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John locke’s social contract theory

John Locke, a 17th-century English philosopher, is widely regarded as one of the founding
figures of modern liberalism. His political philosophy, especially his theory of the social
contract, laid the intellectual foundation for democratic government and the protection of
individual rights. In contrastto Thomas Hobbes, who advocated for absolute monarchy,
Locke proposed a model of government based on the consent of the governed and the
protection of natural rights. His ideas, particularly as expressed in his Second Treatise of
Government (1689), would go on to shape revolutions in both America and France. This
essay explores Locke’s social contract theory by examining his views on the state of nature,
the formation of political society, and the right to revolt against unjust authority.

The State of Nature and Natural Rights

Locke begins his theory by imagining a state of nature—a pre-political condition where
humans live without formal government. Unlike Hobbes, who viewed the state of nature as
a brutal "war of all against all," Locke believed that people in the state of nature are
generally rational, free, and capable of living in peace. However, this peace is maintained
only because individuals follow natural law, a moral code accessible through reason.

According to Locke, natural law teaches that all people are equal and independent, and no
one ought to harm another in their “life, health, liberty, or possessions.” These form what
Locke calls natural rights—basic entitlements that exist prior to any government. However,
even in a relatively peaceful state of nature, Locke recognized problems such as lack of
impartial judges, enforcement mechanisms, and protection against those who violate
natural law.

The Social Contract and Formation of Government

To remedy the shortcomings of the state of nature, individuals agree to form a political
society through a social contract. This contract involves people giving up some of their
freedoms—specifically the right to personally enforce justice—and transferring those
powers to a government that can protect their rights more effectively and impartially.

Locke emphasized that this government must be based on the consent of the governed. It
is formed to serve the public good, not the private interests of a ruler. Its primary purpose is
to protect natural rights—life, liberty, and property. Any government that fails to do this has
broken the social contract.



Importantly, for Locke, the government is a trustee of the people’s rights and freedoms. It
must operate within the limits set by law and reason. He advocated for a separation of
powers (later developed further by Montesquieu) to prevent abuse of power.

Right to Revolution

One of the most radical elements of Locke’s theory is his argument that citizens have the
right to revolt against a government that violates their natural rights. If a ruler becomes
tyrannical, acting without the consent of the people or failing to protect their rights, the
social contract is void. In such cases, the people not only have the right—but the duty—to
overthrow the government and replace it with one that respects their freedoms.

This idea had a profound impact on later political movements, especially the American
Revolution. Thomas Jefferson, for example, directly drew from Locke's ideas when writing
the Declaration of Independence.



