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In his seminal work, "Two Treatises of Government," John Locke argued that 

property rights are a fundamental aspect of a just and free society. This essay will 

analyze Locke's theory of property rights, examining its historical context, key 

concepts, and implications for modern political theory. 

 

Locke's theory of property rights is based on the idea that individuals have a 

natural right to their own person and labor. According to Locke, when individuals 

mix their labor with unowned natural resources, they create private property that 

is rightfully theirs. This theory was developed in response to the enclosure 

movement in seventeenth-century England, which saw the privatization of 

formerly common lands and resources. 

 

Locke's theory of property rights has important implications for modern political 

theory, particularly in debates about distributive justice and the role of the state in 

protecting individual rights. On one hand, Locke's theory has been used to justify 

laissez-faire economic policies and the privatization of public goods. On the other 

hand, it has also been used to argue for a more egalitarian distribution of wealth 

and resources. 

 

One criticism of Locke's theory of property rights is that it relies on an individualist 

conception of property that ignores the role of social and political institutions in 

shaping property relations. Critics argue that property rights are not natural or 

absolute, but rather are shaped by historical and cultural factors, as well as by the 

actions of the state. 

 

Another criticism of Locke's theory is that it assumes a level playing field, in which 

all individuals have equal access to natural resources and can exercise their labor 



freely. In reality, however, many individuals do not have equal access to resources 

and may be subject to various forms of coercion or exploitation. 

 

Despite these criticisms, Locke's theory of property rights remains an important 

contribution to modern political theory, providing a framework for understanding 

the role of property rights in a just and free society. By analyzing the historical 

context, key concepts, and implications of Locke's theory, we can gain a deeper 

appreciation for the complexities of property relations and their relationship to 

broader political and social structures. 


