOOK

Pa TRIARCHA, WHICH JUSTIFIED THE ABSOLUTE POWER OF KINGS AS GOD-GIVEN. LOCKE ARGUES THAT NO SCRIPTURAL BASIS
EXISTS FOR THIS CLAIM AND THAT POLITICAL AUTHORITY CANNOT BE INHERITED FROM ADAM/ THE BIBLICAL FIRST MAN. THIS
SECTION ESTABLISHES THE GROUNDWORK FOR LOCKE’S MORE POSITIVE THEORIES IN THE SECOND TREATISE BY REJECTING
HEREDITARY ABSOLUTISM AND EMPHASIZING REASON AND CONSENT AS SOURCES OF LEGITIMATE GOVERNMENT.

CorEe IDEAS IN THE SECOND TREATISE

THE SECOND TREATISE OF GOVERNMENT BYJOHN LOCKE PRESENTS A CONSTRUCTIVE THEORY OF POLITICAL SOCIETY. LOCKE
BEGINS WITH THE STATE OF NATURE, A CONDITION IN WHICH INDIVIDUALS ARE FREE AND EQUAL, GOVERNED BY NATURAL LAW.



HE DESCRIBES HOW PEOPLE ENTER INTO A SOCIAL CONTRACT TO FORM A GOVERNMENT THAT PROTECTS THEIR NATURAL RIGHTS.
UNLIKE THE FIRST TREATISE, WHICH IS MOSTLY CRITICAL, THE SECOND OUTLINES LOCKE’S VISION OF A LIMITED GOVERNMENT
BASED ON POPULAR SOVEREIGNTY AND THE RULE OF LAW. THIS TREATISE PROFOUNDLY INFLUENCED THE DEVELOPMENT OF
LIBERAL DEMOCRACY BY ARTICULATING THE PRINCIPLES OF INDIVIDUAL LIBERTY AND POLITICAL OBLIGATION.

STATE oF NATURE AND NATURAL LAW

LOCKE’S CONCEPT OF THE STATE OF NATURE IS CENTRAL TO HIS POLITICAL PHILOSOPHY. IN THIS CONDITION, INDIVIDUALS
POSSESS NATURAL RIGHTS TO LIFE, LIBERTY, AND PROPERTY , GOVERNED BY NATURAL LAW WHICH DICTATES THAT NO ONE
SHOULD HARM ANOTHER IN THEIR LIFE, HEALTH, LIBERTY, OR POSSESSIONS. THE STATE OF NATURE IS NOT A STATE OF CHAOS
BUT OF RELATIVE PEACE AND EQUALITY, WHERE REASON GUIDES BEHAVIOR. HO\X/EVER, INCONVENIENCES ARISE DUE TO THE LACK
OF IMPARTIAL ENFORCEMENT OF NATURAL LAW, MOTIVATING INDIVIDUALS TO ESTABLISH GOVERNMENT.

THe ForMATION oF CIVIL SOCIETY

ACCORDING TO LOCKE, INDIVIDUALS CONSENT TO FORM A CIVIL SOCIETY TO OVERCOME THE LIMITATIONS OF THE STATE OF
NATURE. THIS SOCIAL CONTRACT INVOLVES TRANSFERRING CERTAIN RIGHTS TO A GOVERNMENT THAT ENFORCES LAWS AND
PROTECTS PROPERTY. THE GOVERNMENT’S LEGITIMACY DEPENDS ON ITS ABILITY TO SECURE THE NATURAL RIGHTS OF ITS
CITIZENS. THIS CONTRACT IS VOLUNTARY AND CONDITIONAL, EMPHASIZING THAT POLITICAL POWER IS DERIVED FROM THE
CONSENT OF THE GOVERNED.

