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It is a widespread misconception that John Locke’s influential political 
book, Two Treatises of Government (1690), is essentially a secular writing. An 
accurate analysis of this book, along with a proper consideration of Locke’s the-
ological ideas, actually demonstrates that Locke’s political theory relies on argu-
ments typical of natural theology, as well as points drawn from Scripture, in that 
he regarded God-given natural reason and biblical revelation as complementing 
and sustaining each other. Locke described natural rights and duties as logically 
correlative elements of the divinely given, inherently rational, eternally valid, 
and universally binding law of nature – a moral law comprehensible, at least in 
principle, to natural reason and restated in the Bible. He argued that all human 
beings are bearers of this divine moral law and have to obey it equally, because 
they are all God’s workmanship, servants, and property. Since God wants human 
beings to preserve the goods He has given them, the defense of the self’s and oth-
ers’ God-given natural rights from abuses committed by private citizens or the 
political authorities is not only a right, but also a duty towards the Divine Creator 
and Legislator. Therefore, those who see their or others’ inalienable rights violat-
ed by the political authorities may rightfully judge based on “a Law antecedent 
and paramount to all positive laws of men” and may thus “appeal to Heaven” in 
resisting or rebelling to such oppressive powers – as indeed happened during the 
“Lockean” American Revolution of the late eighteenth century and the liberal 
revolutions of the nineteenth century.
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John Locke’s influential political book, Two Treatises of Govern-
ment (dated 1690, but actually published in 1689), is well known as one 
of the foundational texts of the liberal political tradition. In the “First 
Treatise,” Locke refuted the divine right theory of kingship, according 
to which the right of monarchs, and particularly of Christian monarchs, 
to rule is derived from divine authority. Locke focused especially on the 
Scripture-based version of this theory expounded in Sir Robert Filmer’s 
Patriarcha – a book written in the first half of the seventeenth century 
but published posthumously in 1680. While Filmer argued that the au-
thority of modern rulers derived from the Biblical patriarchs, whom he 
regarded as Adam’s heirs, Locke described Adam as the progenitor of all 
humankind and, thus, he rejected Filmer’s theory as ill-grounded. In the 
“Second Treatise,” Locke traced the origins of the civil commonwealth 
to a contract made to put an end to the state of nature, in which the en-
joyment of the natural rights to life, property, and freedom was unsecure 
because of human imperfection and weakness. The “Second Treatise” 
delineates the main aspects of representative government, advocating the 
separation of the legislative, executive, and judicial powers and ground-
ing the civil magistrate’s authority not only in popular will, but also in 
the divinely given, inherently rational, universally binding, and eternally 
valid Law of Nature. As Locke explained in the “Second Treatise,” the 
government’s aim is indeed to procure, preserve, and advance the civil 
interests of all citizens; and the civil interests that the laws of the state 
must sanction are essentially identical to the aforesaid natural rights to 
life, property, and freedom embedded in the Law of Nature. Therefore, 
civil magistrates who, in making or enforcing the laws of the state, violate 
the inalienable rights affirmed by the Law of Nature should expect (le-
gitimate) resistance and even revolution from the citizens. In this regard, 
it is commonly acknowledged that Locke’s “Second Treatise” argues for 
the right to self-defense (when natural rights are violated by private cit-
izens) and to resistance and revolution (when natural rights are violated 
by the political authorities). However, in this paper I argue that in Locke’s 
political theory recourse to self-defense, resistance, and revolution to pro-
tect the self’s and others’ natural rights is not only a right but also a duty 
towards the Divine Creator and Legislator, because God wants human 
beings to preserve the goods He has given them.
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For the purpose of my argument, in this paper I first focus on the 
relationship between the natural and revealed law in Locke’s religious and 
political thought. I explain that, for Locke, the Law of Nature is reaffirmed 
and contained in the Christian Law of Faith and, hence, is still valid un-
der the Christian covenant, as he maintained in The Reasonableness of 
Christianity (1695). Then, I provide a clarification of the role that Locke’s 
natural and biblical theology played in the making of his political theo-
ry, and particularly of his notion of natural law, which his major political 
work, the aforesaid Two Treatises of Government, illustrates. Starting in 
the 1960s, with the publication of Peter Laslett’s, John Dunn’s, and Rich-
ard Ashcraft’s seminal studies on Locke’s political thought, several schol-
ars have observed that Locke’s theism and his reliance on Scripture had 
a significant impact on his political theory1. In this paper, I highlight the 
theological foundations of Locke’s concepts of self-defense, resistance, and 
revolution in particular, thereby showing that Locke conceived of recourse 
to self-defense, resistance, and revolution as not only a right but also a duty 
towards God. Therefore, it is to this specific issue that I eventually turn my 
attention. However, far from providing an exhaustive analysis of themes 
like resistance and revolution in Locke (which is beyond the scope of this 
essay), this paper aims, above all, to shed new light on the impact of Locke’s 
theological and hermeneutical ideas on the making and justification of his 
views on the right and duty to self-defense, resistance, and revolution. To 
this purpose, the focus of this paper is on Locke’s major philosophical, po-

