
The philosophical underpinnings of America’s first governments; Locke and the 

Enlightenment 

John Locke was one of the most influential of the Enlightenment thinkers, a group of 

reformers in the Seventeenth Century who at first argued against monarchical absolutism but 

whose critiques grew into a full-fledged cultural, intellectual, and scientific movement that 

ultimately empowered man in the course of the drive to discover the knowable world and reveal 

truths long hidden behind myths and superstition.  Locke’s Second Treatise on Government and 

Essay Concerning Human Nature put him at the forefront of the Enlightenment movement.  In 

particular, Locke’s theories of limited government and a right of revolution inherent in the 

people, both premised on the power of government ultimately deriving from the people in a 

social contract, helped to moderate monarchical power in England, animate the thinking of the 

colonists in their dispute with Great Britain and frame the thinking of the colonists in the 

formation of governments after they rebelled.  Locke’s thinking, even as revolutionary and path-

breaking as it was, was very much a product of the political and mercantile milieu of England 

during his life.  He attended Oxford, graduating with degrees in medicine and philosophy.  After 

graduation he was an instructor at Oxford for some time.  He eventually became actively 

involved, as an assistant to the Earl of Shaftsbury, in efforts to curb the power of the English 

monarchs.  His work with Shaftsbury and other Whig politicians occasionally left him out of 

favor with the Crown;  he, in fact, fled England for Holland at one point fearful of being jailed 

for his Whig sympathies.  His safe return was only insured with the triumph of the Whig position 

with the Glorious Revolution in 1689.  Locke was also quite wealthy and worked on a variety of 

commercial ventures that even led him to draft a constitution for the British Carolina colonies, 

act as a Commissioner on the Board of Trade which determined English economic policy, and 

own a substantial investment in the Royal African Company.   

  

Selections from Locke’s Second Treatise appear below.  To readers today Locke’s 

writings can seem almost mundane as he seemingly states much of what we take for granted 

about governments and the role of popular participation but do not forget that Locke wrote 

during a time when monarchs, relying upon the divine right of kings, ruled with virtually 

absolute and unchecked power.  There was not one democratic political system in existence in 

the world at the time.   

Pay particular attention to Locke’s conceptualization of:  

1. the nature of man’s fundamental rights;  

2. the terms upon which government is established;  

3. a social contract and the terms of such a contract;   

4. the complex interchange between communal rights—the rights of a community—and 

individual rights; 

5. any social and economic order inherent in Locke’s view; 

6. notions of limited government; 

7. and the right of the people to revolt.   

Of the State of Nature. 



Sec. 4. To understand political power right, and derive it from its original, we must consider, 

what state all men are naturally in, and that is, a state of perfect freedom to order their actions, 

and dispose of their possessions and persons, as they think fit, within the bounds of the law of 

nature, without asking leave, or depending upon the will of any other man.1 

A state also of equality, wherein all the power and jurisdiction is reciprocal, no one having more 

than another; there being nothing more evident, than that creatures of the same species and rank, 

promiscuously born to all the same advantages of nature, and the use of the same faculties, 

should also be equal one amongst another without subordination or subjection, unless the lord 

and master of them all should, by any manifest declaration of his will, set one above another, and 

confer on him, by an evident and clear appointment, an undoubted right to dominion and 

sovereignty. 

Sec. 6. But though this be a state of liberty, yet it is not a state of licence: though man in that 

state have an uncontroulable liberty to dispose of his person or possessions, yet he has not liberty 

                                                           
1 This state of nature is a theoretical construct existing before the beginning of civil society. (You might ask yourself 

just how just how theoretical a state of nature really is: Is there any evidence in the fossil record of a state of nature 

in which human are atomized and living alone?)  Out of a state of nature, people will form a civil society.  Locke’s 

state of nature discussed here is derived from his modestly optimistic assumptions about man’s inherent nature and a 

minimal set of God-given laws that he calls the laws of nature which are derived from the observable basic needs of 

man.  The state of nature that Locke portrays here is in contrast to the one imagined by Thomas Hobbes. For Hobbes 

the state of nature was one in which man is governed by darker impulses and thus lives in a violent and brutish 

world in the absence of government.  See also paragraph 19 for more on the state of nature in which men live 

peacefully together. In 19 the state of nature is contrasted with a state of war in which violence, inequity and 

injustice prevail. If a state of nature is peaceful and each man is governed by a judicious use of force applied only to 

protect himself then why form governments at all?  For an answer to this see paragraphs 7. A few men will 

invariably violate the laws of nature prevailing in a state of nature thus compelling each of the other persons in a 

state of nature to act as a “punisher” of the violator and an “executioner”, meaning one who imposes penalties for 

violations of the laws of nature.  This would be cumbersome and thus would lead to establishing some system of 

minimal government to police mankind and administer punishments.   For more on the essential powers that man 

has in a state of nature see section 128.    

 Locke though was not always consistent in his portrayal of the state of nature.  It seems that in sections 21 

and 123 the equality described earlier is in fact tenuous so maybe the state of nature is not so peaceful after all.  

Apparently man’s darker side might have more sway over an ungoverned society than Locke at first portrayed; men 

apparently will not limit themselves to the judicious use of their rights of enforcement but will in fact claim and use 

more expansive powers that might even be arbitrary. Such a state of nature, in which men are more likely to seize 

absolute or arbitrary power would prove a more compelling backdrop for establishing governments and leaving a 

state of nature behind than Locke’s first portrayal of a state of nature.   

 Locke’s two differing visions for a state of nature reflect his uncertainty about human nature.  In the end he 

utilizes both notions of human nature in his view about how governments are properly formed and their inherently 

limited nature.  Man gives up his natural rights and powers of enforcement of those rights to a collective of men who 

then empower a government to facilitate the protection of fundamental rights, both of individuals and of society as a 

whole.  By having empowered a government, the people retain the right to alter or abolish the government when 

they deem it necessary.  A darker view of human nature led Locke to argue that man’s inherent limitations to 

effectively police rights in a state of nature gave rise to the need to form governments to administer rights with 

justice and equity.  A more optimistic view of human nature though animated Locke’s view of governmental power 

in relation to the people.  Governments, being the extension of men who would only exercise the minimal powers 

under a state of nature so as to restrain violators, could never legitimately have the authority from the people to 

become arbitrary or absolute.  Thus, human nature being more altruistic would lead to governments that could never 

step beyond the justice and equity that marked men’s policing of other men in a state of nature.  When governments 

acted contrary to the terms of their creation by the people then it could be abolished by the people.  Two ways that 

governments might act contrary to the terms of their creation would be if it acted in an arbitrary or absolute fashion.   



