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Excerpt from John Locke, Second Treatise On Government (1689) 
 
IF man in the state of Nature be as free as has been said, 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, this 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 hath such a right, yet the enjoyment of it is very uncertain and 
constantly exposed to the invasion of other. 
 
Firstly, in the state of Nature there is no settled, known law, allowed by common 

consent to be the standard of right and wrong. Secondly, there is no unbiased judge, with authority to 
determine all differences according to the established law. Men are partial to themselves, and so passion and 
revenge are very apt to carry them too far, and with too much heat in their own cases. Thirdly, there is no 
power to back and support a sentence when right, and to give it due execution. Such resistance makes 
punishment dangerous to those who attempt it. 

 
Thus mankind,being in an ill condition while they remain in nature, are quickly driven into society where they may 
take sanctuary under the established laws of government, and seek the preservation of their property. It is this 
that makes them so willingly accept the rules as the community. 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. 

 
When they enter into society, men give the equality, liberty, and power into the hands of society, to be disposed 
of by the legislative as the good of the society shall require. However, it being only with the intent to preserve 
himself, his liberty and property, the power of the society can never be supposed to extend farther than the 
common good. And so, whoever has the legislative or supreme power is bound to govern by established standing 
laws, promulgated and known to the people, by upright judges, who are to decide controversies by those 
laws; and to employ the force only in the execution of such laws, or to protect against invasion. 

 
Since it can never be supposed to be the Will of the Society that the Legislative should have a Power to destroy 
that which everyone 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. Citizens are thereupon absolved from any farther Obedience, and are left to the common 
defense, which God hath provided for all Men, against Force and Violence. Therefore whenever the Legislative 
shall transgress this fundamental Rule of Society; and either by Ambition, Fear, Folly or Corruption, grasp for 
themselves Absolute Power over the Lives, Liberties, and Estates of the People, they forfeit the Power the People 
had put into their hands, and that power 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. 
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