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Two Treatises of Civil Government is a foundational text in political
philosophy, written by John Locke in the late 17th century. Published in



1689, the work is divided into two distinct treatises that address the nature
of government and the rights of individuals. Locke's ideas significantly
influenced modern democratic thought, particularly in the development of
liberal political theory and concepts of individual rights, governance, and
the social contract. This article aims to explore the key themes, arguments,
and historical context of Locke's work, highlighting its lasting impact on
political philosophy.

Historical Context

To fully appreciate the significance of the Two Treatises of Civil
Government, it is essential to understand its historical context:

e Political Turmoil in England: The late 17th century was marked by
political upheaval in England, including the English Civil War, the
execution of King Charles I, and the subsequent restoration of the
monarchy under Charles II. These events raised profound questions about
the nature of legitimate authority and the rights of individuals.

e Influence of Enlightenment Thinkers: Locke was influenced by earlier
philosophers, such as Thomas Hobbes and René Descartes, and by
Enlightenment ideals that emphasized reason, individualism, and the
rights of man.

e Religious Conflicts: The period was also characterized by religious
conflicts, notably between Anglicans and Puritans, which contributed to
debates about tolerance, governance, and authority.

These factors provided a rich backdrop for Locke's exploration of civil
government and individual rights.

Overview of the Two Treatises

The Two Treatises of Civil Government are structured as follows:

The First Treatise

In the first treatise, Locke critiques the concept of the divine right of
kings, which was prevalent at the time. He directly addresses the arguments
made by Sir Robert Filmer in his work "Patriarcha," which defended absolute
monarchy based on patriarchal authority derived from Adam, the biblical
figure. Locke's key points in this treatise include:



1. Rejection of Divine Right: Locke argues that political power is not
divinely ordained but is derived from the consent of the governed.

2. Natural Rights: He introduces the concept of natural rights, asserting
that all individuals possess inherent rights to life, liberty, and property
that cannot be surrendered or transferred.

3. Equality of Men: Locke maintains that all men are born equal and free,
contradicting Filmer's claims of hierarchical authority.

The first treatise lays the groundwork for the second by dismantling the
notion of absolute monarchy and advocating for a government based on consent
and natural rights.

The Second Treatise

The second treatise is more expansive and influential, outlining Locke's
vision of a just government. It is structured around several key themes:

1. The State of Nature: Locke describes a hypothetical state of nature, where
individuals are free and equal but lack the protections that structured
society provides. In this state, people are governed by reason and can
coexist peacefully.

2. The Social Contract: Locke posits that individuals enter into a social
contract to form a government that protects their natural rights. This
agreement is based on mutual consent and establishes authority.

3. Legitimate Government: He argues that a legitimate government must have
the consent of the governed and exist to protect the rights of its citizens.
If a government fails to do so, citizens have the right to revolt.

4. Separation of Powers: Locke advocates for a system of checks and balances,
suggesting that legislative, executive, and judicial powers should be
separated to prevent tyranny.

5. Right to Property: A significant aspect of Locke's philosophy is his
emphasis on property rights. He argues that property is a natural extension
of individual rights and that individuals have the right to acquire and own
property.

Key Themes and Concepts

Locke's Two Treatises of Civil Government introduces several critical themes
that have had a lasting impact on political theory:



Natural Rights

Locke's assertion of natural rights—life, liberty, and property—forms the
cornerstone of his political philosophy. He argues that these rights are not
granted by any government but are inherent to all individuals. This idea laid
the groundwork for later democratic doctrines, emphasizing individual
liberties as fundamental to a just society.

Consent of the Governed

The principle of consent is central to Locke's argument for legitimate
government. He asserts that governments derive their authority from the
consent of the people they govern. This notion directly influenced the
development of modern democratic systems, where governments are accountable
to their citizens.

Right to Revolt

Locke's idea that citizens have the right to revolt against unjust
governments is a radical departure from previous political thought. He
legitimizes resistance against tyranny, asserting that when a government
violates the natural rights of its citizens, they have not only the right but
the duty to overthrow it. This concept inspired revolutionary movements,
particularly in the United States and France.

Influence on Modern Political Thought

The Two Treatises of Civil Government has had a profound impact on modern
political thought:

1. American Revolution: Locke's ideas on natural rights and the social
contract significantly influenced the founding fathers of the United States.
Thomas Jefferson, in particular, drew on Locke's theories when drafting the
Declaration of Independence.

2. French Revolution: The principles articulated in Locke’s work also
resonated with Enlightenment thinkers in France, contributing to the
philosophical foundation of the French Revolution.

3. Liberal Democracy: Locke's emphasis on individual rights, consent, and
limited government shaped the development of liberal democratic theory, which
continues to underpin contemporary political systems around the world.



Critiques and Limitations

While Locke's Two Treatises are celebrated for their contributions to
political philosophy, they are not without critiques:

1. Exclusion of Certain Groups: Locke's theories primarily reflect the
perspectives of property-owning white men, overlooking the rights of women,
enslaved individuals, and indigenous peoples. Critics argue that his
conception of rights was limited and exclusionary.

2. Ambiguity in the State of Nature: Some scholars contend that Locke's
depiction of the state of nature is overly idealistic and does not adequately
address the complexities of human behavior and social dynamics.

3. Implementation of Ideas: The practical implementation of Locke's theories
has often been problematic. While his ideas advocate for equality and rights,
many democratic systems have struggled to fully realize these principles in
practice.

Conclusion

John Locke's Two Treatises of Civil Government is a seminal work that has
profoundly shaped the landscape of political philosophy and democratic
thought. By challenging the divine right of kings and advocating for the
principles of natural rights, consent, and the right to revolt, Locke laid
the foundation for modern liberal democracy. His ideas continue to resonate
in contemporary discussions about governance, individual rights, and the
responsibilities of citizens. Despite criticisms regarding their limitations,
Locke's treatises remain a crucial reference point for understanding the
evolution of political thought and the ongoing quest for justice and equality
in society.

Frequently Asked Questions

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

The main themes include the nature of political authority, the concept of
natural rights, the social contract, and the justification for government and
rebellion against tyranny.

How does Locke's view of the state of nature differ



from that of Hobbes?

Locke views the state of nature as a state of equality and freedom where
individuals have natural rights, while Hobbes sees it as a state of war where
life is 'solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short'.

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

The social contract is significant as it establishes the legitimacy of
government, positing that governments derive their authority from the consent
of the governed and must protect their natural rights.

How does Locke justify the right to revolt against a
government?

Locke justifies revolt when a government fails to protect the natural rights
of its citizens or acts against their interests, arguing that people have the
right to overthrow such a government.

What influence did 'Two Treatises of Civil
Government' have on modern democratic thought?

The work greatly influenced modern democratic thought by promoting ideas of
individual rights, government accountability, and the importance of consent,
laying the groundwork for liberal democracy.

In what ways did 'Two Treatises of Civil Government'
address property rights?

Locke argues that property rights are a natural extension of individual
rights, asserting that individuals have the right to acquire and own property
as long as they do not infringe on others' rights.

How did 'Two Treatises of Civil Government'
contribute to the Enlightenment?

The treatises contributed to the Enlightenment by challenging traditional
authority, promoting reason and individualism, and advocating for governance
based on rational principles and human rights.
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