
The Second Treatise of Civil Government (1690) ---By John Locke 
Sect. 90. Hence it is evident, that absolute monarchy, which by some men is counted the 
only government in the world, is indeed inconsistent with civil society, and so can be no 
form of civil-government at all: for the end of civil society, being to avoid, and remedy 
those inconveniencies of the state of nature, which necessarily follow from every man's 
being judge in his own case, by setting up a known authority, to which every one of that 
society may appeal upon any injury received, or controversy that may arise, and which 
every one of the* society ought to obey; where-ever any persons are, who have not such 
an authority to appeal to, for the decision of any difference between them, there those 
persons are still in the state of nature; and so is every absolute prince, in respect of those 
who are under his dominion. ��� 
 
Sect. 91. For he being supposed to have all, both legislative and executive power in 
himself alone, there is no judge to be found, no appeal lies open to any one, who may 
fairly, and indifferently, and with authority decide, and from whose decision relief and 
redress may be expected of any injury or inconviency, that may be suffered from the 
prince, or by his order: so that such a man, however intitled, Czar, or Grand Seignior, or 
how you please, is as much in the state of nature, with all under his dominion, as he is 
with the rest of mankind: for where-ever any two men are, who have no standing rule, 
and common judge to appeal to on earth, for the determination of controversies of right 
betwixt them, there they are still in the state of* nature, and under all the inconveniencies 
of it, with only this woful difference to the subject, or rather slave of an absolute prince: 
that whereas, in the ordinary state of nature, he has a liberty to judge of his right, and 
according to the best of his power, to maintain it; now, whenever his property is invaded 
by the will and order of his monarch, he has not only no appeal, as those in society ought 
to have, but as if he were degraded from the common state of rational creatures, is denied 
a liberty to judge of, or to defend his right; and so is exposed to all the misery and 
inconveniencies, that a man can fear from one, who being in the unrestrained state of 
nature, is yet corrupted with flattery, and armed with power.��� 
 
Sect. 92. For he that thinks absolute power purifies men's blood, and corrects the 
baseness of human nature, need read but the history of this, or any other age, to be 
convinced of the contrary. He that would have been insolent and injurious in the woods 
of America, would not probably be much better in a throne; where perhaps learning and 
religion shall be found out to justify all that he shall do to his subjects, and the sword 
presently silence all those that dare question it: for what the protection of absolute 
monarchy is, what kind of fathers of their countries it makes princes to be and to what a 
degree of happiness and security it carries civil society, where this sort of government is 
grown to perfection, he that will look into the late relation of Ceylon, may easily see. 
 
Sect. 93. In absolute monarchies indeed, as well as other governments of the world, the 
subjects have an appeal to the law, and judges to decide any controversies, and restrain 
any violence that may happen betwixt the subjects themselves, one amongst another. This 
every one thinks necessary, and believes he deserves to be thought a declared enemy to 
society and mankind, who should go about to take it away. But whether this be from a 
true love of mankind and society, and such a charity as we owe all one to another, there is 



reason to doubt: for this is no more than what every man, who loves his own power, 
profit, or greatness, may and naturally must do, keep those animals from hurting, or 
destroying one another, who labour and drudge only for his pleasure and advantage; and 
so are taken care of, not out of any love the master has for them, but love of himself, and 
the profit they bring him: for if it be asked, what security, what fence is there, in such a 
state, against the violence and oppression of this absolute ruler? the very question can 
scarce be borne. They are ready to tell you, that it deserves death only to ask after safety. 
Betwixt subject and subject, they will grant, there must be measures, laws and judges, for 
their mutual peace and security: but as for the ruler, he ought to be absolute, and is above 
all such circumstances; because he has power to do more hurt and wrong, it is right when 
he does it. To ask how you may be guarded from harm, or injury, on that side where the 
strongest hand is to do it, is presently the voice of faction and rebellion: as if when men 
quitting the state of nature entered into society, they agreed that all of them but one, 
should be under the restraint of laws, but that he should still retain all the liberty of the 
state of nature, increased with power, and made licentious by impunity. This is to think, 
that men are so foolish, that they take care to avoid what mischiefs may be done them by 
pole-cats, or foxes; but are content, nay, think it safety, to be devoured by lions. 
 
