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Two Treatises of Government by John Locke: Foundations of Modern Political Philosophy

two treatises of government by john locke stand as monumental works in the history of political thought.
Written in the late 17th century, these treatises not only challenged the prevailing ideas of absolute
monarchy but also laid the groundwork for modern democratic governance. Locke’s ideas on natural rights,
social contract, and the separation of powers continue to influence political theory, constitutional design, and
human rights discourse today.

If you’ve ever wondered where some of the core principles of liberty and government accountability
originated, diving into the two treatises of government by John Locke provides a fascinating journey
through the evolution of political philosophy.

The Historical Context Behind Locke’s Two Treatises

To fully appreciate the significance of Locke’s work, it’s essential to understand the turbulent political
backdrop against which it was written. The late 1600s in England were marked by civil wars, the
overthrow of King James II during the Glorious Revolution, and intense debates about the legitimacy of
monarchic power. Locke’s treatises emerged as a response to these events, particularly challenging the
ideas of divine right of kings, which justified absolute rule by monarchs.

Unlike earlier political theorists who defended absolute monarchy, Locke envisioned a government that
derives its authority from the consent of the governed. This shift was revolutionary and helped pave the
way for constitutional monarchy and, eventually, democratic republics.

Breaking Down the Two Treatises of Government

The work is divided into two distinct parts, each addressing different themes and arguments.

First Treatise: Refuting the Divine Right of Kings

The First Treatise is primarily a critique of Sir Robert Filmer’s “Patriarcha,” which defended the divine
right of kings. Filmer argued that monarchs inherited authority directly from Adam, the biblical first man,
making their power absolute and unquestionable.



Locke systematically dismantles this argument by questioning the biblical basis for such claims and
highlighting the lack of historical evidence. He asserts that no individual possesses inherent authority over
others simply by birth. This rejection of divine right was groundbreaking at the time and set the stage for
Locke’s alternative theory of political legitimacy.

Second Treatise: Foundations of Civil Government

The Second Treatise is where Locke presents his positive vision of government. It outlines his theory of
natural rights, social contract, and the purpose of political authority.

Locke begins by describing the state of nature, a condition where individuals are free and equal, governed
by natural law. In this state, people have rights to life, liberty, and property, but without a common
authority, these rights are insecure. To protect these natural rights, individuals enter into a social contract,
agreeing to form a government empowered to enforce laws and adjudicate disputes fairly.

Crucially, Locke emphasizes that the government’s legitimacy depends on the consent of the governed and
that its primary role is the preservation of natural rights. If a government fails in this duty or becomes
tyrannical, citizens have the right to dissolve it and establish a new one. This idea profoundly influenced
the development of constitutional democracy and the right to revolution.

Key Concepts and Their Modern Relevance

Exploring the two treatises of government by John Locke reveals several core concepts that remain highly
relevant today.

Natural Rights: Life, Liberty, and Property

One of Locke’s most enduring contributions is the articulation of natural rights. He argued that these rights
are inherent and must be respected by any legitimate government. Unlike rights granted by rulers,
natural rights exist prior to government and cannot be justly taken away.

This concept influenced the framers of the American Declaration of Independence and continues to
underpin human rights frameworks worldwide. Understanding Locke’s natural rights encourages us to
recognize the fundamental dignity and freedoms that every person deserves.



The Social Contract and Consent

Locke’s social contract theory suggests that governments are formed through the voluntary consent of
individuals seeking protection for their rights. This idea shifts political authority from a top-down divine
mandate to a bottom-up agreement.

In practice, this means that governments must be responsive to the will of the people. Elections,
representation, and rule of law are modern manifestations of this principle. Locke’s insistence on consent
reminds us that political power is not absolute and must be accountable.

Right of Revolution

Perhaps one of the most empowering ideas in the two treatises is the right of the people to overthrow
unjust governments. Locke argued that when rulers breach the social contract by violating natural rights or
becoming tyrannical, citizens are justified in resisting and replacing them.

This principle inspired revolutionary movements, including the American and French revolutions, and
continues to influence debates on civil disobedience and governmental accountability.

Why Study the Two Treatises of Government Today?

For students, scholars, and anyone interested in political philosophy, Locke’s two treatises offer timeless
insights. Here’s why engaging with this text is valuable:

Understanding the roots of democracy: Locke’s ideas shaped the transition from monarchy to
representative government.

Grasping the importance of individual rights: His emphasis on natural rights helps clarify ongoing
discussions about civil liberties and human rights.

