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Introduction

MATTHEW STUART

The influence of John Locke’s career as a writer is so great that one can forget what
a rich and varied life he led. His contributions to political theory and to epistemology
have had such an impact that one can overlookwhat a remarkable polymath hewas.
He began his career as an academic, but spent much of it in the service of Anthony
Ashley Cooper, who was Chancellor of the Exchequer when they met, and later Lord
Chancellor. This association brought Locke close to the upper echelons of political
power, and involved him in economic and New World policy making. In the after-
math of the Rye House plot against Charles II and his brother James, it also placed
Locke in real danger, prompting him to flee the country and to spend five and a half
years in exile, sometimes under an assumed name. Locke was a physician, a serious
student of chemistry, anda collector of botanical specimens.Hewas ametaphysician,
a theologian, a civil servant, and an economic theorist. Hewas the friend of Boyle and
Newton, a Fellow of the Royal Society, a keeper of extensive meteorological records.
He theorized about the best means of educating children, wrote a lengthy exegesis of
the Epistles of St Paul, and devised a method for indexing commonplace books that
was widely adopted for 100 years.

The present volume focuses primarily on Locke’s contributions to philosophy, but
philosophy broadly construed. The plan of the book is designed to achieve breadth
as well as depth. There is thorough coverage of most of the topics in Locke’s philos-
ophy that receive much attention from scholars. These include, among others, his
empiricist theory of ideas, his distinction between primary and secondary qualities,
and his account of personal identity. They include his theory of natural rights, his
understanding of the social contract, his arguments on religious toleration. Yet this
book also contains chapters on relatively neglected sectors of Locke’s oeuvre, such
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as the drafts of the Essay concerning Human Understanding, the correspondence with
Stillingfleet, and the Reasonableness of Christianity. In addition, it pays considerable
attention to the context in which Locke developed his philosophical theories, and to
their influence going forward. Thus there are chapters on his relations to the scholas-
tics and Descartes, and chapters that trace his influence on British empiricism, the
liberal tradition, and the NewWorld.

All of the chapters that followhave been commissioned specifically for this volume.
The authors include many of the best known, and most highly regarded, scholars
who have worked on Locke over the last few decades. They also include a few of the
most talented members of a promising new generation of Locke scholars. It is safe
to say that Locke scholarship is flourishing now in a way that it was not 50 years
ago. Each of the chapters in this volume makes some attempt to acquaint the reader
with the current state of this scholarship within a specific domain. Many of them
also aspire to push that scholarship forward a significant step or two. The result is a
collection that should be of real use to general readers and professional philosophers
alike. Let us survey the ground to be covered.

Life and Background

Locke lived in dramatic times. He grew tomanhood during the English CivilWar, saw
the restoration of the Stuart monarchy while a student at Christ Church, and cel-
ebrated the Dutch invasion of England in 1688 that made possible his return from
exile. The remarkable changes he lived through were not just political. There was,
for example, the Great Plague of London in 1665, and the Great Fire that destroyed
much of that city the following year – though Locke learned of both of thesemomen-
tous events from a safe distance, at Oxford. There was also the remarkable expansion
of scientific knowledge in England in the second half of the seventeenth century: the
invention of calculus, the development of air pumps andmicroscopes as serious tools
for scientific investigation, the publication of Newton’sPrincipia. These events shaped
the intellectual world that Locke inhabited, and to which he contributed so much.

In Chapter 1, Mark Goldie charts the course of Locke’s progress through these
times. He tells us of Locke’s relatively humble beginnings, his education atWestmin-
ster School and Oxford. He tells us of Locke’s reluctance to take the holy orders that
his Christ Church studentship required, and of his success in obtaining a dispensa-
tion to avoid doing so. Locke’s service in Shaftesbury’s household began in 1667, and
he soon became involved inmany of his employer’s projects. He also initiated some of
his own, drafting a work that he would later expand into the Essay concerning Human
Understanding, andwriting the TwoTreatises of Government. Shaftesbury died in1683,
the year Locke’s peripatetic exile in Holland began. The Essay and the Two Treatises
were not published until his return to England in 1689. More publications soon
followed, and Goldie helps us to understand both the praise and criticism they earned
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Locke. He also describes how, during the philosopher’s final years, he was protected
from the pressures of both fame and notoriety by his quiet retirement at Oates, the
family home of his friend Damaris Cudworth Masham.

In sketching the major events of Locke’s life, Goldie does not neglect the political
context that informed his theorizing about the nature and extent of political author-
ity. Nor does he fail to touch on Locke’s involvement with natural science, his antag-
onism to scholasticism, his acknowledged debt to Descartes. Yet each of these topics
is worthy of fuller exploration, and that is what we get in the next four chapters.

In Chapter 2, Jacqueline Rose describes several contexts that figure in Locke’s evo-
lution as a political theorist. Perhaps the most obvious is the autocratic nature of
Charles II’s rule, though Rose is keen to draw our attention to a variety of other fac-
tors as well. There is the tension caused by religious divides: unease fueled by fears
of sectarian instability on the one side, and of popery on the other. It was the crisis
of 1679 to 1681/1682 – in which Charles II blocked Shaftesbury and his support-
ers’ attempts to exclude the Catholic Duke of York from succession to the throne, and
punished their actions – that immediately prompted Locke to write the Two Treatises,
a work directed against the actions of a presently existing “popish” and “arbitrary”
government, as well as any that might exist in the future. Yet Rose suggests that this
work is also haunted by memories of the upheavals caused by the earlier Civil War.
Locke’s main targets are the errors of a tyrannical monarch, but she says that he is
also mindful of Parliamentarian excesses during the Civil War, and alive to the pos-
sibility that a parliament too can be tyrannical. Other factors that Rose examines
include the increase in political partisanship (if not the emergence of actual political
parties), and the growth of a public sphere dominated by the printed word. Think-
ing particularly of Locke’s writings on toleration, she points to the importance of his
experience of peaceful religious coexistence in the Dutch republic, and to what he
must have known about the influx of Protestant refugees from France after Louis XIV
revoked the Edict of Nantes, which had protected that religious minority.

Just as wemust look to social and political developments in England to understand
the impetus formuchof Locke’s political theorizing, sowemust appreciatehis engage-
ment with natural science – what was then called “natural philosophy” – if we are to
adequately frame the central concerns of his Essay concerning Human Understanding.
We are informed by his friend James Tyrrell that it was discussions about the founda-
tions of morality and religion that first prompted Locke to write an essay on episte-
mology (Woolhouse 2007, 98). Nevertheless, hemakes it clear from the outset of the
published work that his project has important connections to the larger enterprise of
expanding our knowledge of the natural world. In his “Epistle to the Reader,” Locke
famously describes his role as that of “an Under-Labourer” who clears the ground a
little so that the work of such “Master-Builders” as Boyle and Newton is not impeded
by the confusions attendant upon the misuse of language. He is alluding to his dis-
cussion in Book III about various abuses of language and how to avoid them. Yet it is
not only in Book III that Locke’s engagement with natural philosophy is in evidence.
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Many of the central questions of the Essay – about how knowledge is grounded in
experience, and how things are ranked into kinds, about which features of bodies are
more basic, and what are the prospects for a demonstrative science of bodies – are
questions raised by his reflection on, and participation in, research in physics, chem-
istry, botany, and medicine.

If Locke was less than a full-fledged natural philosopher, he was more than a dilet-
tante. He had a serious interest in medicine and chemistry dating as far back as the
1650s, and by the end of that decade he was doing an enormous amount of reading
and note taking on these subjects (Woolhouse 2007, 461). Early in the next decade
he became friends with Boyle, attended lecture courses on medicine and chemistry,
and broadened his reading in natural philosophy to include, among other things,
Descartes’ writings on physics, optics, and meteorology (Milton 2001). In the mid-
dle of the 1660s, Locke set up a chemical laboratory with his friend David Thomas,
and also became the associate of an important London physician, Thomas Syden-
ham, who did much to introduce him to medical practice and also to shape his views
aboutmedical theory (Milton 2001). In 1675 Lockewas awarded the degree of Bach-
elor of Medicine (Woolhouse 2007, 116). Though travel and the association with
Shaftesbury eventually placed many other demands on his attention, his interest in
medicine and natural philosophy continued for the rest of his life. Thus, during his
exile in Holland we find him discussing colic with Dutch medical men (Woolhouse
2007, 203), and writing reviews of works by Boyle and Newton for the Bibliothèque
universelle (Anstey 2011, 2–3). As late as the 1690s, when he had become Boyle’s
literary executor, he had his manservant copy hundreds of pages of chemical notes
from Boyle’s papers (Anstey 2011, 176).

In Chapter 3, Peter Anstey describes Locke’s engagement with natural phi-
losophy, while also exploring several tensions in his philosophy of science. The
first tension involves competing views about scientific method: one that permits
speculative hypotheses about unobservable causal mechanisms, and the other
a neo-Baconian approach that discourages such hypotheses and recommends
instead the collection of “natural histories.” Anstey says that Locke is committed
to the method of natural history, but that this commitment sits uneasily with
his allegiance to corpuscularianism. Another tension that Anstey locates is that
between Locke’s view that natural philosophy should be grounded in observation
and his allegiance to something like the Aristotelian ideal of scientific knowledge
as demonstrative knowledge. By Locke’s own lights, a demonstrative science of
bodies is probably unachievable, though Anstey suggests that he allows that we
might make progress in that direction if we could make exact measurements of
corpuscular structures. Finally, Anstey sees some tension between Locke’s earlier
methodological pronouncements and his growing appreciation – in the 1690s –
of Newton’s achievement in the Principia. In the Essay and elsewhere, Locke says
disparaging things about the idea of founding a system of knowledge on principles
or maxims, and yet one could say that Newton managed to do just that. Anstey
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concludes that Locke’s views about scientific method were still evolving late in his
life.

Locke’sEssay is an ambitious,wide-ranging philosophical book, not a narrow trea-
tise on the philosophy of science. It is a work influenced by, and written in reaction
to, not just the science of its day, but also the philosophical writings of its author’s
contemporaries and near-contemporaries. The philosophies that loom largest in the
background of Locke’s own are those of the scholastics and Descartes. His relation to
scholasticism is the subject of an essay by E.J. Ashworth (Chapter 4), and Lisa Down-
ing (Chapter 5) explores his response to Descartes.

The most casual reader of the Essay will see that Locke’s relations to both the
scholastics and Descartes are largely antagonistic. His references to them are almost
always critical, and he is sometimes dismissive or even derisive. What Ashworth and
Downing offer us is amore nuanced picture of just howwell or poorly he understands
someof his predecessors’ views, andhow thoroughly or incompletely he rejects them.
The results are something of a mixed bag, though it is fair to say that his engage-
ment with Descartes’ philosophy is more serious than is his engagement with the
scholastics’. Ashworth suggests that this is partly because much of his exposure to
scholasticism came not from the study of great works by Aquinas, Scotus, and Ock-
ham, but from acquaintance with textbooks written by competent but second-rate
authors. On one subject – the nature of substance – Locke actually claimed to agree
with the scholastics, but Ashworth shows that the similarity between their accounts
is only superficial.Where she does find some evidence of scholastic influence is not in
Locke’s metaphysics, but in his logic and philosophy of language.

Though one can see a Cartesian influence in Locke’s conception of ideas, and in his
characterization of intuitive and demonstrative knowledge, he rejects the basic tenets
of Descartes’ philosophy. Whereas Descartes claims to know that the whole essence
of body is extension, and the world a plenum, Locke argues against the identification
of body and extension, and for the possibility of a vacuum. While Descartes claims
that thinking is the essence of mind, Locke challenges the Cartesian result that we
are always thinking. Descartes is also a target of Locke’s critique of innatism, and his
remarks about skepticism.

Locke finds little enough to praise in Descartes’ philosophy but if Downing is right,
he respects the French philosopher enough to read him very carefully. She sees Locke
as respondingnot only to positions thatDescartes takes inwell-knownpassages in the
Meditations and the Principles of Philosophy, but also to Descartes’ subtle defenses of
these in the Reply to Gassendi, and in his correspondence. What this suggests is that
although Locke may regard scholasticism as an already moribund tradition – and so
not worth the trouble of a careful refutation – he views Descartes’ philosophy as a
force to be reckoned with. And reckon he does. When he began writing the earliest
version of theEssay concerningHumanUnderstanding, it was notwith the goal of offer-
ing the world an antidote to Cartesian epistemology and metaphysics. Yet it was not
long before that ambition grew within him.

5



MATTHEW STUART

Metaphysics and Epistemology

Wearemost fortunate that portions of several early drafts of theEssay survive, afford-
ing us a fascinating look at Locke’s growing ambitions over the long period of its com-
position. Two of these early drafts – now referred to as Draft A and Draft B – bear the
date 1671 but as J. R. Milton explains in Chapter 6, at least some portions of the
second draft might have been composed in 1672. A third manuscript, now called
Draft C, is dated 1685. (It is clear that many other manuscripts once existed that
have since been lost.) Locke’s commitment to empiricism is there from the first line
of Draft A, though a sustained volley against innatism does not make its appearance
until Draft B. Draft A also contains a discussion of Descartes’ account of body, and an
explicit rejection of the Cartesian view that sensory beliefs stand in need of some kind
of justification. Locke’s antagonism to Descartes’ system thus makes its appearance
early on. Curiously, some of the important elements of his own system do not make
theirs until later. For example, Drafts A and B make reference neither to the distinc-
tion between primary and secondary qualities, nor to that between real and nominal
essences.

It is in Draft B that Locke first tells us that his purpose is to “enquire into the Orig-
inall, Certainty & Extent of humane knowledge. togeather with the ground<s> &
degrees of Opinion Belief Perswasion or Assent” (B, 2). That declaration reappears,
withminor cosmetic changes, in the Introduction to the Essay (1.1.2), where it is fol-
lowed by the announcement that he will begin his project by asking how the mind
comes to be furnished with ideas. It is ideas that play the starring role in his book.
For Locke, an investigation of the origin, certainty, and extent of knowledge must
involve an investigation into the source of ideas, their structure, and the various oper-
ations that we perform upon them. Sense perception is a matter of having certain
kinds of ideas with certain causes. Knowledge is a matter of perceiving certain rela-
tions between ideas. Linguistic meaning is amatter of words standing for ideas in the
minds of speakers and hearers. Locke even presents his metaphysical theories about
space, time, substance, personal identity, and freedom as investigations into the ideas
of these things.

As David Soles notes in Chapter 7, Locke says little about what ideas are. Various
interpreters have identified his ideas with mental images, appearances, intentional
objects. Somehave suggested that they includemore than one of these kinds of thing,
and some have charged him with unwittingly vacillating between different concep-
tions of ideas. Soles suggests that we think of Lockean ideas as representational con-
tents, and he identifies these with aspects of mental states that point beyond them-
selves. The abstractness of this characterization has appeal because it seems in keep-
ing with Locke’s reluctance to say anything very specific about the nature of ideas.
Yet the picture becomes more complicated later, when Soles finds it necessary to say
that Locke tacitly recognizes a distinction between ideas-as-perceptual-contents and
ideas-as-concepts.
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One of the most important features of Locke’s theory of ideas is his commitment
to what we may call compositionalism. He holds that every idea is either simple or
complex, that all complex ideas are wholly composed of simple ones, and that the
mind can make different sorts of new complex ideas out of the simple and complex
ones it already has. Soles walks us through some of the difficulties that face us as we
try to understand Locke’s remarks about the criteria for simplicity, the acquisition of
complex ideas, and themental operations that we perform on ideas. These operations
include compounding simple ideas together to make complex ones, abstracting from
complex ideas to make general ones, and comparing ideas to make ideas of relations.
Many commentators – including Michael Jacovides in Chapter 9 – portray Locke as
holding that all of our complex ideas aremade by these operations. Against this, Soles
argues that Locke allows that some complex ideas are supplied to us directly through
perceptual experience.

Locke’s account of the source of our ideas has a positive component and a nega-
tive component. The positive component is his conception of experience as an orig-
inal source of ideas. He thinks of experience as having two channels: sensation and
reflection. Locke conceives of reflection as a mechanism akin to sensation, but one
trained on the workings of one’s own mind, rather than on the world outside. The
negative component of Locke’s account is his denial that any ideas are original equip-
ment. He holds that our minds are not populated with ideas at birth, or whenwe first
come into existence. Putting the positive and negative components together, we get
Locke’s empiricism: every one of our ideas is either acquired through experience or
else constructed by us from materials that were acquired through experience. In the
Essay, Locke gives us the negative component first. His critique of innatism occupies
Book I, and it is not until the opening chapter of Book II that we get the positive story
about “all the materials of Reason and Knowledge” arriving through sensation and
reflection (2.1.2). So we too take up the assault on innatism first. This is the subject
of Raffaella De Rosa’s essay (Chapter 8), and afterwards Jacovides explores Locke’s
account of sensation (Chapter 9).

Locke rejects both the claim that anybody has any innate propositional knowl-
edge and the claim that anybody has any innate ideas. He deals with claims to innate
knowledge first, andmarks a distinction between thosewho pretend to innate knowl-
edge of speculative principles and those who pretend to innate knowledge of moral
truths. They are equally misguided, in his view, but he deals with them separately, in
I.ii and I.iii respectively. In I.iv, Locke responds to those who say that some ideas are
innate. As he points out, without innate ideas there could not be innate knowledge
of propositions. So I.iv can also be seen as part of the effort to undermine those who
claim that some knowledge is innate.

De Rosa focuses her attention on Locke’s arguments against innate ideas, and his
arguments against innate speculative knowledge. Part of the challenge in coming
to grips with Locke’s critique of innatism is getting clear about his targets. De Rosa
draws a distinction between naı̈ve nativism and dispositional innatism, suggesting
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that Locke’s fire is largely directed against the latter, and that it is Descartes he has
chiefly in mind. She goes on to distinguish several different versions of dispositional
innatism, finding some evidence for ascribing each of them to Descartes. She sees
Locke as offering arguments against all of these versions, but she does not think that
they ultimately succeed. De Rosa argues that Descartes could fend off the argument
against one version by invoking a distinction between attentive awareness and non-
attentive awareness, and that Locke’s argument against another version fails to take
into account a distinction between domain-specific and domain-general dispositions
to develop ideas.

Locke announces early on that hewill notmeddle with such questions as “bywhat
Motions of our Spirits, orAlterations of our Bodies, we come to have any Sensation by
our Organs, or any Ideas in our Understandings” (1.1.2), but he occasionally contra-
venes that resolution in interestingways. Locke argues that sensations are stimulated
by corpuscles, and he speculates about the neural sources of sensory adaptation. He
also gives us an account of how retinal stimulation leads us to believe what we do
about the bodies around us. As Jacovides tells it, the theory is that retinal stimula-
tion produces in us the ideas of colors in a two-dimensional array, an array that is
a mental image. Through experience, we come to associate two-dimensional colored
shapes with the three-dimensional shapes that we sense through touch, and in time
this allows us to make judgments about the shapes of three-dimensional objects on
the basis of our experience of the two-dimensional array. Locke alsoweighs in on sev-
eral other issues relating to sensation, and Jacovides exploreswhathehas to say about
cross-modal perceptions of shape – the famous Molyneux Problem – and about the
sensation of succession, motion, and time.

Like most philosophers who theorize about sensation, Locke gives the lion’s share
of his attention to visual sensation, and to the sensation of color in particular. Color
is his favorite example of a secondary quality. The distinction between primary and
secondary qualities can be traced back to the Pre-Socratics, but Locke’s discussion in
II.viii has become the locus classicus. For Locke, the primary qualities include shape,
size, motion, solidity, and texture, and the secondary qualities include not only color
but sound, odor, and flavor. In Chapter 10, Robert Wilson says that for Locke, a pri-
mary quality is a quality that is possessed by all bodies, including insensibly small
ones. These are the qualities that can be attributed to the “corpuscles” that will (or
might someday) figure in the explanations of a mechanistic natural philosophy. Sec-
ondary qualities, on the other hand, are ones that such corpuscles might lack.

Wilson suggests that in giving his account of secondary qualities, Locke is
driven by a pair of goals. First, he wants to offer a corpuscularian alternative to
the Aristotelian account of “sensible qualities.” That is to say, he wants to give an
account of color, odor, flavor, and sound that treats these qualities as derivative of the
qualities that figure in mechanistic explanations. Second, he wants to avoid saying
(as some mechanists did say) that colors, odors, flavors, and sounds are unreal. Most
commentators would agree with Wilson on these points, but there is a great deal of
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disagreement about how exactly Locke meets these goals. Wilson contends that he
does so by according colors, odors, flavors, and sounds the same status as that of the
powers that bodies have to alter the sensible features of other bodies. The sun really
does have the power to redden a person’s face. That power is a feature of the sun.
Yet it is a power that the sun has only because the sun (and perhaps the face and
any material medium between them) is composed of bodies with certain primary
qualities. Wilson takes Locke to be saying that colors are also powers that bodies
really do have, but ones that they have only because of facts about primary qualities
of corpuscular structures at their surfaces (and perhaps also because of facts about
our sense organs and our minds, too).

The topic of secondary qualities nicely illustrates the co-mingling of epistemolog-
ical and metaphysical issues. Many philosophical discussions of secondary qualities
get their start from the observation that appearances of colors and sounds seem to
depend as much on the states of the perceivers as on those of the things perceived.
This raises epistemological questions about how much our experiences of color and
sound tell us about an independently existing reality. Answering such questions typ-
ically involves taking a stand on metaphysical questions about what sorts of prop-
erties sounds and colors are, which things (if any) have them, and how they relate
to other features of things. Locke’s account of secondary qualities is thus, among
other things, a foray into metaphysics. Though we may think of him chiefly as an
epistemologist and a political theorist, it is far from being the only such foray. In fact,
though he wrote the Essay to answer epistemological questions, large chunks of the
book are given over to metaphysical topics. Many of these discussions are covered in
the chapters that follow, including those on essence (Chapter 11), identity (Chapter
12), free will (Chapter 13), thinking matter (Chapter 17), and the existence of God
(Chapter 24).

Offering an alternative to scholastic Aristotelianism is no small part of Locke’s
overall project. Yet when he comes to the task of framing his own metaphysical sys-
tem, he – like Descartes before him – borrows Aristotelian concepts while also trans-
forming them. One Aristotelian concept that Locke appropriates and transforms is
that of the essence of a thing. For Aristotle, the essence of a thing accounts for many
of the thing’s salient features, and determines the kind to which it belongs. Locke
divides these tasks between two items, which he calls the real essence and the nom-
inal essence. He takes the real essence of a thing to be the internal constitution that
gives rise to its observable features. A nominal essence is an abstract idea that the
members of some linguistic community use to sort things into kinds. In Chapter 11,
KennethWinkler explores both of these notions by looking at the division of labor in
Locke’s account of the creation of kinds. In the story Winkler recounts, God initially
creates a world of individuals, each possessing a unique, unshareable real essence.
Upon noticing that many of these individuals resemble one another in various ways,
we fashion abstract ideas of some of these commonalities. When some of us asso-
ciate one such idea with a name, and use that idea to sort the individuals that do
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and do not answer to it, a kind has come into being. Kinds are – as Winkler puts it –
socially constructed, even if the lines between them are drawn in terms of objective
similarities.

Other jobs performed by Aristotelian essences include the task of individuating its
possessor, and fixing the requirements for that possessor’s persistence over time. As
DanKaufman shows in Chapter 12, Locke offers several principles relating to individ-
uation at a moment, including the principle that there cannot be two things of the
same kind in the same place at the same time. Locke then goes on to argue that dif-
ferent sorts of things have different persistence conditions: the persistence of a mass
requires the contiguity of exactly the same atoms, while that of an organism requires
only participation in the same life, and that of a person requires only participation
in the same consciousness. On this account, a living thing can survive the replace-
ment of some of its parts, but amass cannot. This is problematic, for it seems to entail
that the organism can outlast a mass that briefly constitutes it. That seems to make
them distinct things, and yet for awhile theywould seem to be two bodies at the same
place at the same time. Kaufman explores a number of responses to this exegetical
difficulty.

Locke’s account of personal identity – which first appeared in its full dress version
in the second (1694) edition of the Essay – represents a startling break from the tra-
dition he inherited, and has proven enormously influential. He parts ways with both
Aristotelians and Cartesians by rejecting what Kaufman calls a “substance-based”
theory of identity over time. Locke argues that the persistence of a person need not
involve the persistence of either a material substance or an immaterial one. Rather,
he claims that a person is the same person as an earlier one so long as he can extend
his consciousness back to a thought or action of the earlier person. This allows Locke
to make sense of the resurrection of the dead while side-stepping such questions as
whether our bodies after the resurrectionwouldhave to bemade of the sameatoms as
composed us at some point in life, and whether we exist in between biological death
and the resurrection. An important question is what he means when he speaks of
extending consciousness to an earlier thought or action. Kaufman considers several
possibilities, andalso anumber of objections that Locke’s contemporaries andhis suc-
cessors have raised against his theory.

Locke’s account of freedomand thewill has proved less influential thanhis account
of personal identity. Indeed, as Don Garrett recounts in Chapter 13, many of the
Essay’s readers have despaired of finding there a single, consistent story aboutwhat it
is to be free andwhether our wills are free. It is perhaps no coincidence that the chap-
ter in which he addresses these issues is one that he revised heavily for the Essay’s
second edition, and one to which he dictated still more changes for the posthumous
fifth (1706) edition. In some cases Locke clearly changed his mind about something
significant; in others, he may simply have thought that he could express himself bet-
ter.Unfortunately, it is not always clearwhich changes are of which sort.Nor is it clear
that he removed every passage expressing a view that he had come to renounce.
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Garrett describes several apparent inconsistencies in Locke’s account, and argues
that all canbe resolvedhappily. For example, in anumber of passages that date back to
the first edition, Locke contends that a person, P, is free in regard to an action, A, just
in case both of the following are true: (i) if Pwills to performA, P does performA, and
(ii) if P wills to forbear the performance of A, P forbears the performance of A. Yet as
Garrett explains, in the second and later editions we find other passages in which he
seems to claim that P is free in regard to A-ing only if P has the liberty to suspend
the performance of A to reflect upon the wisdom of A-ing. Garrett argues that in
adding the requirement that agents have the liberty to pause for deliberation, Locke
is articulating a particular sort of freedom that pertains only to intellectual beings,
and not to non-human animals. Having the ability to deliberatemakes us responsible
not only for what we do, but for what we believe, since we should know that further
reflectionmight lead us to revise our beliefs. Garrett says that by altering his account
of freedom in this way, Locke responds to the charge that his first edition accountwas
too harsh in that it made men punishable for acts predicated on mistaken beliefs.

We have seen that although Locke began writing the Essay to resolve questions
about the extent of knowledge and the grades of belief, he was waylaid by meta-
physics. It might be tempting to say that he also gets waylaid by the philosophy of
language, for he spends all of Book Three (“Of Words”) investigating words and their
uses andmisuses before finally turning, in Book Four (“Of Knowledge and Opinion”),
to the questions that are supposedly his chief concern. Yet to say this would be to fail
to appreciate the degree towhich Locke sees his theorizing inBookThree as necessary
for the results he reaches in Book Four. He observes, somewhat mysteriously, that if
we could but examine and judge of ideas themselves, thiswould be the surest and best
path to knowledge; but he adds that becausewe are creatures so accustomed to using
spoken language to express our ideas, this approach is rarely if ever practiced. “This,”
he says, “makes the consideration of Words and Propositions, so necessary a part of
the Treatise of Knowledge, that ‘tis very hard to speak intelligibly of the one, without
explaining the other” (IV, vi.1).

At the outset of Book III, Locke tells us that man uses spoken words “as Signs of
internal Conceptions; and to make them stand as marks for the Ideas within his own
Mind” (3.1.2). Many readers take him to be offering a semantic theory, an account of
what it is for a spoken or written word to have meaning. On the view he seems to be
endorsing, the meaningful utterance of a word is the sign of an idea in that person’s
mind. This would seem to be a radically subjectivist theory of meaning, though one
who sees Locke as endorsing itmight be quick to point out that he also allows that the
members of a linguistic community generally associate pretty much the same ideas
with the samewords, as the practical ends of communication would seem to require.
This is not the route that E.J. Lowe takes in Chapter 14. Instead, he challenges the
whole notion that Locke is much interested in offering a semantic theory (though
Lowe does not deny that he has the resources to offer such a theory). He sees Locke
as less concernedwith semantic (word-to-world) relations, andmore concernedwith
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expressive (thought-to-word) relations. After defending this reading against several
objections, he goes on to look at other important strands in Locke’s thinking about
language, including his account of how general terms signify, and his account of the
function of “particles” (words such as “not” and “but”).

When Locke finally does get to the point of tackling the questions about knowledge
and belief that are his ultimate objective, he begins with a novel account of what
knowledge is. As Antonia LoLordo recounts in Chapter 15, he says that knowledge is
the perceptionof the agreement or disagreement between ideas.Hedistinguishes four
sorts of agreement and disagreement that wemight perceive: (i) identity (as whenwe
perceive that the idea of white is the idea of white), (ii) relation (as when we perceive
any relation between two ideas), (iii) coexistence (aswhenwe perceive that the idea of
fixedness always accompanies the ideas of yellowness,weight, fusibility, and the other
features of gold), and (iv) real existence (as when we perceive that God exists). Locke
also distinguishes several “degrees” of knowledge: intuition (in which one perceives
the agreement or disagreement immediately), demonstration (inwhich one perceives
it with the help of intermediate ideas), and sensitive knowledge (which concerns the
present existence of finite beings around us).

Locke thinks that we can have intuitive knowledge of our own existence (4.9.3),
and of such facts as that white is not black (4.2.1). He thinks that the non-trivial
demonstrative knowledge within our reach is quite limited.We can demonstrate that
God exists (as Lockeundertakes to do in IV.x), butmathematics is (so far) the only body
of demonstrative knowledge worthy of being called a science. What is most curious
is that Locke thinks that a demonstrative science of bodies is likely to elude us forever,
but that a demonstrative theory of morals is a real possibility. As for sensitive knowl-
edge, Locke takes this to be limited to our knowledge of the existence of bodies just so
long as we are actually perceiving them (4.11.9).

The fact that Locke takes knowledge to be so limited renders all the more impor-
tant what he has to say about the vast majority of our beliefs that fall short of his
demanding standards for knowledge. As LoLordo explains, his guiding principle is
that assent ought to be proportioned to the grounds of probability, and this is to be
judged by conformity with one’s own experience and with the testimony of others.
It is inevitable that we must depend upon testimony to a considerable extent, but the
value of this testimony varies with such factors as the distance between the present
testimony and the past truth (4.16.10). LoLordo argues that Locke’s account of prob-
ability is saturated with ethical considerations. His rules about when it is legitimate
to be guided by the testimony of others – including testimony about religious mat-
ters – are much stricter than those we actually live by. He thinks that many of us
ought to do more to investigate what morality and religion require of us, and that
we ought to strive harder to avoid unthinking conformism about moral and religious
matters.We can see both his critique of innatism and his advice about education (see
Chapter 23) as attempts to pull up some of the props supporting our bad epistemic
habits.
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It is an irony that Locke – an empiricist who describes himself as an “Under-
Labourer” in the service of science – offers an account of knowledge that seems
to accommodate mathematical knowledge more comfortably than it does empirical
knowledge. It is easy to see why one might think that grasping the fact that trian-
gles have internal angles equal to two right angles involves apprehending a relation
between two or more ideas. It is harder to see how one’s knowledge that there is a
black rotary telephone on the desk could be wholly a matter of apprehending rela-
tions between ideas. Locke lists “real existence” as one of the four sorts of agreement
or disagreement between ideas that are perceivable by us, but it is not obvious which
are the ideas that we are supposed to perceive as agreeing in that way, or in what
that agreement is supposed to consist. Is he saying thatmy knowledge that the phone
exists is a matter of my perceiving a relation between my idea of the phone and my
idea of existence? This seems unpromising. Worse still, Locke himself seems ambiva-
lent aboutwhether belief in the existence of physical objects constitutes knowledge at
all (4.2.14). JenniferNagel tackles these issues inChapter 16, arguing that Locke does
indeed take sensitive knowledge to be real knowledge, and that there is away tomake
good sense of this. (For a different account of Locke’s approach, see Chapter 26.)

A key component of Nagel’s reading is her claim that Locke takes sensory experi-
ence to supplyusnot onlywith ideas of the things aroundus, but also (and simultane-
ously)with an idea of themanner inwhich these things are being presented tous. She
says that in the case of sensation, this is the idea that Locke calls the “idea of actual
sensation.” On Nagel’s reading, my knowledge that the telephone exists involves my
perception of an agreement between the idea of actual sensation and my idea of the
real existence of the telephone. A skeptic might challenge my claim to know that it
is actual sensation – and not a dream or a hallucination – that is delivering the idea
of the telephone to me. Whether Locke has an adequate reply to this is controver-
sial. He is easily read as dismissing such challenges without argument. According to
Nagel, he does offer a brief but substantive reply to the skeptic. The reply is thatwe are
assured of the real existence of something outside us by the pleasures and pains that
are regularly found to follow upon the idea of that thing. The skeptic who professes
to doubt the existence of the telephone will, when threatened with a crack upon the
head from someone holding its heavy bakelite handset, betray his conviction that the
telephone is real enough for practical purposes.

