john locke two treatises of government

The Enduring Legacy of John Locke's Two Treatises of Government

john locke two treatises of government stands as a monumental work in
political philosophy, profoundly shaping Western thought and influencing
revolutions across continents. Published in 1689, this seminal text,
comprising two distinct treatises, offers a robust defense of
constitutionalism and a radical re-examination of the divine right of kings.
Locke meticulously argues for natural rights, the consent of the governed,
and the right to revolution, concepts that remain central to modern
democratic ideals. This article delves into the intricate arguments presented
in Locke's masterpiece, exploring its historical context, core philosophical
tenets, and lasting impact on political theory and practice. We will dissect
the First Treatise's refutation of patriarchal absolutism and the Second
Treatise's exposition of natural law, property, and civil society.

Table of Contents

Introduction to John Locke's Two Treatises of Government

The Historical Context and Purpose of the Treatises
Deconstructing the First Treatise: Against Sir Robert Filmer
The Doctrine of Natural Rights in the Second Treatise

The State of Nature and the Law of Nature

Property Rights: Locke's Cornerstone Argument

The Social Contract and the Formation of Civil Society

The Limits of Political Power and the Right to Revolution

The Role of Government and Its Separation of Powers

The Enduring Influence and Legacy of Two Treatises of Government

The Historical Context and Purpose of the
Treatises

John Locke's Two Treatises of Government emerged from a period of intense
political turmoil in England. The Glorious Revolution of 1688, which saw the
deposition of James II and the accession of William and Mary, provided the
immediate backdrop for Locke's intellectual intervention. Sir Robert Filmer's
Patriarcha, a defense of the divine right of kings based on a supposed
inheritance of patriarchal authority from Adam, had gained considerable
traction. Locke's primary objective was to dismantle Filmer's absolutist
claims and provide a philosophical foundation for a government based on
consent and natural rights, thereby justifying the revolutionary settlement.

The treatise was a direct challenge to the prevailing notion that monarchs
held absolute power by divine appointment. Locke sought to articulate a
theory of legitimate government that would safeguard individual liberties and



prevent tyranny. This involved a radical departure from traditional
justifications for political authority, moving away from inherited power and
towards the consent of the governed as the sole legitimate source of
governmental power. The political climate necessitated a clear and persuasive
argument for limited government and the rights of the people.

Deconstructing the First Treatise: Against Sir
Robert Filmer

The First Treatise is a thorough and detailed refutation of Sir Robert
Filmer's Patriarcha. Filmer argued that all political authority stems from
Adam, who received his dominion directly from God, and that this authority
was passed down through a line of hereditary patriarchs. Locke systematically
dismantles this argument, point by point, demonstrating its logical
inconsistencies and lack of scriptural support. He argues that there is no
evidence of Adam's divinely ordained dominion being passed on, nor of any
clear method for determining legitimate succession.

Locke asserts that Filmer's theory leads to a chaotic and unfounded basis for
political power, leaving individuals subject to arbitrary rule. He questions
the very premise of paternal power translating into sovereign power,
highlighting the distinction between the natural authority of a father over
his children and the political authority of a ruler over subjects. By
demolishing Filmer's arguments, Locke clears the ground for his own positive
theory of government, which he develops in the Second Treatise.

The Doctrine of Natural Rights in the Second
Treatise

The Second Treatise is where Locke lays out his own influential political
philosophy, centered on the concept of natural rights. These rights are not
granted by any government or monarch but are inherent to all individuals by
virtue of their humanity. Locke identifies life, liberty, and property as the
fundamental natural rights that pre-exist any political society. These rights
are not merely privileges but are inalienable claims that individuals possess
inherently.

Locke's emphasis on natural rights formed a cornerstone of Enlightenment
thought and had a profound impact on subsequent political movements, most
notably the American Revolution. He argued that the purpose of government is
to protect these natural rights, and that any government that fails to do so
forfeits its legitimacy. This idea shifted the focus from the rights of the
ruler to the rights of the ruled, a revolutionary concept for its time.



The State of Nature and the Law of Nature

Locke postulates a "state of nature" as a hypothetical condition prior to the
formation of organized society and government. In this state, individuals are
free and equal, governed not by human laws but by the law of nature. This
law, which Locke believes is discoverable through reason, dictates that no
one ought to harm another in his life, health, liberty, or possessions. The
law of nature is thus synonymous with natural reason, guiding individuals
towards peaceful coexistence and mutual respect.

Within the state of nature, individuals possess the executive power of the
law of nature, meaning they have the right to enforce its precepts. However,
Locke recognizes that the state of nature, while generally peaceful, is prone
to inconveniences and potential conflicts due to the lack of a common judge
and enforcement mechanism. This is the primary motivation for individuals to
leave the state of nature and form civil society.

Property Rights: Locke's Cornerstone Argument

Central to Locke's political philosophy is his theory of property. He argues
that individuals acquire property rights by mixing their labor with the
natural resources available in the world. For instance, when a person
cultivates a piece of land or gathers wild fruit, they are transforming it
with their labor and thus making it their own. This labor imbues the object
with value and separates it from the common stock of nature.

Locke also introduces limitations to his property theory, such as the
"spoilage proviso" (one should not hoard more than one can use before it
spoils) and the "sufficiency proviso" (one should leave enough and as good
for others). However, the advent of money, which does not spoil and can be
accumulated, fundamentally alters the dynamics of property accumulation and
exchange, leading to the necessity of government to regulate and protect
these accumulated possessions.

