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John Locke Of The State Of Nature Summary

Introduction: The Foundation of Locke’s Political
Philosophy

John Locke’s Second Treatise of Government remains one of the most influential works in Western political
thought, and at its core lies a powerful and enduring concept: the state of nature. For anyone seeking a
John Locke Of The State Of Nature Summary, it is essential to understand that this idea is not a
historical description of primitive humanity but a philosophical tool. Locke uses the state of nature to
explore  the  natural  condition  of  mankind  before  the  establishment  of  formal  government,  asking
fundamental  questions about human freedom, equality,  and the origins of  political  authority.  In this
article, we will provide a comprehensive John Locke Of The State Of Nature Summary, breaking down
its  key  components,  its  relationship  to  natural  law  and  property,  and  why  it  remains  vital  for
understanding modern democracy and individual rights.

Locke’s state of nature is often contrasted with the darker vision of Thomas Hobbes. Where Hobbes saw a
“war of all against all,” Locke describes a state of perfect freedom and equality, governed by a moral law
discoverable by reason. This natural law, which Locke calls the “law of nature,” obliges every individual to
respect the life,  liberty,  and property of others.  A thorough John Locke Of The State Of Nature
Summary must emphasize that for Locke, this condition is not amoral or chaotic; it is a moral order
where rights exist independently of government. This essay will walk you through the essential elements
of Locke’s argument, helping you grasp why this concept forms the bedrock of liberal democracy.

Understanding Locke’s State of Nature

Locke begins his discussion in the Second Treatise by defining the state of nature as a condition in which
men are naturally in a “state of perfect freedom to order their actions and dispose of their possessions
and persons, as they think fit, within the bounds of the law of nature.” This is a crucial starting point for
any John Locke Of The State Of Nature Summary. Unlike Hobbes, who believed that life in the state
of nature was solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short, Locke argues that it is a state of equality and
liberty, though not license. People are free to do as they wish, but they are not free to harm themselves or
others, because the law of nature imposes duties.

Locke’s state of nature is also a state of equality: no person has natural authority over another. This
equality is not about identical abilities but about the absence of any inherent hierarchical structure. All are
born with equal rights to freedom and self-governance. This radical idea directly challenged the divine
right of kings and provided a philosophical foundation for constitutional government. In the John Locke
Of The State Of Nature Summary, it is vital to note that Locke believed the state of nature is not
merely hypothetical; he argued that it actually existed among independent individuals and even among
nations. International relations, he claimed, are still in a state of nature because there is no common
judge over sovereign states.

Natural Rights and the Law of Nature

Central to any John Locke Of The State Of Nature Summary is the concept of natural rights. Locke
posited that every human being possesses inalienable rights to life, liberty, and property. These rights are
not granted by government; they are inherent to our nature as rational creatures. The law of nature,
which is reason itself, teaches that “being all equal and independent, no one ought to harm another in his
life, health, liberty, or possessions.” This moral law is discoverable by reason and is binding on all people,
even in the absence of an organized state.

Locke’s argument for natural rights is profoundly influential. It means that individuals have moral claims
that cannot be arbitrarily taken away by any ruler. If a government violates these rights, it loses its
legitimacy. This idea is echoed in the American Declaration of Independence, which explicitly references
“life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.” Understanding the John Locke Of The State Of Nature
Summary thus provides insight into the foundational principles of modern human rights discourse.

Enforcement of the Law of Nature

A frequent question in any John Locke Of The State Of Nature Summary is: who enforces the law of
nature? In the state of nature, Locke asserts that every individual has the power to execute that law.
Because there is no common judge or sovereign authority, each person has the right to punish those who
violate  natural  law.  However,  this  right  is  limited:  punishment  must  be  proportional  and  aimed at
reparation and restraint, not revenge. This “executive power of the law of nature” is a central feature of
Locke’s state of nature. However, it also leads to inconveniences, as people will naturally be biased in
their own cases, leading to conflicts. This is one of the main reasons Locke argues that people eventually
leave the state of nature and form civil society.

Property and Labor in the State of Nature

Locke’s theory of property is a landmark contribution to political philosophy. In his John Locke Of The
State Of Nature Summary, he explains that although the earth and its resources are originally given to
mankind  in  common,  individuals  can  come  to  own  parts  of  it  through  their  labor.  Locke  writes,
“Whatsoever then he removes out of the state that nature hath provided and left it in, he hath mixed his
labour with, and joined to it something that is his own, and thereby makes it his property.”

This “labor theory of property” holds that by mixing our labor with an unowned natural resource, we
appropriate it as our own. For example, picking an apple from a tree or cultivating a field creates a just
claim to that apple or the crops grown on that field. Locke adds a key proviso: one can only take as much

as one can use before it spoils, and enough must be left for others. This limitation ensures that property
rights do not lead to wanton waste or harm to the common good.