Though Locke is little tempted by skepticism, he does hold that there are seri-
ous limitations on what we can know. He spells this out in IV.iii, “Of the Extent of
Humane Knowledge,” the chapter that sets out to answer the question that impelled
him to write the Essay in the first place. There Locke argues that knowledge is some-
times impossible becausewe cannot get the relevant ideas, and other times impossible
because we cannot perceive the relations between ideas that we do have. It is in illus-
trating this last point that Locke makes a claim that was to prove one of the most
controversial of thewhole book. He says that we have the idea of matter, and the idea
of thinking, and yet may never be able to know “whether any mere material Being
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thinks, or no” (IV, iii.6). What startled many of Locke’s readers was the suggestion
that it might be possible that we are wholly material. His reasoning is that we do not
know, and perhaps cannot know, whether God could add powers of thought to cer-
tain complex material things. It is true that we have no clear understanding of how
Hemight do such a thing, but Locke points out that it is also beyond our understand-
ings how to create an immaterial thinking substance and unite it with a human body.
In either scenario, God is doing something that we do not fully understand.

Locke’s suggestion thatmattermight think seemsat oddswithother thingshe says,
and these tensions are explored byMartha Brandt Bolton in Chapter 17.As she notes,
some commentators have seen the remarks about thinking matter as hard to square
with Locke’s attitude toward Boyleanmechanism. If powers of thought are bestowed
upon bodies by divine fiat, these would seem to be features of bodies not explicable in
terms of mechanical interactions between their smaller parts. The waters are mud-
died by disagreements about what mechanism is, and the extent of Locke’s commit-
ment to it. Bolton describes several approaches that scholars have taken to dissolve
the appearance of conflict. She argues that mechanism has nothing to do with the
possibility that some parts of matter may think, because Locke is unconvinced that
mechanism can explain even basic powers of bodies such as their power tomove each
other by impact. She argues that Locke holds that powers belong to a substance just
in case the existence of the substance is metaphysically sufficient for the powers to
arise from it.

Bolton also investigates another apparent tension, between Locke’s remarks about
superaddition and his claim that it is absolutely impossible for thought to arise from
the unguided concourse of unthinking particles. She reconciles these by arguing that
material particles would be unguided if they were the eternal being and that Locke
holds that the powers that belong to the eternal being are inseparable from it since
there is nothing else fromwhich it could derive them.As she interprets the argument,
Locke takes the fact that we observe portions of matter which have no thought to
show that thinking is not inseparable from matter. But because Locke holds that we
are ignorant of the substance fromwhich the attributes of matter arise, hemaintains
that we have no reason to deny that it may be possible that thought belongs contin-
gently to some systems of matter. As Locke puts this, God might superadd thought
to some systems of matter. According to Bolton, Locke holds that if thought is super-
added to matter, then God modifies the nature of matter, itself; but his doctrine that
God cannot possibly be material places no significant constraint on what the modifi-
cation might be. Bolton describes Locke as saying that powers such as motion, life,
sentience and gravitational attraction are superadded to matter, itself, but we are
unable to understand how.

Some of Locke’s most illuminating remarks about the superaddition of thought
to matter come not in the Essay, but in an exchange with Edward Stillingfleet, the
Bishopof Worcester. In late1696, Stillingfleet hadpublishedADiscourse inVindication
of the Doctrine of the Trinity, a book whose targets included Locke only because of
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the use that another writer – John Toland – had made of the Essay’s epistemological
doctrines. Locke was disinclined to answer critics, and in this case annoyed at being
dragged into a touchy theological debate; but he also felt the necessity of responding
to an attack from such a high personage. He wrote a book-length “letter” of reply
to the Bishop, publishing it early in 1697. If he hoped that would be the end of the
matter, hewas soon disappointed. Bothmenwere towrite and publish two additional
long-winded letters, and then Stillingfleet’s death in 1699 brought the controversy
to an end.

The exchange with Stillingfleet sheds light not only on Locke’s views about think-
ing matter, but also on his views about substance, certainty, essence, and resurrec-
tion. As I explain in Chapter 18, Locke’s first letter directly addresses those of Still-
ingfleet’s complaints that seemed aimed at him. These include charges that his views
lead to skepticism about the existence of substance, and so about whether we have
spiritual substances within us. In Locke’s second letter, however, he changes tactics.
He spends more of his time challenging Stillingfleet’s grounds for dragging him into
the debate about the trinity in the first place, and also trying to show that the reason-
ing behind Stillingfleet’s charges is confused and confusing. This seems to have little
effect on the Bishop, who in his second answer expands the charges against Locke
and even directly questions the latter’s theological orthodoxy. “Had it not been an
easie and effectual way of clearing your self,” he asks, “to have declared to theWorld,
that you owned theDoctrine of the Trinity?” (Stillingfleet 1698, 4–5). Lockemakes no
reply to that, but does, in his final letter, return to the tactic of defendinghimself point
by point. Like its predecessors, this final letter is prolix and at times tedious, but also
an important source of information about some of the Essay’s key metaphysical and
epistemological doctrines.

Government, Ethics, and Society

Locke’s Two Treatises on Government appeared the same year as his Essay, and was
to prove as influential. Just as the Essay provides a modern alternative to traditional
views about the sources of knowledge, so the Two Treatises provides amodern alterna-
tive to traditional views about the sources of political authority. Both works emerged
from long periods of gestation. The Two Treatises – whose central message is that the
king’s authority comes not from a divine favor inherited throughAdam, but from the
consent of the governed – was originally written as a forward-looking justification of
a possible revolution against Charles II, then recrafted and presented to its readers as
a backward-looking justification of the Glorious Revolution of 1688 (Laslett 1956).
Yet whereas the Essaywas Locke’s first foray into epistemology and metaphysics, the
Two Treatises did not represent his first foray into political philosophy. In the 1660s
he wrote, but did not publish, “Two Tracts on Government,” “Essays on the Law of
Nature,” and “An Essay Concerning Toleration.” Other short unpublished essays and
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fragments on politics date from the 1670s and later. The student of Locke’s political
thought faces questions about how all of these works fit together, and how his views
on various matters evolve.

One question concerns Locke’s views about the “laws of nature” – that is, themost
universal principles governing how humans ought to behave. The early “Essays on
the Laws of Nature” would seem to belong to the natural law tradition that reaches
back to Pufendorf, Grotius, Hooker, and Suarez. Locke seems to conceive of the laws
of nature as ultimate norms grounded in God’s ownership of His creatures. In con-
trast, the Two Treatises often seems to present a picture on which the natural rights
of individuals are grounded in their ownership of themselves. The trouble is that the
waters are muddy even in the later work, for there too there is talk of a law of nature
that binds all men who are the “Workmanship of one Omnipotent, and infinitely
wise Maker” (TT, 2.6).

As S. Adam Seagrave explains in Chapter 19, some commentators argue that
Locke’s goal in the Second Treatise is to ground natural rights in natural law; others
contend that he is trying to offer an account of natural rights as independent of nat-
ural law. One tempting move is to say that, for Locke, God’s ownership of us is real
ownership, whereas our ownership of ourselves is like the limited right of use that a
landlord confers upon a tenant. Seagrave finds this unsatisfactory and argues for a
different solution. He looks to the Essay’s distinction between a human animal (what
Locke calls a “man”) and a person or self. Seagrave argues that the former is God’s
workmanship, and soHis property, but that one becomes a person through one’s own
activities, and so each person is his own property. God’s ownership of us trumps our
own not because our ownership of ourselves depends onHis permission, but because
His creative act is greater than our own. It is greater because He creates ex nihilo,
whereas we work on existing materials.

In Locke’s account, both the authority that God has over us and that we have over
ourselves derive from the fact that we are property. This puts the notion of property
right at the heart of Locke’s political philosophy. So perhaps it is not a surprise that
he sees the need to explain how property first comes into being, and how this ulti-
mately gives rise to the invention of money and the establishment of political com-
monwealths. As Richard Boyd recounts in Chapter 20, Locke holds that private prop-
erty comes into being as soon as people begin to collect nature’s bounty, to section off
or enclose land, to modify and improve the things they find in nature. God gives the
world to all in common, but when someone removes something from its natural state
and (to use Locke’smemorable expression)mixes his laborwith it, hemakes it his. Yet
Locke also says that there are constraints on howmuch one can legitimately come to
own by suchmeans. It is a violation of the natural law to takemore than one can use,
or to neglect what one has taken.

An obvious problem for Locke’s theory of property is how to justify the private
appropriation of what God has given to all collectively. One could imagine doing so
in terms of the tacit consent of humanity to an arrangement whereby each may

16



INTRODUCTION

invest his labor to take some for himself. Yet this is not Locke’s approach. Boyd argues
that the justifications Locke does offer – ones grounded in a person’s right of self-
preservation, and in themoral prohibition of waste – initially set verymodest limits to
howmuch can be legitimately appropriated fromwhat is found in the commons. The
use of labor to make new objects expands the scope of legitimate private property, for
others can hardly have a claim to what did not exist before one invested one’s labor
to create it. However, the fullest expansion of private property comes only with the
invention of money. Locke recognizes the advantages of a monetary economy over
a barter economy, and here he does invoke tacit consent to justify a system that can
lead to great inequalities. (For a worry about that invocation, see Chapter 27.)

Locke describes political society as emerging only after the creation of private prop-
erty. Perhaps, as Boyd suggests, he thinks of government as arising as a solution to
the social unease generated by the inequalities that come with a monetary economy.
When it does arise, it does so, according to Locke, as the result of a social contract
betweenpeoplewhoarenaturally free, people ina state of nature. Sometimesheoffers
this as historical speculation, but A. John Simmons, in Chapter 21, cautions us that
these historical claims are not really central to his project. According to Simmons,
the state of nature that is Locke’s primary concern is a state into which each of us is
born even now. It is a relational state – the state of not having yet tacitly or expressly
consented to join into a society with some other people. One can be in civil society in
respect to certain people while being in a state of nature in regard to others.

One of the key claims of Locke’s political philosophy is that until one freely con-
sents to join with others in a political arrangement, one is not legitimately subject to
political power. He also insists that the laws of nature place constraints on the liber-
ties one can lose by consent, and on the prerogatives of those who take up themantle
of political power. Simmons describes Locke as holding that consenting to a politi-
cal arrangement involves three steps: incorporation into a political society, consent
to a particular form of government, and then entrusting particular individuals with
political power. Complicating this neat picture is the fact that more than one step can
be taken at the same time, and also that consent can be tacit rather than expressed.
There are difficult questions about what Locke thinks that tacit consent requires, and
whether he thinks that it gains one full membership in political society.

One of the political questions that particularly interested Locke concerned the
extent to which a government can legitimately use political power to shape the reli-
gious observance of its people. In Chapter 22, Alex Tuckness argues that Locke’s
strongest arguments for religious toleration are intimately connected to his views
about human fallibility and the application of universal principles. He suggests that
this has been underappreciated because scholarship has tended to focus too exclu-
sively on Locke’s 1689 Letter Concerning Toleration. The Letter gives pride of place to
the argument that it is misguided to use force to bring people to true religion, and
this because you cannot force someone to believe and only true belief secures eter-
nal life. Jonas Proast, an Oxford chaplain, quickly published a response, arguing that
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although force could not produce belief directly, moderate applications of it might do
so indirectly. For, he said, it might lead men to “consider those Reasons and Argu-
ments which are proper and sufficient to convince them, but which, without being
forced, they would not consider” (Proast 1690, 4).

Proast’s response initiated an exchange with Locke that ended only with the
philosopher’s death. Locke’s side of that exchange ran to hundreds of pages, and in
these, Tuckness tells us, he largely sets aside the argument about the impossibility of
forcing people to believe the true religion. Instead, Locke places increasing emphasis
on human fallibility and the requirement that moral principles be universal in appli-
cation. This line of thought is present in his earlier writings, even in the “Essay Con-
cerning Toleration,”whichwas unpublished during Locke’s lifetime. In his later writ-
ings, Locke makes the argument clearer. Since natural law is legislated by God, and
since God can foresee how human fallibility will undermine the application of com-
mands such as “Use force to promote the true religion,” natural law does not include
that command. In Locke’s later Letters, the argument that “every church is orthodox
to itself ” is given more prominence than the argument that “true belief cannot be
forced.” In his day, this made for a robust defense of religious toleration.

In politics, epistemology, and religion, Locke emphasizes the degree to which each
individual is responsible for making his own decisions and finding his own way. The
questionof howbest to prepare people to do this is amatter of great concern tohim. In
Chapter 23, RuthW. Grant and Benjamin R. Hertzberg examine two works in which
he develops theories about this. The first is Some Thoughts Concerning Education, which
was published in 1693 but which grew out of a private correspondence dating back
to 1684. The second is “Of the Conduct of the Understanding,” which was originally
intended as a chapter to be added to the fourth edition of the Essay concerning Human
Understanding, though itwas published separately andonly posthumously. In the first,
Locke offers advice about how to raise children so that they grow into wise and vir-
tuous adults, people who “submit [their] appetite[s] to reason” (STCE, 200). In the
second, he offers advice to adults who seek to improve and enlarge their understand-
ings.

Inmany respects, Locke’s views about education strike one as remarkablymodern.
He comes down against the regular use of corporal punishment, and against slavish
discipline generally. He is in favor of home schooling, independent study, and lifelong
learning. He urges that education should be tailored to the temperament and abil-
ities of the individual. That we think of these as modern ideas may be a testament
to the wide acceptance and continuing influence of Locke’s philosophy of education.
Still, Grant and Hertzberg show that his theory of education is also not without its
difficulties. For instance, though the goal of his program is to produce independent
thinkers who challenge orthodoxies, he suggests that parents and tutors should use
praise and blame tomold the characters of children, taking advantage of the fact that
children greatly desire esteem. It seems fair to ask whether an education directed by
theneed for approval fromauthority figures is likely to produce iconoclasts. Grant and
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Hertzberg see a tensionhere rather thananoutright contradiction, and theymake the
point that this is not just a problem for Locke, but for anyone interested in education
for a liberal society rather than a traditional authoritarian one.

Religion

The thread of religion is woven through Locke’s philosophy, as it was woven through
his life. We have seen that religious disputes form the backdrop to his active involve-
ment in politics, and to his theories about political authority and its limits. We have
seen him invoke God’s will to explain the creation of individuals with unique real
essences, and to explain the possibility that matter might think. Yet religious ques-
tions were not merely background considerations for Locke. He was a sincere Chris-
tian philosopher who reflected deeply on questions about the divine nature, the evi-
dence of miracles, and the relation between faith and reason. He was also a serious
student of the Bible. He could read Greek fluently, had some knowledge of Hebrew,
owned a great manyworks of biblical scholarship, and dedicatedmuch of his time in
his later years to interpreting the letters of St Paul.

The present volume includes two essays that seek to give us a better understanding
of Locke’s religion and its relationship to his philosophy. In Chapter 24, Marcy Las-
cano surveys Locke’s philosophy of religion, and in Chapter 25Victor Nuovo explores
Locke’s contributions as a theologian and biblical interpreter. Both of these scholars
draw our attention to texts that have been relatively neglected, and both emphasize
the connections between Locke’s theology, his epistemology, and his metaphysics.

Locke’s Essay contains a much maligned argument for the existence of God,
one that combines aspects of the cosmological and teleological arguments. Lascano
points to the well-known problems with Locke’s formulation, without tarrying over
them. She also draws our attention to some other interesting, and less well-known,
texts: a manuscript in which Locke criticizes Descartes’ ontological argument for the
existence of God, and letters in which he supplies arguments that there could not
be more than one omnipotent, omniscient, or omnipresent being. Lascano devotes
considerable attention to what Locke has to say about the epistemology of religious
claims, a subject Nuovo touches on as well. Locke distinguishes faith and reason, but
does not see them as opposed, since we must use reason to determine whether what
purports to be a revelation really is one. He holds that testimony conflicting with rea-
son can be safely dismissed as not coming from God. Positive support for the divine
origin of a purported revelation can be found in associated miracles, but testimony
of miracles must also be vetted. Locke’s conception of a miracle is an epistemic one:
an event counts as miraculous if it seems to some spectator to be incomprehensible
and contrary to the established course of nature. A miracle need not actually be a
violation of the laws of nature, andwhether an event is miraculousmay be spectator
relative.
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Nuovo’s essay introduces us to two major works that have probably received less
attention than theydeserve. Thefirst isTheReasonableness of Christianity,whichLocke
published anonymously in 1695. In theReasonableness, Locke draws on the teachings
of Jesus and theApostles in the fourGospels and the letters of St Paul tomake the case
that there is just one fundamental tenet of Christianity: that Jesuswas theMessiah. In
the process, as Nuovo recounts, he develops an account of Adam’s fall, of the human
predicament after it, and of the path to redemption. He also offers solutions to puzzles
aboutwhy Jesus did not clearly disclose himself as theMessiah, andwhat is to become
of those who are never exposed to his teachings. The second work Nuovo delves into
is A Paraphrase and Notes on the Epistles of St Paul, which Locke left unfinished. Locke
believed it a Christian duty to study scripture. He saw Paul’s letters as presenting a
special challenge, and not only because of the language, whichwas Greekwithmany
“Hebrew or Syriack” idioms (Para, 1:104). Yet Locke also sawPaul’s writings as being
of special importance. Paul was highly intelligent, well versed in the Old Testament,
and is supposed to have received the entire Christian revelation by divine infusion.
As Nuovo observes, this makes the study of his writings a particularly appropriate
occupation for a Christian philosopher nearing the end of his life.

Locke’s Legacy

To trace the whole of Locke’s influence – his positive impact on those who took up
and modified his doctrines, as well as his negative effect on those who criticized his
arguments andwhowere prompted to offer alternatives –would be to excavatemuch
of the history of philosophy in the English-speaking world and the Continent over
three centuries. That is, of course, beyond the scope of the present volume. Instead,
we must settle for a few narrower, more focused looks at some reverberations of
Locke’s philosophy. We do this in the final three chapters. In Chapter 26, Louis E.
Loeb examines some points of contact between Locke and later empiricists (Berkeley
and Hume, in particular), focusing on the issue of our knowledge of the existence
of bodies. In Chapter 27, Richard J. Arneson shows how Locke’s Second Treatise gave
rise to a diverse progeny of political philosophies. Finally, in Chapter 28 Mark Goldie
takes stock of recent “postcolonial” interpretations of Locke as an apologist for
imperialism.

In the Essay, Locke holds that our sensitive knowledge is limited to the times at
which we happen to be having experiences of external things. We believe that bodies
exist when we are not sensing them, but these beliefs do not constitute knowledge.
Locke does not see this as a cause for worry. Louis E. Loeb suggests that Hume did
see it as one, and that this prompted the latter’s claim that causal knowledge takes
us beyond the evidence of memory and the senses. Loeb, who does not take Hume to
be a skeptic about induction, sees him as offering a positive theory of knowledge of
unobserved objects to fill in the gap in Locke’s account.
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On one reading of Locke, he justifies belief in the independent existence of bodies
by inference to the best explanation. Loeb describes Hume as objecting to this kind of
inductionbecause observed regularities donot constrain the beliefs producedby theo-
retical induction. There are toomany other imaginable causes of our sensory experi-
ences (unavoidable and regular energies of our ownminds, invisible spirits, etc.). Loeb
portrays Hume as offering two accounts of what leads us to believe in unperceived
objects (one in the Treatise of Human Nature, and a different one in the Enquiry), but
he says that both face serious difficulties. Loeb argues that the empiricist who would
justify belief in unperceived objectsmust ultimately rely on background assumptions
that are not themselves epistemically basic, and that this pushes the empiricist in the
direction of Quinean holism.

It is hardly surprising to find that a philosopher who blazes new trails also leaves
his successors lacunae to fill and unanswered questions towork on. Locke blazed new
trails in political thought as well as epistemology, and Richard J. Arneson describes
some of the problems that he bequeathed to his posterity. One involves natural rights.
Locke sees them as fundamental, but he does not settle the question of whether they
generate only negative duties (such as the duty not to harm others) or whether they
might generate positive duties to promote the welfare of others. Another question
concerns private property. Recall Locke’s proviso that one retains private ownership
of formerly public land only if one improves it. How much does one need to do with
land in order to retain ownership of it? If one farms it ineptly, and others could use
the land more productively, does one still retain a legitimate claim to it?

Arneson argues that Locke’s package of ethical and political views contains
enough tensions, and enough unanswered questions, to allow of being developed in
very different directions. For example, Locke’s doctrine of natural moral rights can
be seen as the progenitor to deontological, rights-based ethical theories. At the same
time, he grounds natural law in divine commands, and sees God as issuing the com-
mands that would, if generally followed, lead to the fullest flourishing of His crea-
tures. Thus Locke can also be seen as a kind of rule utilitarian. Arneson also makes
the case that very different sorts of liberals can claim Locke as a progenitor. If Locke’s
emphasis on individual rights is combined with the thought that we have only neg-
ative duties to others, the result is something like Nozick’s libertarianism. Yet if his
commitment to individual liberty and his social contract doctrine are combined with
egalitarianism, this leads in the direction of Rawls’s social democratic liberalism.

It must be conceded that one factor distinguishing Locke from all of his latter-day
liberal descendants is the short shrift he gives to democracy. This did not keep demo-
cratically inclined American colonists from invoking his Two Treatises to justify their
rebellion. Thomas Jefferson described himas one of “the three greatestmen that have
ever lived” (the others, he reckoned, were Bacon and Newton) (Jefferson 1984, 939).
Yet though he has been lionized in some quarters as inspiring the colonists in their
struggle against tyranny, hehas in others become the target of a postcolonial critique.
Pointing to his personal investment in colonial trade (including the slave trade), some
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scholars have argued that Locke’s interests were those of the British ruling classes,
and his Second Treatise an attempt to justify the dispossession of native peoples.

After describing Locke’s involvement in America – his work for Lord Ashley when
the latter was the most active of the Lords Proprietors of Carolina, his investments,
and his service on the Board of Trade and Plantations – Mark Goldie examines the
charge that he was an apologist for imperialism. If there is a Lockean justification for
imperialism, he argues, it would be an “agriculturalist” argument grounded in his
theory of property, not an argument grounded on Christian evangelism or claims of
racial superiority. Perhaps Locke thinks that native peoples are in a state of nature? If
so, he could argue that they do not own the land onwhich they live, and that this land
could legitimately be claimed by colonizers. Whether or not Locke means to endorse
this argument, Goldie shows that others before and after him did. Many of his suc-
cessors who did – including Jefferson – cited him for support.

However, Goldie argues that there are serious problems with reading the Second
Treatise as an attempt to justify imperialist expansion. Locke was aware that some
native Americans did engage in agriculture, and one could argue that the hunting
and gathering practices of thosewho did not constituted “labor” in the sense required
to generate Lockean property rights. Goldie doubts that Locke held that native Amer-
icans were in a state of nature in regard to each other. If they were not, then they
would have constituted states to be dealt with by treaty, rather than groups of unciv-
ilized people residing on unclaimed land. Goldie also observes that a Lockeanwho did
use the agriculturalist argument would have to concede that it could justify only the
appropriation of so much land as colonists were ready to farm, and nothing like the
vast swathes of NewWorld territory claimed by European countries in the eighteenth
century.

Locke’s writings stimulated vigorous debates in his day, and they continue to do
so in ours. We study his writings partly because of their enormous influence on 300
years of philosophy. Yet we also engage with them because many of his insights are
still apt, and some of his most innovative theories remain live options. His writings
do, of course, present us with real challenges. He is a thinker from another age, and
so inevitably not all of his concerns and his assumptions are ones that we share. We
must work to recover the context in which he lived andwrote if we are to fully under-
stand his motives and (in some cases) his arguments. Though he is never willfully
obscure, Locke can be prolix, and often he seems to be tugged inmore than one direc-
tion on matters of real importance. The healthy state of Locke scholarship early in
the twenty-first century means that one does not lack for potential guides through
the resulting tangles. However, the size of the literature on many topics in Locke’s
philosophy is enough to give one pause. Also, specialization within academia means
that some of the potential guides are in fact speaking largely to one another. Taken
together, the chapters that follow aim to supply context, to provide neophytes with a
way in to the study of Locke’s philosophy, and to offer more advanced students of his
thought the chance to see familiar problems and debates reframed.
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Part I

Life and Background





1

Locke’s Life

MARK GOLDIE

When John Locke was born, in 1632, England’s universities were dominated by
Scholastic Aristotelianism, its authors obliged to submit their books to censors, its
people ruled by a monarch who had ceased to call parliaments, and its worshippers
punished if they did not conform to the established Church. When he died, in 1704,
England had a burgeoning American and oceanic empire, its armies were crushing
the Continental superpower France, its regime was a parliamentary monarchy, its
universities were coming to terms with Newton’s Principia, its coffee houses were
bestrewn with uncensored print, and Trinitarian Protestants could worship as they
chose. During Locke’s childhood, the English overthrew and executed one Stuart
monarch, and, in his middle age, deposed another. Locke was both a witness and an
agent of England’s transformations, and his own life, like his country’s, turned upon
the axis of 1688, the year of the Glorious Revolution. Before then, he was obscure
and unpublished, and for some years an exile; afterwards, he was famous and pro-
lific. In his annus mirabilis, 1689, he published his cardinal work of epistemology, An
Essay Concerning HumanUnderstanding, his epitome of theWhig theory of liberty and
revolution, Two Treatises of Government, and his critique of religious coercion, A Let-
ter Concerning Toleration. He was a child of the Reformation and a progenitor of the
Enlightenment.

1.1 Early Years, 1632–1652

Locke was born in Wrington and brought up in nearby Pensford, a village six miles
south of Bristol. He was not by birth a gentleman, but became one; his inheritance
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wasmodest, buthediedwealthy.Hisnear relations includeda clothier, tanner, brewer,
and pewterer. His father was an attorney and clerk, serving the magistracy of Som-
erset and acting as steward of estates to a landed gentleman, Alexander Popham.
John Locke senior had a few tenants of his own, whom his son inherited in 1661
and would manage in absentia, sternly exacting rents, but charitable to the “honest
and industrious” poor (Corr., 3310). The West Country was economically dynamic,
home to an export-led woolen textile industry, and Locke would remark in the Two
Treatises that 10 acres of Devon were as productive as a thousand uncultivated in
America (TT, 2.37). Commercial agriculture, household artisanship, and, increas-
ingly, transoceanic trade were, for him, paradigms of the fruitfulness yielded when
the industrious dutifully applied themselves to God’s world.

Locke remembered his father as severe and his mother as affectionate. His father’s
surviving notebook chiefly concerns magistratical duties, such as disciplining tavern
keepers, vagrants, and begetters of bastards, but also contains criticisms of Charles I’s
bishops.Was not kneeling to receive communion impious, and should not congrega-
tions determine their ownchoice of minister? Locke’s grandfather bequeathedmoney
for a Bible lecture, and he was baptised by a semi-conforming minister who ignored
Prayer Book rubrics which troubled his conscience. For such Puritans as these, god-
liness flowed from Scripture and not from the inventions of priests, and true religion
was to be foundmore in the pulpit than at the altar.When the CivilWar came, Locke’s
father fought in the Parliamentarian army, and Colonel Popham’s troops destroyed
the “superstitious” windows, organ, and episcopal throne inWells Cathedral.

It is, however, misleading to trace a high road from Parliamentarian Puritanism
to republicanism and religious toleration, still less to “liberalism.” The Parliamentar-
ians sought a “mixed and balanced monarchy” of Crown, lords, and commons, and
deplored the regicide and military republic that were the unintended outcomes of
civil war.While hostile to episcopacy and “popish” ceremonial, they aimed at a highly
disciplined national church, and loathed the anarchy of sects and fanatical “enthu-
siasm” which emerged from the chaos of war. Popham, Member of Parliament for
Bath, was typical of the Parliamentarian leadership which spent the 1640s oppos-
ing Charles I but the 1650s opposing Oliver Cromwell’s revolutionary Protectorate
and moving towards re-embracing the Stuart dynasty. Such men, just as much as
loyal Royalists, ensured the restoration of Charles II in 1660, and Charles prudently
ensured that they, traitors to his father, held public office and sat in Parliament.

In 1647 Locke entered England’s finest school, Westminster, under the renowned
Richard Busby. Fellow pupils included the future poet John Dryden and the “virtuosi”
RobertHookeandChristopherWren. Likemany talented boys of modest background,
Locke depended on patronage. Among his earliest letters are carefully crafted compli-
ments to his “Maecenas” and “best patron,” Popham, for whom “the greatest advan-
tage I demand of my studies is an ability to serve you” (Corr., 96). A grammar school
meant tuition in Greek and Latin, and the Westminster curriculum was reminis-
cent of the eclecticism of Reformation humanismwhich readily embraced the pagan
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classics alongside Scripture and the Fathers.When Locke came to write on toleration
for a European audience, he wrote in Latin, and the Epistola de Tolerantia assumes his
readers’ classical education, for he cites Cicero, Horace, Ovid, Tacitus, and Virgil. At
the close of his life, he recommended not only the New Testament but also Cicero’s
De Officiis (On Duties) as the best guides to morality (Corr., 3328).

1.2 Oxford, 1652–1667

Locke entered Christ Church, Oxford, in 1652, where he became a “student”: at first
a pupil and latterly what other colleges call a Fellow. The College, purged of its Royal-
ist and then Presbyterian heads, was now governed by John Owen, a religious Inde-
pendent, nicknamed “Cromwell’s Pope.” England was a republic, and Locke’s tutor,
William Cole, was described as a “fanatic” although to Royalists all Puritans were
fanatics. The natural course of Locke’s life nowpointed toward ordination in themin-
istry, as the statutes for a Student required, and then either remaining a university
tutor or taking a parish or perhaps becoming chaplain in a great household. He held
the posts of tutor, praelector in Greek and rhetoric, and censor in moral philosophy
(1661–1667). His role was pastoral as well as pedagogic in his oversight of pupils:
young men who typically became country gentlemen or entered the legal, medical,
clerical, or teaching professions.

WhenLockewrote to Popham in the year of theRestoration, he remarked that “the
whole nation looks on you as a defender of their laws and liberties,” from which we
deduce that he accepted England’s road back from republic to monarchy, and from
Puritanism to what would later be called Anglicanism. In the anarchy that ensued
after Cromwell’s death, he deplored this “great Bedlam England,” the wars of this
“giddy nation,” and the “tyrants [who] are the promisers of liberty” (Corr., 82, 91).
He had written a poetic encomium for Cromwell in 1654, but in 1660 he did so for
Charles II.

In religion, the young Locke was a conformist, accepting first the Cromwellian set-
tlement and then the return of the episcopal Church. Hewas also a conformist in the-
ory, for his first political or, rather, ecclesiologicalwritings, knownas the Two Tracts on
Government (1660–1662), urge the necessity of obedience to the ruler’s imposition
of religious order in all things “indifferent” to salvation. Hence it was that, after his
college was purged again in 1660, Locke was issued with a certificate of acceptabil-
ity by the newDean, John Fell, later Vice-Chancellor and Bishop of Oxford. Although
he would later drastically change his mind concerning toleration and came to reject
coercion of “tender consciences,” and althoughhewould express anticlerical distaste
for church hierarchies, Locke never showed any inclination to become a religious Dis-
senter, as many Puritans now became, and he attended Anglican worship for the
rest of his life. It was not that he believed that Anglican ceremonial or episcopacy
were divinely ordained; on the contrary, precisely because they were man-made he
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felt no reason to scruple society’s conventional norms. It also followed that the only
ground for coercionof thosewho rejected theChurchwasa calculus of their civil dan-
ger. What he changed his mind about was the empirical weight of that calculus. He
emerged as a “latitudinarian,” later assailed for betraying the sanctity of Anglicanism
and the necessity of uniformity. Like other latitudinarians, and moderate Puritans,
his personal religiosity stressed virtue and “practical piety” rather than the doctrine,
ritual, and clerical authority favored by “High Churchmen” or the mystical “enthu-
siasm” and spiritual introspection of the sectaries. He wrote that godliness lay in the
proper “management of [our] temporal affairs” so that we may be in “a condition of
doing good and performing those offices required… in [our] station” (Corr., 426).

The universities inherited from the Middle Ages both a philosophy and a peda-
gogy. Scholasticism was a substantive philosophical system, having Aristotle’s meta-
physical, scientific, moral, and political texts at its core, and a system of teaching
which prioritized the exposition of classical, scriptural, and patristic sources, and
the honing of forensic skills through disputation. According to his early biographers,
Locke “never loved the trade of disputing… [it] being rather invented for wrangling
or ostentation than to discover truth” and complained that he “lost a great deal of
time… because the only philosophy then known at Oxford was the peripatetic [Aris-
totelian], perplexed with obscure terms and stuffed with useless questions” (Goldie
and Soulard 2014). He attributed his philosophical awakening to extracurricular
reading of Descartes. Yet he certainly learnt the rhetorical arts, formal and informal,
thatwould serve himwell in sustaining a vast correspondence, and in his verbal facil-
ity: he was a “wit” in its then generic sense. This would equip him for public service
and fashionable salons, in a society which valued conversability.

One result of Locke’s lecturing at Christ Church was a text now called Essays on
the Law of Nature (1663–1664), a misleading title, for these are a set of disputations,
in which propositions or “questions” are offered, tested, demonstrated, refuted. They
lead the student through familiar conundrums concerning the essence of jurispru-
dence, the typology of laws, and the relationship of natural to divine and human law
and the ius gentium (law of humankind).While synoptic in intent, the Essays indicate
two themes thatwould remain constant: a voluntarist theory of lawandan empiricist
thesis concerning knowledge of natural law.