Learning about political legitimacy: The treatises explore what makes governments just and explain
the importance of consent and accountability.

Inspiration for civic engagement: Locke encourages active participation in governance and vigilance
against tyranny.



Reading and reflecting on the two treatises of government by John Locke can deepen your appreciation of
the principles that underpin many modern political systems and inspire thoughtful engagement with
contemporary issues.

Tips for Exploring Locke’s Political Philosophy

If you’re interested in delving deeper into Locke’s work, here are some helpful tips:

Start with a Summary

The original text can be dense and archaic in language. Begin with a well-regarded summary or secondary
source to familiarize yourself with the main ideas.

Connect Locke’s Ideas to Current Events

Try relating Locke’s concepts of natural rights and social contract to current political debates about
government power, civil rights, or social justice. This contextual understanding makes the philosophy
more tangible.

Compare with Other Political Theorists

Explore how Locke’s ideas contrast with those of Thomas Hobbes, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, or later thinkers
like Montesquieu. This comparative approach enriches your grasp of political theory’s evolution.

Engage in Discussions

Join study groups, forums, or online discussions to share perspectives and challenge your understanding.
Philosophy often gains depth through dialogue.

Legacy and Influence of Locke’s Two Treatises

The impact of the two treatises of government by John Locke extends far beyond their immediate
historical context. His ideas helped inspire key documents such as the United States Declaration of



Independence and the Constitution. The emphasis on protecting property rights, ensuring government by
consent, and sanctioning revolution against tyranny became foundational to liberal democratic thought.

Moreover, Locke’s principles have influenced international human rights movements, constitutional law,
and political reforms worldwide. His vision of government as a protector of inherent individual freedoms
rather than a source of absolute authority continues to resonate as societies strive to balance power and
liberty.

Engaging with Locke’s two treatises invites us not only to understand political history but also to reflect on
the ongoing challenges of governance, justice, and freedom in our world today.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes of John Locke's Two Treatises of
Government?
The main themes include the justification of government based on natural rights, the social contract, the
right of revolution, and the separation of powers.

How did Two Treatises of Government influence modern political
thought?
Locke's work laid the foundation for liberal democracy by advocating for individual rights, government by
consent, and the protection of private property, influencing documents like the US Declaration of
Independence.

What is John Locke's view on the state of nature in the Two Treatises of
Government?
Locke describes the state of nature as a state of equality and freedom where natural law governs, but people
have the right to enforce that law themselves.

How does Locke justify the right of revolution in the Two Treatises of
Government?
Locke argues that if a government violates the natural rights of its citizens or fails to protect their property
and freedoms, the people have the right to overthrow it.



What distinctions does Locke make between the First and Second
Treatises of Government?
The First Treatise is a critique of the divine right of kings, especially Robert Filmer's Patriarcha, while the
Second Treatise outlines Locke's own theories on government, social contract, and natural rights.

Additional Resources
Two Treatises of Government by John Locke: A Foundational Work in Political Philosophy

two treatises of government by john locke stands as a seminal text in the evolution of modern political
thought. Written in the late 17th century, this work laid the groundwork for liberal democracy,
influencing both contemporary governance structures and subsequent political theory. Locke’s arguments
about natural rights, the social contract, and the limits of governmental power resonate profoundly in
today’s political discourse, making the Two Treatises an enduring subject of scholarly analysis and public
interest.

Context and Historical Background

The Two Treatises of Government were published anonymously in 1689 during a period of intense
political upheaval in England. This era followed the Glorious Revolution of 1688, which saw the
overthrow of King James II and the establishment of William and Mary as co-monarchs. The political
instability of the time, marked by disputes over royal authority and the rights of Parliament, provided
fertile ground for Locke’s critique of absolutism and his advocacy for constitutional government.

Locke’s treatises directly challenged the divine right of kings, a doctrine that justified absolute monarchy.
Instead, he proposed a theory grounded in natural law and the consent of the governed, concepts that
fundamentally shifted the perception of legitimate political authority. Understanding this historical context
is crucial for appreciating the revolutionary nature of Locke’s ideas.

Structure and Content Overview

The Two Treatises of Government consists of two distinct parts, each addressing different aspects of political
theory:



The First Treatise: Refutation of the Divine Right of Kings

The First Treatise is a detailed rebuttal of Sir Robert Filmer’s Patriarcha, which defended the divine right
of kings and hereditary monarchy. Locke systematically dismantles Filmer’s arguments, asserting that
political power cannot be derived from patriarchal authority or divine sanction. He questions the scriptural
interpretations used to legitimize absolute monarchy, emphasizing instead the equality and freedom of
individuals in the state of nature.