to destroy himself, or so much as any creature in his possession, but where some nobler use than 

its bare preservation calls for it. 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.2 

Sec. 7. And that all men may be restrained from invading others rights, and from doing hurt to 

one another, and the law of nature be observed, which willeth the peace and preservation of all 

mankind, the execution of the law of nature is, in that state, put into every man's hands, whereby 

every one has a right to punish the transgressors of that law to such a degree, as may hinder its 

violation: for the law of nature would, as all other laws that concern men in this world be in vain, 

if there were no body that in the state of nature had a power to execute that law, and thereby 

preserve the innocent and restrain offenders. And if any one in the state of nature may punish 

another for any evil he has done, every one may do so: for in that state of perfect equality, where 

naturally there is no superiority or jurisdiction of one over another, what any may do in 

prosecution of that law, every one must needs have a right to do.3 

Sec. 8. And thus, in the state of nature, one man comes by a power over another; but yet no 

absolute or arbitrary power, to use a criminal, when he has got him in his hands, according to the 

passionate heats, or boundless extravagancy of his own will; but only to retribute to him, so far 

as calm reason and conscience dictate, what is proportionate to his transgression, which is so 

much as may serve for reparation and restraint: for these two are the only reasons, why one man 

may lawfully do harm to another, which is that we call punishment. 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 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 

                                                           
2 In this section Locke is referring to the natural equality of men in the course of discussing rights Jefferson would 

later describe as inalienable.  In what ways are all men equal according to Locke?  This is the source of Jefferson’s 

reference in the Declaration of Independence to “life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.” 
3 So each man has an inherent right to enforce the laws of nature so long as he does so with minimal force to protect 

himself.   



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. 

Of the State of War 

Sec. 19. And here we have the plain difference between the state of nature and the state of war, 

which however some men have confounded, are as far distant, as a state of peace, good will, 

mutual assistance and preservation, and a state of enmity, malice, violence and mutual 

destruction, are one from another. Men living together according to reason, without a common 

superior on earth, with authority to judge between them, is properly the state of nature. But force, 

or a declared design of force, upon the person of another, where there is no common superior on 

earth to appeal to for relief, is the state of war: and it is the want of such an appeal gives a man 

the right of war even against an aggressor, tho' he be in society and a fellow subject. Thus a thief, 

whom I cannot harm, but by appeal to the law, for having stolen all that I am worth, I may kill, 

when he sets on me to rob me but of my horse or coat; because the law, which was made for my 

preservation, where it cannot interpose to secure my life from present force, which, if lost, is 

capable of no reparation, permits me my own defence, and the right of war, a liberty to kill the 

aggressor, because the aggressor allows not time to appeal to our common judge, nor the 

decision of the law, for remedy in a case where the mischief may be irreparable. Want of a 

common judge with authority, puts all men in a state of nature: force without right, upon a man's 

person, makes a state of war, both where there is, and is not, a common judge.4 

Of Property.5 

Sec. 25. Whether we consider natural reason, which tells us, that men, being once born, have a 

right to their preservation, and consequently to meat and drink, and such other things as nature 

affords for their subsistence: or revelation, which gives us an account of those grants God made 

of the world to Adam, and to Noah, and his sons, it is very clear, that God, as king David says, 

Psal. cxv. 16. has given the earth to the children of men; given it to mankind in common. But this 

being supposed, it seems to some a very great difficulty, how any one should ever come to have 

                                                           
4 Here is a reason for establishing a government: without the ability to “appeal” to a greater force—a government—

there is the likelihood of a state of war in which men will be ruled by jealousy, greed, and violence.  For why it is 

necessary to emerge from a state of nature and establish a government see section 123 and the section on property, 

sections 25-51.   
5 Locke’s section on property is central to his view of government.  It is what gives the most explanatory power for 

the necessity of government because, as you will see, he finds in a state of nature of degree of inequality of property 

holding that would necessitate a government to maintain order and protect the property holders in their assets.  

Simple notions of equality and justice in a state of nature discussed earlier are now framed by naturally unequal 

distributions of property and seemingly have less force than before.  See the culmination of this in section 50. 

In this section Locke defines property as being the product of a man’s labor and what he mixes his labor 

with.  Look carefully at his examples of what constitutes property and whose property it is.  See section 28. It is 

important to Locke’s conceptualization of property and then government that property is acquired in a state of 

nature.  Locke also introduces a medium of exchange for property, money, in his state of nature.  Thus property can 

be bought and sold and, through the medium of money, accumulated in seemingly endless quantities.  Notice the 

sanction that Locke gives to the acquisitive desire to accumulate property.  Later on in the Second Treatise, in 

sections not included in this reader, Locke will imply that property holders will have a controlling voice among the 

“majority” in the running of government.  So, in effect, while all persons are bound by the laws, and a majority will 

determine what government is established and the terms of its operation, the property holders will have a controlling 

say in how the government actually operates.   



a property in any thing: I will not content myself to answer, that if it be difficult to make out 

property, upon a supposition that God gave the world to Adam, and his posterity in common, it is 

impossible that any man, but one universal monarch, should have any property upon a 

supposition, that God gave the world to Adam, and his heirs in succession, exclusive of all the 

rest of his posterity. But I shall endeavour to shew, how men might come to have a property in 

several parts of that which God gave to mankind in common, and that without any express 

compact of all the commoners.6 

Sec. 26. God, who hath given the world to men in common, hath also given them reason to make 

use of it to the best advantage of life, and convenience. The earth, and all that is therein, is given 

to men for the support and comfort of their being. And tho' all the fruits it naturally produces, 

and beasts it feeds, belong to mankind in common, as they are produced by the spontaneous hand 

of nature; and no body has originally a private dominion, exclusive of the rest of mankind, in any 

of them, as they are thus in their natural state: yet being given for the use of men, there must of 

necessity be a means to appropriate them some way or other, before they can be of any use, or at 

all beneficial to any particular man. The fruit, or venison, which nourishes the wild Indian, who 

knows no enclosure, and is still a tenant in common, must be his, and so his, i.e. a part of him, 

that another can no longer have any right to it, before it can do him any good for the support of 

his life.7 

Sec. 27. Though the earth, and all inferior creatures, be common to all men, yet every man has a 

property in his own person: this no body has any right to but himself. The labour of his body, and 

the work of his hands, we may say, are properly his. Whatsoever then he removes out of the state 

that nature hath provided, and left it in, he hath mixed his labour with, and joined to it something 

that is his own, and thereby makes it his property. It being by him removed from the common 

state nature hath placed it in, it hath by this labour something annexed to it, that excludes the 

common right of other men: for this labour being the unquestionable property of the labourer, no 

man but he can have a right to what that is once joined to, at least where there is enough, and as 

good, left in common for others.8 

Sec. 28. He that is nourished by the acorns he picked up under an oak, or the apples he gathered 

from the trees in the wood, has certainly appropriated them to himself. No body can deny but the 

nourishment is his. I ask then, when did they begin to be his? when he digested? or when he eat? 