NATURAL RIGHTS AND PROPERTY

ONE OF LOCKE’S MOST INFLUENTIAL CONTRIBUTIONS IN THE TWO TREATISES OF GOVERNMENT BYJOHN LOCKE IS HIS THEORY OF
NATURAL RIGHTS, PARTICULARLY THE RIGHT TO PROPERTY. LOCKE ARGUES THAT PROPERTY RIGHTS ORIGINATE FROM AN
INDIVIDUAL’S LABOR AND EFFORT. BY MIXING ONE’S LABOR WITH NATURAL RESOURCES, A PERSON GAINS OWNERSHIP OVER
THOSE RESOURCES. PROPERTY IS NOT LIMITED TO PHYSICAL POSSESSIONS BUT EXTENDS TO LIFE AND LIBERTY AS WELL.
LOCKE’S EMPHASIS ON PROPERTY RIGHTS JUSTIFIES PRIVATE OWNERSHIP AND ECONOMIC FREEDOM WITHIN A FRAMEW ORK OF
NATURAL LAW.

® PROPERTY IS A NATURAL EXTENSION OF LABOR.
® |[NDIVIDUALS HAVE A RIGHT TO THE FRUITS OF THEIR LABOR.
o GOVERNMENT MUST PROTECT PROPERTY RIGHTS TO MAINTAIN LEGITIMACY.

® PROPERTY RIGHTS ARE LIMITED BY THE PRINCIPLE THAT ENOUGH AND AS GOOD MUST BE LEFT FOR OTHERS.

THE SoclAL CONTRACT AND GOVERNMENT

LOCKE’S SOCIAL CONTRACT THEORY ASSERTS THAT GOVERNMENTS EXIST TO SERVE THE PEOPLE BY PROTECTING THEIR
NATURAL RIGHTS. UNLIKE ABSOLUTE MONARCHIES, LEGITIMATE GOVERNMENTS OPERATE WITH THE CONSENT OF THE GOVERNED
AND ARE BOUND BY LAWS THAT ENSURE JUSTICE AND EQUALITY. LOCKE IDENTIFIES THREE PRIMARY FUNCTIONS OF GOVERNMENT:
MAKING LAWS, EXECUTING LAWS, AND ADJUDICATING DISPUTES. HE ADVOCATES FOR A SEPARATION OF POWERS TO PREVENT
TYRANNY AND PROMOTE ACCOUNTABILITY. THE GOVERNMENT’S AUTHORITY IS NOT ABSOLUTE BUT CONDITIONAL ON
RESPECTING THE RIGHTS OF ITS CITIZENS.



SEPARATION OF POWERS

LOCKE PROPOSES DIVIDING GOVERNMENT AUTHORITY TO AVOID CONCENTRATION OF POWER THAT COULD LEAD TO DESPOTISM.
LEGISLATIVE POWER SHOULD BE DISTINCT FROM EXECUTIVE POWER, AND BOTH MUST BE ACCOUNTABLE TO THE PEOPLE. THis
EARLY ARTICULATION OF SEPARATION OF POWERS INFLUENCED LATER POLITICAL THINKERS AND THE FRAMERS OF MODERN
CONSTITUTIONS.

CoNSENT AND PoLITICAL OBLIGATION

POLITICAL OBLIGATION ARISES FROM THE CONSENT INDIVIDUALS GIVE TO BE GOVERNED. THIS CONSENT CAN BE EXPLICIT OR
TACIT BUT IS ESSENTIAL FOR THE LEGITIMACY OF ANY POLITICAL AUTHORITY. IF A GOVERNMENT FAILS TO PROTECT NATURAL
RIGHTS OR ACTS AGAINST THE COMMON INTEREST, IT LOSES ITS CLAIM TO AUTHORITY, AND CITIZENS ARE NO LONGER BOUND TO
OBEY.