During his Christ Church years, Locke became interested in natural philosophy –
“science” as we now call it. He met Robert Boyle, absorbed the new mechanical phi-
losophy, participated in anatomical dissections, acquired a knowledge of astronomy,
and trained in medicine. He befriended Thomas Sydenham, with whom he shared
an interest in respiration, circulation of the blood, and epidemic fevers, and together
they composed two tracts, “De arte medica” and “Anatomia.” Thereafter he was an
occasional practitioner, often styled “Dr Locke,” taking a medical degree in 1675.
In 1668 he was elected a Fellow of the recently founded Royal Society, of which,
however, while a subscriber and occasional contributor to its Transactions, he was
never an assiduous attender. He remained devoted to Boyle and Sydenham, whom,
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alongside Newton and Huygens, in the Essay Concerning Understanding, he would
laud as “master-builders” in the “commonwealth of learning.” After Boyle’s death he
edited for publication the General History of the Air (1692), and his own later inter-
ests would especially dwell on meteorology, his weather register constituting one of
the earliest systematic statistical records. In themeantime, Locke’smedical avocation
proved his passport out of clerical ministry, which, by the late 1660s, he decided he
wished to avoid.

1.3 Shaftesbury’s “Assistant Pen,” 1667–1675

In1666 Locke obtained a royal dispensation from the requirement of College statutes
that he be ordained. The Crown regularly issued prerogative mandates dispensing
from local laws. When Charles II’s successor, James II, used mandates to intrude
Roman Catholics, they would be regarded as outrageous acts of arbitrary power. The
king’s action on Locke’s behalf may simply have been at the latter’s request, but it
is suggestive of the Court seeking recruits for royal service, for that is the path upon
which Locke now embarked.

In 1665–1666 he served as secretary to an embassy to Cleves, a German city near
theDutchborder, onamission to ensure the Elector of Brandenburg’s benignneutral-
ity during England’s second commercial war against the Dutch. Under the terms of
the Treaty of Westphalia, Cleveswas a religiously open city, where Calvinists, Luther-
ans, and Catholics worshipped freely. This was an eye-opener and Locke discovered
that, as a matter of practical feasibility, people of radically different religious com-
mitments could live in peace. Letters home marvelled that “they quietly permit one
another to choose their ownway to heaven, [without] quarrels or animosities” (Corr.,
177).

Upon his return, Locke met Anthony Ashley Cooper, Lord Ashley, later first Earl of
Shaftesbury, an encounter that changed his life. Each beguiled the other, and Locke
remained loyal to Shaftesbury until the earl’s death in exile in Holland in 1683.
ShaftesburywasChancellor of the Exchequer, oneof theking’s leadingministers, and
in joiningShaftesbury’s household in London in1667, Locke confirmedhis entry into
royal as well as a nobleman’s personal service. Moreover, the earl believed “he owed
his life to my care” for, in the following year, he advised upon a dangerous operation
to relieve a life-threatening abdominal abscess (Corr., 797).

Intellectuals commonly took posts in aristocratic households – Hobbes did so
with the Earls of Devonshire – and Locke undertook the characteristic tasks of
a scholar-factotum: purchasing books, drafting memoranda, operating as “intelli-
gencer,” maintaining contact with parliamentary supporters, distributing charitable
donations, and negotiating matches in the elaborate marriage market. He went to
Belvoir Castle in Leicestershire to arrange a marriage between the earl’s son and the
Earl of Rutland’s daughter, and supervised the education of the marriage’s progeny,
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the future philosopher, the third earl. Much as Shaftesbury admired Locke’s intel-
lectual and rhetorical powers, and permitted an equality of friendship, the relation-
ship subsisted across substantial status boundaries. Locke was nomore than a senior
“domestic” (member of the domus) amonga staff of 40; he dined at the steward’s table
and walked beside his lordship’s coach. Contemporaries, if they bothered to notice
him, said he was “of Shaftesbury’s family” or (inaccurately) that he was the earl’s
“secretary.”

It was in this role that Locke encountered the elderly Hobbes. John Aubrey, a
mutual friend, sent regards to the “old gent” and recommendedHobbes’s unpublished
Dialogue of the Common Laws,which “if your lord saw it he would like it” (Corr., 268).
Aubrey’s letter also says that Hobbes’s text “speaks highly for the king’s prerogative”
and assumes that thiswould commend it. During the period 1667–1673Shaftesbury
supported many of Charles II’s policies which later entered the charge sheet of royal
absolutism. The earl favored religious toleration, but since Parliamentwas dominated
by Anglican churchmen who imposed the Act of Uniformity (1662), he supported
the king’s edict of toleration, theDeclaration of Indulgence (1672). The earl also sup-
ported the ThirdDutchWar (1672–1674), a conflict between twonations for oceanic
commercial advantage, but both of them Protestant and under the shadow of the
expansionism of Louis XIV of France. Later, Charles and his brother James would be
condemned for catastrophic collusion in the rise of France. What Shaftesbury – and
Locke – apparently had not reckoned uponwas the depth of Charles’s secret commit-
ment to Catholicismand Louis, nor the revelation of the conversion of James, the heir
to the throne, to Catholicism. In 1673 Shaftesbury turned against Charles, lost office,
and began a career of embattled opposition.

During his period in Shaftesbury’s entourage, Locke became involved in England’s
growing commitment to America, a connection which had a profound impact on
his thinking. Shaftesbury was one of the Lords Proprietors of Carolina, and Locke
served as their secretary (1671–1675), in which capacity he helped draft – the
degree of authorial agency is unclear – the Fundamental Constitutions of Carolina
(1669). Under a distant monarchical suzerainty, this blueprint envisages an aristo-
cratic republic, stratified by landholding, but with extensive citizen governance; not
a utopian novelty but an idealized version of England’s “mixed and balanced polity.”
Locke was appointed a “landgrave” of Carolina. His connections with America mul-
tiplied. He served as secretary to the king’s Council for Trade and Plantations (1673–
1674), handling official correspondence across the Atlantic. In his private capacity,
he invested in the Royal Africa Company, which supplied slaves, and in the Bahamas
Company.

The years at Exeter House in the Strand allowed Locke sufficient leisure to draft
works of his own. An “Essay on Toleration” (1667) adopted a radical distinction
between the purposes of churches and civil commonwealths, and rejected their
mutual trespass. Quite simply, “the magistrate hath nothing to do with the good of
men’s souls,” a positionhewould embody in theLetter Concerning Toleration (PE, 144).
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The essay also included “reason of state” arguments for the prudential wisdom of
toleration: the economy would be served by leaving dissenting entrepreneurs alone
and welcoming refugees of many faiths. He also drafted “some of the Consequences
that are Like to Follow upon Lessening of Interest to Four per Cent” (1668), which
argued that the determination of rates should be left to the market. Like the “Essay,”
it remained unpublished but was later reworked, this time in Some Considerations of
theConsequences of the Lowering of Interest (1691), a tract of more expansive economic
and fiscal reflection than its title suggests.

Most importantly, Locke embarked on his most ambitious intellectual project,
which would, after nearly two decades, be published as the Essay Concerning Human
Understanding. The earliest draft is dated 1671. His Epistle to the Reader would report
that thework began in conversations among “five or six friends,meeting inmy cham-
ber and discoursing on a subject very remote from this.” The “remote” subject is dis-
closed by one of those friends, James Tyrrell: “the discourse began about the princi-
ples of morality and revealed religion” (British Library, C.122.f.14). Philosophers in
modern times tended to seal Locke’s Essaywithin the confines of analytic philosophy
and have been slow to recognize its embedment within contemporary controversies
aboutmoral philosophy and religious certainty. It is true that Locke himself sought to
abstract his account from topics “very remote” although early critics, in the 1690s,
rapidly reminded him of the duty of a philosopher to address both natural law and
Christian theology.

1.4 France, 1675–1679

The early phase of Shaftesbury’s campaign of opposition culminated in A Letter
from a Person of Quality to his Friend in the Country (1675), a manifesto for a move-
ment which soon acquired the name “Whig.” It spoke for the “Country” against
the Court. Charles II, unlike his father, ruled with Parliament, but he avoided reg-
ular elections and sought to pack it with pliant courtiers. The “Cavalier Parliament”
sat for 18 years, 1661–1679, without a general election, and acquired the further
nickname of the “Pensioner Parliament.” The Country Party launched attacks on
“placemen,” which implied the desirability of separating the legislative and executive
branches of government, and assaulted “standing armies,” which denoted a pref-
erence for citizen militias. Increasingly, the king’s supine subordination to France
and his brother’s “popery” became running sores in the body politic. The third earl
would later record that his grandfather made use of Locke’s “assistant pen” in his
political campaigns, but was not specific. Locke may have had a hand in compos-
ing the Letter. The tract pronounced that there was a scheme afoot to make the
government “absolute and arbitrary,” emphasized the aristocracy’s role as the “bal-
ance” betweenmonarchy and democracy, and denounced the clergy for preachingup
monarchy and episcopacy as jure divino – by divine right. It closed with a protest that
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now “priest and prince [must] be worshipped together as divine in the same temple”
(PE, 362–5).

Shortly after condemnation of the Letter in Parliament, Locke left for France,where
he remained until 1679. His ostensible reason was ill health. He was already suffer-
ing from the asthma and bronchitis that afflicted him for the rest of his life. During his
French sojournhe lived chiefly atMontpellier, but spent considerable time in Paris. He
visited the Countess of Northumberland and tutored the son of a wealthy East India
merchant. He befriended a circle of French physicians, naturalists, astronomers, and
chronologers. He sketched a memorandum on the cultivation of vines and silk, per-
haps a piece of industrial espionage on Shaftesbury’s behalf, with an eye to America.
He improved his French by translating – and subtly modifying – three of the Essais de
morale of the Jansenist Pierre Nicole, presenting the result to the Countess of Shaftes-
bury (1676). Through Nicole, whose rigorist Augustinian Catholicism was palat-
able to Protestants, he reflected on moral psychology and the relationship of virtue
and the passions. Locke began to keep a journal, which mingled itineraries, philo-
sophical reflections, scientific curiosities, notes on reading, and commentaries on the
mores, institutions, and policies of France, not least the violent repression of the
Huguenots.

1.5 Whig Politics, 1679–1683

When Locke returned, England was in the grip of a crisis which threatened renewed
civil war but whichwas resolved, temporarily, by Charles’ triumph over theWhigs. In
1678 the “popish plot”was revealed, a spurious conspiracy but credited by apanicked
Protestant population, whipped up by litanies of Catholic perfidy. Catholics were,
for the last time, executed for their religion. Riding the wave of anti-Catholic fever,
Shaftesbury launched a campaign to prevent the Catholic heir from inheriting the
throne. The king, forced to abandon the Cavalier Parliament, called three general
elections, all won by the Whigs, who promoted an Exclusion Bill but were defeated
by a king who held the constitutional trump cards – the power to prorogue and dis-
miss parliaments and a loyal majority (especially of bishops) in the House of Lords
– and by a substantial body of the nation, now called Tories, who, although Protes-
tant, feared thatWhiggism spelt rebellion, “king-killing,” and religious sectarianism.
After the king dismissed the Oxford Parliament in 1681, he called no more parlia-
ments, and his brother succeeded to the throne in 1685. Whigs and Dissenters were
savagely punished for sedition or illegal worship. Shaftesbury was sent to the Tower
and, although exonerated of treason by aWhig jury, fled the country once the Crown
seized the power to select juries. When he died, Locke accompanied his body to the
family estate in Dorset.

Since his return to England, Locke had not been so close to the earl as hith-
erto, spending lengthy periods back in Oxford. Evidence for his personal involvement
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in the Whig movement is fragmentary, but nonetheless unambiguous. He signed
London’s “monster petition” which demanded that the king permit an elected par-
liament to meet; arranged facilities for the earl’s entourage at the Oxford Parlia-
ment; wrote a paper for the earl on the Crown’s powers over the appointment of
juries; and attempted to negotiate the earl’s release if he accepted exile in Car-
olina. He was in contact with such men as Stephen College, an activist executed
at Oxford, and he possessed a copy of documents purporting to prove, as Whigs
believed, that the Earl of Essex, found dead under detention in the Tower, had
been murdered by royal agents. Locke himself was sufficiently suspect that he
was spied upon by informers seeking incriminating evidence, even in dinner con-
versation at Christ Church. By the summer of 1683, he concluded that he too
must escape, and he sailed for Holland, where he spent the next five and a half
years. The following year he was, in absentia, expelled from his Studentship by
command of the king. The English ambassador in The Netherlands, who placed
Locke on a list of exiles the Dutch were asked to arrest, remarked that College
Fellowships were “never intended for the maintenance and support of such as
seek to overthrow the government and to bring the king’s sacred person into con-
tempt … as if he were the worst of tyrants” (British Library, Add. MS 41810, fos.
187–8).

Locke preferred the pen to the barricade. Early in 1680 he purchased a copy of
Sir Robert Filmer’s Patriarcha, a posthumous but newly published work launched
by Tories to support absolute monarchy. Like his friend Tyrrell, who wrote and
anonymously published Patriarcha non Monarcha (1681), and his colleague Alger-
non Sidney, executed in 1683 for his Discourses Concerning Government (pub-
lished in 1698), Locke set out to oppose Toryism by writing, in secret, a trea-
tise on the foundations of legitimate polities. Fortunately for him, the Court did
not know of the Two Treatises, although informers suspected he had written
such tracts as No Protestant Plot (1681). By the time Locke published his book,
the resistance against tyranny which he advocated had occurred and the House
of Stuart had been overthrown once more, this time through Dutch military
intervention.

Locke always regarded civil and ecclesiastical governance as two equally conse-
quential aspects of public life, andboth inneedof intellectual reconstruction.Accord-
ingly, as well as the Two Treatises, he wrote, in 1681 in collaboration with Tyrrell, an
untitled work later called a “Defence of Nonconformity,” a refutation of Edward Still-
ingfleet’s vindication of the state’s imposition of religious uniformity. Except for a few
short extracts, it has never been published and is the most important of Locke’s writ-
ings yet to be made available. Locke would shortly distil his thoughts on toleration in
the Epistola – “Englished” as A Letter Concerning Toleration.Accordingly, at the end of
his life, an admirer praised his twin achievements: he had not only “baffled the bold-
est champion of [civil] slavery” but had also “exposed the sophistry of a… scheme of
[religious] persecution” (Corr., 3394).
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1.6 Exile, 1683–1689

In Holland, Locke was peripatetic, residing in Amsterdam, Leiden, Utrecht, and
Rotterdam. For a while he lived under an assumed name, for the Crown was not
above abducting its enemies on the streets and shipping them to England for pun-
ishment. Among his hosts was a Quaker merchant of Rotterdam, Benjamin Furly,
whose remarkable library made him the resort of scholars. Among his manuscripts
was a copy of the notorious “Treatise of the Three Imposters” (Moses, Christ, and
Mahomet). Locke does not refer to it, but it, and the variety of Furly’s visitors, point
toward two divergent strands of the early Enlightenment: amoderate, latitudinarian,
Christian element, to which Locke belonged, and a radical, deistical, and “freethink-
ing” element. By the mid-1690s Locke had need of distinguishing himself from guilt
by association with the latter, particularly in relation to another of Furly’s guests,
John Toland.

Locke mingled in two scholarly communities: the Huguenot Protestants fleeing
France in their thousands, and the Remonstrants, the Arminian wing of the Dutch
Reformed Church. He befriended the Genevan Jean Le Clerc, philosopher, journal-
ist, and theologian, whose Bibliothèque universelle provided epitomes of Europe-wide
publications and was an exemplar of the new genre of literary journals serving the
“Republic of Letters.” Le Clerc persuaded Locke to write reviews, probably including
of Newton’s Principia, and to publish a summary, or “Extrait,” of his now complete
Human Understanding. Le Clerc became the leading protagonist of Locke’s philoso-
phy in the Francophone world and, after his death, would publish his Eloge (1705),
quickly translated as The Life and Character of Mr John Locke (1706), the foundation of
all future biographies. Among the Remonstrants, Locke forged a permanent friend-
ship with Philipp van Limborch, professor of theology at Amsterdam and author of
Theologia Christiana (1686). Locke began to take a deeper interest in theology, and his
stances owed much to a constellation of connected religious movements, the Cam-
bridge Platonists, latitudinarians, and Remonstrants, whose soteriological empha-
sis on “moralism” was in constant danger of being accused of undermining Christ’s
divinity, by substituting human virtue for the atonement on the Cross. It is true that
European theology was in general retreat from Calvinist predestinarianism, but the-
ologians distributed themselves at different points along the long arc that extended
from Arminianism towards “socinianism” and deism.

Locke had firmly returned to the study. In 1683 he began a series of letters for
his Somerset friend Edward Clarke on the subject of the education of the sons of
gentlemen, which disdained academic curricula in favor of the formation of char-
acter and preparation for the fulfilment of the duties of a citizen. The collected
letters became Some Thoughts Concerning Education (1693), destined to have more
eighteenth-century editions than any other of his books. During thewinter of 1685–
1686, in thewake of Louis XIV’s Revocation of the Edict of Nantes, hewrote theEpis-
tola, which Limborch published anonymously at Gouda in 1689, and whichWilliam
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Popple translated into English in the same year. Dutch commentators assumed it was
the work of a Huguenot and English commentators the work of a Dissenter. And,
thirdly, by 1686 Locke had at last substantially completed the Essay. He distributed
an Abregé (1688), a separately printed version of the “Extrait,” for private circula-
tion among friendly commentators, such as Boyle, Lady Damaris Masham, and the
dedicatee of the Essay, the Earl of Pembroke.

And yet, by the close of 1688, at the age of 56, Locke had in print nothing more
than a handful of university poems, some verses in praise of Sydenham, a letter in the
Philosophical Transactions, the Abregé, a few book reviews, and a short guide to schol-
arly “commonplacing.” As to politics, when under fire from the English government
in 1684 he had pleaded to Pembroke that “I am not the author, not only of any libel,
but not of any pamphlet or treatise whatsoever in print” (Corr., 797). The statement
equivocates, and carries the saving clause in print, as well as implicitly renouncing
any work for which he had been merely an “assistant pen” for others. But whatever
Locke had so far written, he still had no serious presence in the world of print. Had
he died in exile, he would have been remembered as a minor and self-effacing “vir-
tuoso” who had become factotum to a mercurial and fallen titan of English party
politics.

1.7 The Revolution, 1689–1690

For most of his short reign, James II ruled without Parliament. He used prerogative
power to promoteRomanCatholics andaffronted the institutions of civil society inhis
urgent ambition to promote his religion. He planned a biddable parliament and set
about manipulating future elections. The later Stuart state was deeply entrenched:
fiscally andmilitarily powerful, there was no chance of removing it by domestic resis-
tance, as the disaster of the Monmouth Rebellion of 1685 proved. Locke was early
committed to Dutch military intervention as the only viable means of revolution.
In 1688 England was successfully invaded by an international army led by Prince
Williamof Orange, James’ son-in-law, and stadholder of a republic thatwas at once an
economic powerhouse, a place of astonishing religious and intellectual freedom, and
a nation at risk of annihilation. William wished to engineer a revolution in English
foreign policy that would terminate her neutrality and, as KingWilliam III, he spent
his reign leading a European coalition against France. England abetted the Dutch
invasion by insurrections which destroyed James’ capacity andwill to govern. He fled
to France.

Locke found himself in a paradoxical ideological position early in 1689, as a
new settlement was worked out by a Convention. On the one hand, according to
his Two Treatises, England was at liberty, with the dissolution of government, to
mould any new polity it thought fit; yet, on the other, he had no quarrel with the
“ancient constitution,” so that the task of revolutionaries was restorative. Moreover,
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geopolitical necessity – France and now rebellious Ireland – sanctioned a speedy reso-
lution. Republicans andutopianswere swept aside, and the crownwas speedily trans-
ferred from James to William and his consort Mary, albeit with a Declaration (later
Bill) of Rights attached. The Revolution nonetheless had momentous consequences
for the constitution. Elections and parliaments became entrenched and regular, a
committee of public accounts scrutinized expenditure, the tenure of judges became
secure, treason trials were regulated, and censorship of the press abolished. An Act
of Toleration ended projects to force the English to be of one religion and, while it
excluded Catholics, peaceable “papists”were now largely left in peace. Locke told Lim-
borch that the Act was “not perhaps so wide in scope as might be wished for… Still,
it is something to have progressed so far.” His reservation was not about Catholics,
but probably about the continuing exclusion of Dissenters from public office
(Corr., 1147).

Locke belonged to William’s entourage and he sailed in the convoy which carried
Princess Mary to England. He was now a client of Viscount Mordaunt, an officer in
the invasion army, soon made Earl of Monmouth and First Lord of the Treasury,
to whom he wrote celebrating the triumph of “our great deliverer” (Corr., 1116).
Within days of the Revolution Locke was offered an ambassadorship, probably to
Brandenburg, which he declined; he accepted the post of commissioner for excise
appeals, a non-onerous office in the state’s fiscalmachinery. That, a fewmonths later,
he was rumoured to be appointed Secretary for War is a measure of his perceived
position.

DoctrinaireWhigs, amongwhom Lockemay be numbered, in fact had an ambiva-
lent relationship with William during 1689–1690. The king, like Charles II in
1660, prudently wished to appease his enemies, the Tory reluctant revolutionar-
ies, driven into William’s arms by loathing of popery and James’ sudden flight.
To Whig dismay, the king took into office men who had been agents of pre-
Revolution repression and who were apt to think of William as no more than a king
de facto. When Whigs launched a campaign to purge Tories who were guilty of per-
secuting the Whig “martyrs,” William insisted on an amnesty. Locke’s own mod-
est martyrdom, his exile and expulsion from Christ Church, placed him in the
litany of “sufferers” and he briefly sought restoration of his Studentship at Christ
Church.

The clearest manifestation of Locke’s militancy was his vehement critique of de
facto principles and demand for a purge of Tories in a memorandum on allegiance
written in 1690. His shock at Tory recidivism and revival, as to personnel and doc-
trine, had already, in the autumn of 1689, prompted him to hurry into print the Two
Treatises, to do ideological work he believed should by now be superfluous. The first
author publicly to mention this anonymous work, theWhig lawyerWilliamAtwood,
recommended reading “every morning some pages” as a salutary exercise in mental
hygiene, to clear away the rubbish of Tory doctrine, for it was “an effective catholicon
against nonsense and absurdities” (Goldie 1999, 1:39).
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1.8 Publication, 1689–1699

Whatever the exigencies of politics, Locke sought scholarly seclusion. In 1691 he set-
tled at the manor house of Oates in Essex, 20 miles north of London, his final home.
He had with him his library of 4000 books and pamphlets, his servant, an amanu-
ensis, his horse Sorel and, from 1697, a Huguenot exile, Pierre Coste, who trans-
lated his works into French. Oates was the home of Sir Francis and LadyMasham. Sir
Francis wasWhigMP for Essex, but not a man of consequence. By contrast, Damaris
Masham was a woman of considerable intellectual power, who published two works
of philosophical theology and engaged in correspondence with Leibniz. Her mem-
oir of Locke was a principal source for Le Clerc’s Eloge. Sir Francis was regularly in
London on parliamentary business, and the household was dominated by Locke and
Lady Masham, and it was they whom such guests as Newton thanked for their hos-
pitality. Together they hosted the future third Earl of Shaftesbury, the cabbalist physi-
cian Francis van Helmont, their publisher Awnsham Churchill, and the portraitist
Sir Godfrey Kneller, who painted them both. Locke would leave the greater part of his
fortune to Masham’s only son, Francis. Masham and Locke had met in about 1681,
when shewas 23, and Locke had been struck by her robust defence of the Cambridge
Platonists, amongwhomshehad been educated, as the daughter of RalphCudworth,
Master of Christ’s College, Cambridge, author of The True Intellectual Systemof theUni-
verse (1678). Locke describedher as “muchoccupiedwith study and reflection on the-
ological andphilosophicalmatters,” aboutwhich she coulddiscoursemoreabstrusely
than “most educated men” (Corr., 1375). The nature of their relationship is hard to
fathom and is perhaps best captured in the contemporary notion of “seraphic love.”

Locke’s literary output during the 1690s was prodigious and he rapidly became
a successful and renowned author. The Essay appeared in folio, its second edition
of 1694 carrying its author’s portrait, and successive lifetime editions contain-
ing additional material. The Two Treatises and Letter Concerning Toleration came out
also in 1689. His economic tract on the Lowering of Interest dates from 1691, fol-
lowed by several monetary tracts in 1695–1696 concerning the “Great Recoinage.”
Thoughts Concerning Education was issued in 1693, and The Reasonableness of Chris-
tianity followed in 1695. Much as Locke claimed to eschew polemic, he published,
between 1690 and 1699, seven books that were vindications of earlier works: two
of Toleration (against Jonas Proast, a High Church Oxford clergyman), three of the
Essay (against Stillingfleet, now Bishop of Worcester), and two of the Reasonableness
(against John Edwards, a Cambridge clergyman), amounting to 1275 pages in the
nineteenth-century edition of his collected Works. By the time he died, 37 editions
of his works had been published, 27 in English, six in French, two in Latin, and two
in Dutch. Dissemination occurred in controlled and uncontrolled ways. Locke was
cognisant of Popple’s translation of Tolerantia, of John Wynne’s Abridgement of the
Essay for university use (1696), of Coste’s French (1700) and Ezekiel Burridge’s Latin
(1701) translations of the Essay. Some of those who published in his defense were
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associates, such as the latitudinarian clergyman Samuel Bold, while other vindica-
tions came unexpectedly, such as Catherine Cockburn’s Defence of Mr Locke’s Essay
(1702). His work was mediated for European audiences through Le Clerc’s trilogy,
Logica, Ontologia, and Pneumatologia (1692–1697). His Two Treatiseswas plagiarized
and interwoven with other Whig texts in Political Aphorisms (1690), which, as The
Judgment of Whole Kingdoms, became an eighteenth-century bestseller. It was quoted
in public speeches, such as the Earl of Stamford’s oration to the Leicestershire mag-
istracy (1691), and was, embarrassingly for its author and for the government, cited
in William Molyneux’s Case of Ireland (1698) in defense of Ireland’s rights against
England’s empire, the earliest instance of its deployment in a colonial context (Goldie
1999, vol. 1). His theological treatise, the Reasonableness, was extrapolated in ways
no less embarrassing in John Toland’s Christianity not Mysterious (1696).

We do, however, need carefully to calibrate our sense of Locke’s canon, for most of
his publications were anonymous. In his lifetime, he was chiefly famous for the Essay
and Education. His authorship of other works was only rumored. As for his politi-
cal views, it is striking that, in praising Locke’s “excellent … political maxims,” an
author of 1696 was apparently unaware of the Two Treatises and was referring to
his tracts on monetary policy. However, we can probably be confident of the extent
of rumor given that an Oxford undergraduate told his father in 1695 that the Two
Treatises “by Mr Locke…makes a great noise” (Goldie 1999, 6:61; Cumbria Record
Office, WD/Ry/HMC, no. 4769). When Masham wrote her memoir, she remarked
that Locke’s two greatest contributions to the public good concerned toleration and
the recoinage, although he had not put his name to the toleration tracts.

If it is hard to recapture a reader’s sense around1700of what Locke had authored,
it is equally difficult to reckon the balance between applause and opprobrium. Coter-
ies of admirers grew around him, and yet he was also the target of savage attacks.
The Essay suffered two phases of denunciation, suspect at first for failing to uphold
natural law because of its critique of innate ideas and, aftermid-decade, for its failure
to provide adequate scaffolding for Trinitarian Christianity. In the course of 1696–
1697, William Sherlock denounced the Essay “from the pulpit … charg[ing it] …
with little less than atheism”; Tory Oxford relished hearing the Two Treatises con-
demned for “king-killing” doctrine, in a sermon on “Charles King and Martyr” day;
a critic of government monetary policy protested that Locke had “done more mis-
chief by his… folly” than 10,000 copies of the Essay could compensate for; and the
Middlesex Grand Jury burnt the Reasonableness alongside Toland’s book (Corr., 2202;
Anon 1696, 6).

A newly fashionable word of that decade was “priestcraft,” destined to be a cyno-
sure of Enlightenment anticlericalism. It is a term which Locke used just once,
in the Reasonableness, but admirers like the Quaker Furly readily used the term,
and Popple noted that modern youth were “disgusted” with “clerical fard [sham].”
Elizabeth Berkeley counseled Locke to be “more cautious” because too many people
were “proudof every shadowof authority to believe as little as they can,”whilePopple
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lamented the misuse of Locke, remarking that “irreligion is a sad sanctuary from the
mischiefs of superstition… is there nomedium?” There is an anxious edge to Locke’s
interest in the trial and execution in Scotland of Thomas Aikenhead in 1697, the last
instance of capital punishment for blasphemy in Britain. His informant warned that
Scottish law made “the denying … any of the persons of the Trinity … punishable
with death” (Corr., 2002, 2109, 2207).

1.9 Court Whig and the Board of Trade, 1695–1700

Locke re-entered the political arena in the mid-1690s. He advised on the “Great
Recoinage” of 1696, which involved calling in clipped coin, shaved or wholly with-
drawn from circulation by fraudsters who melted it for bullion. Locke insisted that
the new coinage should retain its preciousmetal content rather than have a nominal
face value. His view prevailed and it is generally held to have been misguided. The
recoinage was ineptly handled and the Mint was slow to produce coins and would
not fully honor demonetized coins, resulting in considerable national hardship. Not
everybody shared Masham’s estimate of Locke’s contribution to the public good.

Locke was involved in the abolition of press censorship in 1695. His memoranda
did not offer sonorous Miltonic appeals for liberty of expression, although they cer-
tainly expressed hostility to clerical interference and to the printingmonopolies of the
Stationers’ Company. In this matter, as in others, he worked through a small group
of like-minded colleagueswho sat in Parliament, nicknamed the College,most promi-
nent of whomwas Edward Clarke.

From 1696 until his resignation through ill health in 1700, Locke was one of
the state’s most senior civil servants, a commissioner on the newly formed Board
of Trade and Plantations. When in London during the summer months, he assid-
uously attended meetings, and scores of the Board’s documents are co-signed by
him. The Board’s remit was the governance of the American colonies, commercial
policy, and reform of the Poor Law. While the mainland colonies mattered greatly,
at this period the West Indies, and especially Barbados, were the economic miracles
of the empire, wealthy on tobacco and sugar. The Board’s orders, often peremptory
and involving the sacking of unco-operative officials, exhibit several preoccupations.
The exigencies of the Nine Years War raised anxieties about military and naval pre-
paredness against French incursions. A concern for intellectual control, shaped by
the emerging discipline of “political arithmetic,” prompted enquiries seeking demo-
graphic, economic, and fiscal data. The need to enhance tax yields and to cure epi-
demics of tax evasion drove a series of initiatives: the enforcement of the Navigation
Acts, which required international trade to be carried in English ships; the creation
of Admiralty courts with jurisdiction over transmarine trade; the use of the Navy to
patrol trade routes; and the suppression of piracy. A further strand was the evange-
lization of Native Americans, which the Board regarded as a legitimate aim of public
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policy – Locke’s “separation” of church and state is not all it seems. On the domestic
front, Locke drafted for the Board a paper on reform of the Poor Law, which balanced
charity towards the deserving indigent against harsh compulsion of the able-bodied
to labor inworkhouses; and promoted legislation to protect the Englishwoolen textile
industry, which was the provocation for his friend Molyneux’s Case of Ireland.

Locke’s political identity in these years aligned him with the “Junto” Whigs, one
of whose number, Lord Chancellor Somers, was a close associate. Broadly, Locke
was engaged in the great transformation of the English polity known as the rise
of the “fiscal-military state.” Warfare on an unprecedented scale, with its logistical
and infrastructural demands, drove fiscal innovation and governmental expansion.
Deficit financing became institutionalized through the creation of the Bank of Eng-
land. The “courtiers” of a narrowlymonarchical polity gaveway to the “commission-
ers” of a Weberian bureaucratic state. As an increasingly influential figure, Locke
was frequently petitioned to help supplicants obtain salaried offices, such as Lady
Eyre’s request that he find her son a place in the Treasury, Customs, or Admiralty
(Corr., 3081). In 1698 Locke added a passage to the third edition of the Two Treatises
applauding the “wise and godlike prince” who directs the resources and manpower
of the Commonwealth, this being “the great art of government” (TT, 2.42).

Critics of the new regime complained less of overbearing monarchy and more
of an overweening executive which controlled king and Parliament. They protested
afresh against “placemen” and “standing armies,” lauded “Country” landed virtue
in contrast to the evils of the moneyed City and Court, and pointed to the betrayal
of “old” Whiggism by “new” Whigs. A hostile tract, The Taunton Dean Letter (1701),
attacked the corrupt practices of revenue commissioners, military contractors, and
electoral manipulators. Its title points to Locke’s closest political colleague, Clarke,
MP for Taunton. A broadsheet published shortly after his death accused the philoso-
pher himself of lining his pockets in the money markets and through his access to
the machinery of state. He and his “skilful friends” epitomized “the new man with
money” (Goldie 1999, 6:163–7).