The Second Treatise: Theory of Civil Government

The Second Treatise is where Locke articulates his own vision of government. It introduces several
revolutionary concepts:

Natural Rights: Locke argues that individuals inherently possess rights to life, liberty, and property,
which exist prior to and independent of government.

State of Nature: A condition where individuals are free and equal, bound by natural law but lacking
an established authority to enforce it.

Social Contract: The agreement by which individuals consent to form a government to protect their
natural rights.

Government’s Role and Limits: Government exists to safeguard rights, with its power derived from
the consent of the governed. Should it fail, citizens have the right to revolt.

This treatise serves as a blueprint for constitutional government, emphasizing checks on political power and
the importance of representative institutions.

Philosophical Foundations and Innovations

Locke’s political philosophy in the Two Treatises introduced several groundbreaking ideas that departed
from prior theories dominated by monarchic absolutism and divine right. His insistence on natural rights as
pre-political and inalienable was a critical innovation. Unlike Hobbes, who viewed the state of nature as a
war of all against all necessitating authoritarian rule, Locke saw it as generally peaceful but vulnerable, thus
justifying limited government to resolve conflicts and protect rights.



Furthermore, Locke’s social contract is distinct in its emphasis on governmental accountability. Unlike
Rousseau’s later concept of the “general will,” Locke’s contract prioritizes individual liberty and property
rights, making government a trustee rather than an autonomous sovereign. This perspective laid the
intellectual foundation for liberalism and constitutionalism.

Influence on Modern Democracies

The impact of Two Treatises of Government by John Locke extends far beyond its 17th-century origins.
His ideas directly influenced the American Declaration of Independence, the United States Constitution,
and the broader development of democratic governance worldwide. The principles of popular sovereignty,
separation of powers, and the right to revolution reflect Locke’s enduring legacy.

Moreover, Locke’s work informs contemporary debates on human rights, the legitimacy of state authority,
and the balance between security and liberty. His conceptualization of property rights remains relevant in
legal and economic discussions, especially regarding the role of government in regulating resources and
individual freedoms.

Critical Perspectives and Limitations

While Locke’s treatises are celebrated for their contributions, they have also faced criticism and scrutiny.
Some scholars argue that Locke’s theory implicitly supported colonialism by justifying property acquisition
through “improvement” of land, often at the expense of indigenous populations. Additionally, Locke’s
conception of who qualifies as a rights-bearing individual has been questioned, considering that his political
community originally excluded women, non-landowners, and enslaved persons.

From a theoretical standpoint, the practical application of Locke’s ideas sometimes reveals tensions. For
example, the notion of consent as the source of legitimate government power is complex in large,
pluralistic societies where unanimous consent is impossible. This raises questions about the extent and
nature of political obligation and dissent.

Comparison with Contemporary Political Theories

Locke’s political philosophy contrasts sharply with other influential thinkers of his time and later periods.
Thomas Hobbes, for instance, advocated for a strong, undivided sovereign to prevent chaos, whereas Locke
emphasized limited government and individual rights. Jean-Jacques Rousseau, writing in the 18th
century, introduced the idea of popular sovereignty as a collective will, differing from Locke’s focus on
individual consent.



Understanding these distinctions highlights the unique contributions of the Two Treatises of Government
by John Locke and explains why his work remains a cornerstone in the study of political philosophy.

Relevance in Today’s Political Landscape

In contemporary politics, Locke’s insights continue to shape discussions about governance, civil liberties, and
the rule of law. Debates over government surveillance, property rights, and the limits of executive power
often invoke Locke’s principles. His assertion that governments derive legitimacy from the consent of the
governed underpins modern democratic legitimacy and human rights frameworks.

Furthermore, Locke’s right to revolution has inspired various movements advocating for political change
and resistance against tyranny. While the context has evolved, the fundamental questions Locke raised
about authority, freedom, and justice remain central to political inquiry.

