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Locke

Introduction: The Father of Liberalism

John Locke—the Father of Liberalism—wasn’t just a 
thinker; he was the voice of a rising force in 
history: the bourgeoisie, the new middle class 
demanding rights, reason, and representation. He 
stood firmly as a utilitarian and an individualist, 
believing that political power must serve usefulness 
and freedom, not kings and dogmas.

And how did he understand knowledge? Not from 
scriptures, not from ancient texts—but from 
experience! For Locke, the human mind is a "Tabula 
Rasa"—a clean slate. Every idea we have comes 
from what we observe, what we feel, what we live. 
This empiricism makes Locke a child of the 
Scientific Revolution, close to Hobbes, but here’s 
the twist: while Hobbes built on fear, Locke had 
faith in reason. He believed humans, through 
dialogue and observation, could govern 
themselves.

Unlike Socrates, who saw the soul as the core, 
Locke placed his trust in the senses and the world 
outside. He believed that people weren’t born sinful 
or wise—but free and equal, capable of shaping 
their destiny through education and law.

So when Locke speaks, he speaks for the modern 
spirit: "Let people think, let them choose, and let power 
exist only with their consent." That is the heart of 
liberalism—and why Locke still shapes our 
constitutions, our classrooms, and our common 
sense.

Works: Two Treatises of Government

Imagine a time when kings claimed to rule because 
they were “chosen by God,” tracing their authority 
all the way back to Adam—yes, that Adam from 
the Bible! This was the idea pushed by Robert 
Filmer in his work Patriarchy—that the state is like 
a big divine family, with the king as the father and 

the people as obedient children.

But then comes John Locke, with his Two Treatises 
of Civil Government—and he flips the entire script.

In the First Treatise, Locke takes aim at Filmer’s 
fantasy. He says, “Wait a minute—if every king 
claims to be Adam’s heir, then who decides the 
rightful ruler?” It’s chaos in royal disguise! He 
firmly argues that the state is not a family, and 
citizens are not children. Grown, rational 
individuals do not need a divine father—they need 
a government based on reason and consent.

Then comes the real game-changer: the Second 
Treatise. Here, Locke lays the intellectual 
foundation for modern democracy. He says: 
authority doesn’t come from God’s will, but from 
a social contract, built through consent of the 
governed. It’s not divine right—it’s human right 
that matters.

Unlike Hobbes, who saw people as dangerous and 
life in nature as nasty and brutish, Locke had faith
—faith in human reason, cooperation, and moral 
sense. He rejects Hobbes’s security dilemma, 
where fear leads to absolute power, and instead 
believes that a limited government, accountable to 
its citizens, can maintain both liberty and order.

So, in two bold treatises, Locke tore down the 
pillars of divine monarchy and laid the blueprint 
for constitutional democracy. That’s not just 
theory—that’s revolution in ink!

Human Nature and State of Nature

When John Locke looked at human beings, he 
didn’t see monsters or saints—he saw reasonable 
individuals, capable of both passion and reason, 
guided by what he called “enlightened self-
interest.” That means people naturally care about 
themselves—but in a way that also respects others. 
Why? Because reason teaches us that to protect our 
own life, liberty, and property, we must respect 
the same rights in others.
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In Locke’s vision of the state of nature, life isn’t 
the violent chaos Hobbes imagined. Instead, it's 
relatively peaceful, filled with mutual assistance 
and cooperation. But it’s not perfect—there are 
what Locke calls “inconveniences.” Without a 
common authority, there’s confusion over who 
decides right and wrong. Without clear, written 
laws, there’s misunderstanding. And without a 
neutral judge, justice becomes personal and 
biased.

This is where the seeds of the social contract come 
in—not out of fear, like in Hobbes, but out of 
practical reason. Locke, influenced by the 
Glorious Revolution of 1688, believed that to 
secure liberty, we must have law. His famous line
—“No law, no liberty”—captures this beautifully. 
Freedom isn’t chaos. Real liberty exists within the 
rule of law, where everyone’s rights are protected 
equally.

So, Locke offers us a hopeful picture: human 
beings are capable of peace, reason, and 
cooperation—but to make that real and lasting, 
they must come together to form a government 
that protects everyone’s rights, not just the king’s.