1.10 Last Years, 1700–1704

After 1700 Locke rarely left Oates. During his final years a phalanx of friends pro-
tected him from the pressures of fame and notoriety. They bought books, summa-
rized them, penned rejoinders. He himself continued with new writing. For Samuel
Bold he prepared “some Thoughts concerning Reading and Study for a Gentleman”
(1703). For children he published a Latin-English version of Aesop’s Fables (1703),
andwrote a primer, “The Elements of Natural Philosophy.” For adults seeking amore
informal outline of some of the methods of the Essay, he drafted “The Conduct of
the Understanding” (1697), originally intended as an additional chapter. A young
scholar, Anthony Collins, who would coin the term “freethinker,” commenced a
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correspondence with him, probably knowingly intended for future publication.
These letters, alongside Locke’s earlier philosophical correspondencewithMolyneux,
replete with gracious celebrations of friendship and conversation, scholarship and
the pursuit of truth, hatred of dogma and love of sensibility, offered models of the
newly fashionable ethic of “politeness.”

Locke’s last substantial scholarly project was a commentary on the Epistles of St
Paul (published 1705–1707). Biblical exegesis lay at the heart of Christian theol-
ogy and was a far from superannuated genre; if modern scholars do not read Locke
on St Paul, eighteenth-century readers did. He prefaced his book with an essay on
hermeneutics: an ancient text is to be understood in its historical setting and with
regard to the author’smindset, and violence is done to the text – and to people –when
Scripture is read naively, as a set of “atoms” or decontextualized verses deployed as an
ammunition of “proofs.”

Locke’s reading of 1 Corinthians 11:2–16 particularly caught attention. It is an
ambiguous interpretation of Paul’s injunction to women to remain silent in church,
and contains a defense of female “prophesying”within a general endorsement of the
Apostle’s strictures. On the one hand, Quaker defenders of female preaching used
Locke’s authority in defense of their practice. On the other, the feminist Mary Astell
was furious at Locke’s acceptance of the “natural” inferiority of women. Her preface
to Reflections on Marriage (1706) rebuked Locke and includes the remark for which
she is famous: “If allmenareborn free, how is that allwomenareborn slaves?” (Goldie
1999, 2:107–26, 6:129–42).

Locke died at Oates in October 1704, Masham reading to him from the Psalms.
He is buried at High Laver parish church, where an inscription enjoins that we
should “learn from his writings, which will tell you whatever there is to be said
about him more faithfully than the dubious eulogies of an epitaph.” Sitting in
the garden at Oates, he suggested another epitaph in recollecting a passage from
Horace: “When the milder sun brings you a larger audience, you will tell them
about me: that I was a freedman’s son, and amid slender means spread wings too
wide for my nest, thus adding to my merits what you take from my birth; that
I found favour, both in war and peace, with the foremost in the state; of small
stature, grey before my time, fond of the sun, quick in temper, yet so as to be eas-
ily appeased” (Goldie and Soulard 2014). Locke left over £12,000 – more than £1
million in modern terms – derived chiefly from aristocratic largesse, state service,
and judicious investment in the world’s first stock market. The trustees of his will
were Collins, his publisher Churchill, and his cousin Peter King, a future Lord Chan-
cellor, whose marriage and entry into Parliament Locke had recently overseen. His
great library was to be divided between King and Damaris Masham’s son, many
books ultimately finding their way, along with Locke’s archive, to the Bodleian
Library.

Locke’s ambivalent philosophical reputation at the time of his death is captured
by two incidents involving Oxford University. Whilst some heads of colleges wished
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to ban “the new philosophy which was too much read, and in particular your book,”
the Essay, others condemned such a move as likely to incur ridicule, as if the univer-
sity “went about to forbid the reading of all philosophy save that of Aristotle” (Corr.,
3511). Meanwhile, the university librarian sought copies of all Locke’s works, the
true extent of which Locke had finally conceded in a codicil to his will.

Much of Locke’s nachlasswould be publishedwithin a few years of his death, in the
Posthumous Works (1706), Some Familiar Letters (1708), and A Collection of Several
Pieces (1720), although it was only after the arrival of his archive in Oxford in the
1940s that scholars gained access to most of his early writings. The first edition of
hisWorks appeared in three volumes in 1714, and reached 10 volumes by the 10th
edition in 1801. The Clarendon Edition of hisWorks has been underway since 1975.
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2

The Contexts of Locke’s Political Thought

JACQUELINE ROSE

Intellectual historians’ methodological injunctions proclaim the importance of con-
text. While it is possible to use Locke’s Two Treatises as a stimulus for current politi-
cal debates, understanding what Locke intended to achieve in his political writings
requires an awareness of the circumstances in which he wrote. The insistence by
the initiators of the “Cambridge School” of intellectual history that a work must be
placed in its “context” in order to understand an author’s intentions in writing it
was partly founded on work on Locke’s politics in the post-War era. Understanding
Locke’s major political writing, the Two Treatises of Government, requires a distinc-
tion between the context of printing and that of composition. The preface to the Trea-
tises, printed in 1689, announces their intent to “establish the Throne of our Great
Restorer, Our present KingWilliam; to make good his Title, in the Consent of the Peo-
ple” (TT, preface).William III, the Prince of Orangemarried to the daughter of James
VII and II, had “delivered” England from the authoritarianCatholic James byhis inva-
sion of November 1688. Locke arrived back in England from his exile in the United
Provinces on the same ship as Mary II, William’s wife. That exile had been his way
of avoiding prosecution for plotting against Charles II in the early 1680s, the insur-
rection that the Treatises were written to justify. Penned in the aftermath of the fail-
ure of Parliament to exclude the Catholic heir James, Duke of York, from the throne,
Locke’sTreatises intervened in the existential crisis of Charles’s reign. Three timesPar-
liament attempted to exclude James; three times Charles dissolved it to prevent this.
The third time, flushwithmoney from Louis XIV and increased customs revenues, he
summoned Parliament to Oxford and ignominiously dissolved it after seven days. The
subsequent plots against Charles by men whom he sought to prosecute were the set-
ting for the composition of the Treatises. Endowed with respectability through their
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association with the “sensible” revolution of 1688, Locke’s political writings were
radical both in their intellectual argument and their practical aim.

The circumstances of later Stuartmonarchy provide the context of Locke’s politics
in its simplest sense. But as the following shows, there aremoremultilayered and plu-
riform contexts, not least because Locke’s “political”writings include not just the Two
Treatises, but also his works on religion, his letters, some apparently ephemeral works
associated with his political activity, and his changing ideas during the course of his
life. While historians of political thought working under the influence of the “Cam-
bridge school” have prioritized intellectual and linguistic contexts of other texts, the
wider milieu in which Locke wrote is vital to comprehend him. Complementing the
biographical context described in the previous chapter, the following concentrates
primarily on non-intellectual contexts. Here we will survey five: the politics of mem-
ory, the politics of religion, partisanship and the public sphere, British and Irish con-
texts, and European events. Some of these remained constant throughout Locke’s
life, but specific works were stimulated by particular events as well. If we can use the
seventeenth century to understand Locke, we might also use Locke to glimpse one
response to the events of this era of crisis, instability, and revolution.

2.1 The Politics of Memory

Cambridge school contextualism rightly pushes us towards the immediate contexts
of awork’s composition. Locke’s Two Treatises responded to the Exclusion Crisis, not a
perennial problem in political philosophy, and his natural law contractualism was a
ripose to SirRobert Filmer, not toThomasHobbes (Laslett 1960). Butwhile itwas only
in the Restoration (1660–1688) that Filmer’s aggressive absolutism was most rau-
cously proclaimed, andmost threatening (Goldie 1983), Filmer’s Patriarcha had been
composed around the time of Locke’s birth. Filmer defended royal authority against
the “patriot” writers who distrusted Charles I. Charles, beholden to his unpopular
favorite Buckingham, and influenced by a French Catholic wife, proved incapable of
decisive intervention on the Protestant side in the Thirty Years War, dissolving Par-
liament when it protested (Cuttica 2012). Locke’s reply denounced a king, Charles II,
who was influenced by his unpopular favorite Danby and a host of mistresses includ-
ing the French Catholic Louise de Kéroualle, Duchess of Portsmouth. Charles fought
twowars against DutchProtestants and tookmoney fromLouis XIV in exchange for a
promise to convert to Catholicism.He first “illegally” failed to hold elections for nearly
20 years and then dissolved parliaments rapidly – it was feared, permanently, in
1681.

That Anglican Royalists saw Filmer as speaking to their needs, and Locke, Alger-
non Sidney, and James Tyrrell all felt the pressing need to attack Patriarcha, high-
lights thewidespread feeling during the Restoration of being part of a century racked
by continuing problems. That Charles II kept his throne had much to do with fears
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of another civil war – the ubiquitous complaint that “1641 has come again” (Scott
1990, 1991). The emphasis on 1641 – neither the year of regicide, nor that of the
outbreak of overt fighting – marked a sense that imposing parliamentary limitations
on the royal prerogative was a step on the slippery slope to conflict and regicide. In
the Exclusion Crisis, attempts to ban a popish successor were sometimes countered
with proposals to limit a Catholic king. Limitation of the prerogative, impeachment
of royal counselors, and demands for parliamentary appointments of officers of state
linked 1640–1642with 1679–1681, although Lockemade neither of these last two
demands. The books cited in the Treatises –Hooker’s Ecclesiastical Polity, James VI and
I’s Works, and William Barclay’s De regno et regali potestati – harked further back to
late sixteenth- and early seventeenth-century debates on royal authority and resis-
tance. Locke deliberately singled out a major defender of the Church of England and
opponents of “monarchomach” claims to resist tyrants to endow his argument with
respectability, a demonstration of how frequently earlier thinkers were invoked in
Restoration debates.

Fear of renewed warfare was one of the constants of Locke’s life, but it could
push him in contradictory directions. In his 20s and 30s it suggested the need
for a powerful civil magistrate. “I would be quiet and I would be safe” he wrote
to his father in January 1660, complaining elsewhere of men who “march under
the banners of liberty and conscience” whence “follows the belittling of the mag-
istrate, the violation of laws” and “a blaze … capable of consuming everything”
(Corr., 91; Locke 1967, 211). In his late 40s and 50s it suggested that a lim-
ited right of resistance was necessary. Aimed against monarchical errors, the Trea-
tises nevertheless retain a sense of the horrors of the civil wars in which the Par-
liamentarians had billeted troops, imposed martial law, and exacted taxes higher
than Charles I had ever extorted. In the chapter on tyranny, Locke tellingly admits
that a parliament may be tyrannical (TT, 2.201). However, as Locke slips from
James VI and I’s Aristotelian definition of tyranny as rule in the private inter-
est of the governor to a definition of acting against law, he speaks primarily of a
monarch. Despite cleverly invoking James to lend his argument authority, Locke
elides the crucial difference between tyrants acting against moral law and against
human law – making James into a constitutionalist. Yet the man who “would be
safe” claimed that the circumstances in which what we would call resistance, but
which Locke significantly termed the dissolution of government, occurs are rare
(TT, 2.223–5, 230). Locke’s fiduciary government may only be resisted when it
breaks its trust and even then the people play a passive role – it is the government
which dissolves itself. This was far from Sidney’s argument that a sovereign peo-
ple may change the government whenever it finds the present one “inconvenient”
(Sidney 1990, III.25, 459). Historians have disagreed on whether the constraints
described in chapter nineteen and paragraph 208 mark Locke as “as conservative
a revolutionary as a revolutionary could be” or were ironic reflections by a plot-
ter on the lack of popular support conspiracies gained (cf. Ashcraft 1986, esp. 304,
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n. 80, 308–9; Marshall 1994, 283). Perhaps Locke was simply trying to convince
himself.

The atmosphere in which the Two Treatises were composed and published was so
haunted by thememory of “the world turned upside down” in the civil wars that few
people would have risked a revolution against Charles II and most avoided partici-
pating in that against James II. Charles survived, andWilliam conquered, because in
both instances the English people sat firmly on their hands. Even Locke’s revolution-
ary intentions are restorative ones – to reinstate “our ancient government” which
tyranny has “dissolved” but which is “the best possibly that ever was” (Corr., 1102).
Butwhilehewaswriting in the context of the politics of memory, the criteria for a gov-
ernment to become rebellious very preciselymatch the actions of Charles II’s govern-
ment in 1681–1682. Artificially hypothesizing a government on the Englishmodel –
albeit without bishops in the House of Lords – Locke explains that this government is
dissolvedwhen the princemakes rules without Parliament andwhen he hinders Par-
liament from free debate, action, or due assembly. Charles II’s silencing of debates on
exclusion and dissolution of Parliament in order to hinder the passage of exclusion
bills are implied. Indeed, a larger play on the word “dissolution” may be involved: by
dissolving Parliament, Charles dissolved the government (TT, 2.213–15). Changing
means of election (TT, 2.216) echoed the quo warranto campaigns by which Restora-
tionmonarchs tilted the franchise towards their own supporters – sometimes on their
own initiative, sometimes from local factions seeking to thwart their opponents (Lee
1991; quo warrantowas a legal process for examining a corporation’s charter which
included franchise rights). And “delivery… into the subjection of a Foreign Power”
echoedCharles’s promises to FranceandFrenchpensions (TT, 2.217).Nevertheless, it
may only have been during 1682 that discontentmetamorphosed into plotting resis-
tance, for only then were legal protections dismantled so as to directly threaten the
lives of Charles’s opponents. The “ignoramus” juries, so called because they refused
to indict Shaftesbury and otherWhigs (returning the bills as not found – ignoramus),
had been appointed by Whig sheriffs; their Tory replacements which Charles forced
on London took up office in September 1682, making successful prosecution more
likely.

Locke was closely involved with the campaigns to get Shaftesbury acquitted and
wrote a disquisition on the grand jury – the body which formally indicted a suspect,
as opposed to the jurywhich judged the case once prosecuted. The “manifest pervert-
ing of Justice, and a barefaced wrestling of the Laws” threatened Locke’s patron and
perhaps Locke himself, but only when any appeal to law from Charles’ “long train of
Abuses” looked impossible was an appeal to heaven contemplated (Marshall 1994,
ch. 6; Locke 1997, 283–7; TT, 2.20, 225, 242). Later on, other criteria were added
to target James – abandonment of the government (James tossing the Great Seal into
the Thames as he fled to France) and pre-engagement of MPs to vote a certain way
(the closeting and Three Questions by which James attempted to secure a parliament
which would repeal the penal laws against Catholics) (TT, 2.219 and parts of 222).
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Here apparently secular constitutional improprieties already begin to shade into
religious ones. Locke makes only a passing attack on a Catholic or quasi-Catholic
ruler for their religion which makes the people think that “perhaps their Religion
too” is endangered, a descriptive rather than normative statement (TT, 2.209; Mar-
shall 1994, 289 n. 112). But religion and politics were inseparably linked, as by
the ruler who makes “several Experiments … of Arbitrary Power, and that Reli-
gion underhand favored (though publickly proclaimed against) which is readiest to
introduce it” – a comment more germane to the crypto-Catholic Charles than the
overt convert James (TT, 2.210). The relatively little comment in the Treatises on
religion makes sense for a writer seeking to “distinguish between the business of
civil government and that of Religion” (ET, p. 65). But underlying Locke’s anger at
Restorationmonarchywas a further fury at the way inwhich the established Church
interfered with consciences. The politics of memory were dwarfed by the politics of
religion.

2.2 The Politics of Religion

One of themajor reasonswhy later Stuart Englandwas so obsessedwith thememory
of its earlier troubleswas the continuing problemof imposing religious uniformity on
a population divided by faith. The theological and religious shape of the established
Church had been furiously debated throughout the early modern period. A century
after Henry VIII’s breakwith Rome, it was still contentious enough for religion to be a
major contributing factor to theWars of the Three Kingdoms – Britain’s belatedwars
of religion. The Restoration Church of England still claimed to be the national estab-
lishment, insisting onuniformity for theological, ecclesiological, and political reasons
– the Church’s Augustinian duty to bringmen to the truth (Goldie 1991), the perfect
homogeneity of church and state, the sense that dissent equated to treason – but this
was far from true in practice. Under threats, partly real and partly exaggerated, from
both Catholic recusants and Protestant Dissenters, Anglicans did not retreat but rau-
cously insisted on uniformity backed up by the state, even (especially) when monar-
chs were recalcitrant about imposing it. Religion and memory intertwined because
the civil wars were blamed on Presbyterianism. That English Presbyterians, in their
Solemn League and Covenant with the Scottish Presbyterian rebel Covenanters, had
dismantled the episcopal Church, banned its liturgy, expelled its pastors, and impris-
oned its bishops, was as bad as the limited monarchy which they had sought which
was condemned as a route to regicide. The execution of Charles I, which took place
near Locke’s school,Westminster, had resulted inunstable regimeswhich licensed lib-
erty of conscience, permitting an unprecedented outbreak of sectarianism. Diggers,
Ranters, Fifth Monarchists, and Quakers challenged political, social, and hierarchi-
cal norms. The fear of a renewal of this “fanaticism” and “enthusiasm” (the move-
ment of God’s spirit within the individual warranting social and political radicalism)
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haunted Restoration England. It did much to impel the narrow and authoritarian
Church which was restored in 1662.

But another religious anxiety was also widespread – fear of “popery” (Catholi-
cism). Elizabethan anti-Catholicism had supported the monarchy against the threat
of Spanish invasionand Jesuit plottingandassassination.By the seventeenth century,
anti-Catholicism had become a way to criticize monarchs who were insufficiently
zealous in prosecuting papists, and during the Restoration popery was widely asso-
ciated with the absolutist Louis XIV. While anti-popery normally manifested itself in
concern about arbitrary government, an association apparently proven in James II’s
reign, it could be turned against the Church of England (popishly authoritarian), or
even Dissenters (popishly seditious).

Locke’s writings reflect these twin fears. Early in his life he wrote two essays, now
known as the Two Tracts, which urged the reimposition of order against the “tyranny
of a religious rage” (Locke 1967, 120). While the Two Treatises denounced the Angli-
can “Drum Ecclesiastick,” the Two Tracts fretted about the Dissenting “trumpeters of
strife" (TT, preface; Locke 1967, 161). Locke’s correspondence from the 1650s bears
witness to his horrified fascination with the Quakers. Quakers are famous now for
pacifism and quietism, but that was a deliberate post-Restoration survival strategy to
obscure their earlier radical history. In the 1650s they interrupted church services,
ran through the streets naked, and in Bristol in 1656 one, James Nayler, re-enacted
Christ’s PassionSunday entry. Locke attendedNayler’s trial and commentedonQuak-
ers’ “canting language” and peculiar dress sense (Corr., 30). If “going naked for a
sign” violated sexual mores, refusing to doff hats to superiors symbolized social sub-
version. Locke surely welcomed the early Restoration anti-Quaker legislation, just as
he probably endorsed the 1662Act of Uniformitywhich, in requiring clergy to swear
“assent and consent” to the unreformed Anglican liturgy, be ordained by a bishop,
and abjure the Solemn League and Covenant, forced around 2000 ministers out of
the Church.

But fear of fanaticism was outweighed by fear of Catholicism. For many, this
developed in the late 1670s with the revelation of a “popish plot” to assassinate
Charles II and place his Catholic convert brother James, Duke of York, on the throne.
Although well endowed with illegitimate children, Charles lacked legitimate off-
spring, leaving James his probable heir. York, the Queen, and the Queen’s physician
were all implicated in the plot. The magistrate investigating the case was found
dead (Kenyon 1972). The wave of loyalty which this might have created for Charles
turned into a tide of hostility at his overt scepticism towards the rumors: the origins
of the Exclusion Crisis. The career of the joiner Stephen College exemplifies this,
first creating effigies for pope-burning processions, then directly attacking Charles
for unparliamentary government. As soon as Parliament was dissolved, Charles
turned on his critics; when his first prosecution of College failed, he tried him again
by a packed jury, and executed him; Shaftesbury expected the same treatment. But
Charles’ post-Crisis authoritarianismnot only included violating English liberties and
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cracking down on the opposition press, but also, against all his earlier inclinations
to offer a measure of liberty to Protestant as well as Catholic dissenters, becoming
complicit in a vicious campaign of persecution.

Locke’s Two Treatises sit comfortably within the recent historiographical tendency
to read these events not as “the Exclusion Crisis” but as a “crisis of popery and arbi-
trary government.” While the First Treatise poses the question “who is meant by
Right Heir … where the present Possessor hath no Son” and hints that Charles’s
illegitimate son Monmouth might only be excluded from the succession by the arti-
fice of civil laws of marriage, since “what in Nature is the difference betwixt a Wife
and a Concubine?,” Locke was not narrowly concerned with the future succession
but instead focused on the present monarch (TT, 1.119, 123). The Second Trea-
tise, like the crisis, was directed at Charles rather than James, and its redating to
1681–1682 fits with the sense that Charles’ problems did not end with the Oxford
Parliament but with the government regaining control over London in 1682. The
concerns of both were also religious as well as political. When Locke declares that
“government has no end but the preservation of property,” it is as well to remem-
ber that he defined property as “lives, liberties, and estates.” The persecution of Dis-
senters which Anglican Royalists undertook violated property in all of these senses.
This may be what lies behind the first half of paragraph 222 of the Second Trea-
tise on the legislative acting against its trust by invading property: a critique of Par-
liament and the penal laws of the Cavalier House of Commons more than of the
king.

In his “Critical Notes” on Stillingfleet, Locke wrote that religious belief involved
“such a consent as cannot be disposed of by the Majority of a house of Commons”
(Bodleian Library, MS Locke c 34, qu. in Marshall 1994, 216). The first Conventi-
cle Act (1664) imposed fines of £5 for a first offense of conventicling – attending an
unauthorized religious meeting of more than five people – and £10 for a second. The
Second Conventicle Act of 1670 –AndrewMarvell’s “Quintessence of arbitraryMal-
ice” (Marvell 1971, II.314) – cut fines on the laity but increased them on preachers
(£20 for the first conviction and £40 thereafter), allowing summary conviction by a
single magistrate. In practice, clergy presiding at one could be bankrupted by fines
deliberately set at extortionately high levels. Liberties too were crushed in both the
literal sense – jail for those unable to pay and transportation for the third offense –
and the political one – because excommunicated, Dissenters were disenfranchized.
And, while the government never executed any Protestant for religious dissent, it
came close to it several times when it prosecuted Dissenters under Elizabethan laws
which deemed conventicles riots. Nevertheless, the conditions of Restoration prisons
meant several hundred Quakers died in them (Harris 1990). Lockean property in all
its senses carried a temporal as well as religious import, but was not purely secular.
Similarly,while Locke’s condemnation in theLetter Concerning Tolerationof “bonorum
sectio,” forcible seizure of property, has much to do with the Huguenots (see section
on European contexts below), it also recalls English penal laws by which goods were
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distrained in lieuof fines –again, sometimesmaliciously ruining livelihoods by seizure
of tools and stocks (ET, 139, 77, 79, 85).

In the Letter, Locke attacked the intertwining of religion and politics. His plea for
toleration reflected Protestants’ post-Reformation worries about the dubious loyalty
of Catholics, excluded from toleration not because of their “false and absurd” theol-
ogy but because of their “absurd” allegiance to the Pope who claimed the power to
depose monarchs (ET, 123, 135). It also manifested an older concern about antino-
mianism – the idea that religious grace frees one from the law –whichmight exclude
radical “enthusiastic” Dissenters from toleration (or Catholics who thought domin-
ion was founded in grace). Lockean toleration remained fideistic: excluding atheists,
and still a call for freedom of worship not freedom of thought (Dunn 1991). It prof-
fers a willingness to tolerate non-Christian groups, some of whom Locke might have
met as Jewish settlers in Amsterdam and England, although this is less radical than
one might originally assume (the Church had always been kinder to non-Christian
groups thanheretics and schismatics). But themost radical effectwould have been on
the Church of England, given Locke’s call for disestablishment and voluntary mem-
bership of a religious community. The so-called “Act of Toleration” of 1689, which
allowed Trinitarian Dissenters toworship butwhich did not grant them civil equality,
was for Locke an acceptable if imperfect solution to the politics of religion. “Tolera-
tion has now at last been established by law” he wrote to Limborch, “not perhaps so
wide in scope asmight bewished for by you… still, it is something to have progressed
so far” (Corr., 1147). After the Revolution, the influence of the Church remained per-
vasive, a power which perhaps becamemore palatable to Locke simply because of the
change fromahigh to a low church leadership – althoughhe continued to encourage
his correspondents to investigate the sociocultural power of the clergy embodied in
the emerging epithet “priestcraft” (Corr., 1854A, 1851).

2.3 Partisanship and the Public Sphere

One of the clearest demonstrations that Restoration politics was still imbued with
religion was the way in which political society fractured along religious lines. Locke
wrote his political philosophy in the earliest period of what looks like political parties,
although he formulated some of those ideas in an era in which factional patronage
and clientage were still verymuch alive. The following paragraphs explore themilieu
in which Locke’s political writings might have been, and then actually were, pub-
lished. For the context of Locke’s political thought involves not just political events,
but also the political culture of partisanship, print, and the “public sphere.”

Locke and his patron Shaftesbury workedwithin, and helped to create, an increas-
ingly divided world. Political division is today taken as a sign of a healthily func-
tioning democracy in which people naturally differ in their views. But in the early
modern period the notion of genuine disagreement was anathema. Harmony was
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desired. Parliament avoided votes wherever possible, preferring to reach an agree-
ment rather than “divide the house.” The ideal of good neighborliness was powerful.
That began to change in the Restoration. One aspect of this was the beginnings of
political parties.Wemaycall LockeandShaftesburyopponents of Restorationmonar-
chs; we might also call them “Whigs.” Locke’s Treatises eschewed party labels, only
mentioning “Tories” once and always using the term “party” in a pejorative sense of
an interestwhichwarpedmen’s opinions (TT, 1. 137, 60, 154, 2.42). In part thiswas
a deliberate appeal to all Englishmen to support its revolutionary intent, supported by
its anonymity. Anonymity, as well as being important to Locke personally, was not a
sign of moderation. Instead it was a rhetorical strategy of faux impartiality. As the
volume of printedmaterial increased, so too did anonymity: from8% in 1614 to 57%
when the Treatises were printed; 97% of works printed in the Exclusion Crisis were
anonymous (Raymond 1999, 118).

Although some of his correspondents used the terms Whig and Tory – Anna
Grigg was the first, with “Tory” and “Whigisme” in May 1682 (Corr., 703) – Locke’s
restraint in using “party” in his own letters reflects the fact that we should not ante-
date the origins of a two-party Whig and Tory system. From the nineteenth century
to the 1960s, Locke’s era was taken as witnessing the birth of such a system. The
silence in his own letters provides a striking contrast to the frequent use of the terms
in the footnotes of Locke’s editor, Esmond De Beer, whose MA thesis examined the
development of parties under Danby (De Beer 1923). According to this older story,
the Tories, led by Danby, opposed the Whigs, led by Shaftesbury. Of course, Restora-
tion parties were not the same as eighteenth-century ones, but enough lineage could
be traced to create an ancestral heritage. Recent historians have been more scepti-
cal (Albion 1993; Scott 1991). There were no party whips, no manifestos, no clear
leadership structure, no nationalmembership. “Whig” and “Tory”were epithets, but
only two amongstmany. Revealingly,much of the alternative nomenclaturewas reli-
gious: the “fanatics” and “Presbyterian party” versus the “church party” and “tan-
tivies” (Goldie 1990; tantivies derived from a hunting cry, referring to thosewho rode
in haste to Rome). By 1683 the binary division became a tripartite one: Whig, Tory,
andTrimmer.However, playing downparty politics appears to leave a lot unexplained
(Knights 1994, 15 and passim). We cannot simply write off contemporaries’ sense of
living in a dividedworld, nor the competition between groups – nationally and locally
– during the 1680s. Recently, party culture has beenmore convincingly reformulated
as partisanship. This, to use Mark Knights’ phrase, focuses on “community of senti-
ment rather than the structure of party” (Knights 1994, 143). It especially denotes
the political culture in which Locke wrote.

Reflecting a wider move from political and social to cultural history, historians of
partisanship have moved away from prosopography and psephology (collective biog-
raphy and the study of voting patterns) to politicalmentalities and symbolic behavior.
There wereWhig and Tory coffee houses, petitioning and loyal addresses, crowd pol-
itics of rival processions to burn effigies of the Pope or Jack Presbyter. Wearing green
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or blue ribbons, drinking or not drinking a particular toast, reading a certain news-
paper, and choosingwhich coffee house to patronize were clearmeasures of partisan
affiliation. To wear such a ribbon was the membership card, to organize such a peti-
tion or loyal address, the canvassing of the day. Partisanship allows a flexibilitywhich
parties do not, allowing for fluid and developing allegiance and changing affiliations.
But, most importantly, it captures a newmentality. Politics became a battle in which
one sought to defeat and exclude opponents rather than work with them to achieve
consensual harmony. This was marked by the greater frequency of elections rather
thanagreed ’selection“ of localMPs, increasing votes (divisions) in theHouse of Com-
mons, and theuse of quowarranto campaigns to crushone’s local opponents (Halliday
1998; Kishlansky1986; Lee 1991). This is an important context for Locke’swritings,
intended as weapons in the partisan conflicts played out in a growingmarket of print
and “public opinion.”

To understand why Locke printed as well as wrote his works, we need to realize
that he lived in the era of an emerging public sphere, a notion which has caught the
attention of historians since Jürgen Habermas’ 1962 Habilitationsschrift was trans-
lated in 1989 and applied to seventeenth-century England by David Zaret (Habermas
1989; Lake and Pincus 2007; Mah 2000; Zaret 1992). Habermas claimed that the
bourgeois public sphere – the linguistic meeting point of the state and its citizens –
was a site characterized by its accessibility and non-instrumentality, allowing argu-
ments to be judged on the basis of their rationality rather than the status of their
makers. Habermas located the origins of this Öffentlichkeit (“publicness”; translation
is problematic) in England in 1694–1695 as pre-publication licensing ended. Were
Locke’s later writings a part of this movement? While Habermas’ main concern was
the way in which this idealized public sphere degenerated into a decayed or “trans-
formed” one of passive consumption of arguments, historians paid closest attention
to his accounts of its origins. Their critiques range from arguing that the political
change created by an explosion of printedmaterial was already familiar to historians
(Cowan 2009) to claims that the public sphere existed before the 1690s, or that some
alternative such as a post-Reformation public sphere or spheres did (Lake and Pincus
2006, 2007). Most significantly for contextualizing Locke, however, Mark Knights
has argued that the new awareness of the public, fostered in part by a novel use and
scale of print culture, created a later Stuart public sphere shot through with irra-
tionality and partisanship. “The degradation of the public sphere was apparent at its
very inception.” Later Stuart writers, just like Habermas, idealized the public as ratio-
nal and impartial because what they saw around themwas an inescapably irrational
public instrumentally manipulated for partisan interests (Knights 2005, qu. 223).

Locke’s printed works emerged into this culture and, in this historiographical
climate, appear less as contributions to calm and rational debate than polemical
weapons in a dirty presswar. They competedwith the pamphlets whichwere quick to
produce, cheap topurchase, and readacross the social spectrum.A tract producednot
long after Locke’s death spoke of “poorer tradesmen… going about from one coffee
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house to another, poring upon [sic] seditious, heretical, and treasonable papers.” In
1696–1697 over 2500hawkerswere licensed to peddle pamphlets in the streets. The
70-page octavo Judgment of Whole Kingdoms, which employed Lockean arguments,
was available fromabookseller on two-day loan. In the year Locke died theninenews-
papers in existence sold 44,000 copies per week (2.3m in the year).

Locke came from the last generation before political writers regularly wrote for the
newspapers, but he did participate in other novel forms of public politics, both before
and after the Revolution, andwe should include these activities in our accounts of his
political ideas. The petitioning campaignswhich Shaftesbury and his allies organized
around the Exclusion Crisis (and the counter-petitions of their opponents) gathered
16,000 signatures in London and 50,000 in the provinces in the winter of 1679–
1680. London’s petition against the dissolution of the Oxford Parliament was one
piece of evidence for the quo warranto enquiry against it (Knights 2005, 225–9, 232,
119–28). In 1696 Locke was one of hundreds of thousands to put his name to the
Association Rolls which declaredWilliam III the “rightful and lawful king,” pledging
to defend him against the threat of assassination. This stronger declaration of loy-
alty fitted with the type of allegiance oath Locke demanded after the Revolution, and
failed to get as the new government conciliated Tory concerns by merely demanding
a pledge to “be faithful and bear true allegiance” to William and Mary (Locke 1997,
306–13). While petitions and addresses allowed “the public” – or those claiming to
speak for them – to pressurize Parliament, illicit printed division lists told the people
how their representatives voted.WhenLocke’s friend EdwardClarke,MP for Taunton,
was revealed to have voted in favor of recoinage, he was nearly lynched and his wife
had to set up poor relief schemes to appease local people angry at the loss of income
that recoinage threatened them with (Davison and Keirn 1988; Knights 2005,
191).

While Locke eschewed engagementwith the quotidian partisanship of cheap print,
his writings betray a widely held concern with the way in which language was being
abused for polemical ends. The Essay Concerning Human Understanding bemoaned
terms obfuscated by “sects of philosophy and religion” and, one may infer, politics
as well, to “the constant din of their Party”; Locke called for a “drier”, simpler ratio-
nal language (ECHU, 2.33.18; Knights 2005, 280, ch. 6). Such linguistic cleans-
ing was especially necessary when party cant was used to undermine the credit
(and thus credibility) of MPs or those standing for Parliament. Locke’s correspon-
dent John Freke was the target of one such campaign in 1701. Furthermore, while
John Edwards” snide comment about the “seraglio” at Oates was targeted at Locke,
had it been retained in the printed text, it would also have discredited the head of the
household and Essex MP Sir Francis Masham. If Masham could not govern his wife,
he would be incapable of governing the country.