THE RIGHT oF REVOLUTION

A GROUNDBREAKING ELEMENT OF THE TWO TREATISES OF GOVERNMENT BYJOHN LOCKE IS THE ASSERTION THAT CITIZENS HOLD
THE RIGHT TO REVOLT AGAINST UNJUST GOVERNMENTS. W/HEN RULERS VIOLATE THE SOCIAL CONTRACT BY INFRINGING ON
NATURAL RIGHTS OR GOVERNING WITHOUT CONSENT, THE PEOPLE CAN JUSTIFIABLY RESIST AND REPLACE THE GOVERNMENT. THis
RIGHT OF REVOLUTION IS A SAFEGUARD AGAINST TYRANNY AND OPPRESSION, EMPOWERING INDIVIDUALS TO UPHOLD JUSTICE
AND LIBERTY. LOCKE’S JUSTIFICATION FOR REVOLUTION INFLUENCED POLITICAL MOVEMENTS AND DECLARATIONS W ORLDWIDE,
INCLUDING THE AMERICAN AND FRENCH REVOLUTIONS.

IMPACT AND LEGACY

THE INFLUENCE OF THE TWO TREATISES OF GOVERNMENT BY JOHN LOCKE EXTENDS BEYOND ITS ORIGINAL 17 TH-CENTURY
CONTEXT. LOCKE’S IDEAS SHAPED THE ENLIGHTENMENT AND BECAME A CORNERSTONE OF MODERN LIBERAL POLITICAL THEORY. His
ARTICULATION OF NATURAL RIGHTS, LIMITED GOVERNMENT, AND POPULAR SOVEREIGNTY INFORMED THE DRAFTING OF
FOUNDATIONAL DOCUMENTS SUCH AS THE UNITED STATES DECLARATION OF INDEPENDENCE AND THE CONSTITUTION. LOCKE’S
WORK CONTINUES TO BE STUDIED IN POLITICAL SCIENCE, PHILOSOPHY, AND LEGAL THEORY , UNDERSCORING ITS ENDURING
RELEVANCE IN DEBATES OVER FREEDOM, DEMOCRACY, AND THE RULE OF LAW.

FREQUENTLY AskeD QUESTIONS

\WHAT ARE THE MAIN THEMES OF JOHN Locke’s ‘Two TREATISES OF GOVERNMENT '?

THE MAIN THEMES INCLUDE THE CRITIQUE OF ABSOLUTE MONARCHY, THE THEORY OF NATURAL RIGHTS (LIFE, LIBERTY, AND
PROPERTY), THE SOCIAL CONTRACT, AND THE JUSTIFICATION OF GOVERNMENT AUTHORITY BASED ON THE CONSENT OF THE
GOVERNED.

How bib ‘Two TREATISES OF GOVERNMENT' INFLUENCE MODERN POLITICAL THOUGHT?

LOCKE'S WORK LAID THE FOUNDATION FOR LIBERAL DEMOCRACY BY ADVOCATING FOR INDIVIDUAL RIGHTS, SEPARATION OF
POWERS, AND THE IDEA THAT GOVERNMENTAL AUTHORITY MUST BE DERIVED FROM THE CONSENT OF THE PEOPLE, INFLUENCING
DOCUMENTS LIKE THE US DECLARATION OF INDEPENDENCE AND THE CONSTITUTION.

WHAT IS LOCKE’S CONCEPT OF THE SOCIAL CONTRACT IN THE 'Two TREATISES OF



GOVERNMENT'?

LOCKE'S SOCIAL CONTRACT THEORY POSITS THAT INDIVIDUALS CONSENT TO FORM A GOVERNMENT TO PROTECT THEIR
NATURAL RIGHTS, AND IF THE GOVERNMENT FAILS TO DO SO OR BECOMES TYRANNICAL, THE PEOPLE HAVE THE RIGHT TO
OVERTHROW IT.

How DOES LOCKE DIFFERENTIATE BETWEEN THE STATE OF NATURE AND CIVIL SOCIETY
IN HIS ‘'Two TREATISES OF GOVERNMENT'?

