
John Locke on Property  
 
John Locke (1632-1704) was an English political philosopher best known for his “social 
contract” theory of government, as well as his discourses on education, economics, and 
property.  In these two excerpts, Locke outlines a theory of the rights of property common to 
Englisb thinkers of the time, and speculates about its application in America 
 

from Two Treatises on Government, Ch. 5 (“On Property”), 1689 
 

 

Sec. 34. God gave the world to men in common; but since he gave it them for their benefit, and 

the greatest conveniences of life they were capable to draw from it, it cannot be supposed he 

meant it should always remain common and uncultivated. He gave it to the use of the industrious 

and rational, (and labour was to be his title to it;) not to the fancy or covetousness of the 

quarrelsome and contentious. He that had as good left for his improvement, as was already taken 

up, needed not complain, ought not to meddle with what was already improved by another's 

labour: if he did, it is plain he desired the benefit of another's pains, which he had no right to, and 

not the ground which God had given him in common with others to labour on, and whereof there 

was as good left, as that already possessed, and more than he knew what to do with, or his 

industry could reach to. 

… 

 

Sec. 41.  There cannot be a clearer demonstration of any thing, than several nations of the 

Americans are of this, who are rich in land, and poor in all the comforts of life; whom nature 

having furnished as liberally as any other people, with the materials of plenty, i.e. a fruitful soil, 

apt to produce in abundance, what might serve for food, raiment, and delight; yet for want of 

improving it by labour, have not one hundredth part of the conveniences we enjoy: and a king of 

a large and fruitful territory there, feeds, lodges, and is clad worse than a day-labourer in 

England. 

 

 

 

 