1 P. Laslett, Introduction. In: J. Locke, Two Treatises of Government. Ed. P. Laslett. 
Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1988 (first edition 1960), pp. 3–122; R. Ash-
craft, Faith and Knowledge in Locke’s Philosophy. In: J. W. Yolton (ed.), John Locke: 
Problems and Perspectives. Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1969, pp. 194–223; 
J. Dunn, The Political Thought of John Locke: An Historical Account of the Argument 
of the Two Treatises of Government. Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1969; J. 
Marshall, John Locke: Resistance, Religion and Responsibility. Cambridge, Cambridge 
University Press, 1994; R. Ashcraft, Religion and Lockean Natural Rights. In: I. Bloom, 
J. P. Martin, W. L. Proudfoot (eds.), Religious Diversity and Human Rights. New York, 
Columbia University Press, 1996, pp. 195–212; K. I. Parker, The Biblical Politics of 
John Locke. Waterloo, Wilfried Laurier University Press, 2004, pp. 125–146; Y. J. M. 
Leiter, John Locke’s Political Philosophy and the Hebrew Bible. Cambridge, Cambridge 
University Press, 2018.
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litical, and theological works, which he published between 1689 and 16952. 
An important part of my argument is that, although Locke offered his most 
thorough account of the relationship between the natural and revealed law 
in The Reasonableness of Christianity, which he wrote and published in the 
mid-1690s, his notion of the Law of Nature as divinely given, inherently 
rational, restated clearly in Scripture, and hence eternally valid and univer-
sally binding already informed the philosophical and political works that he 
published in the late 1680s – early 1690s, particularly An Essay concerning 
Human Understanding (1690) and Two Treatises of Government.

NATURAL AND REVEALED LAW

Locke’s natural law theory is substantiated by both natural and bibli-
cal theological arguments, since he viewed natural reason and scriptural 
revelation as mutually complementing and sustaining each other. He used 
the Bible as a source of not only religious but also moral truth and, conse-
quently, as a political document. He indeed believed in the divine author-
ity of Scripture, which, in his opinion, was evidenced by the excellence 
of Christ’s moral and salvific teachings, the fulfillment of Old Testament 
Messianic prophecies in the New Testament, and Christ’s miracles con-
firming his Messianic mission3. Briefly, Locke regarded Scripture as the 

2 For a comprehensive analysis of Locke’s arguments for resistance and revolu-
tion, and of the historical context in which these arguments emerged and developed, see 
R. Ashcraft, Revolutionary Politics and Locke’s Two Treatises of Government. Prince-
ton, Princeton University Press, 1986, pp. 286–405, 521–589. For a thorough study of 
Locke’s religion, based on both Locke’s published works and his private writings and 
examining, also, the context of his theological ideas and their impact on some elements of 
his philosophy and political theory, see D. Lucci, John Locke’s Christianity. Cambridge, 
Cambridge University Press, 2021.