or when he boiled? or when he brought them home? or when he picked them up? and it is plain, 

if the first gathering made them not his, nothing else could. That labour put a distinction between 

them and common: that added something to them more than nature, the common mother of all, 

                                                           
6 Locke has to answer the obvious question: if everything is given by God to man in common, how is it that any man 

can come to have a right to private, exclusive ownership of property.   
7 Locke begins to answer by arguing that while all that is on God’s earth is given by God to man in common, all on 

God’s earth is for the support and benefit of man and thus there must be a process for man to appropriate what is on 

Earth for his use.   
8 The first element of his argument that there is a right to private property begins here with the assertion that each 

man has property in himself and the product of his labor.  So, obviously, Locke does not believe that God’s earth is a 

commons.  Watch as Locke exploits this opening.   

The definition of property to Locke is different than the one to which you are accustomed.  To Locke, an individual 

can have property in his person and the product of what he mixes his labor with.  This right to acquire property is 

one of the rights in a state of nature.   



had done; and so they became his private right. And will any one say, he had no right to those 

acorns or apples, he thus appropriated, because he had not the consent of all mankind to make 

them his? Was it a robbery thus to assume to himself what belonged to all in common? If such a 

consent as that was necessary, man had starved, notwithstanding the plenty God had given him. 

We see in commons, which remain so by compact, that it is the taking any part of what is 

common, and removing it out of the state nature leaves it in, which begins the property; without 

which the common is of no use. And the taking of this or that part, does not depend on the 

express consent of all the commoners. Thus the grass my horse has bit; the turfs my servant has 

cut; and the ore I have digged in any place, where I have a right to them in common with others, 

become my property, without the assignation or consent of any body. The labour that was mine, 

removing them out of that common state they were in, hath fixed my property in them.9 

Sec. 30. Thus this law of reason makes the deer that Indian's who hath killed it; it is allowed to 

be his goods, who hath bestowed his labour upon it, though before it was the common right of 

every one. And amongst those who are counted the civilized part of mankind, who have made 

and multiplied positive laws to determine property, this original law of nature, for the beginning 

of property, in what was before common, still takes place; and by virtue thereof, what fish any 

one catches in the ocean, that great and still remaining common of mankind; or what ambergrise 

any one takes up here, is by the labour that removes it out of that common state nature left it in, 

made his property, who takes that pains about it. And even amongst us, the hare that any one is 

hunting, is thought his who pursues her during the chase: for being a beast that is still looked 

upon as common, and no man's private possession; whoever has employed so much labour about 

any of that kind, as to find and pursue her, has thereby removed her from the state of nature, 

wherein she was common, and hath begun a property. 

Sec. 31. It will perhaps be objected to this, that if gathering the acorns, or other fruits of the 

earth, &c. makes a right to them, then any one may ingross as much as he will. To which I 

answer, Not so. The same law of nature, that does by this means give us property, does also 

bound that property too. God has given us all things richly, 1 Tim. vi. 12. is the voice of reason 

confirmed by inspiration. But how far has he given it us? To enjoy. As much as any one can 

make use of to any advantage of life before it spoils, so much he may by his labour fix a property 

in: whatever is beyond this, is more than his share, and belongs to others. Nothing was made by 

God for man to spoil or destroy. And thus, considering the plenty of natural provisions there was 

a long time in the world, and the few spenders; and to how small a part of that provision the 

industry of one man could extend itself, and ingross it to the prejudice of others; especially 

keeping within the bounds, set by reason, of what might serve for his use; there could be then 

little room for quarrels or contentions about property so established.10 

                                                           
9 Notice carefully the examples that Locke gives for what would constitute one’s property. They include “the turfs 

my servant has cut . . .” so obviously the labor of one man can be the property of another.  We find that notions of 

equality that Locke espoused in the earlier parts of the Second Treatise are compromised upon application to 

concepts of property.   
10 Here Locke lays out some theoretical limits on how much property may be accumulated by a person.  He has no 

right to the property that he might gather that is more than he can use; he has no right to property that would be 

spoiled or destroyed.  Notice that the limitations are negative; this right to property is a fundamental right.  We can 

infer additional limits too on the right to property from Locke’s fundamental tenets about the state of nature.  In 



Sec. 32. But the chief matter of property being now not the fruits of the earth, and the beasts that 

subsist on it, but the earth itself; as that which takes in and carries with it all the rest; I think it is 

plain, that property in that too is acquired as the former. As much land as a man tills, plants, 

improves, cultivates, and can use the product of, so much is his property. He by his labour does, 

as it were, inclose it from the common. Nor will it invalidate his right, to say every body else has 

an equal title to it; and therefore he cannot appropriate, he cannot inclose, without the consent of 

all his fellow-commoners, all mankind. God, when he gave the world in common to all mankind, 

commanded man also to labour, and the penury of his condition required it of him. God and his 

reason commanded him to subdue the earth, i.e. improve it for the benefit of life, and therein lay 

out something upon it that was his own, his labour. He that in obedience to this command of 

God, subdued, tilled and sowed any part of it, thereby annexed to it something that was his 

property, which another had no title to, nor could without injury take from him.11 

