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INTRODUCTION:

THE ENDURING
RELEVANCE OF
JOHN LOCKE'’S
POLITICAL
MASTERPIECE

In the pantheon of
Western political
philosophy, few works
have shaped the
modern world as
profoundly as Two
Treatises On
Government John
Locke published in
1689. Written during a
period of intense
political turmoil in

England, this
foundational text laid
the intellectual
groundwork for
classical liberalism,
constitutional

government, and the
inalienable rights of
individuals. Locke’'s
arguments against
absolute monarchy and
his vision of a society
governed by consent,
natural law, and
property rights
continue to resonate in
contemporary debates
about democracy,
liberty, and the proper
role of the state. For
anyone seeking to
understand the
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philosophical roots of
modern governance, a
deep engagement with
the Two Treatises On
Government John
Locke is not merely an
academic exercise but
a journey into the very
principles that
underpin Western
political institutions.

HISTORICAL
CONTEXT: THE
CRUCIBLE OF
REVOLUTION

To fully appreciate the
significance of the Two
Treatises On
Government John
Locke, one must first
understand the volatile
political landscape of
17th-century England.
The country had
endured civil war, the
execution of a king, the

Charles II. By the
1680s, fears of Catholic
absolutism and
arbitrary rule had
reached a fever pitch,
culminating in the
Glorious Revolution of
1688, which deposed
James Il and installed
William and Mary as
constitutional
monarchs.

Locke wrote his two
treatises in this
charged atmosphere,
likely between 1679
and 1682, though they
were published
anonymously shortly
after the Glorious
Revolution. The work
was intended as a
philosophical

justification for
resistance to tyrannical
rule and a coherent
alternative to the

brief republican absolutist theories then
experiment of Oliver Prevalent in European
Cromwell, and the courts. The Two
restoration of the Treatises On
monarchy under Government John
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Locke thus emerged
not from the quiet of
an ivory tower but from
the heat of political
struggle, giving it an
urgency and practical
relevance that
distinguishes it from
more abstract
philosophical writings.

AN OVERVIEW OF
THE TWO
TREATISES

The First
Treatise:
Dismantli
ng
Patriarch
al

Authority

The first of the two
treatises is often
overlooked by casual
readers, but it serves a
crucial polemical
purpose. In it, Locke
systematically refutes
the arguments of Sir
Robert Filmer, an
English royalist who
had argued in his work
Patriarcha that political
authority derived from
the patriarchal power
of Adam as granted by
God. Filmer claimed
that all kings inherited
Adam’s paternal
dominion over the
world, making absolute
monarchy the only
natural and biblical
form of government.

Locke’'s response is
devastatingly

thorough. He
challenges Filmer’s
scriptural

interpretations,



pointing out that
Adam’s supposed
dominion is nowhere
clearly granted in the
Bible. He questions
how modern rulers
could possibly trace
their lineage back to
Adam, and he argues
that even if such
descent could be
proven, it would be
absurd to claim that all
humanity is subject to
the will of one man. By
dismantling the
patriarchal argument,
Locke clears the
ground for a new
foundation of political
authority—one based
not on inheritance or
divine right but on the
consent of the
governed. The Two
Treatises On
Government John
Locke thereby begins
with a negative task:
the demolition of the
intellectual basis for
absolute monarchy.

The
Second
Treatise:
A Positive
Vision of
Governm
ent

The second treatise is
by far the more famous
and influential of the
two. Here, Locke
moves from criticism to
construction, laying out
his own theory of
legitimate government.
He begins with a
description of the state
of nature—a condition
of perfect freedom and
equality in which
individuals are bound
by the law of nature,
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which dictates that no
one should harm
another in their life,
health, liberty, or
possessions. This is
not, however, a state
of license; it is
governed by reason,
which teaches that all
human beings are

equal and
independent.

In the state of nature,
individuals enjoy
natural rights, but they
also face

inconveniences.

Because there is no
established, impartial
judge to resolve
disputes, conflicts can
arise and escalate. The
desire to avoid this
state of war leads
individuals to consent
to form a civil society.
They agree to
surrender some of their
natural freedom in
exchange for the
protection and stability
provided by a common

authority. This is the
essence of the social
contract, a concept
Locke did not invent
but which he
articulated with
unparalleled clarity and
influence. The Two
Treatises On
Government John
Locke thus presents
government as a trust,
created by the people
for their own benefit.

KEY
PHILOSOPHICAL
CONCEPTS IN THE
SECOND TREATISE

Natural
Rights:
_ife,

_iberty,




and
Property

Perhaps Locke’'s most
enduring contribution
is his articulation of
natural rights. In the
second treatise, he
argues that individuals
possess rights that
exist prior to the
formation of
government. These
rights—to life, liberty,
and property—are not
granted by the state
and cannot justly be
taken away by it. The
purpose of government
is precisely to protect
these rights, not to
infringe upon them.

Locke’s treatment of
property is especially
innovative. He argues
that individuals acquire
property rights by
mixing their labor with
unowned natural
resources. When a

person works the land
or gathers fruit, they
invest something of
themselves in that
object, thereby making
it their own. This labor
theory of property has
had an enormous
influence on
subsequent economic
thought, from Adam
Smith to modern
libertarianism. In the
Two Treatises On
Government John
Locke, property is
both a natural right
and the foundation of
economic activity, and
its protection is a
primary reason for
establishing civil
government.