Social Contract: Consent and Trust

Now, here's where John Locke truly revolutionised 
political thought—with his idea of a two-stage 
social contract. First, he said, people come together 
to form a civil society. Why? Because while the 
state of nature is peaceful, it's also full of 
inconveniences—no common law, no impartial 
judge, no enforcement. So, in this first stage, 
people recognize each other’s natural rights—to 
life, liberty, and property—and agree to live 
together peacefully.

But Locke doesn’t stop there. The second stage is 
where things get powerful. People then form a 
government, and this isn’t based on divine right or 
force—it’s based on consent. That consent can be 

explicit (you clearly say “yes”) or tacit (you don’t 
object and live under the system). The point is: the 
legitimacy of the government comes from the 
people.

And what do people give the government? Three 
key powers: legislative (to make laws), executive 
(to enforce them), and judicial (to resolve 
disputes). This lays the foundation for the 
separation of powers, the very essence of modern 
constitutional democracy.

But here’s Locke’s genius: not everything can be 
given away. Our inalienable rights—life, liberty, 
and property—are non-negotiable. Even the 
government cannot touch them. Why? Because the 
government is not a master—it is a trust. The 
people are the real owners of power. The 
government is just a trustee, acting on our behalf.

And what if that trust is broken? What if the 
government tries to become a tyrant? Locke is 
crystal clear: citizens have the right to resist. But 
not through chaos or violence—through peaceful, 
constitutional means. This is the spirit behind 
every democracy today: that power belongs to the 
people, and any authority must be accountable to 
them.

Right to Property: Central to Locke’s Theory

Now, if you want to understand John Locke, you 
must understand his deep emphasis on property. 
For Locke, property isn’t just land—it’s 
everything you mix your labour with: your crops, 
your crafts, even your horses and slaves (yes, a 
problematic part, but historically accurate). He 
believed God gave the earth in common, but once 
you add your labour, that bit becomes yours alone
—absolutely.

He also made it moral: property is a natural right, 
central to living a dignified, free life. And this is 
where he draws his famous social divide:

• The rich industrialists—hardworking, 
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rational, disciplined.

• The poor—lazy, quarrelsome, and wasteful.

But Locke wasn’t for unregulated greed. He placed 
three moral restrictions on acquiring property:

1. Don’t let resources spoil—no hoarding 
beyond use.

2. Don’t deprive others of opportunity—
your gain shouldn’t block others.

3. Don’t use force or fraud—property must 
come through honest labour.

And here’s the clincher: Why does Locke even 
support a government? Not to moralise or rule 
over us—but simply to protect property. That’s the 
main job of the night watchman state—a 
government that interferes only when rights, 
especially property, are at risk.

So, for Locke, property = liberty. And any state 
worth its salt must make protecting property its 
top priority. This thinking still echoes in modern 
liberal democracies and capitalist economies 
today.

Toleration: Limits and Liberty

John Locke was a fierce advocate of toleration, 
but with boundaries.

In his Essay Concerning Toleration, Locke boldly 
declared: "The state has no business interfering 
in matters of belief." Your conscience, your faith, 
your private worship—these are yours alone. The 
state exists to protect life, liberty, and property—
not to dictate what you believe.

He argued that religion should never be forced. 
Why? Because belief cannot be compelled. You 
can’t threaten someone into truly believing; at best, 
you get hypocrisy.

But here’s the twist—Locke drew a line: he 
excluded atheists from this circle of tolerance. Why? 
Because he believed that if someone doesn’t 

believe in God, they can’t be trusted to keep 
promises or oaths—he saw them as lacking moral 
accountability.

So while Locke was ahead of his time in 
championing religious freedom, he still reflected 
the limits of his era. His message? Let the state 
protect your rights—but keep it out of your soul.

Locke as an Individualist

John Locke—the fierce voice of freedom, the man 
who lit the torch for modern democracy—was, as 
Vaughan rightly said, an individualist out and out.

