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Chapter 2: The Colonial Era—Foundations/Principles

John Locke, The Second Treatise of Civil Government (1690)!

John Locke (1632-1704) is generally considered to be the political thinker who most influenced American
understandings about rights and the purpose of government. Locke was a political liberal who supported the rights
of Parliament in that legislature’s struggle against the King. Exiled to Holland by King Charles II, Locke returned
to England after the Glorious Revolution. His Second Treatise of Civil Government defended limited
government. Locke believed that government existed to protect fundamental rights. Should the King violate those
rights, people had the right to rebel.

When reading the excerpt below, consider the following questions. What does Locke believe are the sources
of rights? What rights do people have? How do:rights-limit-government? Note the similarity between the passages
below and some of the most famous passages in the Declaration of Independence. Do you detect any important
differences?

Sec. 95. MEN being, as has been said, by nature; all free, equal, and independent, no one can be
put out of this estate, and subjected to the ‘political power of another, without his own consent. The only
way whereby any one divests himself of his natural liberty, and puts on the bonds of civil society, is by
agreeing with other men to join and unite‘into-a.community for their comfortable, safe, and peaceable
living one amongst another, in a secure enjoyment of their properties, and a greater security against any,
that are not of it. This any number of men may do, because it injures not the freedom of the rest; they are
left as they were in the liberty of the-state of nature; When any number-of men have so consented to make
one community or government, they are thereby presently incorporated, and make one body politic,
wherein the majority have a rightto.act-and eonclude the rest.

Sec. 123. IF man in the state-of nature be 'so'free, as has beensaid;if he be absolute lord of his own
person and possessions, equal to the greatest, and subject to no body, why will he part with his freedom?
... To which it is obvious to answer, that though in the state of nature he hath such a right, yet the
enjoyment of it is very uncertain, and constantly exposed to the invasion of others: for all being kings as
much as he, every man his equal, and the greater part no strict observers of equity and justice, the
enjoyment of the property he has in this state is very unsafe, very unsecure. This makes him willing to
quit a condition, which, however free, is full of fears and continual dangers: and it is not without reason,
that he seeks out, and is willing to join in society with others, who are already united, or have a mind to
unite, for the mutual preservation of their lives, liberties and estates, which I call by the general name,
property.

Sec. 124. The great and chief end, therefore, of men’s uniting into commonwealths, and putting
themselves under government, is the preservation of their property. To which in the state of nature there
are many things wanting.

First, There wants an established, settled, known law, received and allowed by common consent
to be the standard of right and wrong, and the common measure to decide all controversies between

1 Excerpt taken from John Locke, Two Treatises of Government (London: R. Butler, 1821).



them: for though the law of nature be plain and intelligible to all rational creatures; yet men being biased
by their interest, as well as ignorant for want of study of it, are not apt to allow of it as a law binding to
them in the application of it to their particular cases.

Sec. 125. Secondly, In the state of nature there wants a known and indifferent judge, with
authority to determine all differences according to the established law: for every one in that state being
both judge and executioner of the law of nature, men being partial to themselves, passion and revenge is
very apt to carry them too far, and with too much heat, in their own cases; as well as negligence, and
unconcernedness, to make them too remiss in other men’s.

Sec. 129. The first power, viz. of doing whatsoever he thought for the preservation of himself, and
the rest of mankind, he gives up to be regulated by laws made by the society, so far forth as the
preservation of himself, and the rest of that society shall require; which laws of the society in many things
confine the liberty he had by the law of nature.

Sec. 131. But though men, when they enter into society, give up the equality, liberty, and
executive power they had in the state of nature, into the hands of the society, to be so far disposed of by
the legislative, as the good of the society shall require; yet it being only with an intention in every one the
better to preserve himself, his liberty and property; (for no rational creature can be supposed to change
his condition with an intention to be worse) the power of the society, or legislative constituted by them,
can never be supposed to extend farther, than the common good; but is obliged to secure every one’s
property, by providing against those three defects-above mentioned, that made the state of nature so
unsafe and uneasy. And so whoever has the legislative or supreme power of any common-wealth, is
bound to govern by established standing'laws,promulgated and known to the people, and not by
extemporary decrees; by indifferent and upright judges, who are to decide controversies by those laws;
and to employ the force of the community, at home, only:in the execution of such laws, or abroad to
prevent or redress foreign injuries, and secure the community from inroads and invasion. And all this to
be directed to no other end, but the peace, safety, and public good of the people.