IN THE STATE OF NATURE, INDIVIDUALS HAVE NATURAL RIGHTS BUT LACK A COMMON AUTHORITY TO RESOLVE DISPUTES; CIVIL
SOCIETY IS FORMED WHEN PEOPLE COLLECTIVELY AGREE TO ESTABLISH A GOVERNMENT TO PROTECT THEIR RIGHTS AND MAINTAIN
ORDER.

\WHY DID JoHN Locke WRITE THE ‘Two TREATISES OF GOVERNMENT'?

LOCKE WROTE THE TREATISES TO CHALLENGE THE DIVINE RIGHT OF KINGS AND THE ABSOLUTE MONARCHY ESPOUSED BY ROBERT
FILMER, ADVOCATING INSTEAD FOR POLITICAL AUTHORITY BASED ON NATURAL RIGHTS AND POPULAR CONSENT, PARTICULARLY
IN THE CONTEXT OF THE GLORIOUS REVOLUTION.

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

1. LEVIATHAN BY THOMAS HoBBES

THIS FOUNDATIONAL WORK IN POLITICAL PHILOSOPHY CONTRASTS SHARPLY WITH JOHN LOCKE’S VIEWS IN “Two TREATISES
oF GOVERNMENT.” HOBBES ARGUES FOR A STRONG, CENTRALIZED AUTHORITY TO AVOID THE CHAOS OF THE STATE OF NATURE,
WHICH HE DESCRIBES AS “SOLITARY, POOR, NASTY, BRUTISH, AND SHORT.” THE BOOK EXPLORES THE SOCIAL CONTRACT AND
THE NECESSITY OF AN ABSOLUTE SOVEREIGN, PROVIDING A CRUCIAL COUNTERPOINT TO LOCKE’S LIBERAL IDEAS ABOUT
GOVERNMENT AND INDIVIDUAL RIGHTS.

2. Seconp TREATISE OF GOVERNMENT BY JOHN L OCKE

THIS IS LOCKE’S OWN SEMINAL TEXT WHERE HE OUTLINES HIS THEORIES OF NATURAL RIGHTS, GOVERNMENT BY CONSENT, AND
PROPERTY OWNERSHIP. |T ARGUES AGAINST ABSOLUTE MONARCHY AND FOR A GOVERNMENT THAT IS LIMITED AND ACCOUNTABLE
TO THE PEOPLE. THE WORK LAID THE INTELLECTUAL FOUNDATION FOR MODERN DEMOCRACY AND INFLUENCED THE DEVELOPMENT
OF CONSTITUTIONAL GOVERNMENT.

3. THE SociaL CONTRACT BY JEAN-JACQUES ROUSSEAU

ROUSSEAU’S WORK BUILDS ON AND DIVERGES FROM LOCKE’S IDEAS ABOUT GOVERNMENT AND SOCIETY. HE EMPHASIZES THE
CONCEPT OF POPULAR SOVEREIGNTY AND THE GENERAL WILL, ADVOCATING FOR A COLLECTIVE FORM OF FREEDOM THROUGH
PARTICIPATION IN DIRECT DEMOCRACY. THIS BOOK IS A KEY TEXT IN UNDERSTANDING THE EVOLUTION OF SOCIAL CONTRACT
THEORY AND POLITICAL LEGITIMACY.

4. DEMOCRACY AND LIBERTY: THE POLITICAL PHiLoSOPHY OF JoHN L ocke BY C.B. MACPHERSON

THIS SCHOLARLY BOOK DELVES INTO LOCKE’S POLITICAL PHILOSOPHY, FOCUSING ON HIS IDEAS OF DEMOCRACY, LIBERTY, AND
PROPERTY. MACPHERSON EXAMINES LLOCKE’S INFLUENCE ON LIBERAL POLITICAL THOUGHT AND CRITIQUES THE LIMITATIONS OF HIS
THEORIES IN THE CONTEXT OF MODERN DEMOCRATIC SOCIETIES. |T OFFERS A DEEP ANALYSIS OF LOCKE’S CONTRIBUTIONS TO
POLITICAL THEORY.

