
Unlocking the Depths of Political Thought
with Two Treatises of Government
Since its publication in 1689, John Locke's "Two Treatises of Government" has
remained a cornerstone of political philosophy. With its in-depth analysis of
human nature, the origin of political authority, and the principles of governance,
this Cambridge Text in the History of Political Thought is a valuable resource for
students, scholars, and anyone interested in understanding the foundations of
modern democratic societies. Let's delve into the intricacies of this influential
work and explore its enduring relevance.

The Significance and Context

In the latter part of the 17th century, Europe witnessed a series of political and
social upheavals that made it necessary to question the traditional notions of
divine right and absolute monarchy. It was in this turbulent environment that John
Locke crafted his "Two Treatises of Government." This seminal work aimed to
justify the Glorious Revolution of 1688, which had seen William of Orange replace
James II as the monarch of England and establish a constitutional monarchy.
Locke's treatises laid the blueprint for a government based on individual rights,
consent, and limited powers.

Treatise One: Setting the Stage

The first treatise serves as a direct response to the theories of Sir Robert Filmer,
who argued for the divine right of kings and absolute monarchy. Locke
methodically dismantles Filmer's claims and demolishes the idea that political
authority is inherited through divine lineage. Instead, he posits that legitimate
power derives from the consent of the governed, an idea that would later become
a cornerstone of modern governance.
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Locke's exploration of the state of nature, where individuals were free and equal,
allows readers to grasp his perspective on human nature and its relationship with
political authority. He highlights the natural rights every individual possesses,
such as the right to life, liberty, and property, which are inalienable and given by a
higher power. By challenging the traditional understanding of power and its
origins, Locke lays the groundwork for the second treatise, which outlines how
governments can be established and, if necessary, dissolved.

Treatise Two: The Birth of Civil Society

In the second treatise, Locke delves into the formation and purpose of civil
societies. He argues that governments exist to protect the natural rights of
individuals. If a government fails to fulfill this purpose, the people have the right to
overthrow it. This revolutionary idea heavily influenced the American and French
Revolutions, shaping the ideologies that led to the birth of modern democracies.

Locke advocates for limited government with separated powers, aiming to
prevent the accumulation of power in a single entity. He believes that only
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through consent and representation can a government be legitimate, and should
it violate the natural rights of its citizens, it forfeits its authority.

The Enduring Relevance

Despite being conceived over three centuries ago, Locke's "Two Treatises of
Government" continues to spark discussions in contemporary political thought. Its
emphasis on individual rights, limited government, and popular sovereignty
resonates with modern democracies, serving as a fundamental cornerstone of
liberal political theory.

Locke's treatises also shed light on the philosophical underpinnings behind the
concept of private property and the legitimacy of property rights. These ideas
have carried on to shape economic systems and property laws, underpinning
notions of fairness and justice in societies worldwide.

The Cambridge Texts in the History of Political Thought edition of John Locke's
"Two Treatises of Government" provides a comprehensive and accessible
analysis of this pivotal work. Its timeless principles continue to shape political
discourse and influence the foundations of democratic societies today. By
examining the origins of political authority, individual rights, and the purpose of
government, readers gain a profound understanding of the principles that
underpin our current political systems.

Whether you are a student of political science, a philosophy enthusiast, or simply
interested in exploring how societies are governed, Locke's treatises offer
unparalleled insight into the origins and possibilities of political power. Discover
the thoughts that helped shape modern democracy with "Two Treatises of
Government."
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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 which surveys advances in Locke scholarship since publication of the
second edition. In the , 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.
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