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Two Treatises of Government is a seminal work by the English philosopher John
Locke, published in 1689. This work is foundational to modern political
philosophy and is considered one of the cornerstones of liberal democracy.
Locke’s treatises articulate his theories on government, human nature, and
the social contract, and they have had a profound impact on political thought
and practice. This article will explore the main themes, arguments, and
implications of Locke's Two Treatises of Government, dividing the discussion
into key sections for clarity.



Historical Context

To understand Locke’s Two Treatises of Government, it is essential to
consider the historical context in which it was written. The late 17th
century in England was marked by significant political turmoil, including the
English Civil War, the Commonwealth under Oliver Cromwell, and the subsequent
Restoration of the monarchy. These events raised questions about authority,
governance, and the rights of individuals.

— The Glorious Revolution of 1688, which saw the overthrow of King James ITI,
was a pivotal moment that influenced Locke’s thinking.

- Locke wrote the treatises in response to the political theories of his
time, particularly those of Robert Filmer, who argued for the divine right of
kings.

Overview of the Two Treatises

Locke’s work is divided into two distinct treatises, each addressing
different aspects of government and political philosophy.

First Treatise

The First Treatise primarily critiques the concept of the divine right of
kings as proposed by Filmer. Locke systematically dismantles Filmer'’s
arguments, asserting that political power does not derive from divine
authority but rather from the consent of the governed.

Key arguments in the First Treatise include:

1. Critique of Filmer'’s Authority: Locke refutes Filmer’s claim that Adam had
absolute authority over his descendants, arguing instead that such power is
not supported by historical evidence or rational thought.

2. Natural Law: Locke emphasizes the concept of natural law, which posits
that all individuals possess inherent rights by virtue of their humanity,
independent of any sovereign authority.

3. Equality of Man: Locke argues that all men are created equal and possess
the same natural rights, thus undermining the idea that certain individuals
are inherently entitled to rule over others.

Second Treatise

The Second Treatise builds upon the ideas presented in the First Treatise and
outlines Locke’s vision for a legitimate government based on the social
contract. In this treatise, Locke lays the groundwork for modern democratic
principles.

Key themes in the Second Treatise include:

1. State of Nature: Locke describes the state of nature as a condition where
individuals are free and equal, governed by natural law. However, he
acknowledges that this state can lead to inconveniences, such as conflicts
over property and rights.

2. Social Contract: Locke introduces the concept of the social contract,
which posits that individuals consent to form a government to protect their



rights. This government is legitimate only if it acts with the consent of the
governed.

3. Government’s Purpose: The primary purpose of government, according to
Locke, 1is to protect the natural rights of life, liberty, and property. If a
government fails to do so, citizens have the right to revolt.

4. Separation of Powers: Locke argues for a separation of powers within
government to prevent tyranny and protect individual freedoms. He advocates
for an executive and legislative branch, each with distinct functions and
responsibilities.

Key Concepts in Locke’s Political Philosophy

Locke’s Two Treatises of Government introduce several key concepts that have
shaped modern political thought.

Natural Rights

One of Locke'’s most significant contributions is the idea of natural rights.
He posits that all individuals possess certain inalienable rights, which
include:

— Life: The right to live and pursue one’s own existence.

- Liberty: The freedom to act according to one’s own will, as long as it does
not infringe on the rights of others.

— Property: The right to acquire, use, and dispose of possessions.

Locke argues that the protection of these rights is essential for a just
society.

Consent of the Gowverned

Locke’s notion of the consent of the governed is foundational to democratic
governance. He asserts that legitimate authority arises from the explicit or
implicit consent of the people. This idea is crucial for understanding the
relationship between citizens and their government.

- Explicit Consent: Citizens agree to form a government and abide by its
laws.

— Implicit Consent: By participating in society and enjoying its benefits,
individuals tacitly agree to the rules and authority of the governing body.

Right to Revolution

Locke’s assertion that citizens have the right to revolt against an unjust
government is a revolutionary idea. He maintains that when a government fails
to protect the natural rights of its citizens, the people are justified in
overthrowing it and establishing a new government that will uphold their
rights.



Influence and Legacy

The impact of Locke’s Two Treatises of Government extends far beyond his own
time. His ideas have influenced a wide range of political movements and
documents, including:

1. American Revolution: Locke’s theories on natural rights and government by
consent were instrumental in shaping the founding principles of the United
States.

2. Declaration of Independence: Thomas Jefferson drew heavily on Locke’s
ideas when drafting the Declaration of Independence, particularly the notions
of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.

3. Constitutional Design: Locke’s advocacy for separation of powers
influenced the design of modern democratic constitutions, promoting a system
of checks and balances.

Criticism of Locke’s Ideas

While Locke’s contributions to political philosophy are widely celebrated,
his ideas have also faced criticism. Some critiques include:

- Exclusion of Certain Groups: Critics argue that Locke’s theories primarily
reflect the interests of white, property-owning men, neglecting the rights of
women, slaves, and indigenous peoples.

— Ambiguity in the State of Nature: Some philosophers question the validity
of Locke’s depiction of the state of nature, arguing that it oversimplifies
complex human relationships and societal structures.

Conclusion

John Locke’s Two Treatises of Government remains a pivotal work in the study
of political philosophy and the development of democratic thought. By
advocating for natural rights, the consent of the governed, and the right to
revolution, Locke laid the groundwork for modern liberal democracy. His ideas
continue to resonate today, influencing political discourse and shaping our
understanding of individual rights and government authority. The treatises
serve not only as a critique of absolute power but also as a powerful
affirmation of the principles that underpin a just and equitable society.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes of John Locke's 'Two
Treatises of Government'?

The main themes include the principles of natural rights, the social
contract, the role of government in protecting individual freedoms, and the
Justification for rebellion against tyrannical rule.



How does John Locke define the state of nature in
'"Two Treatises of Government'?

Locke defines the state of nature as a condition where individuals are free
and equal, governed by natural law, and capable of reason, which ensures that
they respect each other's rights.

What is the significance of the social contract in
Locke's political philosophy?

The social contract is significant because it outlines the agreement among
individuals to form a government that protects their natural rights,
legitimizing political authority through the consent of the governed.

In what ways did Locke's ideas influence modern
democracy?

Locke's ideas influenced modern democracy by promoting concepts such as the
separation of powers, the right to revolt against unjust governments, and the
belief in individual rights as the foundation of political legitimacy.

How does Locke's view of property differ from that of
Hobbes?

Locke views property as a natural right derived from labor and investment,
while Hobbes believes property is a social construct established through
agreements within the sovereign authority.

What role does the concept of consent play in Locke's
'Two Treatises of Government'?

Consent 1is central to Locke's philosophy, as he argues that government
authority derives from the consent of the governed; without consent, any
government is illegitimate.

How did 'Two Treatises of Government' contribute to
Enlightenment thought?

The work contributed to Enlightenment thought by advocating for reason,
individual rights, and the idea that government should be accountable to the
people, shaping future political ideologies and revolutions.
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