5. Two TrREATISES oF GOVERNMENT: AN EpiTion wiTH CRITICAL ESSAYS EDITED BY PETER LASLETT

THIS EDITION PROVIDES THE FULL TEXT OF Locke’s “Two TREATISES” ACCOMPANIED BY CRITICAL ESSAYS FROM VARIOUS
SCHOLARS. |T OFFERS HISTORICAL CONTEXT AND DIVERSE INTERPRETATIONS, MAKING IT AN ESSENTIAL RESOURCE FOR STUDENTS
AND RESEARCHERS. THE VOLUME HELPS READERS UNDERSTAND THE SIGNIFICANCE AND ENDURING IMPACT OF LOCKE’S WORK.

6. NATURAL RIGHTS AND THE RIGHT To CHOOSE BY STEPHEN HoLMES

HOLMES EXPLORES THE PHILOSOPHICAL UNDERPINNINGS OF NATURAL RIGHTS THEORY AS ARTICULATED BY LOCKE AND ITS
IMPLICATIONS FOR MODERN POLITICAL AND LEGAL SYSTEMS. THE BOOK DISCUSSES HOW LOCKE’S IDEAS ON INDIVIDUAL RIGHTS
AND GOVERNMENT CONSENT CONTINUE TO SHAPE CONTEMPORARY DEBATES ON LIBERTY AND JUSTICE. |T IS AN INSIGHTFUL
EXAMINATION OF THE CONNECTION BETWEEN MORAL PHILOSOPHY AND POLITICAL PRACTICE.



7. PROPERTY AND POLITICAL THEORY: LOCKE’S LEGACY BY GEORGE KATEB

THIS BOOK INVESTIGATES LOCKE’S THEORY OF PROPERTY AND ITS INFLUENCE ON POLITICAL THOUGHT AND PRACTICE. KATEB
ANALYZES THE ETHICAL AND POLITICAL DIMENSIONS OF PROPERTY RIGHTS AS PRESENTED IN THE “Two TREATISES,”
HIGHLIGHTING THEIR SIGNIFICANCE IN LIBERAL DEMOCRACIES. THE WORK OFFERS A CRITICAL PERSPECTIVE ON LOCKE’S IMPACT ON
NOTIONS OF OWNERSHIP AND GOVERNANCE.

8. FOUNDATIONS OF MODERN POLITICAL THOUGHT BY (QUENTIN SKINNER

SKINNER’S COMPREHENSIVE STUDY SITUATES LOCKE WITHIN THE BROADER HISTORY OF POLITICAL IDEAS, EXPLORING THE
INTELLECTUAL CONTEXT OF THE “Two TREATISES OF GOVERNMENT.” THE BOOK COVERS THE RENAISSANCE AND EARLY MODERN
PERIOD, TRACING THE DEVELOPMENT OF CONCEPTS SUCH AS SOVEREIGNTY, LIBERTY, AND THE SOCIAL CONTRACT. IT IS A KEY
TEXT FOR UNDERSTANDING THE HISTORICAL AND PHILOSOPHICAL BACKGROUND OF LOCKE’S WORK.

Q. Jorn Locke AND THE PoLITICS oF MorAL CONSENSUS BY JOHN DUNN

DUNN’S BOOK EXAMINES LOCKE’S POLITICAL PHILOSOPHY WITH A FOCUS ON THE ROLE OF MORAL CONSENSUS IN THE FORMATION
OF GOVERNMENT. HE DISCUSSES HOW L OCKE’S IDEAS ADDRESS THE CHALLENGES OF PLURALISM AND DISAGREEMENT IN SOCIETY,
EMPHASIZING TOLERANCE AND COOPERATION. THIS WORK PROVIDES A NUANCED INTERPRETATION OF LOCKE’S VISION FOR STABLE
AND JUST GOVERNANCE.
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