John Locke, The Second Treatise
of Civil Government

THE CONTRACT TO PRESERVE LIFE, LIBERTY,
AND PROPERTY
To understand political power right and derive it from its
origin, 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.
[This is a] state also of equality, wherein all the power and
jurisdiction is reciprocal, no one having more than another.
Men being . . . 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 amongst one another,
in a secure enjoyment of their properties and a greater security against any that are not of it. This any number of men
may do, because it injures not the freedom of the rest; they
are left as they were in the liberty of the state of nature.
When any number of men have so consented to make one
community or government, they are thereby presently incorporated and make one body politic wherein the majority
have a right to act and conclude the rest. . . . 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.
If man in the state of nature be so free . . . , and if he be
absolute lord of his own person and possessions, equal to the
greatest, and subject to nobody, why will he part with his
freedom, why will he give up his empire and subject himself
to the dominion and control of any other power? To which
it is obvious to answer that though in the state of nature he
has 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.”

The great and chief end, therefore, of men’s uniting into
commonwealths and putting themselves under government
is the preservation of their property. . . . Though the earth and
all inferior creatures be common to all men, yet every man
has a property in his own person; this nobody has any right
to but himself. The labor 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 has provided and left it
in, he has mixed his labor 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 has placed it in,
it has by this labor something annexed to it that excludes the
common right of other men. For this labor being the unquestionable property of the laborer, 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. . . . As much
land as a man tills, plants, improves, cultivates, and can use
the product of, so much is his property. He by his labor does,
as it were, enclose it from the common.

LAW-MAKING AND EXECUTIVE POWER
It is reasonable and just that I should have a right to destroy
that which threatens me with destruction; for, by the fundamental law of nature . . . when all cannot be preserved, the
safety of the innocent is to be preferred; and one may destroy
a man who makes war upon him, or has discovered an enmity
to his being, for the same reason that he may kill a wolf or a
lion, because such men . . . have no other rule but that of force
and violence, and so may be treated as beasts of prey. . . .
To avoid this state of war is one great reason of men’s
putting themselves into society and quitting the state of
nature; for where there is an authority, a power on earth
from which relief can be had by appeal, there the continuance of the state of war is excluded, and the controversy
is decided by that power.
Whenever, therefore, any number of men are so united
into one society as to quit every one his executive power
of the law of nature and to resign it to the public, there and
there only is a political or civil society.
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 diverse 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. . . .

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. There is another power in every
commonwealth which . . . contains the power of war and
peace, leagues and alliances, and all the transactions with
all persons and communities without the commonwealth,
and may be called “federative,” if anyone pleases. So the
thing be understood, I am indifferent as to the name.
Man, being born, as has been proved, with a title to
perfect freedom and uncontrolled enjoyment of all the
rights and privileges of the law of nature equally with any
other man or number of men in the world, has by nature a
power not only to preserve his property—that is, his life,
liberty, and estate—against the injuries and attempts of
other men, but to judge of and punish the breaches of that
law in others as he is persuaded the offense deserves, even
with death itself in crimes where the heinousness of the
fact in his opinion requires it. Every man who has entered
into civil society and become a member of any commonwealth has quitted his power to punish offenses against the
law of nature in prosecution of his own private judgment.
He has given a right to the commonwealth to employ his
force for the execution of the judgments of the commonwealth, which, indeed, are his own judgments, they being
made by himself or his representative. . . .
[The] end of law is not to abolish or restrain but to
preserve and enlarge freedom; for in all the states of created
beings capable of laws, where there is no law, there is no
freedom. For liberty is to be free from restraint and violence
from others, which cannot be where there is not law; but
freedom is not, as we are told: a liberty for every man to do
what he likes—for who could be free, when every other
man’s humor might domineer over him?—but a liberty to
dispose and order . . . his person, actions, possessions, and
his whole property, within the allowance of those laws
under which he is, and therein not to be subject to the arbitrary will of another, but freely follow his own.
RIGHT TO REMOVE TYRANNICAL
GOVERNMENT
Since it can never be supposed to be the will of the society
that the legislative should have a power to destroy that which
every one designs to secure by entering into society, and for
which the people submitted themselves to legislators of their
own making, whenever the legislators endeavour to take
away and destroy the property of the people, or to reduce
them to slavery under arbitrary power, they put themselves
into a state of war with the people, who are thereupon
absolved from any further obedience, and are left to the
common refuge which God has provided for all men against

force and violence. 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 the 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. What I have
said here concerning the legislative in general, holds true
also concerning the supreme executor, who having a double
trust put in him, both to have a part in the legislative and the
supreme execution of the law, acts against both when he
goes about to set up his own arbitrary will as the law of the
society. He acts also contrary to his trust when he employs
the force, treasure, and offices of the society, to corrupt the
representatives, and gain them to his purposes. . . .
The end of government is the good of mankind, and which
is best for mankind, that the people should be always exposed
to the boundless will of tyranny, or that the rulers should be
sometimes liable to be opposed when they grow exorbitant
in the use of their power, and employ it for the destruction
and not the preservation of the properties of their people?
If a controversy arise between a prince and some of the
people in a matter where the law is silent or doubtful, and
the thing be of great consequence, I should think the
proper umpire in such a case should be the body of the
people. . . . But if the prince or whoever they be in the
administration decline that way of determination, the
appeal then lies nowhere but to heaven; force between
either persons who have no known superior on earth, or
which permits no appeal to a judge on earth, being properly a state of war, wherein the appeal lies only to heaven,
and in that state the injured party must judge for himself
when he will think fit to make use of that appeal and put
himself upon it.