The Social Contract and the Formation of Civil
Society

Locke's concept of the social contract is not a single, historical event but
rather a continuous process by which individuals consent to relinquish
certain freedoms from the state of nature in exchange for the protection and
benefits of civil society. This consent is the foundation of legitimate
government. Individuals agree to be bound by the laws established by the
majority, and in return, the government pledges to protect their natural



rights, particularly their property.

The formation of civil society is driven by the need to overcome the
inconveniences of the state of nature, such as the absence of a known and
settled law, an impartial judge, and the power to enforce judgments. The
social contract, therefore, is a rational agreement aimed at establishing a
more secure and orderly existence, where individuals can pursue their
interests with greater safety and stability.

The Limits of Political Power and the Right to
Revolution

A crucial aspect of Locke's philosophy is his delineation of the limits of
political power. He argues that government is a trust, and its power is not
absolute but is derived from and limited by the consent of the governed and
the natural rights it is established to protect. If a government acts
contrary to this trust, becoming tyrannical and infringing upon the natural
rights of its citizens, the people have a right to resist and even to
overthrow it.

This right to revolution is not a license for anarchy but a last resort when
all other means of redress have failed. Locke distinguishes between the
arbitrary will of a tyrant and the legitimate authority of a government
acting within its bounds. The ultimate sovereignty, in Locke's view, resides
with the people, who retain the power to alter or abolish a government that
becomes destructive of their ends.

The Role of Government and Its Separation of
Powers

Locke outlines the essential functions of government, which primarily involve
establishing and enforcing laws, adjudicating disputes, and defending the
commonwealth against external threats. He advocates for a separation of
powers, distinguishing between the legislative, executive, and federative
powers of government. The legislative power, which he considers supreme, is
responsible for making laws. The executive power is responsible for enforcing
those laws and for the day-to-day administration of government.

The federative power, in Locke's formulation, concerns the management of
foreign policy and the community's relations with other states. While Locke
doesn't advocate for a strict separation as later articulated by Montesquieu,
his ideas laid the groundwork for this crucial principle of modern
constitutionalism, aiming to prevent the concentration of power and safeguard



against despotism.

The Enduring Influence and Legacy of Two
Treatises of Government

The impact of John Locke's Two Treatises of Government on Western political
thought and practice cannot be overstated. It provided the philosophical
underpinnings for the Glorious Revolution and served as a direct inspiration
for the American Declaration of Independence and the U.S. Constitution. The
concepts of natural rights, consent of the governed, limited government, and
the right to revolution are deeply embedded in democratic societies
worldwide.

Locke's work continues to be studied and debated by political scientists,
philosophers, and legal scholars, offering timeless insights into the nature
of legitimacy, liberty, and the relationship between the individual and the
state. Its emphasis on reason, individual autonomy, and the protection of
fundamental rights remains profoundly relevant in contemporary discussions
about governance and human rights.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary purpose of John Locke's Two
Treatises of Government?

A: The primary purpose of John Locke's Two Treatises of Government was to
refute the theory of the divine right of kings, particularly as articulated
by Sir Robert Filmer, and to establish a philosophical justification for
government based on the consent of the governed and the protection of natural
rights. It aimed to provide a theoretical basis for the Glorious Revolution
of 1688.

Q: What are the key natural rights that John Locke
discusses in the Second Treatise?

A: In the Second Treatise, John Locke identifies life, liberty, and property
as the fundamental natural rights inherent to all individuals. These rights

are considered inalienable and pre-exist the formation of any government or

society.



Q: How does Locke define the state of nature?

A: Locke defines the state of nature as a condition of perfect freedom and
equality, where individuals are governed by the law of nature, discoverable
by reason. In this state, individuals possess the right to enforce the law of
nature themselves. However, it is also characterized by potential
"inconveniences" due to the lack of a common judge and a settled legal
system.

Q: What is Locke's theory of property acquisition?

A: Locke's theory of property acquisition posits that individuals acquire
property rights by mixing their labor with natural resources. By applying
their effort and skill to something that was previously unowned, they
transform it and make it their own.

Q: According to Locke, why do individuals leave the
state of nature to form civil society?

A: Individuals leave the state of nature to form civil society primarily to
overcome its inherent inconveniences. These include the lack of a stable law,
an impartial judge to settle disputes, and the power to enforce judgments,
all of which are necessary for the secure enjoyment of their natural rights,
particularly property.

Q: What does Locke mean by the social contract?

A: Locke's social contract is an agreement where individuals consent to give
up some of their natural freedoms to enter into political society and submit
to the rule of law established by the majority. In return, the government is
obligated to protect their natural rights. This is not necessarily a single
historical event but a continuous process of consent.

Q: Under what circumstances does Locke argue that
people have a right to revolution?

A: Locke argues that people have a right to revolution when a government acts
tyrannically, fundamentally violates their natural rights, and breaks the
trust placed in it by the people. This right is a last resort, invoked when
all other avenues for redress have been exhausted.

Q: How did John Locke's Two Treatises of Government
influence the American Revolution?

A: John Locke's Two Treatises of Government profoundly influenced the



American Revolution by providing the philosophical justification for
independence. Concepts like natural rights (life, liberty, and property), the
consent of the governed, and the right to revolution were directly
incorporated into revolutionary rhetoric and foundational documents like the
Declaration of Independence.
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