3 On Locke’s proof of the divine authority of Scripture, which appears in several pas-
sages of The Reasonableness of Christianity and Locke’s two “vindications” of this book, 
and which is based on similar proofs he found in the works of the anti-Trinitarian leader 
Faustus Socinus and the famous legal theorist and Remonstrant theologian Hugo Groti-
us, see V. Nuovo, Christianity, Antiquity, and Enlightenment: Interpretations of Locke. 
Dordrecht, Springer, 2011, pp. 53–73; V. Nuovo, John Locke: The Philosopher as Chris-
tian Virtuoso. Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2017, pp. 220–225, 233–235; D. Lucci, 
John Locke’s Christianity, pp. 58–67. In his two “vindications” of the Reasonableness, 
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Word of God, which, being infallible, obviated the limits of natural reason 
and, thus, was sufficient to establish the Law of Nature, along with the 
natural rights and duties that this law affirms.

Locke considered the Law of Nature as inherently rational and, hence, 
comprehensible to natural reason in principle. In An Essay concerning 
Human Understanding (1690), he argued that human beings’ ability to 
prove the existence of a Divine Creator and Lawmaker, based on the ob-
servation of Creation and on a consideration of their own existence, leads 
them to the conclusion that there are moral duties and rules of conduct4. 
And, given that both the Divine Legislator and human beings (as intel-
ligent creatures) are rational, the God-given moral law is rational and, 
hence, demonstrable by natural reason:

The Idea of a supreme Being, infinite in Power, Goodness, and 
Wisdom, whose Workmanship we are, and on whom we depend; and 
the Idea of our selves, as understanding, rational Beings, being such 
as are clear in us, would, I suppose, if duly considered, and pursued, 
afford such Foundations of our Duty and Rules of Action, as might 
place Morality amongst the Sciences capable of Demonstration5.

However, due to the imperfection and weakness of human nature, 
Locke was pessimistic about the human ability to actually grasp the Law 
of Nature completely and perfectly, despite the compatibility of this di-
vine law with (God-given) natural reason. He pointed out the difficulties 
that natural reason meets when trying to demonstrate moral ideas – dif-
ficulties such as the unfitness of moral ideas for sensible representation 
and their complexity6. Furthermore, he argued that the imperfection and 
weakness of human nature prevent us from demonstrating moral ideas in 

published respectively in 1695 and 1697, Locke responded to the Calvinist divine John 
Edwards’s accusations of anti-Trinitarianism and creedal minimalism against this book.

4 J. Locke, An Essay concerning Human Understanding. Ed. P. H. Nidditch. Ox-
ford, Clarendon Press, 1975, pp. 87–89, 302–303, 619–621. In the Essay, Locke used the 
argument from design and the anthropological argument to prove God’s existence based, 
respectively, on the observation of the order of nature and on “Man’s […] clear Percep-
tion of his own Being” (ibid., p. 619).

5 Ibid., p. 549.
6 Ibid., p. 550.
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the same way as we demonstrate, for instance, mathematical notions7. In 
The Reasonableness of Christianity (1695), he added that ecclesiastical 
tradition, priestcraft, and power politics, too, had negatively affected the 
human capacity to comprehend and abide by the Law of Nature8. There-
fore, in the Reasonableness he concluded the following:

[‘T]is too hard a task for unassisted Reason, to establish Morality in 
all its parts upon its true foundation; with a clear and convincing light. 
[…] [H]umane reason unassisted, failed Men in its great and Proper 
business of Morality. It never from unquestionable Principles, by clear 
deductions, made out an entire body of the Law of Nature9.

This is why he maintained in the Reasonableness that God had reaf-
firmed the Law of Nature unambiguously in the Scriptures – first in the 
Old Testament Law of Moses and then in the Law of Faith revealed by 
Christ. According to Locke, the Law of Moses comprised a ceremonial 
part and a moral part – the Law of Works – identical to the Law of Nature. 
The Mosaic Law, being stated clearly in the Old Testament, was easily in-
telligible. On the other hand, the Law of Moses was excessively demand-
ing, in that it required perfect obedience, and did not offer any incentive 
to act morally. Therefore, Jesus Christ’s Law of Faith restored the Law of 
Nature and complemented it with the assurance of otherworldly rewards 
and sanctions and with the promise of God’s forgiveness of the faithful, on 
condition that the latter, during their earthly life, sincerely repent for their 
sins and attempt to respect the divine law. While an afterlife with rewards 
and punishments was a strong incentive to act morally, Christ’s emphasis 
on divine mercy for the repentant faithful made salvation possible despite 
the imperfection and weakness of human nature10.