That Freke was attacked by pseudo-correspondence styledA Letter from the Grecian
Coffee House reflects the final milieu in which Locke’s writings circulated: the coffee
house. To Habermas – and to some contemporaries – the coffee house was the forum
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for newly rational exchanges, although to others they were sites of sedition, “a per-
petual hurry of news, business, polliticks, plots and conspiracies and battles, medlies
and confusion of sounds and discourses” (qu. in Knights 2005, 253). James Tyrrell
wrote to Locke in March 1696 of a “discourse” on raising the value of silver “at the
Coffee house.” Locke used coffee houses as an illustrative example in his correspon-
dence the following month to Freke and Clarke: “what too if you should as soon as
it is seasonable begin to pay clippd money by weight at Richards Coffee house, the
talke and example would spread” (Corr., 2053, 2060). Richard’s coffee house was
whence Locke addressed his letters to Clarke and to Freke, and he and the Mashams
were clearly imbibing the brew at home too, since his London contacts sent them a
pint coffee pot for five pence and tenpounds of rawcoffee in1694–1695 (Corr., 1709,
L1882). It was not just politics which were discussed at coffee houses, but also natu-
ral philosophy (Stewart1992, esp. 143–6).WereLocke’s epistemological andpolitical
writings chatted over in theGrecian andChild’s coffee houses? It is one of the contexts
for the reception of his thought which is exceedingly hard to recover.

2.4 British and Irish Contexts

The world of London coffee houses has been one focus of recent historians, plac-
ing politics in its cultural setting. Another has been a desire to un-parochialize
seventeenth-century English politics by placing them in the context of the Three
KingdomsandEuropeanevents.As this and the following section show, Locke’sworks
serve the Europeanizing agenda well, and the British and Irish one fairly poorly.

The plans for resistance which the Treatises were possibly written to justify, and
the successful revolution which they were printed to endorse, were not exclusively
English. Shaftesbury may have discussed insurrection with the discontented Earl of
Argyll, who was to rise with Monmouth in 1685. While Locke quickly returned to
England after William’s seizure of the crown there, he could not have failed to be
aware of just how slowWilliam’s success appeared to be in a wider perspective. Scot-
tish Jacobitism took years to quell, whilst the war against Catholic Jacobites in Ire-
land only ended with the Treaty of Limerick in 1692. Locke’s correspondence con-
tains brief mentions of this conflict, although nothing of great detail. He informed
his friend Philipp van Limborch in September 1689 that Schomberg’s campaign was
goingwell, presumably a reference toWilliamite victories at Carrickfergus,Newtown-
butler, Enniskillen, and Dundalk, but thereafter the progress of the war featuresmin-
imally. Indeed, that Locke’s mention of Ireland in a letter to Clarke in January 1689
was interlineally inserted suggests that it was something of an afterthought (Corr.,
1182, 1102).

Locke’s own interest in Ireland was more precisely economic than political,
through his involvement with the Board of Trade in the mid-1690s. Locke favored
proposals to incentivize Ireland to move away from the woolen industry into linen
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manufacturing. But such questions were inherently political, given the clear subor-
dination of Irish interests to English ones – removing a source of growing competi-
tion to declining English woolens. Locke’s political writings proved useful to others
more committed to their Irish valences. William Molyneux, who had corresponded
with Locke on epistemology, penned a defense of the rights of English settlers in Ire-
land in 1698 directly indebted to Locke’s Treatises. Molyneux applied Locke’s argu-
ments on conquest to his own situation, arguing that Henry II’s conquest of Ire-
land did not legitimate English political power there until there had been consent
to his rule (whilst still managing to somehow exclude the Irish from such contrac-
tual rights). Where Locke had claimed his own personal descent from the Normans
who aided William I to conquer England in 1066 – denying Tory claims that royal
power was founded on conquest by saying that the progeny of conquerors and con-
quered were too hopelessly confused to justify present dominion – Molyneux applied
the case to Irelaand and the descendants of Henry II’s fellow knights. Only those who
actively fought against the conqueror forfeited their lives, and their families should
still inherit their estates (minus damages) (TT, 2, ch. 16; Molyneux 1698, 12–27; see
Kelly 2005). Surprisingly, Molyneux’s overt reference to Locke’s likely authorship of
the Treatises (1698, 26–7, 153) did not indelibly damage their friendship, although
Lockewas unenthusiastic about the cause towhich his argument had been put, com-
menting acidly on Molyneux’s “indiscretion” – perhaps wisely so, given the outrage
which the Case’s claims generated in the English Parliament (Corr., 2447; see also
Corr., 2414; Simms 1982, ch. 8).

The quick manipulation of Locke’s politics for Anglo-Irish purposes contrasts
sharply with their apparent inefficacy for Scottish debates. In the final decade and
a half of Locke’s life, Scottish events were increasingly prominent: the Convention
of 1689 which accepted William and Mary, the Jacobite rebellions, trade disputes,
and the politics of succession in the prelude to Union. Locke’s political writings com-
mented even less on these events than on Irish ones, and Scottish theorists did not
seem to appropriate them. His argument for toleration would have most naturally
applied in aScottish context to the episcopalians ejected from theKirk,whomcontem-
poraries associated with Jacobitism. A thin Scottish reception may partly have been
due to a stronger domestic tradition of resistance theory, fromKnox andBuchanan in
the sixteenth century, through the seventeenth century Covenanters and their rad-
ical Restoration heirs the Cameronians, which made Locke’s cautious theory super-
fluous. It may also have been because Locke’s political works said little on the ques-
tions which became so pressing in the late 1690s and early 1700s. Even Andrew
Fletcher of Saltoun, with whom Locke corresponded, found a neo-Harringtonian or
Machiavellian mode of discourse more germane to his campaigns against standing
armies and an incorporating union, and his lists of proposed limitations on the royal
prerogative focus on the appointment of Crown officers and councilors and not on
Locke’s concerns. Locke’s presence in the Union debates apparently amounts to one
vague reference to thedissolutionof government inFletcher’s speech toParliament of
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7 July 1703 (Fletcher 1997, 149 n. 28). His account of property could be useful for
the Scottish Enlightenment’s stadial historians, but he served few other North British
purposes.

2.5 European Contexts

If from one perspective Locke was parochially English more than fashionably British,
from another he was cosmopolitanly European. William’s victories were achieved
through a European alliance and a European army. The war in Ireland pitted
Huguenot refugees such as the Marquis de Ruvigny andMarshal Schomberg against
former overseers of persecution such as the Marquis de Saint-Ruth. Saint-Ruth’s
death at Limerickwas depicted as providential punishment, while Schomberg report-
edly dispatched his regiments at the Boyne (where he died) with the cry “voilà nos
persécuteurs” (Joutard 1985, 354;Marshall 2006, 82). As an exile inHolland, Locke
would have been well aware of how much the conflict between James and William
was a European, not just English, struggle inwhich political and religious libertywere
both imperiled.

The Dutch republic was central to Locke’s perceptions of toleration. It was the
place where he had first witnessed the surprising sight of peaceful religious coexis-
tence in the mid-1660s. His famous comment in the Letter that “neither Pagan, nor
Mahometannor Jew should be excluded from theCommonwealth, because of his reli-
gion” (ET, 145) borewitness less tohis experience of England,where Jewish residency
was contingent on royal prerogative, than to his potential contactwith the Jews toler-
ated in Amsterdam. Perhaps Locke visited their prominent new synagogue erected in
1675. In 1657 the States-General declared them “truly subjects of the state [with…]
the same rights andadvantages” as all.While thiswasuntrue – theywere barred from
officeholding – for Restoration Englishmen, Holland was the epitome of religious lib-
erty. Nevertheless, Locke’s community choosing heaven their own ways (Corr., 175)
was for others a haven for “all the Poysoned Phanaticall People of England.” “You
may be what Devil you will there, so you be but peaceable” (Marshall 2006, 144–
8, 159, 154). In practice, religious liberty was rather more circumscribed and, in
line with recent historiographical trends in the history of toleration, its limits have
been emphasized more than its extensiveness (Israel 1997; Marshall 2006, ch. 4).
Toleration had been a means of survival in the crisis of the 1570s; it had been pared
down in the political struggles between Remonstrants and Counter-Remonstrants in
the 1610s–20s, and Arminian calls for toleration in the seventeenth century were
the archetypal loser’s creed. Nevertheless, the United Provinces’ status as the most
tolerant part of Europe was cemented in the later seventeenth century as religious
minorities in Poland-Lithuania and France began to lose their liberties.

The Dutch context for Locke’s concern with tolerationmingled with a French one:
the waves of Protestant refugees from France after Louis XIV revoked the Edict of
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Nantes in 1685. The Edict and its history would have been well known to Locke and
his contemporaries. Remembering that history helps us understand why it provided
awarning of the dangers of accepting promises of toleration fromCatholic (and con-
vert Catholic) rulers. At the point of its initial passage, the Edict of Nantes (1598)
had offered an unusual degree of protection to a religious minority. Issued by Henri
IV, a former Huguenot who had converted – apparently sincerely – to Catholicism
in order to secure his throne in 1593, the Edict placated Henri’s allies. Following in
the tradition of edicts of pacification, it authorized Huguenot temples then in exis-
tence, allowed Protestants to take up political, judicial, and economic offices, granted
them certain garrisons, and placed religious cases in the hands of “mixed tribunals”;
Henri further secretly guaranteed Huguenot assemblies, synods, and granted them
money. But only the public clauses were registered – slowly and grudgingly – in
the parlements, and the liberties thereby offered were precarious. The Edict declared
itself to be an interim measure until the people were reunited in religion and offered
Huguenots libertés – privileges, not rights. Over the course of the seventeenth century
their protections were whittled away, a trend hastened after Louis XIV began his Per-
sonal Rule in 1661. Huguenots could no longer hold assemblies or synods, they lost
forts and temples, and were increasingly barred from the professions. After 1679 the
mixed tribunals were dissolved, Huguenot children could be forcibly removed from
their parents and educated as Catholics, and mixed marriages and emigration were
banned. The number of Huguenot “temples” was reduced from 700 to 100 even
before the Edictwas revoked. Locke commented on the decline of Huguenot privileges
while resident at Montpellier in the late 1670s (Marshall 2006, 35; Strayer 2001,
chs 1–3). The pressure sharply escalated in the early 1680s, made more ominous by
Louis’ territorial expansion in the réunions of “old” French lands. In 1682 Louis “dra-
gooned” Huguenots – forcibly quartering troops in their houses to intimidate them
into converting – and,when the principality of Orange began pre-emptively strength-
ening its walls, invaded it, demolished the new fortifications, and quartered troops
there.

As well as offending Protestant sensibilities, therefore, Louis attacked William’s
sovereign rights. Within days of the formal revocation of Nantes at Fontainebleau
on 22 October 1685, Louis invaded Orange again – and he seized the moment of
William’s invasion of England in 1688 to formally transfer its possession to the
Comte d’Auverge. The Revocation and the dragooning, outrageous as they were to
Protestants, were apparently successful, with rapid conversion of Huguenots, espe-
cially in the areas where Catholicism had been the minority – whose Huguenots had
not adjusted to living under persecution. But their greatest impact was through the
flight of c.200,000 Huguenots, an exile officially permitted to clergy and forbidden
the laity. This exodus – beginning in the early 1680s, peaking in 1687–1688, and
reinforced by further waves in the 1690s – impelled a new coinage: refugee. Esti-
mates suggest that the majority went to the United Provinces and a sizeable num-
ber to England (Joutard 1985, 344, suggests 43% and 23% respectively). There were
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reportedly23,000Huguenots inLondon in1700 (Marshall 2006,17). Louis’ success
in persuading his ally Victor Amadeus II of Savoy to convert Waldensians in Pied-
mont bymilitary force in 1685–1686 further devastated a community of opponents
to Catholicism in existence since the Middle Ages: nearly 10,000 wiped out. Locke
had made notes on the Waldensians and their medieval persecutors in 1677; later
he could have read works, some eschatological in tone, on their sufferings alongside
accounts of the horrific treatment of Huguenots (Marshall 2006, 55–7, 92). Sensa-
tionalist as some of these claims were, they appealed to an English mindset attuned
to stories of Catholic cruelty under Mary I, in the Irish Rebellion of 1641, and to
rumors of English monarchs planning dragooning: here Locke’s European contexts
fused with the politics of memory and of religion.

The Revocation was a disaster for James II, and his response to it hardly reassured
his subjects.While James’s strategy for bringing his subjects to Catholicismwas a tol-
erationist one, he failed to denounce his fellow monarch’s actions. He did not ban
Huguenot settlers, he authorized collections to raise funds for them, but he also per-
mitted French agents to search ships for unauthorized refugees and was reported by
the French ambassador Barillon to be “delighted”with Louis“ decision. Jean Claude’s
Account of the Persecutions and Oppressions of the Protestants in France (1686) was
burned by the public hangman; the official newspaper, the London Gazette, said not a
word about the Revocation. It was hardly surprising that Protestants remained wary
of James’s claims to offer toleration guaranteed by statute or a perpetual edict. Noth-
ing was proof against a Catholic sovereign obliged by the principles of his religion to
convert heretics and break his promises to them. As the Marquis of Halifax famously
warned Dissenters: “you are therefore to be hugged now, onely that you may be the
better squeezed another time” (Halifax 1687, 3).

Yet the context of Locke’s Letter is more complicated than simple support of
Huguenots against Catholic intolerance. Itwas also leveled against Protestant intoler-
ance – and again,with Europe asmuch as England inmind. Locke’s Huguenot friends
included an array of radical thinkers who toyedwith tolerationist and Socinian ideas
rather than remaining within Calvinist orthodoxy. The radical heterodoxy of Isaac
Papin, Charles Le Cène, and Jacques Souverain worried orthodox Huguenots like
Pierre Jurieu and the elders of the Threadneedle Street congregation. Locke offered
financial support to these men, he negotiated a place for Papin as tutor in Edward
Clarke’s household, and Le Cène translated the Letter into French (Marshall 2001).
Philipp van Limborch, a refugee from Genevan persecution, attacked intolerance in
all its forms, supplementing his History of the Inquisition with notes from Locke. The
Letter’s snide comment that “every church is orthodox to itself,” embedded in a pas-
sage about quarrels betweenRemonstrants and anti-Remonstrants, criticizes intoler-
ant refugees as well as an intolerant established church (ET, 81).

Locke’s distaste for persecution arose from his firm commitment to religious belief
as an inalienable natural right. This was grounded not inmodern notions of the invi-
olability of individual sincerity, but in his theological understanding of men and their
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consciences as God’s property. But the choice between intolerance or toleration was
inherently political as well – on an international as well as national scale. Locke pre-
sented politics as a separate enterprise from religion because he was well aware that
the fusion of the two created civil and international conflict, and came to believe that
stabilizing the distinction between themwas the only way to secure peace.

2.6 Conclusion

In late 1684 Locke received the news that he had been expelled in absentia from his
Studentship (fellowship) at Christ Church on the grounds of seditious writing. He
penned an appeal to the Earl of Pembroke, its tone a mixture of the plaintive and
the offended. Carefully Locke claimed that there had been nothing undutiful or sedi-
tious in “my cariage in the colledg,” true enough in strict construction of his behavior
within the precincts of the cathedral college. Distancing himself as much as possible
from whatever had taken place in Shaftesbury’s household, he protested “I never did
any thing undutifully against his Majestie or the government.” This was stretching
the truth: Locke prepared defenses of resistancewhich, if discovered,would have con-
victed him of treason. If his claimwas not a barefaced lie, it was a very pedantic sense
of what is encompassed by “did” or by “undutifully.” Since in Locke’s terms, a tyranni-
cal government dissolves itself rather than being resisted, onemight not have to “do”
anything to dismantle it and the end of subjection is due to the government rebeling,
so reframing it breaks no duties of allegiance. He denied associating with plotters in
coffee houses and, in a letter to Clarke penned soon afterwards, denied readingmany
newspapers – reflecting the seditious associations of newsandcoffeehouses described
above. In both, he strenuously insisted that “I amnot the author, not only of any libell,
but not of any pamphlet or treatise whatsoever in print good bad or indifferent.” “In
print” was the salient saving phrase: he had written plenty which had not made it to
the printshop (Corr., 797, 801).

Locke’s self-depiction as the austere philosopher, scribbling away in his study, com-
muning with his books, was an act of casuistical disavowal. Throughout his life, he
was unable to resist political engagement, from his poetical juvenalia, to his position
papers for Shaftesbury, to his canonical works, and his involvement with policy mak-
ing in the 1690s. Yet he was not dishonest in commenting in that letter to Pembroke
on how “the more I endeavor to get into some quiet retreat, the more still I finde my
self in a storme,” a continuity of sentiment from his earliest Oxford days when he
complained that “I no sooner perceived myself in the world but I found myself in
a storm” (Locke 1967, 119). In contextualizing Locke in political events and polit-
ical culture as well as intellectual contexts of other texts, we capture the two tugs
of attraction on him: the characteristic schizophrenia of the intellectual seeking to
retire from the world into the peace of the study and yet to change and improve that
world which indelibly shapes their thinking.
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3

Locke and Natural Philosophy

PETER R. ANSTEY

3.1 Introduction

John Locke was a physician and not a natural philosopher. He was, however, a close
associate of the leadingEnglishnatural philosopherRobertBoyle from1660and later
befriended Isaac Newton. Boyle had sufficient respect for Locke to call him a virtuoso
(Corr., 199) and Hans Sloane, the Secretary of the Royal Society from 1693 to 1700,
held Locke’s knowledge of natural philosophy in the highest esteem (Corr., 1775).
Indeed, his reputation for learning was such that the theologian Philipp van Lim-
borch could say of him “Locke … is a most scholarly gentleman, … in knowledge
of the humanities, of theology, medicine, and natural philosophy he has few equals”
(Corr., 793).

This reputation for learningwaswell founded. Locke readwidely in natural philos-
ophy and medicine from the late 1650s until his death in 1704, and he met and cor-
responded with many natural philosophers throughout his adult life. Not only was
he privy to some of the exciting experimental work in animal physiology in Oxford
in the mid-1660s (Frank 1980), he actually participated in some natural philosoph-
ical experiments and contributed, by way of data collection, to some of the neo-
Baconian projects of natural history undertaken by Boyle and others in the latter
decades of the seventeenth century. Locke was elected as Fellow of the Royal Society
inNovember 1668 and contributed to the Society’s journal, thePhilosophical Transac-
tions. It would only be natural, therefore, for Locke the philosopher to be an important
source of reflectionon the science of nature ornatural philosophy inhis famousEssay
Concerning Human Understanding and ancillary writings, and indeed this is the case.
The Essay and later writings such as his Elements of Natural Philosophy and Of the
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Conduct of the Understanding contain substantialmaterial on the nature, content, and
prospects of the knowledge of nature.

Yet Locke was a man of his times, times which witnessed enormous change in
philosophy, medicine, and the study of nature, and his views on natural philosophy
reveal tensions between old, traditional ways of thinking about knowledge and the
world and the exciting new developments in the practice and methodology of natu-
ral philosophy. Locke’s thoughts on these matters have proven difficult to interpret in
a consistent and clear way. In fact, there are at least three deep and yet creative ten-
sions in Locke’s writings on our knowledge of the natural world. It is an exposition of
these tensions that will provide the framework for this account of Locke and natural
philosophy.

Furthermore, Locke’s views on these matters, as one can only reasonably expect,
underwent important changes and developments as the century progressed. In fact,
some of these are evident in the differences between various editions of the Essay
itself. It is therefore somewhat constraining simply to statewhat Locke’s views onnat-
ural philosophy were at the end of his life because such an account would lose sight
of the intellectual forces and internal dynamic to his thought that led him to his final
(though still provisional) views on the matter. Therefore, in this overview of Locke
and natural philosophy, some account will be taken of the development of Locke’s
views fromhis earlymedical essays of the late 1660s to his last publishedwritings on
the matter, though the central locus for what we might nowadays call Locke’s “phi-
losophy of science” will be the Essay.

3.2 Medicine and Chymistry

It is well known that Locke was a physician, that he trained himself in medicine,
received an honorary MB from Oxford in 1675 and practiced therapeutic medicine,
that is, physic, amongst his broad network of friends and acquaintances for much
of his adult life. Of special importance in this regard was his crucial involvement in
a famous life-saving operation in June 1668 that involved the draining of a large
hydatid cyst above the liver of Lord Anthony Ashley Cooper (soon to become the first
Earl of Shaftesbury) (Anstey and Principe 2011). What is less well known is the pre-
cise nature of his medical views and the manner in which they impinged upon his
philosophical views concerning our knowledge of nature.

In the seventeenth century it was common to regard medicine as continuous
with natural philosophy. Thus, on the one hand we find a natural philosopher like
Robert Boyle writing extensively onmedicine, and on the other hand we find a physi-
cian, Thomas Willis, being appointed to the Sedleian Chair of Natural Philosophy at
Oxford in 1660. One of the key points of connection between natural philosophy and
medicine was physiology, the study of functional systems within the animal body.
The physiological discoveries and experimental methods of WilliamHarvey provided
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inspiration for further experimentation and theorizing amongst physicians and natu-
ral philosophers alike. Themost important and exciting period of physiological inves-
tigation in Britain after Harvey took place in Oxfordwhile Lockewas at Christ Church
and he was lucky enough to be a peripheral member of the group of physiologists
involved. In 1666 Locke composed a short Latin medical disputation on the subject
of the uses of respiration entitled “Respirationis usus” (translated in Walmsley and
Meyer 2009). This short work reveals a thorough knowledge of the recent develop-
ments in the physiology of respiration within this group and is imbued with notions
deriving from Helmontian chemistry.

This brings us to another key point of connection between natural philosophy and
medicine, namely, chemistry. Almost all of thosewho practiced chemistry in England
in the mid-seventeenth century were physicians. This was because of the increas-
ing importance during the period of chemical remedies that were used in therapeu-
tics. Indeed, by mid-century a new group of medical practitioners had emerged in
Englandwho called themselves “chymical physicians.”Many of these physicians had
received no formal training in medicine, but made a living from developing and pre-
scribing chymical remedies. Furthermore, these chymical physicians set themselves
against the Galenic physicians who were primarily associated with the London Col-
lege of Physicians and a protracted conflict arose between the two groups, through-
out the 1660s. Once again, Locke was on the periphery of these developments and
knew some of the central players.

It is hardly surprising, then, that around 1659, when Locke began awide-ranging
program of reading and instruction with a view to equiping himself as a physician,
he was strongly influenced by the new chymical medicine that flourished in Oxford.
He carefully read the writings of Joan Baptiste van Helmont, Daniel Sennert, and
Thomas Willis, all the while gaining exposure to new developments in that cluster
of theories and practices that historians of science now call chymistry (to distinguish
it frommodern chemistry) fromhis friend andmentor Robert Boyle. He also attended
Peter Stahl’s course in the new chymistry, that was sponsored by Boyle, in 1663.

It is convenient to view the “chymistry” that Locke learnt from Robert Boyle as
comprising two complementary strands. In fact, much of Locke’s chemical remains
can only be understood through the lens of these two strands. First, there is the Hel-
montian strand that applied and adapted van Helmont’s gravimetric techniques, his
theory of salts, his alkahest, and a number of his explanatory categories such as
seminal principles. Boyle was England’s leading Helmontian and his influence on
Locke’s own chymical thinking and practice left an indelible Helmontian stamp. Sec-
ond, there is the mercurialist strand that derived from the German chymist Alexan-
der von Suchten and was mediated through the American émigré George Starkey
and then Boyle. At the heart of mercurialist chymistry were the processes required to
produce the Philosophical or SophicMercurywhichwas itself an intermediate step in
the transmutation of base metals into gold (Newman and Principe 2002). As late as
1692Locke, like IsaacNewton, retained an active interest in these processes and even
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a belief in transmutation. Interestingly, in May 1692, soon after Boyle’s death, Locke
visitedNewton inCambridgewho divulged to Locke Boyle’s recipes for the second and
third “periods” for the production of the Sophic Mercury. Locke carefully recorded
them in his Journal as being “per Van Notwen” which is a rather transparent cypher
for “from Newton”. A few months later Newton wrote to Locke “I have forborn to
say anything against multiplication [i.e. transmutation] in general because you seem
perswaded of it” (Corr., 1519).

What then are the implications of all of this for Locke’s philosophy? The first and
most obvious point is that the chymical theory to which Locke was committed is
predicated on a conception of homogeneous matter and such a conception of mat-
ter is found in the Essay. Secondly, Locke’s chymical interests no doubt reinforced in
his mind the problems associated with determining the nature of species: many of
the examples that he uses when addressing the species problem in Book Three of
the Essay are chymical ones, including his favorite example, gold. Finally, chymical
medicine provided themain field inwhich Lockewas regularly involved in experimen-
tation. Hewas still carrying out experiments in the early 1690s, after the publication
of the first edition of the Essay, a work in which he had endorsed the central tenets
of the new experimental approach to natural philosophy of his day.

3.3 Experimental Philosophy

From the early 1660s natural philosophy in England came increasingly to be charac-
terized by the distinction between experimental philosophy and speculative philoso-
phy. Themembers of the early Royal Society and thosewithin its ambit promoted and
practiced experimental philosophy which favored observation and experiment over
vain speculation, that is, speculation without prior reference to experience. Experi-
mental philosophers opposed the use of hypotheses and system building and argued
that it is only through the systematic accumulation of facts about nature that an ade-
quate basis for any speculative natural philosophical theorizing can be established. In
this, they largely followed the example andmethodological prescriptions of their com-
patriot Francis Bacon, who in a substantial body of methodological and “historical”
writings had elaborated and exemplified a sophisticated method of natural history
which was to serve as the basis for natural philosophizing (Anstey 2005).

Without doubt, the chief exponent and champion of experimental philosophy in
Britain was Robert Boyle whose prodigious output of publishedworks in natural phi-
losophy provided a methodological template for the pursuit of knowledge of nature
in the last four decades of the seventeenth century. It is hardly surprising, then,
that Locke was also an advocate of experimental philosophy and, indeed, that he
acquiesced in and even participated in the construction of Baconian natural histo-
ries (Anstey 2011, ch. 3). These were vast collections of matters of fact about par-
ticular qualities, substances or geographical regions. These facts were derived from a

67



PETER R. ANSTEY

diverse range of sources including experiments using newly developed instruments,
systematic observation of nature and even travelers’ reports. There is ample evidence
of Locke’s involvement in this natural historical enterprise in his correspondence, his
publications in the Philosophical Transactions, his Journal and in his Essay. For exam-
ple, Locke assisted Boyle in the latter’s natural history of the air over a period of three
decades: he attempted to test the airs of mines for Boyle using abarometer in1666; he
keptweather charts formany years; he assisted Boyle by preparing hisGeneral History
of the Air for publication while Boyle’s health was failing in 1691 and saw it through
the press after Boyle’s death. He also penned an “Advertisement to the Reader” for
this work which shows a keen grasp of the Baconian method of natural history and
Boyle’s effective deployment of themethod in theGeneral History (Boyle 1999–2000,
12: 5–6); and he even conducted a survey with a fellow physician, Charles Goodall,
in the 1690s to gather information on epidemics that were thought to be spread by
morbific particles that permeate the air. When we turn to the Essay, we find Locke
prescribing this very method as the only efficacious way to pursue the knowledge of
nature.

In the Knowledge of Bodies, we must be content to glean, what we can, from partic-
ular Experiments: since we cannot from a Discovery of their real Essences, grasp at a
time whole Sheaves; and in bundles, comprehend the Nature and Properties of whole
Species together. Where our Enquiry is concerning Co-existence, or Repugnancy to co-
exist, which byContemplation of our Ideas, we cannot discover; there Experience, Obser-
vation, andnaturalHistory,must give us by our Senses, and by retail, an insight into cor-
poreal Substances. TheKnowledge of Bodieswemust get by our senses,warily employed
in taking notice of their Qualities, and Operations on one another… (E, 4.12.12)

Not only was Locke committed to the method of natural history, he also vigorously
opposed to the unbridled use of hypotheses in natural philosophy and medicine.
Indeed, these were the two features of the medical method of his friend, the London
physician Thomas Sydenham, that Locke regularly applauded. From his earliest sur-
viving methodological writings of 1668–1669 to the Essay and his correspondence
of the 1690s, Locke is uniformly critical and cautious about the use of hypotheses
as an aid to our discovery of knowledge about nature. In “De arte medica” of 1669,
he warns against their use. To William Molyneux he wrote “I have always thought,
that laying down, and building upon hypotheses, has been one of the great hin-
drances of natural knowledge” (Corr., 2277) and in the Essay itself in a section enti-
tled “But must beware of hypotheses and wrong principles” he only reluctantly con-
cedes that theymight be an aid to thememory andmay “direct us to new discoveries”
(E, 4.12.13). This extreme caution with respect to hypothesizing is entirely charac-
teristic of the experimental philosophers from themid-1660s on, such that Newton’s
later infamous hypotheses non fingo is, in fact, a common trope of experimental phi-
losophy. Newton, of course, aligned himself with experimental philosophy and, as it
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transpired, practiced a natural philosophical methodology that emerged as a rival to
the Baconian method of natural history during the last years of Locke’s life.

Now Locke’s opposition to hypotheses in the Essay is closely related to his more
generalized opposition to the role of principles and maxims in the establishment of
any form of knowledge, be it of morals or of nature. Sometimes Locke used the term
“hypothesis” to refer to a whole system of philosophy such as Epicureanism or Carte-
sianism and these he regarded as unsatisfactory insofar as they were divorced from
observation and experiment. However, he often used the term to connote simply a
constituent of such a system, and in this sense hypotheses were like metaphysical or
practical maxims or principles. From his earliest reflections on the subject, Locke was
adamant that these should not be used as the foundation of reasoning and this is the
main motivation behind his critique of the claim that such principles are innate. By
the time of the publication of the Essay he had developed his critique of innate prin-
ciples to such a point that it occupies almost the whole of Book One of the Essay and
this can create the impression that his critique of innate principles is merely a self-
contained and preparatory exercise that is required before he sets out his own theory
of ideas. But, in fact, the critique of innatism is an important part of his rejection of
maxims, principles, and hypotheses as the basis of reasoning, including reasoning
about the natural world.

3.4 Locke and Speculative Philosophy

It is undeniable, then, that Locke was committed to experimental philosophy. It is not
only evident in his methodological prescriptions for the pursuit of the knowledge of
nature, but even in the “historical, plain Method” that he used in writing the Essay
itself (E, 1.1.2). In fact, Locke regarded theEssay as thework of an “Under-Labourer”
to the leading proponents of experimental philosophy of his day, be it in medicine
or natural philosophy (E, 9). However, one cannot help but notice as one progresses
throughBookTwoof theEssay that Locke also indulged in speculative philosophy. It is
this simultaneous endorsement of the experimental methodology of the new philos-
ophy and his clear acceptance and deployment of speculative hypotheses that is the
most striking form of creative tension in Locke’s discussions of natural philosophy.

From the early drafts of the Essay composed in 1671, Locke was committed to
the explanatory efficacy of the speculative principles of the corpuscular philosophy,
that is, shape, size, motion, and texture (though, surprisingly, he seems to place lit-
tle weight on nomological explanation). In the work of Boyle these were presented
as alternative principles to the primae qualitates of the scholastic philosophy, namely,
hot, cold, wet, and dry. The scholastic primary qualities were the explanans by which
the elemental and qualitative features of all material substances were analyzed. For
Boyle, however, the primary qualities of the Aristotelians were not the explanans but
rather were part of the explananda. It was the new principles of shape, size, motion,
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and texture that were to explain everything, even such qualities as hot and cold.
In effect, the new explanatory principles of Boyle’s corpuscular philosophy were a
replacement for the primae qualitates of the scholastics, though Boyle refrained from
ever calling them qualities because they were to be the ontological and explanatory
ground of all the qualities of bodies.

Locke, however, had no such reservations and in his hands the corpuscular
explanatory categories were transformed into the primary qualities of the famous
primary and secondary quality distinction. Now, in his exposition of the primary and
secondary quality distinction in chapter eight of Book Two of the Essay, Locke dis-
cusses the qualities of bodies in such a way as to reveal that he is committed to a
corpuscular or particulate theory of matter, and there is nothing surprising or overly
speculative about this. However, his founding of his theory of the qualities of bodies
on the principles of the corpuscularian hypothesis, shape, size, motion, and texture,
is an explicit commitment to a speculative natural philosophical hypothesis. Perhaps
the most striking expression of this is not in the Essay itself, but in a short text on
natural philosophy entitled Elements of Natural Philosophy. This posthumous work,
which Locke apparently composed for the young Francis Masham in the late 1690s
(and which, unhappily, was subject to some editorial interference after Locke’s death
– see Milton 2012), concludes with the following paragraph.

We have hitherto consider’d the great visible parts of the universe, and those great
masses of matter, the stars, planets, and particularly this our earth, together with the
inanimate parts, and animate inhabitants of it; it may now be fit to consider what these
sensible bodies are made of, and that is of unconceivably small bodies or atoms, out of
whose various combinations biggermoleculæ aremade: and so by a greater and greater
composition, bigger bodies; and out of these the whole material world is constituted.