The introduction of money changes this dynamic. Locke argues that men consent to the use of money,
which  does  not  spoil,  allowing for  the  accumulation  of  greater  amounts  of  property.  This  leads  to
inequality, but Locke sees it as legitimate because it arose from voluntary agreements. In the John Locke
Of  The State Of  Nature Summary,  property  rights  become the  primary  reason  for  establishing
government: to protect the possessions that individuals have gained through their labor. This is why Locke
famously argues that “government has no other end but the preservation of property.”

The Inconveniences of the State of Nature

Despite  its  relative  peace  and  moral  order,  Locke’s  state  of  nature  is  not  perfect.  He  identifies  several
“inconveniences”  that  drive  people  to  form  a  civil  society.  These  are  critical  components  of  any
comprehensive John Locke Of The State Of Nature Summary:

Lack of an established, settled, known law: While the law of nature exists, it is not clearly
formulated or universally known. Disputes about what the law requires are common.
Lack of a known and impartial judge: When conflicts arise, there is no neutral authority to settle
them. People are forced to judge their own cases, leading to bias, partiality, and revenge.
Lack of power to execute the law: Even if a just judgment is made, there is no centralized force
to ensure that the punishment is carried out effectively. The strong can defy justice.

These inconveniences make the state of nature unstable and undesirable. Although it is a condition of
freedom,  it  is  constantly  threatened by  uncertainty  and conflict.  Locke’s  John Locke Of The State Of
Nature Summary emphasizes that human beings are rational and recognize the need for a more secure
system. Therefore, they consent to form a political community and establish a government with legislative
and executive powers to protect their rights and resolve disputes impartially.

The Social Contract and the Transition to Civil Society

Locke’s social contract is the mechanism by which individuals leave the state of nature. In his John Locke
Of The State Of Nature Summary, the contract is not a historical event but a philosophical justification:
people agree to give up their individual executive power of the law of nature and transfer it to the
community. In doing so, they consent to be governed by majority rule and to abide by laws made for the
public  good.  Crucially,  they do not  surrender their  natural  rights;  they merely  agree to have them
protected by an impartial authority.

Locke’s theory of consent is twofold: express consent and tacit consent. Individuals give express consent
by signing a compact or publicly agreeing to join a society. However, most people give tacit consent
simply by living under a government’s laws, owning property, or using its roads. Once consent is given,
the individual is obligated to obey the laws of that society. However, if the government violates the trust
of the people—if it acts contrary to the law of nature and fails to protect life, liberty, and property—the
people have a right to resist and even overthrow it. This right to revolution is a logical outcome of Locke’s
John Locke Of The State Of Nature Summary and his emphasis on limited government and popular
sovereignty.

Locke’s Influence and Legacy

Understanding the  John Locke Of The State Of  Nature Summary  is  essential  for  grasping  the
development  of  modern  political  thought.  Locke’s  ideas  directly  influenced  the  American  Founding
Fathers.  Thomas  Jefferson’s  language  in  the  Declaration  of  Independence—citing  self-evident  truths,
unalienable rights, and the consent of the governed—is clearly Lockean. Similarly, the structure of the U.S.
Constitution,  with  its  separation  of  powers  and  checks  and  balances,  reflects  Locke’s  distrust  of
concentrated  authority  and  his  emphasis  on  protecting  individual  rights.

Locke’s state of nature also informed later philosophers such as Jean-Jacques Rousseau and Immanuel
Kant, and it continues to be a touchstone in contemporary debates about justice, property, and the limits
of state power. Critics, however, have pointed out that Locke’s theory assumes a level of rationality and
moral awareness that may not be universal, and his account of property has been criticized for justifying
colonialism and dispossession of indigenous peoples. Nonetheless, a balanced John Locke Of The State
Of Nature Summary acknowledges both the profound contributions and the limitations of his framework.

Conclusion: The Enduring Relevance of Locke’s State of Nature

In this detailed John Locke Of The State Of Nature Summary, we have explored how Locke envisions
a pre-political condition characterized by natural freedom, equality, and a moral law based on reason. His
state of nature is not a war of all against all but a realm of natural rights, particularly property rights,
which individuals are entitled to protect. The inconveniences of this state—lack of clear laws, impartial
judges,  and  effective  enforcement—lead  rational  people  to  consent  to  government  through  a  social
contract. Yet Locke always insists that government remains subordinate to the natural rights it is designed
to secure. If a ruler becomes tyrannical, the people retain the right to rebel.

Locke’s ideas remain foundational to liberal democracy, constitutionalism, and human rights. A solid John
Locke Of The State Of Nature Summary reveals how his thought bridges the ancient world of natural
law and the modern world of individual rights and democratic governance. By studying Locke, we gain a
deeper appreciation for the philosophical underpinnings of our own political institutions and the ongoing
struggles to balance liberty with authority. Whether you are a student of political theory, an aspiring
lawyer, or simply a curious reader, understanding Locke’s state of nature is a vital step in comprehending
the values that shape our world today.


