
 "Two Treatises of Government,"1689

4. To understand political power aright, and derive it from its original, we must consider what estate all men are 
naturally in, and that is, 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 sovereignty.

21. The natural liberty of man is to be free from any superior power on earth, and not to be under the will or 
legislative authority of man, but to have only the law of Nature for his rule. The liberty of man in society is to be 
under no other legislative power but that established by consent in the commonwealth, nor under the dominion of 
any will, or restraint of any law, but what that legislative shall enact according to the trust put in it. Freedom, then, is 
not what Sir Robert Filmer tells us: “A liberty for every one to do what he lists, to live as he pleases, and not to be tied 
by any laws”; but freedom of men under government is to have a standing rule to live by, common to every one of 
that society, and made by the legislative power erected in it. A liberty to follow my own will in all things where that 
rule prescribes not, not to be subject to the inconstant, uncertain, unknown, arbitrary will of another man, as 
freedom of nature is to be under no other restraint but the law of Nature. 

22. This freedom from absolute, arbitrary power is so necessary to, and closely joined with, a man’s preservation, 
that he cannot part with it but by what forfeits his preservation and life together. For a man, not having the power of 
his own life, cannot by compact or his own consent enslave himself to any one, nor put himself under the absolute, 
arbitrary power of another to take away his life when he pleases. Nobody can give more power than he has himself, 
and he that cannot take away his own life cannot give another power over it. Indeed, having by his fault forfeited his 
own life by some act that deserves death, he to whom he has forfeited it may, when he has him in his power, delay 
to take it, and make use of him to his own service; and he does him no injury by it. For, whenever he finds the 
hardship of his slavery outweigh the value of his life, it is in his power, by resisting the will of his master, to draw on 
himself the death he desires. 23. This is the perfect condition of slavery, which is nothing else but Two Treatises of 
Government/115 the state of war continued between a lawful conqueror and a captive, for if once compact enter 
between them, and make an agreement for a limited power on the one side, and obedience on the other, the state 
of war and slavery ceases as long as the compact endures; for, as has been said, no man can by agreement pass 
over to another that which he hath not in himself—a power over his own life.

26. Though the earth and all inferior creatures be common to all men, yet every man has a “property” in his own 
“person.” This nobody 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 it, and joined to it something that is his own, and thereby makes it his property. It being by him 
removed from the common state Nature placed it in, it hath by this labour something annexed to it that excludes the 
common right of other men. For this “labour” being the unquestionable property of the labourer, no man but he can 
have a right to what that is once joined to, at least where there is enough, and as good left in common for others.

87. Man being born, as has been proved, with a title to perfect freedom and an uncontrolled enjoyment of all the 
rights and privileges of the law of Nature, equally with any other man, or number of men in the world, hath by 
nature a power not only to preserve his property— that is, his life, liberty, and estate, against the injuries and 
attempts of other men, but to judge of and punish the breaches of that law in others, as he is persuaded the offence 
deserves, even with death itself, in crimes where the heinousness of the fact, in his opinion, requires it. 
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 But because no political society can be, nor subsist, without having in itself the power to preserve the property, and 
in order thereunto punish the offences of all those of that society, there, and there only, is political society where 
every one of the members hath quitted this natural power, resigned it up into the hands of the community in all 
cases that exclude him not from appealing for protection to the law established by it. And thus all private judgment of 
every particular member being excluded, the community comes to be umpire, and by understanding indifferent rules 
and men authorised by the community for their execution, decides all the differences that may happen between any 
members of that society concerning any matter of right, and punishes those offences which any member hath 
committed against the society with such penalties as the law has established; whereby it is easy to discern who are, 
and are not, in political society together. Those who are united into one body, and have a common established law 
and judicature to appeal to, with authority to decide controversies between them and punish offenders, are in civil 
society one with another; but those who have no such common appeal, I mean on earth, are still in the state of 
Nature, each being where there is no other, judge for himself and executioner; which is, as I have before showed it, 
the perfect state of Nature.

135. Though the legislative, whether placed in one or more, whether it be always in being or only by intervals, though 
it be the supreme power in every commonwealth, yet, first, it is not, nor can possibly be, absolutely arbitrary over the 
lives and fortunes of the people. For it being but the joint power of every member of the society given up to that 
person or assembly which is legislator, it can be no more than those persons had in a state of Nature before they 
entered into society, and gave it up to the community. For nobody can transfer to another more power than he has in 
himself, and nobody has an absolute arbitrary power over himself, or over any other, to destroy his own life, or take 
away the life or property of another. A man, as has been proved, cannot subject himself to the arbitrary power of 
another; and having, in the state of Nature, no arbitrary power over the life, liberty, or possession of another, but only 
so much as the law of Nature gave him for the preservation of himself and the rest of mankind, this is all he doth, or 
can give up to the commonwealth, and by it to the legislative power, so that the legislative can have no more than 
this. Their power in the utmost bounds of it is limited to the public good of the society.8 It is a power that hath no 
other end but preservation, and therefore can never have a right to destroy, enslave, or designedly to impoverish the 
subjects; the obligations of the law of Nature cease not in society, but only in many cases are drawn closer, and have, 
by human laws, known penalties annexed to them to enforce their observation. Thus the law of Nature stands as an 
eternal rule to all men, legislators as well as others. The rules that they make for, other men’s actions must, as well as 
their own and other men’s actions, be conformable to the law of Nature— i.e., to the will of God, of which that is a 
declaration, and the fundamental law of Nature being the preservation of mankind, no human sanction can be good 
or valid against it.
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