By the figure, bulk, texture, and motion, of these small and insensible corpuscles, all
the phenomena of bodies may be explained. (Works, 3: 330)

Furthermore, this commitment to the corpuscularian hypothesis resurfaces in his
elaboration of his distinction between nominal and real essences in Book Three.
There he claims that real essences are “the real, internal, but generally in Substances,
unknown constitution of things, whereon their discoverable qualities depend”
(E, 3.3.15). Thus, the real essence of gold, according to Locke, is “the real constitu-
tion of its insensible parts” (E, 3.3.18). All of this is unambiguously corpuscularian
in bothmatter theory and explanatory principles. But Locke’s speculative inclination
goes even deeper than this. For, in order to account for the spread of some diseases, for
the reproduction of plants, animals and even minerals, Locke posits the existence of
seminal principles. Quoting again from his Elements “All Stones, Metals, and Miner-
als, are real Vegetables; that is, grow organically from proper seeds, as well as Plants”
(Works, 3: 319). These are small corpuscular structures that are responsible for the
reproduction of what one might loosely call form. They are a kind of corpuscular
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analogue of DNA. What is important for our discussion of Locke and natural phi-
losophy is that these are purely theoretical entities. They were never seen by Locke
or his contemporaries, and yet they were postulated as the causal explanation of the
reproduction of form.

As if this were not enough, Locke’s views onwhat qualifies as a satisfactory empir-
ical explanation also tend to reinforce his commitment to the corpuscularian hypoth-
esis. First, he was committed to the view that the only ideas we can have are the
simple ideas derived from experience or complex ideas which are composed of these
simple ideas. This precludes the possibility of theorizing about qualities and entities at
the submicroscopic level that do not have analogues in our experience. He was also
apparently committed to the Familiarity Condition promoted by Boyle and later by
Newton, which claimed that we should only postulate qualities at the unobservable
level which we already familiar with at the manifest level. Thus, when discussing the
manner inwhichwe can reason about the properties of unobservable parts of matter,
he says “Analogy in thesematters is the only help we have, and ’tis from that alonewe
drawall our grounds of Probability” (E, 4.16.12). Now the Familiarity Condition and
the “simple Ideas Condition” are two epistemic constraints which, when combined
with Locke’s commitment to the corpuscularian explanatory principles of shape, size,
motion, and texture, entail that change can only be brought about through the con-
tact of one body on another. It is hardly surprising, therefore, that Locke believed
that the only intelligible explanation of change in nature is by contact or impulse,
that is, one body imparting motion to another on collision. To be sure, he famously
qualified his statement that the only way bodies operate on one another “is mani-
festly by impulse, and nothing else” (E, 2.8.11, 1st edition) to a weaker claim once
he came to appreciate Newton’s discovery of universal gravitation. But he contin-
ued to regard the “Contact Criterion” as the most intelligible explanation of mate-
rial change in nature. In short, then, Locke’s views on explanation are just those
that we would expect him to hold if he were an adherent of the corpuscularian
hypothesis.

What then are we to make of this tension between Locke’s endorsement of experi-
mental philosophy and the centrality of speculative theory to his theory of qualities,
theory of essences and his views on empirical explanation?Well, in the first instance
it is worth pointing out that the same tension is found in the writings of many of
Locke’s contemporaries. Robert Hooke apologizes in his epistle to the Royal Society
for passages in hisMicrographiawhichmight seemoverly speculative, asking his read-
ers to take themas conjectures and queries only (Hooke 1665: Preface, sig. A3). Isaac
Newton placed hismore speculative thoughts in the formof queries to theOpticks and
famously changed the hypotheses of the first edition of the Principia (1687) to rules
of philosophizing in the second and third editions (Anstey 2004). However, whenwe
turn to the more systematic methodological writings of Boyle and Hooke we find a
clear acceptance of the importance of an interplay of observation and speculative
theory, a kind of mutual feedback relation that renders speculation indispensable.
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It may seem, then, with hindsight, that the methodological rhetoric of the experi-
mental philosophers, a rhetoric which Locke employed, overemphasized the dangers
of speculation and theorizing and that in practice, like most serious natural philoso-
phers, Locke found speculation unavoidable. But, in fact, Locke’s views on speculative
natural philosophy are more subtle than this. For in the final analysis Locke is even
highly sceptical of the two grand principles of the corpuscularian hypothesis itself:
matter and motion.

For example, in Essay 2.23.23–7 Locke shows how just how difficult it is to give a
coherent account of extension (Hill 2004). Earlier he had defined extension in terms
of the cohesion of parts (E, 2.4.5). He then critiques Jakob Bernoulli’s theory that
cohesion results from the pressure of a circumambient ether. First, he develops the
familiar regress argument against this view.

For though the pressure of the Particles of Air, may account for the cohesion of several
parts of Matter, that are grosser than the Particles of Air, and have Pores less than the
Corpuscles of Air; yet the weight, or pressure of the Air, will not explain, nor can be
a cause of the coherence of the Particles of Air themselves. And if the pressure of the
Æther, or any subtiler Matter than the Air, may unite, and hold fast together the parts
of a Particle of Air, as well as other Bodies; yet it cannot make Bonds for it self, and
hold together the parts, that make up every the least corpuscle of that materia subtilis.
So that that Hypothesis, how ingeniously soever explained, by shewing, that the parts
of sensible Bodies are held together, by the pressure of other external insensible Bodies,
reaches not the parts of the Æther it self; and by how much the more evident it proves,
that the parts of other Bodies are held together, by the external pressure of the Æther,
and can have no other conceivable cause of their cohesion and union, by so much the
more it leaves us in the dark, concerning the cohesion of the parts of the Corpuscles of
the Æther it self: which we can neither conceive without parts, they being Bodies, and
divisible; nor yet how their parts cohere, they wanting that cause of cohesion, which is
given of the cohesion of the parts of all other Bodies. (E, 2.23.23)

Locke concludes that we cannot conceive how the particles of the ether themselves
cohere, and yet they must themselves be extended.

Second, he argues using the popular polished marble experiment that for any two
bodies or adjoining parts of bodies, there is always some plane along which one can
force a lateral separation (E, 2.23.24). Third, he shows that for the ether hypothesis
to be intelligible, the universe must be bounded in some way, otherwise there is no
way that the pressure of the ether could be maintained. If the matter of the universe
is finite, claims Locke, then “what conceivable Hoops, what Bond” can one “imag-
ine to hold this mass of Matter, in so close a pressure together?” A finite universe
must have extremes and there must be something that holds it together and in virtue
of which pressure is able to be maintained within the ether (E, 2.23.27). Moreover,
Locke believes that to claim that the universe is infinite is even less plausible than
the ether theory of cohesion itself. The upshot is that the ether theory of cohesion is
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inadequate and that as a consequence we are still no closer to having a coherent
notion of material extension: “the notion of Body is combred with some difficulties
veryhard, and, perhaps impossible to be explained, or understoodbyus” (E, 2.23.31).
Yet the notion of material extension is at the heart of the corpuscularian hypothesis,
the very hypothesis which Locke believes is the most intelligible of all of the specu-
lative systems on offer. This is why it is entirely consistent for Locke to say in Some
Thoughts Concerning Education that:

to return to the study of Natural Philosophy, though theWorld be full of Systems of it, yet
I cannot say, I knowany onewhich can be taught a YoungMan as a Science, wherein he
may be sure to find Truth and Certainty, which is, what all Sciences give an expectation
of. I do not hence conclude that none of them are to be read: It is necessary for a Gentle-
man in this learned Age to look into some of them, to fit himself for Conversation. But
whether that of DesCartes be put intohisHands, as thatwhich ismost in Fashion; or it be
thought fit to give him a short view of that and several other also, I think the Systems of
Natural Philosophy, that have obtained in this part of the World, are to be read, more to
know the Hypotheses, and to understand the Terms and Ways of Talking of the several
Sects, than with hopes to gain thereby a comprehensive, scientifical, and satisfactory
Knowledge of the Works of Nature. Only this may be said, that the Modern Corpuscu-
larians talk, in most Things, more intelligibly than the Peripateticks, who possessed the
Schools immediately before them. (STCE, 247–8)

3.5 Demonstrative Knowledge and the Knowledge of Nature

There is another strand to Locke’s views on the relative value of observation and
experiment on the one hand and speculative theory on the other and this brings us
to the second creative tension in Locke’s views on natural philosophy, his account of
demonstrative reasoning. Overall, Locke is highly critical of Aristotelian philosophy
and the Essay contains many passages which attack or dismiss Aristotelian notions.
He attacks the Aristotelian account of essences in Book Three, and he attacks the
Aristotelian syllogistic in Book Four. There is one important doctrine, however,which
can be traced back to the Stagirite and to which Locke was whole-heartedly commit-
ted. This is the view that natural philosophical knowledge is demonstrative knowl-
edge, a view that seems at odds with Locke’s emphasis on observation and experi-
ment. It must be admitted, however, that Locke’s view of what constitutes demon-
strative knowledge is idiosyncratic. Locke had in mind a form of reasoning that is
in some respects analogous to that used in the Aristotelian syllogistic, but which is
explained in terms of his theory of ideas. Instead of reasoning deductively from one
(or more) proposition to another, Locke claims that the mind determines the agree-
ment or disagreement of two ideas, often with the aid of an intermediate idea, and
that only then does the reasoner cast the determination of the relation between the
ideas in question into the propositional form required by the syllogistic.
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NowLocke has a tripartite division of knowledge into intuitive, demonstrative, and
sensitive, where intuitive knowledge involves immediate and infallible grasp of the
relation of ideas. Demonstrative knowledge, by contrast, involves intermediate ideas
and a series or chain of intuitive steps. Sensitive knowledge differs markedly from
these in that it is founded upon the deliverances of the senses and is therefore not cer-
tain knowledge. Science or scientia can only be achieved as a result of demonstration.
One implication of this view of knowledge is that natural philosophy that is practiced
according to the method of experimental philosophy is largely sensitive knowledge
and therefore is not a science, and Locke frequently and rather pessimistically empha-
sizes this point in both the Essay and Some Thoughts Concerning Education. He tells us,
for example, that “as to a perfect Science of natural Bodies, … we are, I think, so far
from being capable of any such thing, that I conclude it lost labour to seek after it” (E,
4.3.29). Of course, the speculative systems of philosophy such as the Cartesian, Epi-
curean, and corpuscularian do involve demonstrations, but given that they are based
uponuntested and evenuntestable principles, there is oftennoway to choose between
them and certainly none of them have proven adequate as a science of nature. As he
puts it in Some Thoughts Concerning Education, “Natural Philosophy, as a speculative
Science, I imagin we have none, and perhaps, I may think I have reason to say, we
never shall be able to make a Science of it” (STCE, 244–5).

Consistent with his commitment to demonstrative knowledge, Locke acknowl-
edges that should we have the correct principles onwhich our reasoning can be “bot-
tomed,” thenwe could hope for a demonstrative natural philosophy. But fromhis ear-
liest reflections on the subject, Locke’s viewwas that natural philosophy is hamstrung
by our lack of epistemic access to the inner natures of things. This corpuscular pes-
simism is a dominant and recurringmotif in almost all of Locke’s discussions of natu-
ral philosophy.Again and againhe laments the fact thatwe donot knowwhat the real
essences of things are, that we cannot perceive what it is in virtue of which objects
cause ideas of sensible qualities in us, that we cannot account for the co-occurrence
of the properties of objects, and so on. It is not that Locke believed that the underlying
corpuscles were unobservable in principle, but rather that he had grave doubts that
we would ever be able to observe them (Downing 1992). And as if this were not bad
enough, Locke claims that our ignorance of the true nature of spiritual substance is
just as impoverished as that of material substances (E, 2.23.30–1). It is little won-
der, then, that Locke was supremely pessimistic about the prospects of a demonstra-
tive natural philosophy and emphasized that those who have “trod out a better way”
(E, 4.12.12) by the use of themethod of natural history have shownwhat is required
for natural philosophy given our epistemic limitations.

3.6 Mathematics and a Corpuscular Metric

Yet Locke did have a model for what a science of nature would be like. That model
was inspired by mathematics. It is surprising just how much Locke wrote about
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mathematics given that he seems to have had little aptitude for the subject. He
thought long and hard about the nature of mathematical knowledge from the first
drafts to the Essay itself and beyond. Hewas interested in the nature of mathematical
reasoning: just what mental operations are required in order to reason mathemati-
cally. He was interested in the grounds of the certainty of mathematical knowledge.
Hewas interested in the relation between geometry and arithmetic. Hewas interested
in the nature of infinity, the manner by which mathematical ideas are acquired and
themanner in whichmathematical reasoning can be used as a discipline for the con-
duct of the understanding more generally. Not all of these concerns impinge on the
subject of natural philosophy, but some of them are absolutely central to it.

Locke believed that geometry andarithmetic presentuswithparadigmexamples of
the sort of demonstrative reasoning thatwould be involved in a science of nature, that
is, a demonstrative natural philosophy. But he understood this in a peculiar way. The
kernel of Locke’s conception of demonstrative reasoning inmathematics is the proce-
dure of extensional and numerical measuring. In Locke’s view, these are very precise
forms of determination of agreement or disagreement of ideas which are potentially
available to those who study natural philosophy. The origins of Locke’s view can be
traced to Draft A. He tells us there that of the means for determining the affirma-
tion or negation of simple ideas “all the measures that have been or are to be found
depending upon & resolveing into those 2 grande & universal measures of all things
extension & number” (A: §11) and that the first of these “is noething but the com-
pareing one extension with an other that is by lines or angles which we doe know
… to measure those that we doe not know” (A: §11). This method of comparison is
certain because it is founded on the sense of sight and is therefore aptly called demon-
stration (A: §11). The secondmethod of affirming ornegating ideas is by comparisons
of number “whereof the Ideas are clearer then that of extension…& the demonstra-
tions about numbers aremore evident then in extension because, the Idea of number
ismore determinat & precise then in extension” (A: §12). This analysis of demonstra-
tion is carried over into Draft B and then to the Essay itself where in 4.2.10 Locke
reaffirms that:

the Modes of Numbers have every the least difference very clear and perceivable: and
though in Extension, every the least Excess is not so perceptible; yet the Mind has found
out ways, to examine and discover demonstratively the just equality of two Angles, or
Extensions, or Figures, and both these, i.e.Numbers and Figures, can be set down, by vis-
ible and lasting marks, wherein the Ideas under consideration are perfectly determined,
which for themost part they are not, where they aremarked only by Names andWords.

For Locke, then, accurate measurement would be the fundamental means of gen-
erating demonstrative natural philosophical knowledge if we could gain epistemic
access to the primary qualities of the inner corpuscular structure of things. The
aim for natural philosophy, then, is to acquire a quantitative analysis of qualitative
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difference, but because we lack knowledge of the internal constitution of things this
knowledge is not available to us. In section 41 of Draft B Locke expresses this using
the example of degrees of whiteness, heat or sweetness.

There is yet another knowledg which we have by these simple Ideas. which is by com-
pareing the degrees & proportions of those of the same kinde to know their æquality or
excesse one to an other as when the degree of whitenesse heat or sweetnesse are com-
pard one with an other … But because the accurate knowledg of these is not of that
universall use nor hath the world had measures & standards whereby exactly to mea-
sure them. we have noemeasures of the graduall & least excesses of extension. (B, §41)

In the Essay Locke recycles the example of whiteness, giving an extended treatment
of the comparison of degrees of whiteness in corpuscular terms (E, 4.2.10–13). He
concludes that given our ignorance of the inner structures that cause ideas of white-
ness, “we cannot demonstrate the certain Equality of any two degrees of Whiteness,
because we have no certain Standard to measure them by, nor Means to distinguish
every the least real difference” (E, 4.2.13). The same applies to all of the secondary
qualities. Locke’s vision, then, for a demonstrative natural philosophy is in terms of a
corpuscular metric. Such a metric would be a standard of measure based on the pri-
mary qualities of the corpuscles themselves, though he is at pains to stress that he is
not committed to any speculative corpuscular accounts of color or other secondary
qualities.

An important consequence of Locke’s ideal of a corpuscular metric is an ongoing
concern with metrology. Again and again, he states that we lack “measures & stan-
dards” and possess only relativemeasures, and his concern is not onlywithmeasures
of extension but also measures of duration and weight. Not content with this situa-
tion, Locke set out to gather data on comparativemeasures and to establish a standard
measurement of length. To this end he developed a decimal measure which he called
the gry and sought out information on time-keeping and even developed his own pro-
posal for calendar reform (Milton 2006). It is not surprising, therefore, that his main
concern in the chapter on duration in Essay 2.14 is with the metric of time.

Locke’s ideal of a corpuscular metric was certainly the driver of his interest
in metrology, but he was well aware that even if such a metric were available,
it would still not deliver a complete natural philosophy. That is, even if a stan-
dard of measure could be established and we had epistemic access to the inner
natures of material substances, there would still remain much about which we
were consigned to ignorance. The reason for this is to be found in Locke’s views
on the limits of reason’s ability to determine the agreement or disagreement
between ideas. In the opening chapter of Book Four of the Essay, Locke explains
that there are four sorts of agreement or disagreement. They are (1) identity or
diversity; (2) relation; (3) coexistence or necessary connection; (4) real existence.
A corpuscular metric would go a long way to determining the agreement or
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disagreement of ideas in terms of (1) identity or diversity and (2) relation, but itwould
provide little assistance when it comes to determining agreement or disagreement
in terms of coexistence or necessary connection. We may one day be able to give a
quantitative explanation of the perceived difference between ideas of two different
shades of white, but we would still be ignorant of the “Co-existence, or Inco-existence”
of the qualities of things (E, 4.3.12). Locke takes this problem up in chapter three of
Book Four and concludes that we are only able to have “experimental Knowledge” of
the coexistence and necessary connections between the qualities of things and their
“original Rules and Communication of Motion” and that “we are not capable of a
philosophicalKnowledge of the Bodies that are about us.” The upshot is that “we can-
not but ascribe them to the arbitrary Will and good Pleasure of the Wise Architect”
(E, 4.3.29). A corpuscularmetric thenwill offer a kind of demonstrative natural phi-
losophy, but it will be at best a truncated science; the determination of the agreement
or disagreement of many ideas of qualities in terms of coexistence andnecessary con-
nection will remain beyond our reach.

This inability on our part to be able to determine agreement or disagreement of
ideas in termsof the coexistenceornecessary connectionof thequalities of thingshas
consequences for Locke’s account of how we classify material substances. Much of
BookThree of theEssay is given over to developing anaccount of species. Lockemain-
tained an active interest in botany throughout his adult life: he assembled a herbar-
ium in the mid-1660s; he acquired considerable botanical holdings for his library;
and he acted as the nodal point in a botanical network which included the leading
botanists PierreMagnol and JacobBobart theYounger (AnsteyandHarris 2005;Har-
ris and Anstey 2009). There is little doubt that, as with chymistry, this interest had a
bearing on his views on the nature of species. Draft B contains an extended treatment
of the problem of classification, but it is not elaborated using Locke’s later distinction
between real and nominal essence. This distinction became the centerpiece of the
treatment of species in the Essay.

Aswe have seen, the real essence of a particularmaterial substance is its inner cor-
puscular structure. By contrast, its nominal essence is that cluster of ideas that are
caused in us when we perceive or have a general idea of the substance in question.
In the case of material substances, the nominal essence is not the same as the real
essence because we lack knowledge of the inner natures of things. The question nat-
urally arises as to whether we classify material substances by their real or their nom-
inal essences. Locke claims unambiguously that we classify by the nominal essence
(E, 3.6.7), but this is not to say that the real essence has no bearing on our classifica-
tory conventions. Locke says repeatedly that those ideas that make up our nominal
essences of substances “haveanUnion inNature” (E, 3.5.11), that is, there is anonto-
logical ground invirtueof which theproperties of, say, gold always occur together and
in virtue of which different people have closely resembling nominal essences of gold.
Thus, even though we classify the nominal essence by that cluster of properties that
we associatewith the term “gold,” this act of classification is constrained by the cause
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of the co-instantiation of the same cluster of properties in this kind or species. Fur-
thermore, as our understanding of particular species improves through experimental
natural philosophy, our nominal essences will more closely resemble the real essence
of that substance. In this sense, Locke’s view of species is a constrained and conver-
gent form of conventionalism. Our nominal essences are constrained by the union in
nature of the causes of their constituent ideas and the cluster of ideas in our nominal
essences is gradually converging on the cluster of powers that the type of substance
in question actually has.

3.7 Locke and Newton

There is a very real sense, then, in which Locke regarded mathematical reasoning as
foundational to a demonstrative natural philosophy: itsmeasuring procedureswould
be applied in an ideal science of nature. But there is another equally important issue
that bears on the relation between mathematics and natural philosophy and this
reveals a third tension in Locke’s views onnatural philosophy, namely, howwas Locke
to account for the success of Newton’s Principia given his view that natural philoso-
phy should really proceed by the accumulation of matters of fact derived from obser-
vation and experiment? In the 1690s it was becoming clear to all, and in particular to
Locke himself, that Newton’s “incomparable book” had generated newnatural philo-
sophical knowledge using an innovative mathematical method. This was a far cry
from a Baconian natural history and yet neither was it a purely speculative demon-
strative system. How could Locke account for this remarkable achievement?

Locke had actually reviewed the Principia in 1688 for Jean Le Clerc’s Bibliothèque
universelle and had given a significant amount of space in that review to Newton’s
arguments in Book Two against the Cartesian vortex theory of planetary motions
(Locke 1688). This Cartesian theory had come to be regarded in England as the
archetypal speculative theory and Locke probably digestedNewton’s apparent knock-
down argument against it with relish. But at that time there is no indication that
Locke comprehended the magnitude of his compatriot’s achievement in Books One
and Three of the Principia.

By the early 1690s, however, the situation had changed and Locke came to mod-
ify his views on natural philosophy in the light of the Newtonian achievement. We
saw above how Locke qualified his commitment to the explanatory principle of the
Contact Criterion in the Essay. But Locke also came to modify his views on the role
and importance of principles in demonstrative reasoning.What appears to have hap-
pened is that Locke, who early in Book Four of the Essay is so scathing of the reliance
on principles and maxims, came slowly to realize that in fact Newton had done just
that, relied on principles and using his mathematical method had reasoned demon-
stratively in suchawayas to producenewnatural philosophical knowledge.Hence, in
Some Thoughts Concerning Education Locke changes his tune and speaks of “Principles
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that Matter of Fact justifie” which can be the basis of natural philosophy. In partic-
ular, he has in mind Newton’s discovery, indeed Newton’s principle, that all bodies
gravitate to one another (STCE, 248). Elsewhere, in Of the Conduct of the Understand-
ing, Locke claims of this that it “may be counted as the basis of natural philosophy”
(Works, 3: 282). It appears, then, that late in life Locke came to see that there was an
alternative experimental philosophy to the natural historicalmethod that he had ear-
lier advocated and which was exemplified above all by his friend Robert Boyle. Thus,
there is something of a tension between the Essay’s critique of principles andmaxims
and Locke’s later comments on the efficacy of the Newtonianmethod and the impor-
tance of his discoveries. This is a tension that Locke probably did not live long enough
to resolve.

3.8 Conclusion

It is now time to draw the threads together and to give an assessment of Locke and
natural philosophy.Wehave seen the tensionbetweenhis endorsement of experimen-
tal philosophy and his deployment of speculative theory, we have seen the tension
between his emphasis on observation and experiment and yet his acceptance of the
ideal of a demonstrative natural philosophy.We have also seen how Locke backtracks
in his stance on maxims and principles in natural philosophy. What should we make
of all of this?

Well first, it is enormously interesting in its own right. The tensions in Locke’s
account of thenature of natural philosophical knowledgeandhowweshouldacquire
it arise from a variety of causes, some contextual, some internal, some methodolog-
ical. They are the product of a very rich account of the human understanding, they
are tensions founded in polemical and conceptual complexity and the very process of
unpacking them and exploring their contours is revealing about Locke and his age.

Second, it is worth stressing that Locke’s views developed in the heyday of the pro-
motion of the neo-Baconian method of natural history in Britain. This approach to
natural philosophy began to wane in the last decade of Locke’s life and failed to sur-
vive into the eighteenth century. The causes of its demise are in part encapsulated
in the weaknesses that appear in Locke’s own account of how we should acquire
natural philosophical knowledge. The inability to appreciate the power of working
hypotheses and their relation to speculative theory and experimental testing, the
devaluing of theorizing, and the unwieldy loads of facts that constituted natural
histories all contributed to what today would be called a degenerative research pro-
gram. Happily, however, the Newtonian mathematical method readily took its place
as the efficacious method of experimental philosophy and the study of natural his-
tory came to be divested of its Baconian framework and was able to flourish as a rel-
atively independent descriptive and classificatory science throughout the eighteenth
century.
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There is a sense, then, in which Locke was a victim of his own times insofar as
the dominant methodology of experimental philosophy in the decades in which
he flourished and which he imbibed was soon superseded and his own substantive
methodological views had little influence. Yet at the same time his observation-based
exploration of the powers of the understanding became amodel for the experimental
science of man project of the eighteenth century in the writings of Francis Hutche-
son, George Turnbull, David Hume, and even the novelist Laurence Sterne. It seems,
then, rather ironically, that Locke was more successful as a practitioner, insofar as
he was an experimental philosopher of the understanding, than as a philosopher of
the science of nature.
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4

Locke and Scholasticism

E.J. ASHWORTH

4.1 Introduction

Locke’s public attitude to scholasticism is well known. Many are the disparaging ref-
erences to the schoolmen, their reliance on disputational success rather than the
search for truth, and their obscure jargon. In the Essay Concerning Human Under-
standing, he writes that “the Schoolmen” found the “very useless Skill” of disputing
“a good Expedient to cover their Ignorance, with a curious and unexplicable Web
of perplexed Words” (3.10.8). Yet public attitudes can be misleading. Descartes pro-
fessed to be making a new start, yet historians of philosophy have become increas-
ingly aware of how much he took for granted of what he had learned from the
Jesuits at La Flèche. Moreover, philosophers often turn out to be in dialogue with
their predecessors even if they do not make this explicit. We have to ask whether
the same is true of Locke. Did he enter into a secret dialogue with any scholas-
tics? Are there features of his thought that can be explained in terms of scholastic
assumptions?

In order to answer these questions, we need to look at who the school-
men referred to by Locke were, and what he might have learned from them,
particularly with respect to topics in metaphysics, logic, and language. First,
however, we must consider the Oxford curriculum which provided the frame-
work for Locke’s years of study and teaching there, as there is little reason
to believe that he enriched his acquaintance with the schoolmen in his later
career.

A Companion to Locke, First Edition. Edited by Matthew Stuart.
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4.2 The Oxford Curriculum

Therewasno degree course in philosophy atOxford in the seventeenth century. There
were four faculties: arts, civil law, medicine, and theology. The last two were open
only to those who already held the MA degree, and some previous work in the arts
faculty was normally required for entrance to the faculty of law. The vast majority
of students, not all of whom intended to take even a first degree, were enrolled in the
arts faculty, and it is there that philosophy found a place as part of the curriculum,
though some philosophical writers, such as Thomas Aquinas, were read within the
theology faculty.

The official curriculumwas that laid downby the Laudian statutes of 1636,whose
most striking feature is the combination of great detail about minor organizational
and disciplinarymatters with vagueness about the content of teaching. According to
these statutes, the undergraduate had to attend lectures on grammar (that is, Latin
grammar) and rhetoric for his first year. Thereafter he was to hear lectures on logic,
dealing with Porphyry’s Isagoge or some part of Aristotle’s Organon, and on moral
philosophy, dealingwithAristotle’sNicomachean Ethics, Politics, and Economics. In his
last two years he had to add geometry and the Greek language. Those studying for
anMA degree had to attend lectures on Aristotle’s natural philosophy and on Aristo-
tle’sMetaphysics as well as on history, Greek, and Hebrew. The degree requirements
included participation in a series of disputations, as well as oral examinations which
were to emphasize the candidate’s ability to express himself fluently in Latin on every-
day matters.

One might conclude from the official curriculum that Oxford undergraduates
spentmost of their time studying the works of Aristotle, but there are several compli-
cating factors. First, it iswell known that the statutory provisions, suchas thenumber
of terms to be spent in residence before a degreewas received,were often officially dis-
pensedwith, or even straightforwardly neglected. Second, in the earlymodern period,
teaching shifted from theuniversity to the colleges. From the end of the sixteenth cen-
tury, every student had to have a tutor from within his college who was responsible
for overseeing all his work, not to mention his moral development, and colleges also
had their own lecturers and held their own disputations. By the end of the seven-
teenth century, the main teaching was carried out solely within the colleges. More-
over, although Christ Church, where Locke studied, had lectures on various works of
Aristotle, the focus was often on secondary sources in the form of specially written
textbooks. Individual colleges and individual tutors all had their own ideas about the
choice of textbooks, and this makes it very difficult to determine what individual stu-
dents were in fact taught. Nor were the studies necessarily philosophical. Locke lec-
tured at Christ Church on Greek (1661–1662) and rhetoric (1663) before becoming
censor of moral philosophy in1664, andmuchof the readinghe didwithhis students
can loosely be described as classical studies. In 1662 Locke records that his student
H. Cleaton bought, among other books, the works of Ovid, Lucian, and Suetonius

83



E.J. ASHWORTH

(MS Locke f 11, fol. 11v). The short essays and other exercises that Locke’s students
produced, and which he used to mount his collection of pressed flowers, included
work in Greek and Hebrew, poems, Latin epistles addressed to Locke, and discussion
of such topics as “What it is hard to suffer, is sweet to remember” (MS Locke c 41:
964; see also MS Locke b 7). Nonetheless, both Locke and his students would have
become acquainted with some scholastic authors during their time at Oxford.

4.3 Locke’s Acquaintance with Scholasticism

Roughly speaking, the scholastics of the seventeenth century were professional
philosophers and theologians who wrote highly organized texts which were heavily
influenced by the renewedAristotelianism of the sixteenth century, andwere equally
heavily influenced by suchmedieval thinkers as ThomasAquinas and JohnDuns Sco-
tus, thoughmuch less by such nominalists as John Buridan andWilliam of Ockham.
There is some information about the authors read by, or at least known by, Locke.
Published references are few. In Some Thoughts Concerning Education, hewrites of “the
Burgersdicius’s and the Scheiblers” who “did not swarm in those Days, as they do now
in these. What would [Seneca] have thought, if he had lived now, when the Tutors
think it their great Business to fill the Studies and Heads of their Pupils with such
Authors as these?” (STCE, 157). In his correspondence with Stillingfleet, he refers
(not unfavorably) to “Burgersdicius, Sanderson, and the whole Tribe of Logicians"
(Locke 1697a, 11–12). However, there is more material in the Locke manuscripts.
These include notes on Du Trieu’s logic, though probably not in Locke’s own hand
(MS Locke f 33, fols 8r–25r, 175v–174v); two brief notes on Combach’s metaphysics
(MS Locke e 6, fol. 91r–v); and, most importantly, lists of the books his tutorial
students bought between 1661 and 1662 (MS Locke f 11, fol. 8r, fols 10v–11v).
Among others, these include logical works by Airay (twice), Du Trieu, Sanderson,
and Smiglecius (twice), and metaphysical works by Burgersdijck (twice), Combach,
and Scheibler. There are three entries for the latter, one for his Philosophia Compen-
diosa (called here Compendium), one for his Opera, and one for his metaphysics. Du
Trieu and Sanderson also featured in Locke’s own library.

Before I look at what these men had to say about particular topics, it is appropriate
to say who they were. Robert Sanderson (1587–1663) was an Oxford man and the
author of a very popular logic text. First printed in 1615, it received its 10th edition
in 1700 andwas still on the Christ Church reading list in 1715–1716 (Christ Church
Collections Book, fol. 25vb). Christopher Airay (1601?–1670) was also an Oxford
man. The others were European academics whose works were published in Oxford
andwerewidely read there. Martin Smiglecius (or Smiglecki, 1564–1618)was a Pol-
ish Jesuit, whose logical questions are both lengthy and sophisticated. The others,
like Sanderson, tended to produce shorter textbooks without a good deal of explana-
tion. Franco Burgersdijck (1590–1635) was a Dutch Protestant; Philippe Du Trieu
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(1580–1645) resigned fromhis post at Louvain to become a Jesuit; Johann Combach
(1585–1651) was a German Protestant, as was Christoph Scheibler (1589–1653).
Themetaphysics of both Combach and Scheiblerwere still occasionally read at Christ
Church in the early eighteenth century (Christ Church Collections Book, fols 11rb,
16ra, 22va), and there are copious references to Burgersdijck’s metaphysics in the
same source. In fact, it was the standard metaphysics text from 1717 to 1743.

The most important thing to note about the authors just listed is that, with the
possible exception of Smiglecius, they were competent textbook writers rather than
first-rank philosophers in their own right. Medieval “schoolmen” such as Thomas
Aquinas and John Duns Scotus were certainly available in Oxford from booksellers
and libraries. They featured in private collections, were cited by textbookwriters, and
were especially recommended to students of divinity. They were not, however, nor-
mally part of the undergraduate curriculum, formal or informal. The same is true of
the one great metaphysician of the late sixteenth century, Francisco Suarez. Thomas
Barlow, the compiler of a reading list for students of which a large part is copied in one
of the Locke manuscripts, though only the headings are in Locke’s hand (MS Locke
e 17, 44–71), wrote as follows about sources for metaphysics: “Hee that reads, &
vnderstands Joh. Combachius his Metaphysicks . . . & after him Scheibler . . . &
lastly Suarez, (who is incomparably the fullest, & acutest Author that ever writt
of that subiect) . . . .” will need no others “for atteineing a sufficient measure of
knowledge. . . .” (Barlow 1961, 4). There is no evidence that Locke followed Bar-
low’s recommendation of Suarez. Nor is there any evidence that anyone paid a
lot of attention to the great nominalist philosopher and logician, William of Ock-
ham, despite the fact that his Summa totius logicae was published in Oxford in
1675.