Sect. 94. But whatever flatterers may talk to amuse people's understandings, it hinders 
not men from feeling; and when they perceive, that any man, in what station soever, is 
out of the bounds of the civil society which they are of, and that they have no appeal on 
earth against any harm, they may receive from him, they are apt to think themselves in 
the state of nature, in respect of him whom they find to be so; and to take care, as soon as 
they can, to have that safety and security in civil society, for which it was first instituted, 
and for which only they entered into it. And therefore, though perhaps at first , (as shall 
be shewed more at large hereafter in the following part of this discourse) some one good 
and excellent man having got a pre-eminency amongst the rest, had this deference paid to 
his goodness and virtue, as to a kind of natural authority, that the chief rule, with 
arbitration of their differences, by a tacit consent devolved into his hands, without any 
other caution, but the assurance they had of his uprightness and wisdom; yet when time, 
giving authority, and (as some men would persuade us) sacredness of customs, which the 
negligent, and unforeseeing innocence of the first ages began, had brought in successors 
of another stamp, the people finding their properties not secure under the government, as 
then it was, (whereas government has no other end but the preservation of* property) 
could never be safe nor at rest, nor think themselves in civil society, till the legislature 
was placed in collective bodies of men, call them senate, parliament, or what you please. 
By which means every single person became subject, equally with other the meanest 
men, to those laws, which he himself, as part of the legislative, had established; nor could 
any one, by his own authority; avoid the force of the law, when once made; nor by any 
pretence of superiority plead exemption, thereby to license his own, or the miscarriages 
of any of his dependents.** No man in civil society can be exempted from the laws of it: 
for if any man may do what he thinks fit, and there be no appeal on earth, for redress or 
security against any harm he shall do; I ask, whether he be not perfectly still in the state 
of nature, and so can be no part or member of that civil society; unless any one will say, 
the state of nature and civil society are one and the same thing, which I have never yet 
found any one so great a patron of anarchy as to affirm.��� 



Thomas Hobbes’s Political Philosophy 
 
This is Hobbes’s picture of human nature. We are needy and vulnerable. We are easily 
led astray in our attempts to know the world around us. Our capacity to reason is as 
fragile as our capacity to know; it relies upon language and is prone to error and undue 
influence. When we act, we may do so selfishly or impulsively or in ignorance, on the 
basis of faulty reasoning or bad theology or others’ emotive speech. 

What is the political fate of this rather pathetic sounding creature – that is, of us? 
Unsurprisingly, Hobbes thinks little happiness can be expected of our lives together. The 
best we can hope for is peaceful life under an authoritarian-sounding sovereign. The 
worst, on Hobbes’s account, is what he calls the “natural condition of mankind,” a state 
of violence, insecurity and constant threat. In outline, Hobbes’s argument is that the 
alternative to government is a situation no one could reasonably wish for, and that any 
attempt to make government accountable to the people must undermine it, so threatening 
the situation of non-government that we must all wish to avoid. Our only reasonable 
option, therefore, is a “sovereign” authority that is totally unaccountable to its subjects. 
Let us deal with the “natural condition” of non-government, also called the “state of 
nature,” first of all. 
 
To understand Hobbes’ ideas of the commonwealth’s creation, we must also examine his 
description of the form it should take. Because he believes that mankind is so 
fundamentally flawed, and because he is so frightened of the state of nature, Hobbes 
decides that a sovereign with unconstrained power should rule the commonwealth 
indefinitely. Hobbes argues that the sovereign should have unlimited rights, with no 
dissent or dissolution. He says that whichever way the sovereign comes to power, his 
rights are the same: “His power cannot, without his consent, be transferred to another; he 
cannot forfeit it; he cannot be accused by any of his subjects of injury; he cannot be 
punished by them; he is judge of what is necessary for peace, and judge of doctrines,” et 
cetera (128 20 3). There is no judge above him or power to punish him and so he is above 
the law (29 9 213). He says that because the sovereign acts in place of his subjects, his 
actions are technically theirs, and that because no person can injure himself the sovereign 
can therefore do no harm to his subjects (18 6 113). Hobbes says that because the 
sovereign’s goals are peace and defence for his people, “whosever has right to the end 
has right to the means” (18 8 113). He then dismisses dissent and dissolution, saying that 
dissenters, having submitted to the covenant, must “consent with the rest,” and that the 
subjects as a whole “cannot without [the Sovereign’s] leave cast off monarchy and return 
to the confusion of a disunited multitude (18 5 112; 18 2-3 110). To those who would 
argue that subjects are generally unhappy under powerful rulers, Hobbes responds that 
men will never be entirely happy and that a civil war would create an incredible amount 
of misery (18 20 118). Essentially, Hobbes believes that once the commonwealth is 
formed, the contract is binding. 

Hobbes also addresses which regime type the sovereign should take, deciding that a 
monarch is superior because it most directly concentrates power without constraints. He 
lists three kinds of commonwealths, each defined by the difference of the sovereign, but 



decides that a monarchy is far superior. Aristocracies, in which a part of the population 
rules, and democracies, in which a representative assembly governs, are weaker than a 
monarchy, according to Hobbes, because they are less able to produce peace and security 
(19 4 120). Monarchs, he says, are subject only to the inconsistency of one person’s 
human nature, while assemblies have inconsistencies of number as well (19 6 120). 
Assembly members can disagree with one another, and start a civil war, Locke says, and 
the benefits of favoritism of a monarch are few while the favorites of assemblies are 
many (19 8 121). Due to these perceived benefits, Hobbes believes that the covenant-
created commonwealth should take the form of a monarchy. 