Sec. 33. Nor was this appropriation of any parcel of land, by improving it, any prejudice to any 

other man, since there was still enough, and as good left; and more than the yet unprovided could 

use. So that, in effect, there was never the less left for others because of his enclosure for 

himself: for he that leaves as much as another can make use of, does as good as take nothing at 

all. No body could think himself injured by the drinking of another man, though he took a good 

draught, who had a whole river of the same water left him to quench his thirst: and the case of 

land and water, where there is enough of both, is perfectly the same.12 

Sec. 34. God gave the world to men in common; but since he gave it them for their benefit, and 

the greatest conveniencies of life they were capable to draw from it, it cannot be supposed he 

meant it should always remain common and uncultivated. He gave it to the use of the industrious 

and rational, (and labour was to be his title to it;) not to the fancy or covetousness of the 

quarrelsome and contentious. He that had as good left for his improvement, as was already taken 

up, needed not complain, ought not to meddle with what was already improved by another's 

labour: if he did, it is plain he desired the benefit of another's pains, which he had no right to, and 

not the ground which God had given him in common with others to labour on, and whereof there 

was as good left, as that already possessed, and more than he knew what to do with, or his 

industry could reach to.13 

Sec. 35. . . . And hence subduing or cultivating the earth, and having dominion, we see are joined 

together. The one gave title to the other. So that God, by commanding to subdue, gave authority 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
section 6 it certainly must be true that to the extent that each man has a right to life, health, liberty, or possessions to 

insure his self-preservation that no one might accumulate so much property to impair this right of preservation.    

Read on though and see how the introduction of money as a medium of exchange in section 47 either 

undercuts the limitations on the ability to acquire and hold property or severely limits the limitations on this right to 

hold property.  By converting property into money there is no issue with property being spoiled or wasted and so the 

right to acquire property is even less restricted than we at first thought.   
11 Notice the assumption inherent in the argument in this section and in 28 that “subduing” the land is beneficial. In 

fact, it is God’s command.   

 Concepts about property introduced earlier that were applied to personal property are now applied directly 

to real property, the real source of wealth and power at the time that Locke wrote.   
12 Locke argues that the ownership of property obtained in the state of nature was not to the detriment of other men 

in the state of nature because there was abundant real estate to seize and subdue.   
13 Assuming that Locke is right about who God intended to have the real estate, what can we infer about the qualities 

of land holders?   



so far to appropriate: and the condition of human life, which requires labour and materials to 

work on, necessarily introduces private possessions.14 

Sec. 37. This is certain, that in the beginning, before the desire of having more than man needed 

had altered the intrinsic value of things, which depends only on their usefulness to the life of 

man; or had agreed, that a little piece of yellow metal, which would keep without wasting or 

decay, should be worth a great piece of flesh, or a whole heap of corn; though men had a right to 

appropriate, by their labour, each one of himself, as much of the things of nature, as he could 

use: yet this could not be much, nor to the prejudice of others, where the same plenty was still 

left to those who would use the same industry. To which let me add, that he who appropriates 

land to himself by his labour, does not lessen, but increase the common stock of mankind: for the 

provisions serving to the support of human life, produced by one acre of inclosed and cultivated 

land, are (to speak much within compass) ten times more than those which are yielded by an acre 

of land of an equal richness lying waste in common. And therefore he that incloses land, and has 

a greater plenty of the conveniencies of life from ten acres, than he could have from an hundred 

left to nature, may truly be said to give ninety acres to mankind: for his labour now supplies him 

with provisions out of ten acres, which were but the product of an hundred lying in common. I 

have here rated the improved land very low, in making its product but as ten to one, when it is 

much nearer an hundred to one: for I ask, whether in the wild woods and uncultivated waste of 

America, left to nature, without any improvement, tillage or husbandry, a thousand acres yield 

the needy and wretched inhabitants as many conveniencies of life, as ten acres of equally fertile 

land do in Devonshire, where they are well cultivated?15  

Sec. 39. And thus, without supposing any private dominion, and property in Adam, over all the 

world, exclusive of all other men, which can no way be proved, nor any one's property be made 

out from it; but supposing the world given, as it was, to the children of men in common, we see 

how labour could make men distinct titles to several parcels of it, for their private uses; wherein 

there could be no doubt of right, no room for quarrel. 

Sec. 40. Nor is it so strange, as perhaps before consideration it may appear, that the property of 

labour should be able to over-balance the community of land: for it is labour indeed that puts the 

difference of value on every thing; and let any one consider what the difference is between an 

acre of land planted with tobacco or sugar, sown with wheat or barley, and an acre of the same 

land lying in common, without any husbandry upon it, and he will find, that the improvement of 

labour makes the far greater part of the value. I think it will be but a very modest computation to 

say, that of the products of the earth useful to the life of man nine tenths are the effects of labour: 

nay, if we will rightly estimate things as they come to our use, and cast up the several expences 

about them, what in them is purely owing to nature, and what to labour, we shall find, that in 

most of them ninety-nine hundredths are wholly to be put on the account of labour. 

Sec. 42. To make this a little clearer, let us but trace some of the ordinary provisions of life, 

through their several progresses, before they come to our use, and see how much they receive of 

                                                           
14 In case there was some doubt in the reader’s mind about the link between subduing the land and ownership, Locke 

makes it explicit that those who subdued the land, own the land.   
15 This is an important element of Locke’s argument about property.  Here he argues that real property ownership 

creates wealth which benefits all members of society.   



their value from human industry. Bread, wine and cloth, are things of daily use, and great plenty; 

yet notwithstanding, acorns, water and leaves, or skins, must be our bread, drink and cloathing, 

did not labour furnish us with these more useful commodities: for whatever bread is more worth 

than acorns, wine than water, and cloth or silk, than leaves, skins or moss, that is wholly owing 

to labour and industry; the one of these being the food and raiment which unassisted nature 

furnishes us with; the other, provisions which our industry and pains prepare for us, which how 

much they exceed the other in value, when any one hath computed, he will then see how much 

labour makes the far greatest part of the value of things we enjoy in this world: and the ground 

which produces the materials, is scarce to be reckoned in, as any, or at most, but a very small 

part of it; so little, that even amongst us, land that is left wholly to nature, that hath no 

improvement of pasturage, tillage, or planting, is called, as indeed it is, waste; and we shall find 

the benefit of it amount to little more than nothing.  

This shews how much numbers of men are to be preferred to largeness of dominions; and that 

the increase of lands, and the right employing of them, is the great art of government: and that 

prince, who shall be so wise and godlike, as by established laws of liberty to secure protection 

and encouragement to the honest industry of mankind, against the oppression of power and 

narrowness of party, will quickly be too hard for his neighbours: but this by the by. To return to 

the argument in hand,16 

Sec. 43. An acre of land, that bears here twenty bushels of wheat, and another in America, 

which, with the same husbandry, would do the like, are, without doubt, of the same natural 

intrinsic value: but yet the benefit mankind receives from the one in a year, is worth 5l. and from 

the other possibly not worth a penny, if all the profit an Indian received from it were to be 

valued, and sold here; at least, I may truly say, not one thousandth. . . . 