Another thing tonote about thewriters I have listed is their style of writing. Smigle-
cius adopted the format of a disputation, presenting arguments for and against a
particular claim before he reached his own resolution. The others produced care-
fully structured works, with short chapters, definitions, numbered points, sometimes
called theorems or axioms, and occasional diagrams. Sanderson ended each chapter
with a list of questions about the material.

4.4 Metaphysics (1): Being

The approach to metaphysics in the textbooks was based on Aristotle’s claim that
metaphysics was concerned with being (ens) insofar as it is being. Combach’s choice
of topics is typical. He begins with remarks about the nature of metaphysics, and in
one of his notebooks (MS Locke e 6, fol. 91r), Locke summarized Combach’s division
of the speculative sciences into physics, which is concerned with what depends
on matter for both existence and understanding (secundum esse et intellectum),
mathematics, which is concerned with what depends onmatter for existence but not
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understanding, and metaphysics, which is concerned with what depends on matter
neither for existence nor for understanding. The objects of metaphysics include
the transcendentals, namely those general notions such as being, one, true, and
good which transcend the 10 categories, and also immaterial substances. Locke’s
notes do not specify what the transcendentals are, but there may well be a link with
his classification of existence and unity as a special kind of simple idea (2.7.7.)
Combach then goes on to discuss the relationship between being (ens) and essence
before taking up the various general principles and properties of being. His first book
ends with a discussion of substance and accidents, and his second book is devoted
to immaterial beings, namely God, angels, and the human soul. The standard
nature of Combach’s concerns, especially in the first book, is illustrated by a set of
disputation topics published in 1680 by Robert Pinke. The questions include: Are
the speculative sciences rightly divided into metaphysics, physics, and mathematics?
Is existence (existentia) really distinguished from essence? Is substance the first of all
beings (entia) in time, cognition, and definition? Are the being (esse) and essence of
creatures distinguished from one another? (Pinke 1680, 24–7).

Locke’s reaction to this kind of material was not to enter into any kind of dialogue,
but to warn us against letting “loose our Thoughts into the vast Ocean of Being, as if
all that boundless Extent, were the natural, and undoubted Possession of our Under-
standings” (1.1.7). He also warns the reader (4.8.9) against juggling with words to
produce empty propositions, remarking that “of this sort, a Man may find an infi-
nitenumber of Propositions,Reasonings, andConclusions, inBooks of Metaphysicks,
School-Divinity, and some sort of natural Philosophy; and after all, know as little of
GOD, Spirits, or Bodies, as he did before he set out.” Later he remarks “There are but
two sorts of Beings in the World, that Man knows or conceives.” He calls them “cog-
itative and incogitative Beings,” finding these “better Terms, than material and imma-
terial” (4.10.9). This new classification allows Locke to remain somewhat agnostic
about arguments “ for, or against the Soul’s Materiality” (4.3.6).

4.5 Metaphysics (2): Substance

The topic of substance was raised both in metaphysics textbooks and in logic text-
books, but thematerial in bothwas largely similar. Before we see what the scholastics
had to say, let us consider some of Locke’s remarks. He writes (2.23.2):

The Idea then we have, to which we give the general name Substance, being nothing,
but the supposed, but unknown support of those Qualities, we find existing, which we
imagine cannot subsist, sine re substante, without something to support them, we call
that Support Substantia; which, according to the true import of the Word, is in plain
English, standing under, or upholding.

86



LOCKE AND SCHOLASTICISM

In his correspondencewith Stillingfleet, Locke fills out the account a little more, writ-
ing (1697a, 11–12):

He that would show me a more clearer and distinct Idea of Substance, would do me a
Kindness I should thank him for. But this is the best I can hitherto find, either inmy own
Thoughts, or in the Books of Logicians; for their Account or Idea of it is, that it is Ens, or
res per se subsistens & substans accidentibus; which in effect is nomore but that Substance
is a Being or Thing; or in short, something they know not what, or of which they have no
clearer Idea, than that it is something which supports Accidents, or other simple Ideas
or Modes, and is not supported it self as a Mode or an Accident. So that I do not see but
Burgersdicius, Sanderson, and the whole Tribe of Logicians, must be reckon’d with the
Gentlemen of this new way of Reasoning, who have almost discarded Substance out of the
reasonable part of the World.

Locke is obviously concerned to claim that his view harmonizes with that of the logi-
cians who, he supposes, Stillingfleet must accept as authorities. Indeed, he says in
the second reply that they are “of the same Opinion as me” (1699, 381). Nonethe-
less, his account of their views is somewhat tendentious, as we can see whenwe look
more closely at his sources, both acknowledged and unacknowledged. First, they did
not entirely agreewith Locke’s remarks in the Essay Concerning HumanUnderstanding
about the derivation of the word “substantia”. Combach explained that while some
people claim that the word comes from “substare” or “standing under”, other peo-
ple claim that it comes from the word “subsistere” (Combach 1662, 273. See also
Scheibler 1618, 276–80; Airay 1633, 40). The first derivation is problematic in that
it only applies to created things, for God has no accidental properties. As a result, the
standard definition of substance was that a substance is a being that exists indepen-
dently (Substantia est ens per se subsistens: Burgersdijck 1675, 220; Combach 1662,
271; Sanderson 1985, 29; Scheibler 1618, 273; Scheibler 1628, 32; Substantia est
ens per se existens: Du Trieu 1662, 45; MS Locke f 33, fol. 15r); and the full phrase
quoted by Locke in his first reply to Stillingfleet is found in Burgersdijck’s Institutiones
logicae as his first theorem about substance: “substance is a being that exists inde-
pendently and stands under accidents” (Substantia est ens per se subsistens, & substans
accidentibus; Burgersdijck 1650, 21).

The central issue for scholastic authors in their account of substance was sub-
sistence or independent existence, which, following Aristotle, they construed as not
being inanother thing in theway that anaccident is in its subject. Given this emphasis
on independence, being a created substance amounted to being a created individual,
and that in turn involved being constituted as a member of a species through prime
matter’s reception of a substantial form. This form is not something received by an
individual, for without the substantial form there is no individual; nor can a substan-
tial form such as humanity be on the same footing as accidental properties such as
a man’s being bearded or being tall. Unless a human being exists, there is nothing
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there which can receive these properties. As a corollary, for a created substance to be
the subject of accidents cannot be described in terms of the presence of some kind
of featureless substratum. Contrary to the scholastics, Locke rejected the very notion
of being constituted a member of a species by virtue of receiving a substantial form.
He argued at length against a version of the scholastic account of essences, and was
scornful about “those, whohave throughly imbibed the Doctrine of substantial Forms,
whereby they firmly imagine the several Species of Things to be determined and dis-
tinguished” (3.10.20). Because of this rejection, Locke and the scholastics started
from completely different premises in their discussions of substance. Locke may have
been right in asserting that the “whole tribe of logicians” had no very clear idea of
the doctrines they claimed to be committed to, but his remark that they were “of the
same opinion as me” is somewhat disingenuous.

Locke’s disagreement with the scholastics about substance is closely linked to cer-
tain epistemological and semantic questions about simple ideas and how we can
receive them. Here we need to recognize that epistemology as such was not a topic
for seventeenth-century scholastics, being subsumed under natural philosophy. Epis-
temological issues were usually discussed in the context of Aristotle’s On the Soul,
which seems not to have been studied at Oxford, and of Aristotle’s Physics. Thus at
the end of the section of Scheibler’s Philosophia Compendiosa devoted to physics, there
is a brief account of the vegetative, sensitive and rational souls, the outer and inner
senses, and the faculties of intellect and will (Scheibler 1628, 47–50). Nevertheless,
Aristotelian assumptions about human epistemology were involved in much of the
writing about logic andmetaphysics. Themind is a tabula rasa; nothing is in the intel-
lect unless it is first in the senses; the outer senses have proper objects such as color,
which relates only to vision, common objects, such as shape which can be seen and
touched, and also accidental or incidental objects, such as human beings. Exactly
how it is we come to perceive the latter is a very complicated story which involves
not just the senses but the intellect and its capacity to receive substantial forms, and
fortunately the details do not matter here. They did involve distinctions between (1)
the sensible species, received by the senses, (2) the phantasm, which is the result of
imagination’s processing of the sensible species, (3) the intelligible species, which is
the result of the intellect’s reception of the phantasmata, and (4) the concept (concep-
tus or notio) which is the final product. Locke showed his complete lack of interest in
this classification when he said that he used the term “idea” “to express whatever is
meant byPhantasm,Notion, Species, orwhatever it is, which theMind can be employ’d
about in thinking” (1.1.8).

The important scholastic assumption was that we begin by being acquainted
through our senseswith aworld of medium-sized physical organisms such as human
beings, dogs, and horses, and we are somehow capable of forming simple concepts
of these substances. This epistemological notion of a simple concept goes hand in
hand with the semantic notion of a simple term. Philippe Du Trieu explains that our
utterances (voces) can be simple in three ways: by utterance alone, such as “no one”
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(nemo), which is equivalent to “no man,” by signification alone, such as ”animate
body,” which corresponds to one concept, and by both utterance and signification,
such as “man” (Du Trieu 1662, 6. See also Burgersdijck 1650, 10–11). In general,
such terms as “man” and “horse” were accepted as simple terms, and were subordi-
nated to simple concepts or mental terms. These Aristotelian-scholastic simple con-
cepts were simple both because they were not initially formed by the combination
of more primitive concepts and because, although they represented a complex real-
ity, they did so in a confused manner. That is, the elements of the representation
were not distinguished but fused together, and only later analysis would, in princi-
ple at least, bring us from the initial confused concept to the “distinct and perfect
concept” revealed by an Aristotelian real definition (Burgersdijck 1675, 222). Given
this approach, along with the belief that living things are indeed divided into nat-
ural kinds, we can understand why terms such as “horse” were regarded as simple
lexical and conceptual items, to be contrasted with phrasal items such as “the horse
in the field.” Moreover, once the distinction has been made between concepts which
function as simple semantic items despite their confused representation of metaphys-
ically complex objects, and conceptswhich are simple in the sense of being both prim-
itive and non-complex in what they represent, actually or potentially, one can more
easily understand the difference between the Aristotelian-scholastic and the Lockean
account. For Locke, a concept such as ”horse” is not merely complex, but is formed
by composition frommore primitive concepts which are epistemologically prior.

As a result of Locke’s views about concept formation, as well as his views about
essences, he couldnot treat as basic thenotion of a substance as an individual belong-
ing to a natural kind and having accidental properties. Instead, he had to use the
general notion of substance or substratum in an attempt to explain how it is that our
primitive simple ideas are often tied together in such away that we “come to have the
Ideas of aMan, Horse, Gold,Water, etc.” (2.23.3). Our idea of substance is merely the
idea of something that plays a certain role: “so that of Substance, we have no Idea of
what it is, but only a confused obscure one of what it does” (2.13.19). These remarks
on substance are linked to the scholastic accounts Lockehad becomeacquaintedwith
at Oxford only in the most superficial way. His whole approach is completely at odds
with that of the scholastic authors, and there is no sign of any desire to enter into
dialogue with them.

4.6 Logic: Syllogistic and Demonstration

The study of logic was central to undergraduate instruction, and it is not surprising
to find a number of relevant references in the Locke manuscripts, as well as in his
published works. Locke remarks in his Essay Concerning Human Understanding that
“The Learning and Disputes of the Schools” have “been much busied about Genus
and Species” (3.3.15), and he writes scornfully of those “bred up in the Peripatetick
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Philosophy” who “think the Ten Names, under which are ranked the Ten Predica-
ments, to be exactly conformable to the Nature of Things” (3.10.14). This emphasis
is illustrated not only by the large number of disputation questions dealingwith such
matters listed by Robert Pinke (1680), but by the focus in the Locke manuscripts. A
large part of the notes from Du Trieu’s logic is devoted to predication, the five pred-
icables, namely genus, species, difference, property, and accident, and the 10 cate-
gories, and the notes from an unidentified source in the same manuscript are largely
devoted to the predicables (MS Locke f 33, fols 10r–21r, fols 184v–178v). In another
manuscript there are notes in his ownhand about “praedicabile,” “genus,” and “indi-
viduum,” followed by notes in another hand on “De differentia” (MS Locke e 17, 9–
21).

Nor did Locke ignore the logic of argumentation. His correspondence with Still-
ingfleet is shot through with logical vocabulary, such as “ergo” for “therefore” and
“consequence” in the technical sense of an inference. He tells Stillingfleet that “what-
ever you are pleased to say in another place my way of Certainty by Ideas will admit
of Antecedents andConsequents, and of Syllogism as the proper form to trywhether the
Inference be right or no” (Locke 1699, 113); and he castigates Stillingfleet for over-
looking the difference between different types of syllogism for polemical purposes,
writing:

But ’twas convenient for you to say, Syllogistical Methods of Demonstration, if you would
have it thought, that Certainty is placed in it: For to have named bare Syllogism, without
annexing Demonstration to it, would have spoiled all, since everyone who knows what
Syllogism is, knows it may as well be used in Topical or Fallacious Arguments, as in
Demonstration. (Locke 1699, 287–288)

Of course, all these remarks are quite compatible with Locke’s general point, made
at great length in the Essay Concerning Human Understanding (4.17.4) that a knowl-
edge of syllogistic is not at all essential to argumentation, for even the uneducated are
capable of reasoning perfectly correctly. “God has not been so sparing toMen tomake
thembarely two-legged Creatures, and left it toAristotle tomake themRational . . . He
has given them a Mind that can reason without being instructed in Methods of Syl-
logizing.” Locke goes on to claim that the very use of syllogistic depends on the prior
ability to see the connections between ideas: “And as for Logicians themselves they see
the connexion of each intermediate Idea with those it stands between (on which the
Force of the inference depends) as well before as after the Syllogism is made, or else
they do not see it at all.” We may agree with Leibniz that Locke had an inadequate
grasp of the importance of logical form in correct reasoning, but we should also rec-
ognize that, although the logicians with whom Locke was acquainted admitted a few
basic propositional forms such asmodus ponens, they did suggest that logical formwas
largely syllogistic. Indeed, Sanderson argued that the propositional forms “If P then
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Q, P, therefore Q,” “If P then Q, not Q, therefore not P,” and “P or Q, not P, therefore
Q” should all be reduced to categorical syllogisms (Sanderson 1985, 148–50).

Locke’smain quarrel with the logicians had to dowith his construal of their beliefs
about demonstration as productive of Aristotelian scientia, that is, an organized body
of necessarily true propositions, proved by applying syllogistic methods to basic prin-
ciples which themselves were grasped immediately by the humanmind and were not
susceptible of proof. Locke assumed that such principles must be regarded as innate,
referring to “those magnified Principles of Demonstration,Whatsoever is, is; and ’Tis
impossible for the same thing to be, and not to be, which of all others I think have the
most allow’d Title to innate” (1.2.4). At the end of his attack on the very notion of
innate speculative principles, he remarked that such principles were “suited to artifi-
cialArgumentation, anduseful forConviction; butnotmuchconducing to thediscov-
ery of Truth, or advancement of Knowledge” (1.2.27). Without any sign of regret,
he added “I know not how absurd this may seem to the Masters of Demonstration”
(1.2.28), before going on in the next chapter to dismiss the notion of innate practi-
cal principles. He returned to the attack in Book Four, saying of the appeal to general
maxims, “This Method of the Schools” (4.7.11):

’Tis as plain that they are not, nor have been the Foundationswhereon any Science hath
been built. There is, I know, a great deal of Talk, propagated from Scholastick Men, of
Sciences and theMaxims on which they are built: But it has been my ill luck, never to
meet with any such Sciences; much less any one built upon these twoMaxims, What is,
is, and It is impossible for the same to be and not to be.

Locke’s opposition is clear enough, but how fair was he to the scholastics studied at
Oxford? The logic of demonstration had been thoroughly discussed during the six-
teenth century, especially by Jacopo Zabarella, who was certainly read by people at
Oxford, and possibly by Locke himself, given that one of his students purchased some-
thing by Zabarella (MS Locke f 11, fol. 11r). Zabarella’s conclusions were frequently
summarized by scholastic textbook writers, and this is what we find in two books
that Locke read with his students and that he himself owned. The two Oxford edi-
tions (1662 and 1678) of Du Trieu’s logic contained a brief appended treatise on
demonstration, probably by Thomas Tully. The author claimed that basic principles
are indeed known directly, for they are grasped the moment their terms are under-
stood. However, we must not forget that “nothing is in the intellect unless it is first
in the senses,” and hence, sense experience is the “cause sine qua non of intellectual
knowledge (scientiae intellectivae)” (Du Trieu 1662, 4–5).

Demonstration itself has two stages. First, we proceed by the method of analysis,
which allows us to move from effects to their first causes, whether these are efficient
or final causes. Once we have reached basic principles and acquired clear definitions,
then we can use the method of regress to show how effects spring from basic princi-
ples (Du Trieu 1662, 20–24). A similar account is given by Sanderson. In his second
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appendix, he remarks that principles can be grasped immediately, and he gives as an
example “It is impossible for the same thing to be and not to be” (Sanderson 1985,
91–2). Earlier, in his chapter on demonstration, he explains the method of analysis
and resolution in the same way as the one found in Du Trieu. He asserts that our
intellect proceeds from confused and experimental cognition of effects to a similarly
confused cognition of causes, and then gradually arrives at distinct knowledge. At
this point, the method of regress allows one to move back from the principles to the
effects (Sanderson 1985, 174–7). In someways, the kind of demonstration described
by Locke ismore amatter of clarification andorganization thanof scientific discovery,
though it does seem to involve an epistemological leap from experiential data to the
grasping of real definitions. Obviously, the accounts found in the works of Du Trieu
and Sanderson are extremely sketchy, and leave openmany important questions, but
they donot support the claim that scientific knowledge is acquired simply through the
application of syllogistic methods to innate principles. Moreover, their notion of self-
evident principles as those which are grasped directly is closely akin to Locke’s own
account of intuitive knowledge. On the other hand, Locke certainly rejects the kind
of structure suggested, and any claim that we come to knowledge of real essences.

4.7 Language (1): Basic Notions

The area inwhich Locke showed themost obvious influence of scholasticism is that of
language, for the general framework of his discussion was provided by the logic texts
read at Oxford, and it is essential to understand the scholastic theories before one can
provide a full evaluation of his claim that words signify ideas. The starting point for
the theory of language for both Locke and his predecessors was the study of words
rather than propositions, for the signification of propositions was taken to be a func-
tion of the significations of the constituent words. Moreover, while non-fact-stating
discourse was recognized, it was not a matter of interest to logicians, and contextual
and pragmatic issueswere largely downplayed. This focus onwords as parts of propo-
sitionswas crucial to some of Locke’s arguments against innate principles. At the end
of the first Book of the Essay Concerning Human Understanding, he writes: “Had those,
who would perswade us, that there are innate Principles, not taken them together in
gross; but considered, separately, the parts, out of which those Propositions aremade,
they would not, perhaps, have been so forward to believe they were innate” (1.4.1).

The word under consideration was primarily the spoken word, the vox (literally,
“voice”) or utterance, and written language was taken as subordinate to spoken. A
full-fledged word had two important characteristics. First, it had to be an articulate
sound. Lockewrote: “Man therefore had byNature his Organs so fashioned, as to be fit
to frame articulate Sounds, which we call Words” (3.1.1). Burgersdijck explained that
an articulate utterance was one formed from syllables or letters in such a way that it
could be written down, and that it was distinguished in this way from laughter and
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animal noises (Burgersdijck 1650, 157). Second, it had to have been endowed with
signification or instituted as a sign, and this distinguished it from pure nonsense, as
well as fromsuch inarticulate soundsas groans,which signified emotions and feelings
of one kind and another without having been instituted to do so.

Institution or imposition was conventional. Locke writes of words that they:

came to bemade use of byMen, as the Signs of their Ideas; not by any natural connexion,
that there is betweenparticular articulate Sounds and certain Ideas, for then therewould
be by one Language amongst all Men; but by a voluntary Imposition, whereby such a
Word is made arbitrarily the Mark of such an Idea. (3.2.1)

Later in Book Three he gives elaborate illustrations of how Adam, the first language
user, set about instituting names for mixed modes and for substances (3.6.44–6).
Both Locke and Hobbes have occasionally been praised for taking a stand against the
view that language enables users to grasp truths by virtue of a natural relationship
between spokenwords and the things named, and it is true that a number of thinkers
in the the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries were interested in the possibility of
a language that was naturally meaningful. Nonetheless, the conventionality of lan-
guagewas anAristotelian commonplace, whichwas strongly defended by Smiglecius
in his discussion of the question whether utterances signify by nature or by impo-
sition (Smiglecius 1658, 438–40). He agreed that there were some words, such as
“tara tantara” for the sound of a trumpet or “coax” for the croaking of a frog, that
had a natural physical similitude to the sound spoken of, but argued that there was
no way that vocal sounds could in general be used to reveal the nature of things. His
main argument was that, while things and concepts are the same for all, a point with
which Locke would disagree, spoken languages differ from nation to nation, and the
very same sound can have different significations for different groups.

Significant utterances were divided in various ways, though the logical textbooks
usedatOxford, suchas Sanderson’s, tended to avoid discussionof this. DuTrieudid go
through all the standard distinctions (DuTrieu 1662, 4–17), and thesewere summa-
rized in one of Locke’s early notebooks (MS Locke f 33, 8r, 9r). An obvious initial dis-
tinction is that between simple and complex terms, and Locke hardly needed scholas-
tic training for that. He touches briefly on one special kind of complex terms in his
discussion of negative terms, such as “nothing” (nihil), and privative terms, such as
“ignorance” (the absence or privation of a quality which ought to be present). Locke
mysteriously says that such terms “relate to positive Ideas, and signify their absence”
(3.1.4). Here he seems to be struggling to capture the textbook discussion of mixed
terms such as “no one” (nemo), which, as equivalent to “nullus homo,” combines a
negation with the positive notion of a human being (Du Trieu 1662, 5). It is not that
the positive notion is absent, but rather that its application to the world is ruled out
by the negation.

“No” (nullus) was a syncategorematic term, which introduces us to another
important distinction, that between categorematic terms, which typically provide
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the subjects and predicates of categorical sentences, and syncategorematic terms,
those logical particles which perform such functions as distribution, affirmation,
and negation. In his chapter on particles, Locke contrasts “Words, which are names
of Ideas in the Mind” with words “that are made use of, to signify the connexion that
the Mind gives to Ideas, or Propositions, one with another” (3.7.1), though it is perhaps
indicative of Locke’s lack of interest in logical form that he speaks at length about the
various uses of the English word “but” (3.7.5), while ignoring such logical connec-
tives as “if-then” (si). Locke describes particles as “marks of some Action, or Intimation
of the Mind” (3.7.4), and makes it plain that, like other words, they are signs (3.7.6).
We should not read him as suggesting that syncategorematic terms are the names
of mental acts, but rather that they indicate their presence. There was a standard
scholastic distinction between an exercised act and a signified act which is relevant
here: it is one thing to exercise the act of negating by saying “No horses are running”
and quite another to say that “No” is a word that signifies the act of negation.

In the following chapter (3.8), Locke discusses the standard distinction between
concrete andabstract terms.DuTrieu (1662,8–9)had explained that a concrete term
suchas “white<thing>” (album) signified botha formanda subject,while anabstract
term such as “whiteness” signified form alone. Locke does not raise objections to the
use of “whiteness” as indicating an object’s power to produce certain simple ideas in
normal observers, but he does object strenuously to the use of abstract terms such as
“animalitas” and “humanitas” which are derived from concrete substance-terms, for
they express the mistaken doctrine of substantial forms (3.8.2).

Another scholastic commonplace was the notion of an inner, mental language,
and this too was adopted by Locke. He writes that “Truth properly belongs only to
Propositions: whereof there are two sorts, viz. Mental and Verbal; as there are two
sorts of Signs commonly made use of, viz. Ideas and Words” (4.5.1) and he goes on
to explain that mental propositions are those “wherein the Ideas in our Understand-
ings are without the use of Words put together, or separated by the Mind, perceiving,
or judging of their Agreement, or Disagreement” (4.5.5). Unfortunately he does not
enter into any details about the structure of such an inner language, or how it might
relate to the varying structures of spoken languages, and he was not alone in this.
The detailed latemedieval and early sixteenth-century discussions of such issues had
vanished almost without trace.

The main focus of Locke’s discussion of words is the noun or name (both called
“nomen” in Latin), and wemust now consider in greater detail what is meant by say-
ing that names, whether mental or spoken, are signs.

4.8 Language (2): Signs and Signification

The centrality of the notion of sign and its correlate, signification, to Locke’s seman-
tics is made abundantly clear in the Essay Concerning Human Understanding. In Book
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Three, he writes that “Words … came to be made use of by Men, as the Signs of
their Ideas … The use then of Words, is to be sensible Marks of Ideas; and the Ideas
they stand for, are their proper and immediate Signification” (3.2.1). At the end of
Book Four, he presents the Stoic division of sciences, well known tomedieval thinkers
through Augustine and Isidore of Seville, into natural philosophy or physics, moral
philosophy or ethics, and rational philosophy, or logic. Locke writes (4.21.4):

The Third Branch may be called semeiotike, or the Doctrine of Signs, the most usual
whereof beingWords, it is aptly enough termedalso logike, Logick; the businesswhereof,
is to consider the Nature of Signs, the Mind makes use of for the understanding of
Things, or conveying its Knowledge to others. For since the Things, the Mind contem-
plates, are none of them, besides it self, present to the Understanding, ’tis necessary that
something else, as a Sign or Representation of the thing it considers, should be present
to it: And these are Ideas.

Locke’s use of the Greek word “semeiotike” already betrays one of his sources. Semi-
otic or semiology was one of the standard parts of medicine (Maclean 2002, 69–
70), and the word “semiotic” in English and Greek forms was found in seventeenth-
century medical texts, including one owned by Locke himself (Buickerood 1985,
177–8). In this context, signs were the natural indices allowing the doctor to make
inferences about a disease. This sense of “sign” was also well known to rhetoricians
and logicians, and the sixteenth century saw a number of elaborate classifications
of different kinds of sign. The first division was between signs which were in some
way the product of a cognitive agent and those which were not. The latter were
such natural signs as scars, smoke, and rain clouds, which allow inference to past,
present, or future events. The former included two other kinds of natural sign: animal
noises, which are non-conventional but intentionally produced, and concepts, which
are non-conventional but linguistic, insofar as they are parts of mental language.
These signs were grouped with spoken words which are conventional, intentionally
produced, linguistic signs. Burgersdijck used these divisions in his logic text when
he divided signs into natural and arbitrary, or based on institution, and into formal
andmaterial (Burgersdijck 1650, 127). Amaterial sign, he said, such as smoke, does
not represent anything, whereas a formal sign, such as a painting or a concept, does
represent its object. Roughly, then, a sign is something that represents, indicates, or
makes known some thing other than itself, and a spoken word’s signification is what
it indicates or makes known.

This immediately brings us to two key issues in the interpretation of Locke: what
did hemeanwhen he claimed that words signify ideas, and canwords signify things?
Aswith the classification of signs, these issueswere standardly discussed by logicians,
and one of the disputation topics listed by Robert Pinke was “Does a name immedi-
ately signify a thing, or an <intelligible> species of the thing in the mind?” (Pinke
1680, 11). This question, however, is further complicated by the problem of what
counts as a thing.
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Herewe need tomake a distinction betweenuniversals, which are terms predicable
of many (MS Locke f 33, fol. 11r; Du Trieu 1662, 24), and the common natures, so
frequently rejected by Locke, which are the supposed referents of universal terms. He
more usually talks about essences, but in his second reply to Stillingfleet, he speaks
of his difficulty in understanding how “this common Nature of a Man, which is a real
Being, and but one, should yet be really in Peter, in James, and in John” (Locke 1699,
361). For some authors, the common nature served as the primary significate of a
word, as wasmade clear in the rare discussions of supposition theory. Sanderson said
that in a context such as “Man is a species,” “man” supposits for or is taken in place of
its immediate significate, which he apparently took to be a common nature, whereas
in personal supposition, it supposits for its secondary significates, which are individ-
uals in the external world (Sanderson 1985, 76–7). Du Trieu wasmore nuanced, for
he explained that simple supposition as the acceptance of a word for its immediate
significate could be taken in two ways: either for a common nature or for a common
concept (DuTrieu1662,93).Onnoneof the scholastic viewswas it denied thatwords
(or, at least, most common-or-garden nouns) were ultimately about individuals. If
I say “some men are running,” I am not talking about my ideas or about common
natures.

Individual things, then, are ultimate significates, but can they be primary signi-
ficates? Smiglecius argued at length that they could (1658, 436–8). He agreed that
concepts are essential to language use, for we use language to reveal our thoughts,
andwe can talkmeaningfully only aboutwhatwe conceive. If weutterwordswithout
having the requisite concepts or without thinking about what we are saying, we are
merely acting like parrots. Nonetheless, our utterances are merely indicative of the
presence of concepts in the way that effects are indicative of their causes, and what
they signify primarily are the “true and real things existing outside the intellect” for
which our terms supposit. We know which concepts are indicated only because we
know which things are signified. Burgersdijck, on the other hand, wrote “Articulate
utterances signify the concepts of the mind, primarily, that is, and immediately, for
they also signify things, but by means of concepts” (Burgersdijck 1650, 157). Unfor-
tunately, he adds no discussion of his reasons for taking this stand, but in earlier
remarks about what the mind conceives in forming representative notions he gives
human nature as his example of the thing conceived (Burgersdijck 1650, 9).

In summary, the scholastic authors with whom Locke was acquainted all agreed
that signification must involve concepts, and that common nouns do normally sig-
nify real individuals, but they disagreed about commonnatures andorders of priority.
Four positions were possible: (1) words primarily signify individual things; (2) words
primarily signify common natures; (3) words primarily signify concepts which rep-
resent common natures; (4) words primarily signify general concepts which relate
to individual things in some way. It is clear that Locke rejected the view that indi-
vidual things are the primary significates, and it is equally clear that he treated the
suggestion that commonnatures or real essences could be signified asmere scholastic
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gibberish (see 3.10.14). Only the fourth position was acceptable to him. In a famous
passage about a piece of gold, he argues that if we mistakenly appeal to non-existent
real essences as significates, “the Word Gold… comes to have no signification at all,
being put for somewhat, whereof we have no Idea at all, and so can signify nothing
at all, when the Body it self is away,” though his reference to “a piece of Leaf-Gold
laid before us” suggests that we can still talk about “this stuff here” (3.10.19). On the
other hand, if we associate the word “gold” with a nominal essence, a set of char-
acteristics chosen by us and formed into an abstract idea, we can talk to each other
about those individual things that exhibit the characteristics in question,whether the
things are present or not. He calls nominal essences “the Medium” between names
and “particular Beings", and writes: “And what are the essences of those species,
set out and marked by Names, but those abstract Ideas in the mind; which are, as
it were, the bonds between particular Things that exist and the Names they are to be
ranked under” (3.3.13). Our words signify ideas primarily, and through them, indi-
vidual things.

4.9 Conclusion

In this chapter I have focused on Locke’s relation to scholasticism in a fairly restricted
sense. We have to bear in mind that the scholastic influences on him went beyond
the academic Aristotelian philosophers whom he studied and read with his students.
JohnMilton has surveyed his reading between 1658 and 1667. Almost half of it was
medical, with natural science and theology “approximately equal second, though a
long distance behind” (Milton 1994, 35). The theological reading included biblical
scholarship, patristics, and Anglican theology (Milton 1994, 37). The reference to
Anglican theology is borne out by John Yolton’s survey of the sources that inspired
Locke’s attack on innate ideas in the Essay Concerning Human Understanding (Yolton
1956). The authors in question, many of whom wrote in English, were themselves
influenced by scholastic thinkers, but often showed a Platonic rather than an Aris-
totelian bias. One of theOxfordmenwhowrote in Englishwas EdwardReynolds, later
Bishop of Norwich, whose Treatise of the Passions and Faculties of the Soule of Manwas
cited a number of times in Locke’s lemmata (MS Locke e 6). However, in consider-
ing scholastic influences, it is also important to note that so far as natural science,
which included various epistemological issues, was concerned, there were conscious
efforts at Oxford to come to termswith new developments, andAristotle did not reign
supreme (Feingold 1997). In 1654, in response toHobbes’ claim that the universities,
unlike himself, explained sense perception by means of sensible species, an Oxford
manwrote: “The other Theory of explaining Sence upon the grounds of motion, was
almost generally received here before his Booke came forth. Being sufficiently taught
by Des Cartes, Gassendus, S. K. Digby, and others, before he had Published any thing
in that kind” (Ward 1654, 53). It is not surprising that Locke has little to say about
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Aristotelian accounts of sense perception, or, for that matter, about the constitution
of bodies.