Locke’s focus on salvation and on otherworldly incentives to moral 
conduct, however, does not make his ethics a sort of utilitarian, heterono-

7 Ibid.
8 J. Locke, The Reasonableness of Christianity, as Delivered in the Scriptures. Ed. 

J. C. Higgins-Biddle. Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1999, pp. 143–144, 161–163.
9 Ibid., pp. 148–150.

10 Ibid., pp. 17–25. On the Law of Nature, the Law of Moses, and the Law of Faith 
in Locke, see D. Lucci, John Locke’s Christianity, pp. 88–96.



Diego Lucci. The Revolutionary Political Theology of John Locke’s Two Treatises…	 121

mous, or even “mercenary” ethics. In fact, Locke’s ethics is a sort of the-
istic and rationalist deontological ethics. And, being both theistic and ra-
tionalist, Locke’s ethics blurs the distinction between “voluntarism” and 
“rationalism,” since in Locke’s ethics both the inherently rational moral 
law and natural reason are God-given. In this regard, Alex Tuckness has 
aptly observed that, for Locke, “since God created us with reason in order 
to follow God’s will, human reason and divine reason are sufficiently sim-
ilar that natural law will not seem arbitrary to us”11. Indeed, being divinely 
given and intrinsically rational, this moral law is universally binding, even 
regardless of incentives to observe it – incentives that promote moral ac-
tion but are not the main motivation to act morally. Moreover, having been 
created by God, this law is eternally valid and is, therefore, still valid in 
its entirety under the Christian covenant. Besides being compatible with 
(God-given) natural reason and, hence, comprehensible to natural reason 
(at least in principle), the Law of Nature is actually expressed unambigu-
ously in the Bible, which can thus serve the purpose of a political document.

NATURAL THEOLOGY, BIBLICAL THEOLOGY,  
AND POLITICAL THEOLOGY

Locke provided a thorough analysis of the Law of Nature as an es-
sential part of the Christian Law of Faith in The Reasonableness of Chris-
tianity, which he wrote and published in 1695. However, his notion of 
the Law of Nature as divinely given, inherently rational, eternally valid, 
universally binding, compatible with natural reason, and also restated in 
the Scriptures emerged already in the philosophical and political works 
that he published in 1689–1690, particularly in An Essay concerning Hu-
man Understanding and Two Treatises of Government. Locke’s approach, 
combining natural and biblical theology, is indeed manifest at the begin-

11 A. Tuckness, Locke’s Political Philosophy, 2020 (first edition 2005). Available at: 
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/locke-political/ (16.01.2021). See, also, A. Tuckness, 
The Coherence of a Mind: John Locke and the Law of Nature, Journal of the History of 
Philosophy, Vol. 37, N° 1, January 1999, pp. 73–90; D. Lucci, John Locke’s Christianity, 
pp. 33–48.
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ning of the “Second Treatise,” where he referred to the Book of Genesis 
when offering a premise to his explanation of natural equality:

Adam had not either by natural Right of Fatherhood, or by positive 
Donation from God, any such Authority over his Children, or Dominion 
over the World as is pretended. […] It is impossible that the Rulers 
now on Earth, should make any benefit, or derive any the least shadow 
of Authority from that, which is held to be the Fountain of all Power, 
Adam’s Private Dominion and Paternal Jurisdiction12.