Sec. 44. From all which it is evident, that though the things of nature are given in common, yet 

man, by being master of himself, and proprietor of his own person, and the actions or labour of 

it, had still in himself the great foundation of property; and that, which made up the great part of 

what he applied to the support or comfort of his being, when invention and arts had improved the 

conveniencies of life, was perfectly his own, and did not belong in common to others. 

Sec. 45. Thus labour, in the beginning, gave a right of property, wherever any one was pleased to 

employ it upon what was common, which remained a long while the far greater part, and is yet 

more than mankind makes use of. Men, at first, for the most part, contented themselves with 

what unassisted nature offered to their necessities: and though afterwards, in some parts of the 

world, (where the increase of people and stock, with the use of money, had made land scarce, 

and so of some value) the several communities settled the bounds of their distinct territories, and 

by laws within themselves regulated the properties of the private men of their society, and so, by 

compact and agreement, settled the property which labour and industry began; and the leagues 

that have been made between several states and kingdoms, either expresly or tacitly disowning 

all claim and right to the land in the others possession, have, by common consent, given up their 

pretences to their natural common right, which originally they had to those countries, and so 
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have, by positive agreement, settled a property amongst themselves, in distinct parts and parcels 

of the earth; yet there are still great tracts of ground to be found, which (the inhabitants thereof 

not having joined with the rest of mankind, in the consent of the use of their common money) lie 

waste, and are more than the people who dwell on it do, or can make use of, and so still lie in 

common; tho' this can scarce happen amongst that part of mankind that have consented to the use 

of money. 

Sec. 46. The greatest part of things really useful to the life of man, and such as the necessity of 

subsisting made the first commoners of the world look after, as it doth the Americans now, are 

generally things of short duration; such as, if they are not consumed by use, will decay and 

perish of themselves: gold, silver and diamonds, are things that fancy or agreement hath put the 

value on, more than real use, and the necessary support of life. Now of those good things which 

nature hath provided in common, every one had a right (as hath been said) to as much as he 

could use, and property in all that he could effect with his labour; all that his industry could 

extend to, to alter from the state nature had put it in, was his. He that gathered a hundred bushels 

of acorns or apples, had thereby a property in them, they were his goods as soon as gathered. He 

was only to look, that he used them before they spoiled, else he took more than his share, and 

robbed others. And indeed it was a foolish thing, as well as dishonest, to hoard up more than he 

could make use of. If he gave away a part to any body else, so that it perished not uselesly in his 

possession, these he also made use of. And if he also bartered away plums, that would have 

rotted in a week, for nuts that would last good for his eating a whole year, he did no injury; he 

wasted not the common stock; destroyed no part of the portion of goods that belonged to others, 

so long as nothing perished uselesly in his hands. Again, if he would give his nuts for a piece of 

metal, pleased with its colour; or exchange his sheep for shells, or wool for a sparkling pebble or 

a diamond, and keep those by him all his life he invaded not the right of others, he might heap up 

as much of these durable things as he pleased; the exceeding of the bounds of his just property 

not lying in the largeness of his possession, but the perishing of any thing uselesly in it.  

Sec. 47. And thus came in the use of money, some lasting thing that men might keep without 

spoiling, and that by mutual consent men would take in exchange for the truly useful, but 

perishable supports of life.17 

Sec. 48. And as different degrees of industry were apt to give men possessions in different 

proportions, so this invention of money gave them the opportunity to continue and enlarge them: 

for supposing an island, separate from all possible commerce with the rest of the world, wherein 

there were but an hundred families, but there were sheep, horses and cows, with other useful 

animals, wholsome fruits, and land enough for corn for a hundred thousand times as many, but 

nothing in the island, either because of its commonness, or perishableness, fit to supply the place 

of money; what reason could any one have there to enlarge his possessions beyond the use of his 

family, and a plentiful supply to its consumption, either in what their own industry produced, or 

they could barter for like perishable, useful commodities, with others? Where there is not some 

thing, both lasting and scarce, and so valuable to be hoarded up, there men will not be apt to 
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enlarge their possessions of land, were it never so rich, never so free for them to take: for I ask, 

what would a man value ten thousand, or an hundred thousand acres of excellent land, ready 

cultivated, and well stocked too with cattle, in the middle of the inland parts of America, where 

he had no hopes of commerce with other parts of the world, to draw money to him by the sale of 

the product? It would not be worth the enclosing, and we should see him give up again to the 

wild common of nature, whatever was more than would supply the conveniencies of life to be 

had there for him and his family. 

Sec. 50. But since gold and silver, being little useful to the life of man in proportion to food, 

raiment, and carriage, has its value only from the consent of men, whereof labour yet makes, in 

great part, the measure, it is plain, that men have agreed to a disproportionate and unequal 

possession of the earth, they having, by a tacit and voluntary consent, found out, a way how a 

man may fairly possess more land than he himself can use the product of, by receiving in 

exchange for the overplus gold and silver, which may be hoarded up without injury to any one; 

these metals not spoiling or decaying in the hands of the possessor. This partage of things in an 

inequality of private possessions, men have made practicable out of the bounds of society, and 

without compact, only by putting a value on gold and silver, and tacitly agreeing in the use of 

money: for in governments, the laws regulate the right of property, and the possession of land is 

determined by positive constitutions. 

Sec. 51. And thus, I think, it is very easy to conceive, without any difficulty, how labour could at 

first begin a title of property in the common things of nature, and how the spending it upon our 

uses bounded it. So that there could then be no reason of quarrelling about title, nor any doubt 

about the largeness of possession it gave. Right and conveniency went together; for as a man had 

a right to all he could employ his labour upon, so he had no temptation to labour for more than 

he could make use of. This left no room for controversy about the title, nor for encroachment on 

the right of others; what portion a man carved to himself, was easily seen; and it was useless, as 

well as dishonest, to carve himself too much, or take more than he needed. 

Of the Beginning of Political Societies. 