The
Social
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Contract

Consent

Central to Locke's
political theory is the
idea of consent. No
legitimate government
can exist without the
consent of the
governed. This consent
is initially expressed
when individuals agree
to leave the state of
nature and join a
political community.
Once established, the
government derives its
authority from the
ongoing consent of the
people, who retain the
right to alter or abolish
it if it becomes
tyrannical.

Locke distinguishes
between express
consent—given

explicitly, as when one

swears allegiance to a
government—and tacit
consent, which is
implied by actions such
as living within a
country’s borders or
using its roads. This
distinction has
generated centuries of
scholarly debate.
Critics argue that tacit
consent is too weak a
foundation for political
obligation, while
supporters see it as a
realistic recognition of
how most people
actually relate to their
governments.
Regardless, the
emphasis on consent
marks a decisive break
with theories of
hereditary or divine
right. In the Two
Treatises On
Government John
Locke, legitimacy
flows upward from the
people, not downward
from a monarch or
God.



The Right
of
Revolutio
n

Perhaps the most
radical implication of
Locke’s theory is the
right of revolution. If a
government violates
the trust placed in it—if
it systematically
infringes upon the
natural rights of its
citizens—then the
people have the right
to resist and overthrow
it. This is not a license
for anarchy or constant
rebellion, but a last
resort when all other
remedies have failed.

Locke carefully
circumscribes this
right. He argues that
people will tolerate a
great deal of

misgovernment before
rising up, and that only
when the abuse of
power becomes
systematic and
intolerable is revolution
justified. Nonetheless,
the right to resist
tyranny is an essential
safeguard against
despotism. This idea
was revolutionary in its
time and would later
inspire the American
colonists in their
struggle against British
rule. The Two
Treatises On
Government John
Locke provided the

philosophical
justification  for the
Declaration of

Independence, and its
echoes can be heard in
the phrase “life,
liberty, and the pursuit
of happiness.”

THE INFLUENCE OF
THE TWO
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TREATISES

On the
American
Founding

No group of thinkers
was more deeply
influenced by the Two
Treatises On
Government John

Locke than the
American Founding
Fathers. Thomas
Jefferson, James
Madison, Alexander

Hamilton, and their
contemporaries drew
heavily on Locke’s
ideas about natural
rights, consent, and
limited government.
The Declaration of
Independence s
essentially a Lockean
document, asserting
that governments
derive their just powers
from the consent of the

governed and that the
people have the right
to alter or abolish any
government that
becomes destructive of
their rights.

The U.S. Constitution,
with its system of
checks and balances,
separation of powers,
and protections for
property, also reflects
Lockean principles. The
Fifth Amendment’s
guarantee that no one
shall be “deprived of
life, liberty, or
property, without due
process of law” is
almost a direct
quotation of Locke’s
own language. The
Two Treatises On
Government John
Locke thus became
the philosophical
backbone of American
constitutionalism, and
its influence endures in
American political
culture to this day.



On the
Enlighten
ment and
Beyond

Locke’s impact was not
confined to America.
Across Europe,
Enlightenment thinkers
such as Voltaire,

Rousseau, and
Montesquieu engaged
with his ideas,
adapting and

sometimes criticizing
them. The French
Revolution, while more
radical and chaotic
than the American one,
also drew on Lockean
themes of natural
rights and popular

sovereignty. In the
19th and 20th
centuries, Locke’s

ideas influenced liberal
democratic movements
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around the world, from
the abolition of slavery
to the struggle for
women's suffrage.

Even today, debates
about the proper scope
of government, the
protection of individual
rights, and the
meaning of consent
are conducted in a
framework that Locke
helped to establish.
The Two Treatises
On Government John
Locke remains a
touchstone for political
philosophers, legal
scholars, and activists
of all stripes.

CRITICISMS AND
COMPLEXITIES

No work of philosophy
is without its critics,
and the Two
Treatises On
Government John
Locke has been
criticized on several
grounds. Some
commentators argue
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that Locke’s
conception of property
is deeply problematic,
as it was used to justify
the dispossession of
Indigenous peoples in
the Americas and the
expansion of colonial
empires. Others point
out that Locke himself
was involved in the
slave trade, a fact that
sits uneasily with his
eloquent advocacy of
liberty. Still others
contend that his theory
of consent is too
abstract and that it
fails to account for the
ways in which power
can be exercised
indirectly and
insidiously.

These criticisms do
not, however, diminish
the historical
importance of the
work. They remind us
that no philosophical
text is perfect or
beyond reproach, and
that ideas can be used
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for both liberation and
oppression. The Two
Treatises On
Government John
Locke must be read
critically, with an
awareness of its
limitations and its
context, but also with
an appreciation for the
profound advances it
represents.

CONCLUSION: A
LEGACY THAT
ENDURES

The Two Treatises
On Government John
Locke stands as one of
the most influential
political works ever
written. Its arguments
for natural rights,
government by
consent, limited
constitutional rule, and
the right of revolution
have shaped the
modern world in
countless ways. From
the American
Declaration of



Independence to the
Universal Declaration
of Human Rights, the
echoes of Locke’s
philosophy can be
heard in the
documents that define
our era.

To read the Two
Treatises On
Government John
Locke today is to
engage with the
foundational ideas of
liberal democracy. It is
to understand why we
believe that
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governments should be
accountable to the
people, that individuals
possess rights that no
state can take away,
and that the ultimate
source of political
authority lies not in the
sword of a king but in
the consent of ordinary
citizens. In a world still
grappling with
questions of freedom,
tyranny, justice, and
power, Locke's voice
remains as relevant as
ever.
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