In the “Second Treatise,” Locke frequently referred to Adam when 
elucidating the condition of humanity in the state of nature, which he 
characterized as follows:

[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, without asking leave, or depending upon the Will 
of any other Man. A State also of Equality, wherein all the Power 
and Jurisdiction is reciprocal, no one having more than another: there 
being nothing more evident, than that Creatures of the same species 
and rank promiscuously born to all the same advantages of Nature, and 
the use of the same faculties, should also be equal one amongst another 
without Subordination or Subjection, unless the Lord and Master of 
them all, should by any manifest Declaration of his Will set one above 
another, and confer on him by an evident and clear appointment an 
undoubted Right to Dominion and Sovereignty13.

This passage from the “Second Treatise” shows that, for Locke, natu-
ral rights are divinely established and all human beings have an equal duty 
to respect others’ natural rights. Natural rights and duties are, indeed, log-
ically correlative elements of the divine Law of Nature, which has existed 
since Creation and was already valid in the state of nature, as the Book of 
Genesis testifies14. Concerning the notion of “state of nature” in Locke’s 

12 J. Locke, Two Treatises …, p. 267.
13 Ibid., p. 269.
14 Ibid., p. 271. On natural rights and duties as logically correlative elements of the 

Law of Nature in Locke, see A. J. Simmons, The Lockean Theory of Rights. Princeton, 
Princeton University Press, 1992, pp. 68–120.
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political thought, several scholars, including, among others, John Dunn and 
Richard Ashcraft, have described it as a fictional, theoretical analysis of 
interpersonal relations, or as an account that Locke gave of the human con-
dition in the absence of a political society15. Nevertheless, characterizations 
of the state of nature as a fictional analysis or a hypothetical account are 
irreconcilable with Locke’s parallel between the natural state of human-
kind and Adam’s condition as a historical fact described in the Bible, which 
Locke regarded as reliable and infallible and which he used as a political 
document. Moreover, Locke expressly maintained in the “Second Treatise” 
that there are and have been people in the state of nature, and this further 
demonstrates that he actually believed in the historicity of the state of na-
ture16. In this regard, I concur with Barry Hindess’s conclusion that “[t]he 
idea of an original condition of freedom and equality played a central role 
in Locke’s argument,” in that this idea served the purpose “to undermine 
the view that humans were born into a natural condition of subjection to 
the rule of others”17. And I add to Hindess’s point the fact that Locke, when 
talking of the state of nature as a state of perfect freedom and equality, 
made numerous references to the biblical tale of Genesis. He did so when 
emphasizing natural equality with the purpose of rejecting Filmer’s patri-
archalism and, accordingly, the divine right theory of kingship. According 
to Filmer, “not only Adam, but the succeding Patriarchs had, by Right of 
Father-hood, Royal Authority over their Children [and] were endowed with 
Kingly Power” – which means that “Civil Power […] is by Divine Institu-
tion”18. Interpretations of Adam as a monarch were largely based on Gen-
esis 1:28, which recounts God’s donation to Adam of “dominion over the 
fish of the sea, and over the fowl of the air, and over every living thing that 
moveth upon the earth”19. Contra Filmer, Locke described Adam as a rep-

15 J. Dunn, The Political Thought …, pp. 97, 101, 113; R. Ashcraft, Locke’s State 
of Nature: Historical Fact or Moral Fiction? American Political Science Review, Vol. 62, 
N° 3, September 1968, pp. 898–915.

16 J. Locke, Two Treatises …, pp. 276–277.
17 B. Hindess, Locke’s State of Nature, History of the Human Sciences, Vol. 20, N° 

3, August 2007, pp. 3–4.
18 R. Filmer, Patriarcha, or the Natural Power of Kings. London, Chiswell, 1680, 

p. 12.
19 This quote is from the King James Version. Locke owned several Bibles and took 

numerous notes in a King James Bible printed by William Bentley in 1648.
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resentative of humankind in order to contend that God had given the world 
to humankind in common:

Whether we consider natural Reason, which tells us, that Men, being 
once born, have a right to their Preservation, and consequently to 
Meat and Drink, and such other things, as Nature affords for their 
Subsistence: Or Revelation, which gives us an account of those Grants 
God made of the World to Adam, and to Noah, and his Sons, ‘tis very 
clear, that God […] has given the Earth to the Children of Men, given 
it to Mankind in common20.