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.18 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 
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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 right to act and conclude the rest.19 

Sec. 96. For when any number of men have, by the consent of every individual, made a 

community, they have thereby made that community one body, with a power to act as one body, 

which is only by the will and determination of the majority: for that which acts any community, 

being only the consent of the individuals of it, and it being necessary to that which is one body to 

move one way; it is necessary the body should move that way whither the greater force carries it, 

which is the consent of the majority: or else it is impossible it should act or continue one body, 

one community, which the consent of every individual that united into it, agreed that it should; 

and so every one is bound by that consent to be concluded by the majority. And therefore we see, 

that in assemblies, impowered to act by positive laws, where no number is set by that positive 

law which impowers them, the act of the majority passes for the act of the whole, and of course 

determines, as having, by the law of nature and reason, the power of the whole.20 

Sec. 97. And thus every man, by consenting with others to make one body politic under one 

government, puts himself under an obligation, to every one of that society, to submit to the 

determination of the majority, and to be concluded by it; or else this original compact, whereby 

he with others incorporates into one society, would signify nothing, and be no compact, if he be 

left free, and under no other ties than he was in before in the state of nature. For what appearance 

would there be of any compact? what new engagement if he were no farther tied by any decrees 

of the society, than he himself thought fit, and did actually consent to? This would be still as 

great a liberty, as he himself had before his compact, or any one else in the state of nature hath, 

who may submit himself, and consent to any acts of it if he thinks fit. 

Sec. 99. Whosoever therefore out of a state of nature unite into a community, must be understood 

to give up all the power, necessary to the ends for which they unite into society, to the majority 

of the community, unless they expresly agreed in any number greater than the majority. And this 

is done by barely agreeing to unite into one political society, which is all the compact that is, or 

needs be, between the individuals, that enter into, or make up a commonwealth. And thus that, 

which begins and actually constitutes any political society, is nothing but the consent of any 

number of freemen capable of a majority to unite and incorporate into such a society. And this is 

that, and that only, which did, or could give beginning to any lawful government in the world. 

Sec. 119. Every man being, as has been shewed, naturally free, and nothing being able to put him 

into subjection to any earthly power, but only his own consent; it is to be considered, what shall 

be understood to be a sufficient declaration of a man's consent, to make him subject to the laws 

of any government. There is a common distinction of an express and a tacit consent, which will 

concern our present case. No body doubts but an express consent, of any man entering into any 
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society, makes him a perfect member of that society, a subject of that government. The difficulty 

is, what ought to be looked upon as a tacit consent, and how far it binds, i.e. how far any one 

shall be looked on to have consented, and thereby submitted to any government, where he has 

made no expressions of it at all. And to this I say, that every man, that hath any possessions, or 

enjoyment, of any part of the dominions of any government, doth thereby give his tacit consent, 

and is as far forth obliged to obedience to the laws of that government, during such enjoyment, 

as any one under it; whether this his possession be of land, to him and his heirs for ever, or a 

lodging only for a week; or whether it be barely travelling freely on the highway; and in effect, it 

reaches as far as the very being of any one within the territories of that government. 

Sec. 121. But since the government has a direct jurisdiction only over the land, and reaches the 

possessor of it, (before he has actually incorporated himself in the society) only as he dwells 

upon, and enjoys that; the obligation any one is under, by virtue of such enjoyment, to submit to 

the government, begins and ends with the enjoyment; so that whenever the owner, who has given 

nothing but such a tacit consent to the government, will, by donation, sale, or otherwise, quit the 

said possession, he is at liberty to go and incorporate himself into any other common-wealth; or 

to agree with others to begin a new one, in vacuis locis, in any part of the world, they can find 

free and unpossessed: whereas he, that has once, by actual agreement, and any express 

declaration, given his consent to be of any commonwealth, is perpetually and indispensably 

obliged to be, and remain unalterably a subject to it, and can never be again in the liberty of the 

state of nature; unless, by any calamity, the government he was under comes to be dissolved; or 

else by some public act cuts him off from being any longer a member of it. 

Sec. 122. But submitting to the laws of any country, living quietly, and enjoying privileges and 

protection under them, makes not a man a member of that society: this is only a local protection 

and homage due to and from all those, who, not being in a state of war, come within the 

territories belonging to any government, to all parts whereof the force of its laws extends. But 

this no more makes a man a member of that society, a perpetual subject of that common-wealth, 

than it would make a man a subject to another, in whose family he found it convenient to abide 

for some time; though, whilst he continued in it, he were obliged to comply with the laws, and 

submit to the government he found there. And thus we see, that foreigners, by living all their 

lives under another government, and enjoying the privileges and protection of it, though they are 

bound, even in conscience, to submit to its administration, as far forth as any denison; yet do not 

thereby come to be subjects or members of that commonwealth. Nothing can make any man so, 

but his actually entering into it by positive engagement, and express promise and compact. This 

is that, which I think, concerning the beginning of political societies, and that consent which 

makes any one a member of any common-wealth.21 

Of the Ends of Political Society and Government. 
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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.22 

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. 127. Thus mankind, notwithstanding all the privileges of the state of nature, being but in an 

ill condition, while they remain in it, are quickly driven into society. Hence it comes to pass, that 

we seldom find any number of men live any time together in this state. The inconveniencies that 

they are therein exposed to, by the irregular and uncertain exercise of the power every man has 

of punishing the transgressions of others, make them take sanctuary under the established laws of 

government, and therein seek the preservation of their property. It is this makes them so 

willingly give up every one his single power of punishing, to be exercised by such alone, as shall 

be appointed to it amongst them; and by such rules as the community, or those authorized by 
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them to that purpose, shall agree on. And in this we have the original right and rise of both the 

legislative and executive power, as well as of the governments and societies themselves.23 

Sec. 128. For in the state of nature, to omit the liberty he has of innocent delights, a man has two 

powers. 

The first is to do whatsoever he thinks fit for the preservation of himself, and others within the 

permission of the law of nature: by which law, common to them all, he and all the rest of 

mankind are one community, make up one society, distinct from all other creatures. And were it 

not for the corruption and vitiousness of degenerate men, there would be no need of any other; 

no necessity that men should separate from this great and natural community, and by positive 

agreements combine into smaller and divided associations. 

The other power a man has in the state of nature, is the power to punish the crimes committed 

against that law. Both these he gives up, when he joins in a private, if I may so call it, or 

particular politic society, and incorporates into any common-wealth, separate from the rest of 

mankind. 