The Two Treatises of Government by John Locke, therefore, is not merely a historical document but a
living text that challenges and informs our understanding of political authority and individual rights. Its
nuanced arguments invite ongoing examination, ensuring its place at the heart of political philosophy and
democratic theory for generations to come.
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history, particularly in Europe and America. He is often called the theorist of the English Revolution
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Foundation of Sir Robert Filmer, and His Followers, Are Detected and Overthrown. The Latter Is an
Essay Concerning The True Original, Extent, and End of Civil Government) is a work of political
philosophy published anonymously in 1689 by John Locke. The First Treatise attacks patriarchalism
in the form of sentence-by-sentence refutation of Robert Filmer's Patriarcha, while the Second
Treatise outlines Locke's ideas for a more civilized society based on natural rights and contract
theory.King James II of England (VII of Scotland) was overthrown in 1688 by a union of
Parliamentarians and stadtholder of the Dutch Republic William III of Oranje-Nassau (William of
Orange), who as a result ascended the English throne as William III of England. This is known as the
Glorious Revolution, also called the Revolution of 1688. Locke claims in the Preface to the Two
Treatises that its purpose is to justify William III's ascension to the throne, though Peter Laslett
suggests that the bulk of the writing was instead completed between 1679-1680 (and subsequently
revised until Locke was driven into exile in 1683). According to Laslett, Locke was writing his Two
Treatises during the Exclusion Crisis, which attempted to prevent James II from ever taking the
throne in the first place. Anthony Ashley-Cooper, 1st Earl of Shaftesbury, Locke's mentor, patron
and friend, introduced the bill, but it was ultimately unsuccessful. Richard Ashcraft, following in
Laslett's suggestion that the Two Treatises were written before the Revolution, objected that
Shaftesbury's party did not advocate revolution during the Exclusion Crisis. He suggests that they
are instead better associated with the revolutionary conspiracies that swirled around what would
come to be known as the Rye House Plot. Locke, Shaftesbury and many others were forced into
exile; some, such as Sidney, were even executed for treason. Locke knew his work was dangerous-he
never acknowledged his authorship within his lifetime.The Two Treatises begin with a Preface
announcing what Locke hopes to achieve, but he also mentions that more than half of his original
draft, occupying a space between the First and Second Treatises, has been irretrievably lost. Peter
Laslett maintains that, while Locke may have added or altered some portions in 1689, he did not
make any revisions to accommodate for the missing section; he argues, for example, that the end of
the First Treatise breaks off in mid-sentence.In 1691 Two Treatises was translated into French by
David Mazzel, a French Huguenot living in the Netherlands. This translation left out Locke's Preface,
all of the First Treatise, and the first chapter of the Second Treatise (which summarised Locke's
conclusions in the First Treatise). It was in this form that Locke's work was reprinted during the
18th century in France and in this form that Montesquieu, Voltaire and Rousseau were exposed to it.
The only American edition from the 18th century was printed in 1773 in Boston; it, too, left out all of
these sections. There were no other American editions until the 20th century.
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the true original extent and end of civil government. Bibliography: p. xxiii-xxv.
  two treatises of government by john locke: Two Treatises of Government and A Letter
Concerning Toleration John Locke, 2003-01-01 Presents John Locke's seventeenth-century classic
work on political and social theory; and includes a history of the text, as well as notes and a
bibliography.
  two treatises of government by john locke: The Second Treatise of Civil Government John
Locke, 2015-08-19 In this, the second of his Two Treatises of Government, John Locke examines
humankind’s transition from its original state of nature to a civil society. One can see the lasting
influence of Locke’s ideas through their familiarity to the modern reader—the roots of classical
liberalism are here, and many of Locke’s arguments foreshadow contemporary debates concerning
government, liberty, and property rights. The introduction and annotations included in this edition
are intended to contextualize the work and prevent misunderstanding, without advancing any
particular scholarly interpretation or merely summarizing Locke’s reasoning. This edition has its
origin in the acclaimed Broadview Anthology of Social and Political Thought and adheres to the
anthology’s format and high standards of accuracy and accessibility. The Broadview Anthology of
Social and Political Thought is edited by Andrew Bailey (University of Guelph), Samantha Brennan
(University of Western Ontario), Will Kymlicka (Queen’s University), Jacob Levy (McGill University),
Alex Sager (Portland State University), and Clark Wolf (Iowa State University).
  two treatises of government by john locke: Second Treatise of Government John Locke, 1982
Reader, thou hast here the beginning and end of a discourse concerning government; what fate has
otherwise disposed of the papers that should have filled up the middle, and were more than all the
rest, it is not worth while to tell thee. These, which remain, I hope are sufficient to establish the
throne of our great restorer, our present King William; to make good his title, in the consent of the
people, which being the only one of all lawful governments, he has more fully and clearly, than any
prince in Christendom; and to justify to the world the people of England, whose love of their just and
natural rights, with their resolution to preserve them, saved the nation when it was on the very brink
of slavery and ruin. If these papers have that evidence, I flatter myself is to be found in them, there
will be no great miss of those which are lost, and my reader may be satisfied without them: for I
imagine, I shall have neither the time, nor inclination to repeat my pains, and fill up the wanting part
of my answer, by tracing Sir Robert again, through all the windings and obscurities, which are to be
met with in the several branches of his wonderful system.
  two treatises of government by john locke: Two Treatises of Government John Locke, 1824
  two treatises of government by john locke: Second Treatise of Government John Locke,
1980-06-01 The Second Treatise is one of the most important political treatises ever written and one
of the most far-reaching in its influence. In his provocative 15-page introduction to this edition, the
late eminent political theorist C. B. Macpherson examines Locke's arguments for limited, conditional
government, private property, and right of revolution and suggests reasons for the appeal of these
arguments in Locke's time and since.
  two treatises of government by john locke: Locke: Two Treatises of Government John Locke,
1988-10-28 This is the revised version of Peter Laslett's acclaimed edition of Two Treatises of
Government, which is widely recognised as one of the classic pieces of recent scholarship in the
history of ideas, read and used by students of political theory throughout the world. This 1988
edition revises Dr Laslett's second edition (1970) and includes an updated bibliography, a guide to
further reading and a fully reset and revised introduction which surveys advances in Locke
scholarship since publication of the second edition. In the introduction, Dr Laslett shows that the
Two Treatises were not a rationalisation of the events of 1688 but rather a call for a revolution yet to
come.
  two treatises of government by john locke: Second Treatise of Government John Locke, 1976
  two treatises of government by john locke: Two Treatises on Civil Government John
Locke, 1884 Sir Filmer
  two treatises of government by john locke: The First and Second Treatises of Government