This passage is from Chapter 5 of the “Second Treatise,” entitled “Of 
Property,” in which Locke gave various arguments to justify all human 
beings’ inalienable rights to life, property, and freedom, as he did, for 
instance, when examining property acquisition:

Though the Earth, and all inferior Creatures be common to all Men, 
yet every Man has a Property in his own Person. This no Body has 
any Right to but himself. The Labour of his Body, and the Work of his 
Hands, we may say, are properly his. Whatsoever then he removes out 
of the State that Nature hath provided, and left it in, he hath mixed his 
Labour with, and joyned to it something that is his own, and thereby 
makes it his Property. […] And thus, without supposing any private 
Dominion, and property in Adam, over all the World, exclusive of 
all other Men, which can no way be proved, nor any ones Property 
be made out from it; but supposing the World given as it was to the 
Children of Men in common, we see how labour could make Men 
distinct titles to several parcels of it, for their private uses; wherein 
there could be no doubt of Right, no room for quarrel21.

According to Locke, natural rights and duties are correlative elements 
of the God-given Law of Nature, which all human beings must respect, as 
he argued in Chapter 2 of the “Second Treatise”:

20 J. Locke, Two Treatises …, pp. 285–286.
21 Ibid., pp. 288, 296.
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[F]or Men being all the Workmanship of one Omnipotent, and infinitely 
wise Maker; All the Servants of one Sovereign Master, sent into the 
World by his order, and about his business; they are his Property, whose 
Workmanship they are, made to last during his, not one another’s 
Pleasure. And, being furnished with like Faculties, sharing all in one 
Community of Nature, there cannot be supposed any such Subordination 
among us that may Authorize us to destroy one another, as if we were 
made for one another’s uses, as the inferior ranks of Creatures are for 
ours. Every one, as he is bound to preserve himself, and not to quit 
his Station wilfully, so by the like reason, when his own Preservation 
comes not in competition, ought he, as much as he can, to preserve the 
rest of Mankind, and may not unless it be to do Justice on an Offender, 
take away, or impair the life, or what tends to the Preservation of the 
Life, the Liberty, Health, Limb, or Goods of another22.

This passage from Chapter 2 of the “Second Treatise” describes 
human beings as God’s “Property,” while the above-quoted section on 
property acquisition in Chapter 5 states that “every Man has a Proper-
ty in his own Person.” However, there is no contradiction between these 
two statements. When writing the passage about humans’ self-ownership, 
Locke actually aimed to highlight everyone’s equal right to freedom from 
interference by others, for he noted that “no Body has any Right to [anoth-
er’s person] but himself.” Likewise, in the passage on divine ownership, 
he considered the relation between God and humanity with the aim of 
reaffirming natural equality and emphasizing the preservation of the self 
and “the rest of Mankind” as a universal duty to the Creator. As Locke 
maintained in the “First Treatise,” God has indeed “planted […] a strong 
desire of Self-preservation” in human beings and has enabled everyone 
to make “use of those things, which were serviceable for his Subsistence, 
and given him as means for his Preservation”23, because God wishes “that 
Man should live and abide for some time upon the Face of the Earth”24.

22 Ibid., p. 271. See, also, J. Locke, An Essay …, pp. 549, 692–693.
23 J. Locke, Two Treatises …, pp. 204–205.
24 Ibid., p. 205.
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SELF-DEFENSE, RESISTANCE, AND REVOLUTION

In Locke’s Two Treatises, the obligation to preserve the self and oth-
ers is at the basis of the right (and duty) to self-defense. He explained 
this concept when considering the situation of those who threaten others’ 
natural rights and, hence, put themselves “in a State of War” with others:

[The aggressor] has exposed his Life to the others Power to be taken 
away by him, or anyone that joyns with him in his Defence, and 
espouses his Quarrel: it being reasonable and just I should have a 
Right to destroy that which threatens me with Destruction. For by the 
Fundamental Law of Nature, Man being to be preserved, as much as 
possible, when all cannot be preserv’d, the safety of the Innocent is to 
be preferred; And one may destroy a Man who makes war upon him25.