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. 130. Secondly, The power of punishing he wholly gives up, and engages his natural force, 

(which he might before employ in the execution of the law of nature, by his own single authority, 

as he thought fit) to assist the executive power of the society, as the law thereof shall require: for 

being now in a new state, wherein he is to enjoy many conveniencies, from the labour, 

assistance, and society of others in the same community, as well as protection from its whole 

strength; he is to part also with as much of his natural liberty, in providing for himself, as the 

good, prosperity, and safety of the society shall require; which is not only necessary, but just, 

since the other members of the society do the like. 

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 
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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.24 

Sec. 132. THE majority having, as has been shewed, upon men's first uniting into society, the 

whole power of the community naturally in them, may employ all that power in making laws for 

the community from time to time, and executing those laws by officers of their own appointing; 

and then the form of the government is a perfect democracy: or else may put the power of 

making laws into the hands of a few select men, and their heirs or successors; and then it is an 

oligarchy: or else into the hands of one man, and then it is a monarchy: if to him and his heirs, it 

is an hereditary monarchy: if to him only for life, but upon his death the power only of 

nominating a successor to return to them; an elective monarchy. And so accordingly of these the 

community may make compounded and mixed forms of government, as they think good. And if 

the legislative power be at first given by the majority to one or more persons only for their lives, 

or any limited time, and then the supreme power to revert to them again; when it is so reverted, 

the community may dispose of it again anew into what hands they please, and so constitute a 

new form of government: for the form of government depending upon the placing the supreme 

power, which is the legislative, it being impossible to conceive that an inferior power should 

prescribe to a superior, or any but the supreme make laws, according as the power of making 

laws is placed, such is the form of the common-wealth. 

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. 

(* The lawful power of making laws to command whole politic societies of men, belonging so 

properly unto the same intire societies, that for any prince or potentate of what kind soever upon 

earth, to exercise the same of himself, and not by express commission immediately and 
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personally received from God, or else by authority derived at the first from their consent, upon 

whose persons they impose laws, it is no better than mere tyranny. Laws they are not therefore 

which public approbation hath not made so. Hooker's Eccl. Pol. l. i. sect. 10. Of this point 

therefore we are to note, that sith men naturally have no full and perfect power to command 

whole politic multitudes of men, therefore utterly without our consent, we could in such sort be 

at no man's commandment living. And to be commanded we do consent, when that society, 

whereof we be a part, hath at any time before consented, without revoking the same after by the 

like universal agreement. 

Laws therefore human, of what kind so ever, are available by consent. Ibid.)  

Sec. 135. Though the legislative, whether placed in one or more, whether it be always in being, 

or only by intervals, though it be the supreme power in every common-wealth; yet, 

First, It is not, nor can possibly be absolutely arbitrary over the lives and fortunes of the people: 

for it being but the joint power of every member of the society given up to that person, or 

assembly, which is legislator; it can be no more than those persons had in a state of nature before 

they entered into society, and gave up to the community: for no body can transfer to another 

more power than he has in himself; and no body has an absolute arbitrary power over himself, or 

over any other, to destroy his own life, or take away the life or property of another. A man, as 

has been proved, cannot subject himself to the arbitrary power of another; and having in the state 

of nature no arbitrary power over the life, liberty, or possession of another, but only so much as 

the law of nature gave him for the preservation of himself, and the rest of mankind; this is all he 

doth, or can give up to the common-wealth, and by it to the legislative power, so that the 

legislative can have no more than this. Their power, in the utmost bounds of it, is limited to the 

public good of the society. It is a power, that hath no other end but preservation, and therefore 

can never have a right to destroy, enslave, or designedly to impoverish the subjects. 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. 136. Secondly, The legislative, or supreme authority, cannot assume to its self a power to 

rule by extemporary arbitrary decrees, but is bound to dispense justice, and decide the rights of 

the subject by promulgated standing laws, and known authorized judges: for the law of nature 

being unwritten, and so no where to be found but in the minds of men, they who through passion 

or interest shall miscite, or misapply it, cannot so easily be convinced of their mistake where 

there is no established judge: and so it serves not, as it ought, to determine the rights, and fence 

the properties of those that live under it, especially where every one is judge, interpreter, and 

executioner of it too, and that in his own case: and he that has right on his side, having ordinarily 

but his own single strength, hath not force enough to defend himself from injuries, or to punish 

delinquents. To avoid these inconveniences, which disorder men's propperties in the state of 

nature, men unite into societies, that they may have the united strength of the whole society to 



secure and defend their properties, and may have standing rules to bound it, by which every one 

may know what is his. To this end it is that men give up all their natural power to the society 

which they enter into, and the community put the legislative power into such hands as they think 

fit, with this trust, that they shall be governed by declared laws, or else their peace, quiet, and 

property will still be at the same uncertainty, as it was in the state of nature. 

Sec. 137. Absolute arbitrary power, or governing without settled standing laws, can neither of 

them consist with the ends of society and government, which men would not quit the freedom of 

the state of nature for, and tie themselves up under, were it not to preserve their lives, liberties 

and fortunes, and by stated rules of right and property to secure their peace and quiet. It cannot 

be supposed that they should intend, had they a power so to do, to give to any one, or more, an 

absolute arbitrary power over their persons and estates, and put a force into the magistrate's hand 

to execute his unlimited will arbitrarily upon them. This were to put themselves into a worse 

condition than the state of nature, wherein they had a liberty to defend their right against the 

injuries of others, and were upon equal terms of force to maintain it, whether invaded by a single 

man, or many in combination. Whereas by supposing they have given up themselves to the 

absolute arbitrary power and will of a legislator, they have disarmed themselves, and armed him, 

to make a prey of them when he pleases; he being in a much worse condition, who is exposed to 

the arbitrary power of one man, who has the command of 100,000, than he that is exposed to the 

arbitrary power of 100,000 single men; no body being secure, that his will, who has such a 

command, is better than that of other men, though his force be 100,000 times stronger. And 

therefore, whatever form the common-wealth is under, the ruling power ought to govern by 

declared and received laws, and not by extemporary dictates and undetermined resolutions: for 

then mankind will be in a far worse condition than in the state of nature, if they shall have armed 

one, or a few men with the joint power of a multitude, to force them to obey at pleasure the 

exorbitant and unlimited decrees of their sudden thoughts, or unrestrained, and till that moment 

unknown wills, without having any measures set down which may guide and justify their 

actions: 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. Men 

therefore in society having property, they have such a right to the goods, which by the law of the 

community are theirs, that no body hath a right to take their substance or any part of it from 

them, without their own consent: without this they have no property at all; for I have truly no 

property in that, which another can by right take from me, when he pleases, against my consent. 

