Excerpts from John Locke, “Second Treatise on Government” (1690)

CHAP. II.: Of the State of Nature.
Sec. 6. . . .The state of nature has a law of nature
to govern it, which obliges every one: and
reason, which is that law, teaches all mankind,
who will but consult it, that being all equal and
independent, no one ought to harm another in
his life, health, liberty, or possessions: for men
being all the workmanship of one omnipotent,
and infinitely wise maker; all the servants of one
sovereign master, sent into the world by his
order, and about his business; they are his
property, whose workmanship they are, made to
last during his, not one another's pleasure: and
being furnished with like faculties, sharing all in
one community of nature, there cannot be
supposed any such subordination among us, that
may authorize us to destroy one another, as if
we were made for one another's uses, as the
inferior ranks of creatures are for our's. Every
one, as he is bound to preserve himself, and not
to quit his station wilfully, so by the like reason,
when his own preservation comes not in
competition, ought he, as much as he can, to
preserve the rest of mankind, and may not,
unless it be to do justice on an offender, take
away, or impair the life, or what tends to the
preservation of the life, the liberty, health, limb,
or goods of another.
Sec. 8. . . . In transgressing the law of nature,
the offender declares himself to live by another
rule than that of reason and common equity,
which is that measure God has set to the actions
of men, for their mutual security; and so he
becomes dangerous to mankind, the tye, which
is to secure them from injury and violence,
being slighted and broken by him. Which being
a trespass against the whole species, and the
peace and safety of it, provided for by the law of
nature, every man upon this score, by the right
he hath to preserve mankind in general, may
restrain, or where it is necessary, destroy things
noxious to them, and so may bring such evil on
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any one, who hath transgressed that law, as may
make him repent the doing of it, and thereby
deter him, and by his example others, from
doing the like mischief. And in the case, and
upon this ground, EVERY MAN HATH A
RIGHT TO PUNISH THE OFFENDER, AND
BE EXECUTIONER OF THE LAW OF
NATURE.
CHAP. IX. : Of the Ends of Political Society and Government.
Sec. 123. IF man in the state of nature be so
free, as has been said; 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? why will he give up this
empire, and subject himself to the dominion and
controul of any other power? 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 them: for though the law of nature be
plain and intelligible to all rational creatures; yet
men being biassed 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. 126. Thirdly, In the state of nature there
often wants power to back and support the
sentence when right, and to give it due
execution, They who by any injustice offended,
will seldom fail, where they are able, by force to
make good their injustice; such resistance many
times makes the punishment dangerous, and
frequently destructive, to those who attempt it.
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.
CHAP. XI. : Of the Extent of the Legislative Power.
Sec. 134. THE great end of men's entering into
society, being the enjoyment of their properties
in peace and safety, and the great instrument
and means of that being the laws established in
that society; the first and fundamental positive
law of all commonwealths is the establishing of
the legislative power; as the first and
fundamental natural law, which is to govern
even the legislative itself, is the preservation of
the society, and (as far as will consist with the
public good) of every person in it. This
legislative is not only the supreme power of the
common-wealth, but sacred and unalterable in
the hands where the community have once
placed it; nor can any edict of any body else, in
what form soever conceived, or by what power
soever backed, have the force and obligation of
a law, which has not its sanction from that
legislative which the public has chosen and
appointed: for without this the law could not
have that, which is absolutely necessary to its
being a law,* the consent of the society, over
whom no body can have a power to make laws,
but by their own consent, and by authority
received from them; and therefore all the
obedience, which by the most solemn ties any
one can be obliged to pay, ultimately terminates
in this supreme power, and is directed by those
laws which it enacts: nor can any oaths to any
foreign power whatsoever, or any domestic
subordinate power, discharge any member of
the society from his obedience to the legislative,
acting pursuant to their trust; nor oblige him to
any obedience contrary to the laws so enacted,
or farther than they do allow; it being ridiculous
to imagine one can be tied ultimately to obey
any power in the society, which is not the
supreme.

Sec. 135.: . . . The obligations of the law of
nature cease not in society, but only in many
cases are drawn closer, and have by human laws
known penalties annexed to them, to inforce
their observation. Thus the law of nature stands
as an eternal rule to all men, legislators as well
as others. The rules that they make for other
men's actions, must, as well as their own and
other men's actions, be conformable to the law
of nature, i.e. to the will of God, of which that is
a declaration, and the fundamental law of nature
being the preservation of mankind, no human
sanction can be good, or valid against it.
Sec. 137.: for all the power the government has,
being only for the good of the society, as it
ought not to be arbitrary and at pleasure, so it
ought to be exercised by established and
promulgated laws; that both the people may
know their duty, and be safe and secure within
the limits of the law; and the rulers too kept
within their bounds, and not be tempted, by the
power they have in their hands, to employ it to
such purposes, and by such measures, as they
would not have known, and own not willingly.
Sec. 138. Thirdly, The supreme power cannot
take from any man any part of his property
without his own consent: for the preservation of
property being the end of government, and that
for which men enter into society, it necessarily
supposes and requires, that the people should
have property, without which they must be
supposed to lose that, by entering into society,
which was the end for which they entered into
it; too gross an absurdity for any man to own.
CHAP. XVIII.: Of Tyranny.
Sec. 202. Where-ever law ends, tyranny
begins, if the law be transgressed to another's
harm; and whosoever in authority exceeds the
power given him by the law, and makes use of
the force he has under his command, to
compass that upon the subject, which the law
allows not, ceases in that to be a magistrate;

and, acting without authority, may be
opposed, as any other man, who by force
invades the right of another.
CHAP. XIX.: Of the Dissolution of Government.
Sec. 212. . . . When any one, or more, shall take
upon them to make laws, whom the people have
not appointed so to do, they make laws without
authority, which the people are not therefore
bound to obey; by which means they come
again to be out of subjection, and may constitute
to themselves a new legislative, as they think
best, being in full liberty to resist the force of
those, who without authority would impose any
thing upon them..
Sec. 222. . . . . Whensoever therefore the
legislative shall transgress this fundamental rule
of society; and either by ambition, fear, folly or
corruption, endeavour to grasp themselves, or
put into the hands of any other, an absolute
power over the lives, liberties, and estates of the
people; by this breach of trust they forfeit the
power the people had put into their hands for
quite contrary ends, and it devolves to the
people, who. have a right to resume their
original liberty, and, by the establishment of a
new legislative, (such as they shall think fit)
provide for their own safety and security, which
is the end for which they are in society.
Sec. 225. Secondly, I answer, such revolutions
happen not upon every little mismanagement in
public affairs. . . . But if a long train of abuses,
prevarications and artifices, all tending the same
way, make the design visible to the people, and
they cannot but feel what they lie under, and see
whither they are going; it is not to be wondered,
that they should then rouze themselves, and
endeavour to put the rule into such hands which
may secure to them the ends for which
government was at first erected; and without
which, ancient names, and specious forms, are
so far from being better, that they are much
worse, than the state of nature, or pure anarchy;
the inconveniencies being all as great and as

near, but the remedy farther off and more
difficult.

