The Political Philosophy of John Locke

Introduction to Philosophy

Another English philosopher witnessing the English civil war and the Glorious Revolution was John Locke.  However, Locke presents a different perspective on the politics of the day.  Like Thomas Hobbes, Locke believes in the existence of a social contract; but unlike Hobbes, Locke contends individuals have certain inalienable rights that include liberty, justice, and protection of rights.  These rights supercede the absolute power of a monarch.

Another concept introduced by Hobbes is man in the state of nature.  Locke takes this idea of the state of nature and develops it into his treatises of government. Similar to other political philosophers of his time, Locke followed the lead of natural scientists who had discovered an orderly universe and searched for natural laws that regulated society by contending that the ideal society must be one that is ruled by the laws of nature.

According to Locke’s political philosophy, God gave men reason in order that they may know what their natural rights are and in order that they may devise a government to protect them to these rights.  Men therefore owe obedience to the government they have established, as long as the government protects them in their rights.  When any government ceases to do this, the men who made it may destroy it.

John Locke believes that if a monarch rules wrongfully, the populace has the right to replace the unjust ruler.  In a sense, Locke states the argument for representative democracy.  Rulers need to be held accountable for actions and decisions.  According to Locke, the majority rules.

Key ideas of Locke:

“State of nature” is a moral state in which all of us are born by virtue of being God’s creatures.

God’s law creates natural property.  One can accumulate as much “natural property” as long as one leaves enough for everyone else.  Locke presupposes a condition of abundance.

Each of us has the right to our “life, liberty, health, and property.” If any person violates those rights, that person alienates himself from the state of nature and thereby forfeits his own natural rights and can be punished. 

Locke’s theory of justice is retributive—the criminal has earned the punishment with his acts and we owe it to him to punish him—and preventative—he will be restrained from committing similar crimes.)