John Locke, 2014-11-20 The First & Second Treatises of Government In the area of politics, Britain's
John Locke is recognised as a proponent of limited government. His theory of natural rights argues
that governments have obligations to citizens, limited power, and can ultimately be overthrown by
citizens under certain circumstances.
  two treatises of government by john locke: The Second Treatise Of Government by John
Locke John Locke, 2021-03-31 Two Treatises of Government, major statement of the political
philosophy of the English philosopher John Locke, published in 1689 but substantially composed
some years before then.
  two treatises of government by john locke: Locke's Two Treatises of Government John
Locke, Michael B. Mathias, Daniel Kolak, 2006-12 Part of the Longman Library of Primary Sources in
Philosophy, this edition ofLocke's Two Treatises of Government is framed by a pedagogical structure
designed to make this important work of philosophy more accessible and meaningful for readers. A
General Introduction includes biographical information on Locke, the work's historical context, and
a discussion of historical influences. Annotations and notes from the editor clarify difficult passages
for greater understanding. A bibliography gives the reader additional resources for further study.
  two treatises of government by john locke: The Second Treatise on Civil Government
Perfection Learning Corporation, 2019
  two treatises of government by john locke: Two Treatises of Government John Locke,
1988 Peter Laslett's edition of Locke's Two Treatises of Government is widely recognised as one of
the classic pieces of recent scholarship in the history of ideas, and has been read and used by
students of politcal theory throughout the world. Dr. Laslett demonstrated that the version usually
cited was in no way a representation of that 'text for posterity' Locke left behind, and exhaustive
analysis of Lock's private papers and personal library caused Dr. Laslett radically to alter the
received notion that the Two Treatises were in any sense a rationalization of the events of 1688:
Locke's texts were rather a call for a revolution yet to come.
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put two and two together, to reach the correct and obvious conclusion
TWO definition and meaning | Collins English Dictionary something numbered two or having
two units, as a playing card, domino, face of a die, etc
two - Wiktionary, the free dictionary 4 days ago  From Middle English two, twa, from Old English
twā, feminine and neuter of twēġen (whence twain), from Proto-West Germanic *twai-, from Proto-
Germanic *twai, from Proto-Indo

Related Articles
hersey and blanchard management of organizational behavior
treble gilt buttons history
political cartoons about the great depression

Back to Home

https://www.americancontractorsorganization.org/archive-th-164/hersey-and-blanchard-management-of-organizational-behavior.pdf
https://www.americancontractorsorganization.org/archive-th-164/treble-gilt-buttons-history.pdf
https://www.americancontractorsorganization.org/archive-th-164/political-cartoons-about-the-great-depression.pdf
https://www.americancontractorsorganization.org