To Locke, the individual came first, not the king, 
not the church, not the state. He believed that 
every human is born with natural rights—life, 
liberty, and property—not given by rulers, but by 
nature, or God. The state? That’s just a tool, a 
creation of the people, built through consent, 
meant to serve and protect these rights. Man is the 
end; government is merely the means.

He didn’t just dream of freedom—he designed it. 
Through his ideas of limited government, 
toleration, and trust, Locke taught us that a 
government without the people’s trust has no 
legitimacy.

In today’s language? Power belongs to the people, 
and the state is on probation. Always.

On Democracy: An Incomplete Vision

John Locke gave us the tools of democracy—
consent, rights, limited government—but his 
vision wasn’t fully democratic by today’s 
standards. As C.B. MacPherson pointed out, Locke 
championed majority rule, but at the same time, 
he treated property as sacred and absolute. This 
created a contradiction: if only property-owners 
mattered, then what about the working class, who 
had no property?

In practice, Locke’s ideas justified excluding the 
poor from voting for over a century. Real 

   @igetias 3  7502008540



PSIR in 150 Days Political Theory       Crafting Excellence… 

democracy, where everyone could vote regardless of 
wealth, didn’t emerge until the late 19th century.

So yes, Locke laid the foundation—but the house 
of democracy took much longer to finish.

Modern Relevance

John Locke isn’t just a figure from dusty 
philosophy books—his ideas breathe through 
modern democracies. His concept of consent-
based rule is what powers elections in India and 
beyond. When farmers protested the 2020–21 farm 
laws, they were echoing Locke’s belief: “If power 
doesn't flow from consent, people have a right to resist.”

Locke’s stress on inalienable rights—life, liberty, 
and property—is alive in India’s Right to Privacy 
verdict (2017), where the Supreme Court protected 
personal autonomy from state overreach. And 
globally, the George Floyd protests reminded the 
world: the state cannot violate the right to life with 
impunity.

His passion for property rights shows up today in 
debates over land acquisition—whether it’s 
Vedanta in Odisha or Zimbabwe’s land reforms
—where people demand fair compensation and 
voice. That’s classic Locke: no force, only fair consent.

On limited government, Locke demanded checks 
and balances. We saw this when India’s NJAC 
was struck down to protect judicial independence, 
or when UK courts stopped Boris Johnson from 
shutting down Parliament. That’s Locke reminding 
us: “Power must never go unchecked.”

Locke’s push for religious tolerance still 
challenges us. From India’s Triple Talaq verdict to 
France’s ban on religious symbols, states wrestle 
with drawing the line between respecting belief 
and enforcing neutrality.

And perhaps most powerfully, Locke’s idea that 
individuals are ends in themselves fuels today’s 
LGBTQ+ rights, #MeToo, and bodily autonomy 
movements. They all echo one principle: Your 

liberty is sacred.

Finally, when citizens protest—Fridays for Future
—they’re walking Locke’s path. Because when 
governments betray trust, it’s not just a right—it’s 
a duty to resist.

Locke lives on—not in statues, but in protests, 
courtrooms, ballots, and voices that say: we the 
people, not the king, hold the power.

Conclusion

Locke’s ideas aren’t relics—they are living 
principles. In debates on freedom, property, 
surveillance, protest, secularism, and democratic 
accountability, we are still wrestling with Lockean 
questions.

His belief that government exists for man, not 
man for government continues to challenge how 
power is exercised—and how it must be held to 
account.
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Previous Year Questions 

1. “Locke’s views on Revolution.” 2024, 10

2. Locke’s Social Contract 2022, 10

3. John Locke is the father of liberalism. Explain. 
2018, 20

4. Comment on the assertion of Laslett that 
Filmer and not Hobbes was the main 
antagonist of Locke. 2013, 15

5. ‘Locke is an individualist out and out’. 
Substantiate this statement. 2012, 20

6. Comment on: "The great and chief aim of 
men's uniting into a Commonwealth  and 
putting themselves under Government is the 
preservation of property." (Locke). 2008, 20

7. Comment on: The end of law is not a abolish 
or restrain but to preserve and enlarge 
freedom (Locke). 2004, 20

8. Comment on: The reason why men enter into 
civil society is the preservation  of their 
property (Locke). 2003, 20
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