According to Locke, the right to self-defense can be exercised against 
not only those harming another’s life, but also those who threaten anoth-
er’s property and freedom, which are “the only security of my Preserva-
tion”26. Human beings have the right to self-defense not only in the state 
of nature, but also in the civil commonwealth, the end of which is “the 
mutual preservation of their lives, liberties and estates”27. Locke thought 
that all members of a political society must rely on public authorities to 
defend their rights and do justice on offenders28. In fact, for Locke “there 
only is Political Society, where every one of the Members hath quitted this 
natural Power, resign’d it up into the hands of the Community”29. Howev-
er, Locke expressly advocated the right to self-defense in cases when law 
enforcement agencies cannot intervene promptly:

The Law, which was made for my preservation, where it cannot 
interpose to secure my Life from present force, which if lost, is capable 
of no reparation, permits me my own Defence, and the Right of War, 
a liberty to kill the aggressor, because the aggressor allows not time to 

25 Ibid., pp. 278–279.
26 Ibid., pp. 279–280.
27 Ibid., p. 350.
28 Ibid., pp. 352–353.
29 Ibid., p. 324.
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appeal to our common Judge, nor the decision of the Law, for remedy 
in a Case, where the mischief may be irreparable. […] Force without 
Right, upon a Man’s Person, makes a State of War, both where there 
is, and is not, a common Judge30.

In the nineteenth and last chapter of the “Second Treatise,” titled “Of 
the Dissolution of Government,” Locke considered situations in which 
the civil magistrate “put himself in a state of War with his People” by 
committing a “breach of Trust, in not preserving the Form of Government 
agreed on, and in not intending the end of Government it self, which is 
the publick good and preservation of Property”31. He affirmed the right to 
resist such abusive political authorities. For Locke, the civil magistrate’s 
powers flow not only from popular consent and delegation of authority, 
but also from the God-given, rational, universal, and eternal Law of Na-
ture, which the magistrate must respect in the exercise of their functions. 
Therefore, when the rulers violate the inalienable rights of the ruled, the 
latter have the right to resist and even rebel:

Whenever the Legislators endeavour to take away, and destroy the 
Property of the People, or to reduce them to Slavery under Arbitrary 
Power, they put themselves into a state of War with the People, who 
are thereupon absolved from any farther Obedience, and are left to the 
common Refuge, which God hath provided for all Men, against Force 
and Violence. Whensoever therefore the Legislative  shall transgress 
this fundamental Rule of Society; and either by Ambition, Fear, Folly 
or Corruption, endeavour to grasp themselves, or put into the hands of 
any other an Absolute Power over the Lives, Liberties, and Estates of 
the People; By this breach of Trust they forfeit the Power, the People 
had put into their hands, for quite contrary ends, and it devolves to 
the People, who have a Right to resume their original Liberty, and, by 
the Establishment of a new Legislative (such as they shall think fit) 
provide for their own Safety and Security, which is the end for which 
they are in Society. What I have said here, concerning the Legislative, 
in general, holds true also concerning the supreame Executor32.

30 Ibid., pp. 280–281.
31 Ibid., pp. 424–425.
32 Ibid., pp. 412–413.
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Whenever the civil magistrates attempt to affirm their “own Arbi-
trary Will, as the Law of the Society”33, the people owe them no further 
obedience and have the right to resist and instigate a revolution with the 
purpose of installing a new government which will protect their civil in-
terests. Locke described this right as belonging to the community and to 
each of its members taken individually:

Where the Body of the people, or any single Man, is deprived of their 
Right, or is under the Exercise of a power without right, and have 
no Appeal on Earth, there they have a liberty to appeal to Heaven, 
whenever they judge the Cause of sufficient moment34.