Hence it is a mistake to think, that the supreme or legislative power of any commonwealth, can 

do what it will, and dispose of the estates of the subject arbitrarily, or take any part of them at 

pleasure. This is not much to be feared in governments where the legislative consists, wholly or 



in part, in assemblies which are variable, whose members, upon the dissolution of the assembly, 

are subjects under the common laws of their country, equally with the rest. But in governments, 

where the legislative is in one lasting assembly always in being, or in one man, as in absolute 

monarchies, there is danger still, that they will think themselves to have a distinct interest from 

the rest of the community; and so will be apt to increase their own riches and power, by taking 

what they think fit from the people: for a man's property is not at all secure, tho' there be good 

and equitable laws to set the bounds of it between him and his fellow subjects, if he who 

commands those subjects have power to take from any private man, what part he pleases of his 

property, and use and dispose of it as he thinks good. 

Sec. 140. It is true, governments cannot be supported without great charge, and it is fit every one 

who enjoys his share of the protection, should pay out of his estate his proportion for the 

maintenance of it. But still it must be with his own consent, i.e. the consent of the majority, 

giving it either by themselves, or their representatives chosen by them: for if any one shall claim 

a power to lay and levy taxes on the people, by his own authority, and without such consent of 

the people, he thereby invades the fundamental law of property, and subverts the end of 

government: for what property have I in that, which another may by right take, when he pleases, 

to himself?  

Of the Legislative, Executive, and Federative Power of the Common-wealth. 

Sec. 143. THE legislative power is that, which has a right to direct how the force of the common-

wealth shall be employed for preserving the community and the members of it. But because 

those laws which are constantly to be executed, and whose force is always to continue, may be 

made in a little time; therefore there is no need, that the legislative should be always in being, not 

having always business to do. And because it may be too great a temptation to human frailty, apt 

to grasp at power, for the same persons, who have the power of making laws, to have also in 

their hands the power to execute them, whereby they may exempt themselves from obedience to 

the laws they make, and suit the law, both in its making, and execution, to their own private 

advantage, and thereby come to have a distinct interest from the rest of the community, contrary 

to the end of society and government: therefore in well ordered commonwealths, where the good 

of the whole is so considered, as it ought, the legislative power is put into the hands of divers 

persons, who duly assembled, have by themselves, or jointly with others, a power to make laws, 

which when they have done, being separated again, they are themselves subject to the laws they 

have made; which is a new and near tie upon them, to take care, that they make them for the 

public good.  

Sec. 144. But because the laws, that are at once, and in a short time made, have a constant and 

lasting force, and need a perpetual execution, or an attendance thereunto; therefore it is necessary 

there should be a power always in being, which should see to the execution of the laws that are 

made, and remain in force. And thus the legislative and executive power come often to be 

separated. 

 

Of the Subordination of the Powers of the Common-wealth. 



Sec. 149. THOUGH in a constituted common-wealth, standing upon its own basis, and acting 

according to its own nature, that is, acting for the preservation of the community, there can be 

but one supreme power, which is the legislative, to which all the rest are and must be 

subordinate, yet the legislative being only a fiduciary power to act for certain ends, there remains 

still in the people a supreme power to remove or alter the legislative, when they find the 

legislative act contrary to the trust reposed in them: for all power given with trust for the 

attaining an end, being limited by that end, whenever that end is manifestly neglected, or 

opposed, the trust must necessarily be forfeited, and the power devolve into the hands of those 

that gave it, who may place it anew where they shall think best for their safety and security. And 

thus the community perpetually retains a supreme power of saving themselves from the attempts 

and designs of any body, even of their legislators, whenever they shall be so foolish, or so 

wicked, as to lay and carry on designs against the liberties and properties of the subject: for no 

man or society of men, having a power to deliver up their preservation, or consequently the 

means of it, to the absolute will and arbitrary dominion of another; when ever any one shall go 

about to bring them into such a slavish condition, they will always have a right to preserve, what 

they have not a power to part with; and to rid themselves of those, who invade this fundamental, 

sacred, and unalterable law of self-preservation, for which they entered into society. And thus the 

community may be said in this respect to be always the supreme power, but not as considered 

under any form of government, because this power of the people can never take place till the 

government be dissolved. 

Of the Dissolution of Government 

Sec. 226. Thirdly, I answer, that this doctrine of a power in the people of providing for their 

safety a-new, by a new legislative, when their legislators have acted contrary to their trust, by 

invading their property, is the best fence against rebellion, and the probablest means to hinder it: 

for rebellion being an opposition, not to persons, but authority, which is founded only in the 

constitutions and laws of the government; those, whoever they be, who by force break through, 

and by force justify their violation of them, are truly and properly rebels: for when men, by 

entering into society and civil-government, have excluded force, and introduced laws for the 

preservation of property, peace, and unity amongst themselves, those who set up force again in 

opposition to the laws, do rebellare, that is, bring back again the state of war, and are properly 

rebels: which they who are in power, (by the pretence they have to authority, the temptation of 

force they have in their hands, and the flattery of those about them) being likeliest to do; the 

properest way to prevent the evil, is to shew them the danger and injustice of it, who are under 

the greatest temptation to run into it. 

Sec. 227. In both the fore-mentioned cases, when either the legislative is changed, or the 

legislators act contrary to the end for which they were constituted; those who are guilty are guilty 

of rebellion: for if any one by force takes away the established legislative of any society, and the 

laws by them made, pursuant to their trust, he thereby takes away the umpirage, which every one 

had consented to, for a peaceable decision of all their controversies, and a bar to the state of war 

amongst them. They, who remove, or change the legislative, take away this decisive power, 

which no body can have, but by the appointment and consent of the people; and so destroying the 

authority which the people did, and no body else can set up, and introducing a power which the 

people hath not authorized, they actually introduce a state of war, which is that of force without 



authority: and thus, by removing the legislative established by the society, (in whose decisions 

the people acquiesced and united, as to that of their own will) they untie the knot, and expose the 

people a-new to the state of war, And if those, who by force take away the legislative, are rebels, 

the legislators themselves, as has been shewn, can be no less esteemed so; when they, who were 

set up for the protection, and preservation of the people, their liberties and properties, shall by 

force invade and endeavour to take them away; and so they putting themselves into a state of war 

with those who made them the protectors and guardians of their peace, are properly, and with the 

greatest aggravation, rebellantes, rebels. 

 


