John Locke
John Locke (1632–1704) was born shortly before the English Civil War.
Locke studied science and medicine at Oxford University and became a
professor there. He sided with the Protestant Parliament against the Roman
Catholic King James II in the Glorious Revolution of 1685. This event
reduced the power of the king and made Parliament the major authority in
English government.
In 1690, Locke published his Two Treatises of Government. He generally
agreed with Hobbes about the brutality of the state of nature, which required
a social contract to assure peace. But he disagreed with Hobbes on two
major points.
First, Locke argued that natural rights such as life, liberty, and property existed in the state of nature and
could never be taken away or even voluntarily given up by individuals. These rights were “inalienable”
(impossible to surrender). Locke also disagreed with Hobbes about the social contract. For him, it was not
just an agreement among the people, but between them and the sovereign (preferably a king).
According to Locke, the natural rights of individuals limited the power of the king. The king did not hold
absolute power, as Hobbes had said, but acted only to enforce and protect the natural rights of the
people. If a sovereign violated these rights, the social contract was broken, and the people had the right to
revolt and establish a new government. Less than 100 years after Locke wrote his Two Treatises of
Government, Thomas Jefferson used his theory in writing the Declaration of Independence.
Although Locke spoke out for freedom of thought, speech, and religion, he believed property to be the
most important natural right. He declared that owners may do whatever they want with their property as
long as they do not invade the rights of others. Government, he said, was mainly necessary to promote
the “public good,” that is to protect property and encourage commerce and little else. “Govern lightly,”
Locke said.
Locke favored a representative government such as the English Parliament, which had a hereditary
House of Lords and an elected House of Commons. But he wanted representatives to be only men of
property and business. Consequently, only adult male property owners should have the right to vote.
Locke was reluctant to allow the propertyless masses of people to participate in government because he
believed that they were unfit.
The supreme authority of government, Locke said, should reside in the law-making legislature, like
England’s Parliament. The executive (prime minister) and courts would be creations of the legislature and
under its authority.
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