In such cases, one may judge based on “a Law antecedent and para-
mount to all positive laws of men” – namely, the divine Law of Nature – 
“whether they have just Cause to make their Appeal to Heaven,” that is, 
to divine justice35. Here, however, a significant issue arises, given that 
human imperfection and fallibility might mislead some individuals to re-
sist or even rebel to the political authorities without having a sound reason 
for doing so. In this respect, Locke stressed the moral obligation to avoid 
troubling the “Neighbours without a Cause” and to refrain from creating 
unnecessary “Mischief” to “Fellow-Subjects”36. Nevertheless, he thought 
that ill-grounded claims to resistance would not gain the popular support 
needed to produce the desired results. Conversely, in cases when one or a 
few individuals have good reasons to resist the government, their appeals 
may actually, and legitimately, lead to effective resistance and even to 
revolution if the majority of the people join in their struggle. According 
to Locke, the majority’s support of “some private Mens Cases” is indeed 
essential to end the oppression of these people, being it “impossible for 
one or a few oppressed Men to disturb the Government, where the Body 
of the People do not think themselves concerned in it”37. Therefore, those 
whose rights have been violated “may appeal […] to Heaven, and repeat 

33 Ibid., p. 413.
34 Ibid., p. 379.
35 Ibid., p. 380.
36 Ibid., p. 386.
37 Ibid., p. 404.
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their Appeal” until they recover such rights “as the Majority should ap-
prove”38. And, concerning the objection that repeated appeals to heaven 
might “cause endless troubles,” Locke answered: “No more than Justice 
does, where she lies open to all that appeal to her”39.

Locke’s confidence in a certain degree of social cohesion led him 
to conclude that civil magistrates who, in exercising their functions, vi-
olate citizens’ rights should expect resistance and even revolution. It is 
no accident that Locke expressed his confidence in people’s support of 
those whose natural rights are violated by an “Aggressor” in a paragraph 
dealing with “Despotical Power” in Chapter 15 of the “Second Treatise.” 
In this paragraph, he wrote that an “Aggressor” who “puts himself into 
the state of War with another […] renders himself liable to be destroied by 
the injur’d person and the rest of mankind, that will joyn with him in the 
execution of Justice”40. Therefore, the threat of rebellion, acting as a warn-
ing to rulers, makes the latter’s abuses and tyranny less likely to occur41. 
And when such abuses and tyranny do occur, the people, judging based 
on “a Law antecedent and paramount to all positive laws of men,” may 
rightfully “appeal to Heaven” and rebel to oppressive powers – as indeed 
happened in the “Lockean” American Revolution of the late eighteenth 
century and in the liberal revolutions of the nineteenth century42.

Locke’s attempt to justify resistance and revolution to despotic politi-
cal powers inspired not only the American Founding Fathers, but also oth-
er major representatives of the liberal political tradition, some of whom, 
including Alexis de Tocqueville and John Stuart Mill, further reflected on 
this controversial issue. In these authors’ works, the Lockean emphasis on 
social cohesion was tempered with less optimistic considerations about 
the chance that the majority supporting the rulers might desire to oppress 
minorities or “eccentric” individuals. Therefore, nineteenth-century lib-
eral writers such as Tocqueville and Mill sought for solid criteria to avert 
the risk of a tyranny of the majority and, in doing so, they further speci-
fied the inalienable rights and liberties to be preserved by state law. Later, 

38 Ibid., p. 386.
39 Ibid.
40 Ibid., pp 382–383.
41 Ibid., pp. 414–416.
42 Ibid., pp. 379–380.
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twentieth-century liberal thought had to cope with even more formidable 
challenges, as not only the ideology and terror employed by authoritarian 
and totalitarian regimes, but also social alienation in capitalist societies 
significantly weakened social cohesion. This shows that it is not to be tak-
en for granted that a considerable number of people will support the cause 
of those whose natural rights are violated by the rulers or other citizens. 
Nevertheless, Locke’s reflection on the right (and duty) to self-defense, 
resistance, and revolution is important in that it triggered the liberal effort 
to find, and justify from a theoretical viewpoint, effective ways to deal 
with infringements of inalienable rights on the part of private citizens or 
the political authorities.
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