On the whole, the scholastic influences on Locke are slight. He did adopt a largely
scholastic framework for his discussion of language, but otherwise he used scholastic
views as examples of what he wanted to reject, rather than as theories to be taken
seriously. This is a reflection of the fact that the scholastic authors read at Oxford
were treated as useful for undergraduate instruction rather than as part of a living
philosophical tradition.
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5

Locke and Descartes

LISA DOWNING

5.1 Introduction: Locke’s Engagement with Descartes

Locke’s opposition to Descartes runs deep in the Essay. An obvious way to try to sum
it up might be this: Our ideas must all come from the senses, and our senses
“are scarceacuteenough to look into thepureEssencesof Things” (2.13.24).
Let’s call this the pure empiricist reading of Locke’s anti-Cartesianism. If we under-
stand “senses” here as serving as shorthand for both inner and outer sense, reflec-
tion and sensation, then this seems accurate enough. Indeed, it nicely encompasses
Locke’s major points of disagreement with Descartes. Most obviously, there is Locke’s
attack on innate ideas and principles, where Descartes is clearly a prominent target.
Less obviously, most of Locke’s other points of explicit disagreement with Descartes
flow from his view that Descartes has made unjustified claims to know essences – the
essence of mind, the essence of body.As a result, hehasmadeunjustified claims about
the certaintyof dualism.Aswewill see inwhat follows, Locke’s anti-Cartesian stances
on the difference between body and space, on whether the soul always thinks, on the
possibility of thinking matter, all connect back to this basic opposition to Cartesian
overreaching in regard to essences.

Further, this stark summary of Locke’s anti-Cartesianism seems to fit with his own
representation of his Cartesian inheritance, which, notoriously, is that it is minimal,
consisting only in anti-scholasticism. That is, the only acknowledgment that Locke
wishes to give Descartes is that reading hiswork helped him to shake off the influence
of Aristotelianism:

But though Imust always acknowledge to that justly admiredGentleman the great Obli-
gation of my first Deliverance from the unintelligible way of talking of the Philosophy
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in use in the Schools in his time, yet I am so far from entitling his Writings to any of the
Errors or Imperfectionswhich are to be found inmy Essay, as deriving theirOriginal from
him, that I must own to your Lordship they were spun barely out of my own Thoughts,
reflecting as well as I could on my own Mind, and the Ideas I had there; and were not,
that I know, derived from any other Original. (Locke 1697a, 103)

Locke likes to dismiss Descartes as a system-builder, and to suggest, by implication,
that the system has nothing to do with his own (Locke 1699, 348; STCE, 247).

The stark contrast suggested by our one-sentence summary, however, should per-
haps give us pause. It fits entirely too neatly, wemightworry,with the traditional clas-
sification of Descartes as rationalist and Locke as empiricist, when, as is well known,
Locke’s philosophy contains many elements that make him difficult to so classify,
throwing doubt onto the traditional bifurcation (see, e.g. Loeb 1981, 32–59). Fur-
ther, the pure empiricist reading suggests that Locke’s way with Descartes should be
exceedingly short, since it implies that Locke holds that Descartes goes wrong at the
very beginning of his project, with the wrong epistemological and methodological
starting points. Thus it seems that Locke should simply dismiss Descartes’ views out
of hand.

This last point, however, is belied by Locke’s actual treatment of Descartes in the
Essay. In fact, Locke engages with Descartes in a remarkably thoroughgoing fashion.
He takes his ontological views seriously (though he find his arguments wanting at
every turn) and reveals, in the way he critically responds to their details, that he sees
Descartes and himself as pursuing, at least in part, a common project. Documenting
this fact, through an examination of Locke’s extended critique of Cartesian ontology,
will point theway towards a fuller understanding of Locke’s real relation toDescartes,
as well as a better understanding of Locke’s own attitude towards ontology.

5.2 Locke’s Anti-innatism as Anti-Cartesianism: The Idea of
Infinity

First, however, we must briefly consider the most obvious aspect of Locke’s anti-
Cartesianism, his polemic against innate notions, ideas and principles “stampedupon
the Mind of Man, which the Soul receives in its very first Being; and brings into the
Worldwith it” (1.2.1). Thiswill allowus toacknowledge the truth involved in thepure
empiricist reading. It will also highlight a central and recurring element in Locke’s
anti-Cartesianism, his critique of Cartesian treatments of infinity.

Of course, Descartes was not the only target of Locke’s anti-innatism (Rickless
2007), but he was surely a central one. The most direct evidence for this is found in
the manuscript essays on the law of nature from the early 1660s, delivered by Locke
as lectures atOxford. Included therein is an extended argument that the lawof nature
(that is, moral law) is not inscribed in the minds of men. There Locke states that it is

101



LISA DOWNING

unproven that the souls of men are anythingmore than empty tablets, thoughmany
have tried to prove it. The manuscript shows that Locke deleted a phrase identifying
“acutissimus Car[t]esius” as having tried to prove it (PE, 96; Locke 1954, 136).

Moreover, in the earliest extant draft of the Essay, Locke’s anti-innatism is focused
in a way that clearly indicates a Cartesian target. In Draft A (from 1671), Locke
attacks innatism at the very end, in considering objections to his doctrines:

The2d Objection is of thosemenwho say theyhave a positive Idea of Infinite,which Idea
cannot possibly be had from our senses & therefor that we have Ideas not at all derived
from our senses. (A, 44)

In successive versions of the Essay, Locke continues to attack the doctrine of posi-
tive infinity (though he does so in the course of giving his own account of our idea
of infinity, separately from his main attack on innate ideas). As Rogers (1996) has
argued, Locke surely has inmind here Descartes’ famous thirdmeditation argument,
where Descartes argues that we have an idea of the infinite (or infinite being, AT, 7:
45–6) that can only be explained by God’s having bestowed it upon us. Against this,
Locke repeatedly presses two points: first, the notion of the infinite applies properly
or at least primarily to quantity, not to being, as Descartes would have it. Second, the
idea of the infinite thatwehave is not the grand, positive one that Descartes attributes
to us, and so it is perfectly amenable to an empiricist explanation.

ThatDescartes sees the doctrine of positive infinity as specifically Cartesian ismade
explicit in a notebook entry from 1678:

The Cartesians say that conceptus infiniti est conceptus positivus quia finis est quid neg-
ativum ergo illius ablatio est positio rei positiva [the concept of infinity is a positive con-
cept because “end” is something negative, therefore to take away that is to posit a pos-
itive thing], To which I say that Infinitum is never the lesse negative for by it we take
away and remove that negative End of which we have a cleare and destinct Idea, which
is indeed the utmost point or surface of any body, and in the place of it by infinite put
a confused Idea which is negative of that clear Idea which we have of end and negative
also in respect of our understanding for when we speake of infinite we speake of some-
thing which at the same timewe confesse we cannot comprehend and soe it seems to be
conceptus negativus. (AG, 111–12)

Locke’s goal here is clear enough; it is his usual one of deflating the supposed posi-
tive concept of infinity. The “Cartesian” argument, however, might reasonably strike
us as quite un-Cartesian, since one of Descartes’ central points in the third medita-
tion is that our notion of the infinite must be prior to our notion of the finite: I must
already have a concept of the infinite in order to recognize myself as finite/limited.
Thus Descartes, it seems, denies that our notion of the infinite is reached by taking
away end or limit. Now, Locke writes as though this argument were well known and
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widespread, so it would hardly be surprising if he had derived it from some text that
is not Descartes’. Nevertheless, he surely would not attribute the argument to the
Cartesians, without qualification, if he thought that Descartes rejected it.

We can reach a more charitable view of Locke’s attribution by noting two points.
First, there is in fact textual evidence in favor of attributing to Descartes the view
that we get a positive notion of infinity from negating the negative notion of limit.
In the course of dismissing Gassendi’s empiricist deflation of our notion of infinity,
Descartes writes:

[A] Moreover, it is false that the infinite is understood through the negation of a bound-
ary or limit; on the contrary, [B] all limitation implies a negation of the infinite. (CSM,
2: 252; AT, 7: 365)

[C]… it suffices for the possession of a true and complete idea of the infinite in its
entirety if we understand that it is a thing which is bounded by no limits. (CSM, 2: 254;
AT, 7: 368)

Very roughly, putting together B and C, it seems that wemay understand infinity, the
positive concept, by negating limit, the negative concept, contrary to A and in keep-
ingwith Locke’s attribution.Hyperaspistes challengesDescartes on this in correspon-
dence, accusing him of inconsistency (AT, 3 403). Descartes responds by trying to
distance himself from C:

When I said that it is enough for us to understand a thing which is bounded by no lim-
its in order to understand the infinite, I was following a very common usage … usage
demanded that I use the negation of a negation. […] But by this I did not mean that the
positive nature of the infinitewas known through anegation, and so I did not contradict
myself at all. (CSM, 3: 192; AT, 3: 427)

Second, even after giving a more careful and charitable reading to Descartes than
Locke was interested in giving, scope for Locke’s attribution remains. Though
Descartes denies that the infinite is known throughnegation, he is arguing inAandB
that infinity is the positive concept and limit the negative one. Seeing that limit is neg-
ative is supposed to reveal that it in fact involves negating the positive concept of infin-
ity, which is included in it. If, then, the proper analysis of “finite” is “not (infinite),”
then it is true that by taking away the “not,” we get the positive concept of infinity,
though this cannot, according to Descartes, be the source of our concept of infin-
ity. Although Descartes clearly rejects a certain account of the origin of the idea of
infinity, we need not read Locke as attributing that account to Descartes: what Locke
objects to is Descartes’ evidence for his analysis of the relation between the concepts.

Locke never directly replies to Descartes’ central Platonist intuition that our con-
cept of infinity must come first, perhaps because he finds it so implausible as to be
beneath notice. He certainly implies its falsity clearly enough in 2.17.2:
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As for the Idea of Finite, there is no great difficulty. The obvious portions of Extension,
that affect our Senses, carry with them into the Mind the Idea of Finite: and the ordi-
nary period of Succession, whereby we measure Time and Duration, as Hours, Days,
and Years, are bounded Lengths.

Wehavenot consideredhere Locke’s central arguments against innatism inBookOne
of the Essay, which, it is standardly held, are largely ineffective against the sort of
sophisticated dispositionalist innatism that Descartes seems to have had in mind:

I did, however, observe that there were certain thoughts within me which neither came
tome from external objects norwere determined bymywill, butwhich came solely from
the power of thinking within me; so I applied the term “innate” to the ideas or notions
which are the forms of these thoughts in order to distinguish them from others, which I
called “adventitious” or “made up”. This is the same sense as that in which we say that
generosity is “innate” in certain families, or that certain diseases such as gout or stones
are innate in others: it is not so much that the babies of such families suffer from these
diseases in their mother’s womb, but simply that they are born with a certain “faculty”
or tendency to contract them. (CSM, 1: 303–4; AT, 8B: 358)

For a detailed treatment of Locke’s arguments, see De Rosa, in this volume, and Rick-
less (2007). It is perhaps worth opining in this context that Descartes’ views on the
way in which ideas and truths are innate in the mind are far from clear, so Locke
surely provides at least an explanatory challenge to Descartes himself.

5.3 Locke Contra Cartesian Ontology

Locke attacks the Cartesian doctrine of innate ideas because it poses a threat to his
central empiricist commitments. Interestingly, he also sees the central tenets of Carte-
sian ontology as a threat: that minds are simply thinking things, that bodies are
merely extended things, and that they are therefore distinct substances. Each of these
theses comes up for extended critique in the Essay. Behind all three discussions, of
course, is Locke’s general refusal to suppose, with Descartes, that we can identify, via
intellectual intuition, the essences or central attributes of substances. This core piece
of Cartesian philosophy is presented in Principles 1: 53, 54:

A substance may indeed be known through any attribute at all; but each substance has
one principal property which constitutes its nature and essence, and to which all its
other properties are referred. Thus extension in length, breadth and depth constitutes
the nature of corporeal substance; and thought constitutes the nature of thinking sub-
stance. Everything else which can be attributed to body presupposes extension, and is
merely a mode of an extended thing; and similarly, whatever we find in the mind is sim-
ply one of the various modes of thinking. (CSM, 1: 210; AT, 8A: 25)
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Thus we can easily have two clear and distinct notions or ideas, one of created think-
ing substance, and the other of corporeal substance, provided we are careful to distin-
guish all the attributes of thought from the attributes of extension. (CSM, 1: 211; AT,
8A: 25)

AswithDescartes’ Platonist tendencies, noted above, Locke findsDescartes’ optimism
about the knowability of attributes to be unworthy of direct address, though we will
see that he indicates his disdain for it.What he does take very seriously, however, is the
question of the tenability of the resulting metaphysical views. Further, we can gain
insight into Locke’s own views about the feasibility of metaphysics from his critique
of Descartes.

5.3.1 Mind

Locke’s famous extended digression in 2.1 on the question of whether the soul always
thinks is, of course, a consideration of Cartesian ontology of mind. Descartes holds
that the mind simply is thought, as the body is simply extension:

Thought and extension can be regarded as constituting the natures of intelligent sub-
stance and corporeal substance; theymust then be considered as nothing else but think-
ing substance itself and extended substance itself – that is, asmind and body. In thisway
we will have a very clear and distinct understanding of them. (CSM, 1: 215; AT, 8A:
30–1

But then, of course, there is no mind without thought, and the mind always thinks.
Locke’s discussion is prefigured and influenced by Gassendi, who challenged

Descartes along these lines in his objections to theMeditations:

… I want to stop here and askwhether, in saying that thought cannot be separated from
you, you mean that you continue to think indefinitely, so long as you exist. This would
accord with the claims of those noted philosophers who, to prove that we are immor-
tal, assume that we are in perpetual motion or, as I interpret it, that we are perpetually
thinking. But it will hardly convince those who do not see how you are able to think
during deep sleep or indeed in the womb. (CSM, 2: 184; AT, 7: 264)

In attacking Descartes’ commitment to perpetual/essential thought, Locke follows a
pattern that is echoed in his treatment of extension. He asks first: Is this ontological
thesis self-evident, as it seems that Descartes must suppose it to be? And second: Is
the thesis true? On the first point, Locke takes it to be obvious that it is not self-evident
that the soul always thinks: “But whether this, That the Soul always thinks, be a self-
evident Proposition, that every Body assents to at first hearing, I appeal to Mankind”
(2.1.10). Or, to put it in terms of the epistemological concepts that Locke develops in
Book Four (themselves highly reminiscent of Descartes’ characterization of intuition
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and deduction in his Regulae (CSM, 1: 14–15, 33; AT, 10: 368–70, 400–1)), what
Locke is asserting is that we cannot know intuitively that the soul always thinks, nor
has Descartes provided a chain of intuitions, or demonstration, for this proposition.
Indeed, he represents Descartes’ attempt to generate an intellectual intuition of the
mind as simply thinking as mere stipulation, “’tis but defining the Soul to be a sub-
stance, that always thinks, and the business is done” (2.1.19). Locke further supports
his claim that Descartes’ essential/perpetual thought is not self-evident by presenting
what he takes to be a more plausible and modest metaphysical model: thought, like
motion, is an action or operation of the substance which can think (mind/soul), but
there is no need for it to always be so acting. The nature or essence of this thing that
can think thus remains undetermined (2.1.10).

Thus, Locke holds that Descartes has clearly overstepped in decreeing it impossible
for the soul to sometimes not think (2.1.18). He argues, further, that it is muchmore
probable that the soul sometimes lacks thought than that it always thinks. A first line
of argument is that the Cartesian seems to be committing himself to the incoherent
idea of unconscious thought (since we are, for example, not aware of our thoughts
as infants or during dreamless sleep):

For ’tis altogether as intelligible to say, that a body is extendedwithout parts, as that any
thing thinks without being conscious of it, or perceiving, that it does so. They who talk
thus, maywith asmuch reason, if it be necessary to their Hypothesis, say, That aMan is
always hungry, but that he does not always feel it:Whereas hunger consists in that very
sensation, as thinking consists in being conscious that one thinks. (2.1.19)

Of course, Descartes in fact agreeswith Locke in finding “unconscious thought” to be
a contradiction in terms (CSM, 2 171). Thus, Locke’s real issue with Descartes con-
cerns the plausibility of the thesis that we always think but don’t always remember
our thoughts. Descartes had articulated and defended this “nomemory” amendment
to the “perpetual thought” thesis in replying to Gassendi:

You say youwant to stop and askwhether I think the soul always thinks. Butwhy should
it not always think, since it is a thinking substance? It is no surprise that we do not
remember the thoughts that the soul had when in the womb or in a deep sleep, since
there aremany other thoughts that we equally do not remember, althoughwe knowwe
had themwhen grown up, healthy and wide-awake. So long as themind is joined to the
body, then in order for it to remember thoughts which it had in the past, it is necessary
for some traces of them to be imprinted on the brain; it is by turning to these, or apply-
ing itself to them, that the mind remembers. So is it really surprising if the brain of an
infant, or a man in a deep sleep, is unsuited to receive these traces? (CSM, 2: 246–7; AT,
7: 356–7)
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Locke hammers away relentlessly against this proposal. Most generally, and perhaps
most compellingly, Locke finds the “perpetual thought” thesis with the “nomemory”
amendment to be ad hoc and implausible:

That the Soul in a sleeping Man should be this moment busy a thinking, and the next
moment in a waking Man, not remember, nor be able to recollect one jot of all those
Thoughts, is very hard to be conceived, and would need some better Proof than bare
Assertion, to make it be believed. (2.1.14)

It is worth observing that Descartes and Locke view the structure of the justificatory
task here differently. Descartes thinks that he has established that the mind is simply
a thinking thing, so that all he needs to do is to reconcile this with the appearances.
Locke, who counts for naught Descartes’ attempt to generate an intellectual intuition
to support his principal attribute thesis, sees perpetual thought as anunlikely hypoth-
esis being defended by tacking on another unlikely hypothesis.

Further, Locke famously argues that this proposal has unattractive consequences
for personal identity, for if the waking man has “no Knowledge of, or Concernment
for” (2.1.11) the thought, happiness, misery of the sleeping soul, then that sleeping
soul is in fact a distinct person from the waking man.

Lastly, Locke argues that Descartes’ hypothesis suggests that we should have ideas
that we manifestly do not:

’Tis strange, if the Soul has Ideas of its own, that it derived not from Sensation or Reflec-
tion, (as it must have, if it thought before it received any impressions from the Body) that
it should never, in its private thinking, (so private, that theMan himself perceives it not)
retain any of them, the very moment it wakes out of them…

’Tis strange, the Soul should never once in a Man’s whole life, recal over any of its pure,
native Thoughts, and those Ideas it had before it borrowed any thing from the Body;
never bring into the waking Man’s view, any other Ideas, but what have a tangue of the
Cask, and manifestly derive their Original from that union. (2.1.17)

Locke’s point, clearly, is not that perpetual thought is refuted by our failure to recall
these pure, untainted ideas, but rather that it appears as an ever more precarious
hypothesis – wemust either never retain any of these early ideas, or suppose that the
soul comes into being with the first sensory communication from the body.

This last objection helps to bring into focus Locke’s motivations for entering into
this question. Clearly, Locke sees perpetual thought to be connected to the doctrine
of innate ideas, in the following fashion: if the perpetual thought thesis were true,
it would be highly likely that there are innate ideas. Thus, his anti-innatism is well
served by the denial of perpetual thought. One might also point, as a motivation, to
the simple fact that Locke sees perpetual thought as an obviously false doctrine, sup-
ported only by the stipulations of a “sect” (2.1.19). A deeper motivation, however, is
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suggested by Locke’s memorable phrase, the ’tangue of the Cask.“What that passage
reveals is Locke’s deep disdain for at least one sort of dualism, a disdain that might
make us wonder whether physical considerations of the mind are as far from Locke’s
designs as he suggests in his opening declaration:

I shall not at present meddle with the Physical Consideration of the Mind; or trouble
my self to examine, wherein its Essence consists, or by what Motions of our Spirits, or
Alternations of our Bodies, we come to have any Sensation by our Organs, or any Ideas
in our Understandings; and whether those Ideas do in their Formation, any, or all of
them, depend on Matter, or no. These are Speculations, which, however curious and
entertaining, I shall decline, as lyingout of myWay, in theDesign I amnowupon. (1.1.2)

But this is a question to which we shall return, in the section on dualism below, in
considering Locke’s direct attack on the certainty of dualism.

5.3.2 Body and Space

In keeping with what we’ve seen is Locke’s general hostility to Cartesian attributes,
he attacks at length Descartes’ doctrine (CSM, 1: 210; AT, 8A: 25) that the principal
attribute of body is extension. From that doctrine it notoriously follows that what-
ever is extended is body, so that the notion of empty space becomes a contradiction in
terms. For any spacemust be extendedand is therefore body–not empty but full. Thus
Descartes’ path to the plenum is startlingly short. Locke’s attack on Descartes’ equat-
ing of space with body dates back to the early drafts of the Essay from 1671, as well
as journal entries from 1676. My focus will be on the published critique in the Essay,
however, which is centered in 2.13 (simple modes of space), though foreshadowed in
2.4 (solidity) and continued in 2.15 (duration and expansion, considered together).

The context in 2.13 is Locke’s account of our idea of space,whichhe treats asmore
or less equivalent to extension (2.13.3).Hebroaches the topicwithavery thinly veiled
reference to Descartes: ’there are some that would persuade us, that Body and Exten-
sion are the same thing” (2.13.11). Locke maintains that this is an absurd doctrine
withabsurd consequences. Thedoctrine itself is absurdbecause thewords “body”and
“extension” correspond to distinct ideas of body and extension, which Locke charac-
terizes as follows:

by [the word] Body [is meant] something that is solid, and extended, whose parts
are separable and movable different ways; and by Extension, only the Space that lies
between the Extremities of those solid coherent Parts, and which is possessed by them
… (2.13.11)

As wewill see, much of Locke’s argument is aimed at supporting the seeminglymod-
est anti-Cartesian claim that there are two ideas here, rather than one. Locke also
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targets the consequence of Descartes’ thesis, that a vacuum is impossible. This two-
part attack to some extent parallels his critique of perpetual thought. One might see
Locke as asking: Is it self-evident that body is mere extension? The only way for this
identity claim to be self-evident, he thinks, is for there to be one idea there. If not, we
can make the distinction, and it is possible to assert that body and space are differ-
ent. Nevertheless, a Cartesian might hold that, despite the availability of two ideas,
we ought to use only one; we should reform our use of “body” and define it as “exten-
sion.” Against this, Locke urges the unacceptability of the consequences: Descartes
must declare a vacuum impossible, but there are good reasons to think vacua pos-
sible and even actual. Thus, there are compelling reasons to deny that body is mere
extension.

5.3.2.1 Does Body = Extension/Space? On the first, seemingly modest point,
Locke takes it that the distinctness of our ideas of body and extension should be obvi-
ous ‘to every Man’s own Thoughts’ (2.13.11). Nevertheless, perhaps surprisingly, he
goes on to offer three numbered arguments in 2.13.11–14 in support of his obvious
thesis. The first is that the idea of extension does not include the idea of solidity, but
the idea of body does. To support that the idea of body must include solidity, Locke
observes that “upon that depends its filling of Space, its Contact, Impulse, and Com-
munication of Motion upon Impulse” (2.13.11).

The second argument is that the parts of space cannot be separated from each
other, neither really nor mentally:

For I demand of any one, to remove any part of it from another, with which it is contin-
ued, even so much as in Thought. (2.13.13)

The implied contrast, of course, is that the parts of body are both actually and men-
tally separable. Labeled as the third argument or piece of evidence is that the “parts
of pure Space, are immoveable, which follows from their inseparability” (2.13.13).
Now, it isn’t in fact entirely clear that Locke’s third consideration (immoveability) is
really a distinct consideration from the second (inseparability), since inseparability
is characterized in terms of our inability, mentally or actually, to remove one part of
extension from another. Thus, immoveability might seem to follow from inseparabil-
ity only because it was presupposed. Nevertheless, the central claim of inseparability
is clear enough.

It may seem that in these sections, Locke is merely, and uninterestingly, belaboring
something that Descartes would deny, namely, that we have distinct ideas of body
and of extension. In fact, however, these passages go straight to the heart of their
disagreement and engage effectively and deeply with Descartes.

Locke asserts that our idea of extension includes no idea of solidity in it, but our
idea of body does include solidity. To see how he is directly contradicting Descartes
here, we should first make some distinctions. Locke equates “solidity” with the more
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Cartesian term “impenetrability,” noting only that he prefers the more positive term
(2.4.1). Hardness, on the other hand, is a different quality, and not a primary one; it
consists “in a firm Cohesion of the parts of Matter, making up masses of a sensible
bulk, so that the whole does not easily change its Figure. And indeed, Hard and Soft
are Names that we give to things, only in relation to the Constitutions of our own
Bodies; that being generally call’d hard by us, which will put us to Pain, sooner than
change Figure by the pressure of any part of our Bodies….” (2.4.4) On hardness, he
thus agrees with Descartes, who asserts that “our sensation tells us no more than
that the parts of a hard body resist the motion of our hands when they come into
contactwith them” (Pr, 2.4) and that hardness is something that a fluid or pulverized
body lacks (Pr, 2.11). So both Descartes and Locke exclude hardness from the nature
of body. Locke includes solidity. Although this is nowhere explicit in the Principles,
whenpushedbyHenryMore in correspondence,Descartes reveals thatheagreeswith
Locke about body, but disagreeswith himabout space.More precisely, Descartes holds
that impenetrability is a property of body, in the technical sense of a quality had by all
bodies because it is entailed by the essence or principal attribute of body, extension
(CSM, 3: 361; AT, 5: 269). So all body as such is impenetrable, because all extension
is impenetrable, and thus, contra Locke, impenetrability should be included in our
idea of extension or space.

Descartes asserts, then, that impenetrability follows from extension, so that, in
Locke’s terminology, space and solidity are not “wholly separable in the Mind one
from another” (2.13.11). Obviously, Locke disagrees. How does Descartes undertake
to establish this contentious point? Here is his argumentation from the correspon-
dence with More:

For in a space – even an imaginary and empty space – everyone readily imagines var-
ious parts of determinate size and shape; and some of the parts can be transferred in
imagination to the place of others, but no two of them can in any way be conceived as
compenetrating each other at the same time in one and the same place, since it is con-
tradictory for this to happen without some part of space being removed. (CSM, 3: 362;
AT, 5: 271)

… it is impossible to conceive of one part of an extended thingpenetrating another equal
part without thereby understanding that half the total extension is taken away or anni-
hilated; but what is annihilated does not penetrate anything else; and so, inmy opinion,
it is established that impenetrability belongs to the essence of extension and not to that
of anything else. (CSM, 3: 372, AT, 5: 342)

I think we should see Locke in these central sections of 2.13 as specifically counter-
ing Descartes’ position in the correspondence with More. This would not be surpris-
ing, since the correspondence was well known andmoreover is found in Locke’s own
library (in More’s Collection of several philosophical writings (1662); see Harrison and
Laslett 1971, 192). Recall that Locke does not simply accuse Descartes of conflating
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body with space, but specifically rejects Descartes’ claim that extension brings with it
impenetrability or solidity by contending that the idea of space “includes not the Idea
of Solidity in it” (2.13.11).

Even more tellingly, his next move is to cut Descartes’ argument off at its start;
there is no separability in extension, so no transferability even “in imagination.” This
move might seem to be directed against the sufficiency of Cartesian physics (that is,
you can’t get a world of moving bodies by carving up geometrical extension), and
it is that, but we should also see it as cutting off Descartes’ argument that extension
entails impenetrability. Sounderstood, Locke is arguing thus: itmaybe thatwecannot
imagine parts of space penetrating each other, but that’s becausewe cannot conceive
of parts of space as moveable at all.

It may seem, then, that we have traced this dispute back to an unsatisfyingly
unsettleable disagreement about what is and is not conceivable. Interestingly, how-
ever, there is evidence that Descartes should have had some sympathy with Locke’s
intuition here. In explaining to More why body cannot be defined by impenetrability,
Descartes writes:

… tangibility and impenetrability involve a reference to parts and presuppose the con-
cept of division or limitation; whereas we can conceive a continuous body of indetermi-
nate size, or an indefinite body in which there is nothing to consider except extension.
(CSM, 3: 361; AT, 5: 269)

Thus Descartes seems to admit that prior to division, impenetrability doesn’t apply
to extension (Des Chene 1996, 380; Garber 1992, 148). Locke’s claim, then, is that
to consider extension prior to division is to consider space. The idea we thus form is
distinct from an idea of solid extension or body. Thus, Locke drives home his central
point thatwehavedistinct ideas of space (mere extension) andbody.He claims further
that having isolated the idea of extension, we should see that genuine divisibility in
fact has no purchase here.

5.3.2.2 Problems with the Plenum. The second main component of Locke’s cri-
tique of Descartes on body focuses on the consequence of Descartes’ equating of body
with extension: that there is, and can be, no vacuum. Locke seeks, by convincing us
that this consequence is unacceptable, to show that we have good reason to reject
Descartes’ account of body. Here too we will find that Locke’s attack is, perhaps sur-
prisingly, finely tuned to the details of Descartes’ position.

The first such argument (an ancient one, as many have noted, e.g. Lennon 1993,
278; Grant 1981, 106–7) pictures a man at the “extremity of corporeal Beings” and
askswhether “he could not stretch his Hand beyond his Body?” The intended answer,
of course, is that he surely could, and that there must thus be empty space beyond
that limit. It is a bit puzzling to a contemporary interpreter of Descartes, perhaps,
why Locke would think this a relevant argument against plenism, since Cartesian
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extension, and soCartesianbody, is unlimited; thus, there is no end to corporeal being,
no place for the thought experiment to be carried out. But Locke is well aware of the
logic of the argument: “The truth is, theseMenmust either own, that they think Body
infinite, though they are loth to speak it out, or else affirm that Space is not Body”
(2.13.21).

So the remaining question is: why does he think Descartes is “loth” to admit that
body is infinite (Woolhouse 1983, 166)? One can only suppose that he is attending to
Descartes’ careful use of the word “indefinite” in this context, as brought out again
in the correspondence with More:

In my view it is not a matter of affected modesty, but of necessary caution, to say that
some things are indefinite rather than infinite. God is the only thing I positively under-
stand to be infinite. As to other things like the extension of the world and the number of
parts into which matter is divisible, I confess I do not knowwhether they are absolutely
infinite; I merely know that I know no end to them, and so, looking at them from my
own point of view, I call them indefinite. (CSM, 3: 364; AT, 5: 274)

To say thatwe see no end to corporeal extension suggests thatwe don’t knowwhether
it is finite or infinite. But this is not Descartes’ true view; in fact, he agrees with Locke,
as becomes clear under continued pressure fromMore:

It conflicts with my conception, or, what is the same, I think it involves a contradiction,
that theworld should be finite or bounded; because I cannot but conceive a space beyond
whatever bounds you assign to the universe; and on my view such a space is a genuine
body. I do not care if others call this space imaginary and thus regard theworld as finite;
for I knowwhat are the preconceived opinions that gave rise to this error. (CSM, 3: 374–
5; AT, 5: 345)

Thus Descartes thinks it is as certain that the corporeal world is unbounded as it is
that 2 plus 2 equals 4; he reserves the word “infinite” for God because he thinks that
only here is a positive conception of infinite applicable. Descartes has considerable
trouble characterizing this positive conception, however; his official characterization
of the distinction between infinite and indefinite in the Principleswill not do:

… in the case of God alone, not only dowe fail to recognize any limits in any respect, but
our understanding positively tells us that there are none.… in the case of other things,
our understanding does not in the same way positively tell us that they lack limits in
some respect; wemerely acknowledge in a negative way that any limits which theymay
have cannot be discovered by us. (CSM, 1: 202; AT, 8A: 15)

This is the same epistemic angle that Descartes tries on More, but it is undermined
by his admission that it involves a contradiction that the world should be finite or
bounded – surely that is for our understandings to positively tell us that extension has
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no limits. Locke, of course, as we saw in the discussion above, holds that we simply
don’t have the positive conception that Descartes is trying to articulate.

In section 21, Locke continues his effort to reduce Cartesian plenism to absurdity
with an argument from annihilation:

Farther, those who assert the impossibility of Space existing without Matter, must not
only make Body infinite, but must also deny a power in God to annihilate any part of
Matter. No one, I suppose, will deny, that God can put an end to all motion that is inMat-
ter, and fix all the Bodies of the Universe in a perfect quiet and rest, and continue them
so as long as he pleases. Whoever then will allow, that God can, during such a general
rest, annihilate either this Book, or the Body of him that reads it, must necessarily admit
the possibility of a Vacuum. For it is evident, that the Space, that was filled by the parts
of the annihilated Body, will still remain, and be a Space without Body. For the circum-
ambient Bodies being in perfect rest, are a Wall of Adamant, and in that state make it
a perfect impossibility for any other Body to get into that Space. And indeed the neces-
sary motion of one Particle of Matter, into the place from whence another Particle of
Matter is removed, is but a consequence from the supposition of Plenitude; which will
therefore need some better proof, than a supposedmatter of fact, which Experiment can
never make out; our own clear and distinct Ideas plainly satisfying us, that there is no
necessary connexion between Space and Solidity, since we can conceive the one without
the other. (2.13.21)

Locke does his best here to turn Descartes’ doctrines against him. Of course, we have
already seen how Descartes would try to resist Locke’s claim about our “clear and
distinct Ideas.” More noteworthy, though, is the way in which Locke fine-tunes the
traditional argument from annihilation for the possibility of a vacuum for its appli-
cation to Descartes. Locke’s reference to the “Wall of Adamant” created by mutual
rest is in fact a sarcastic allusion to Descartes’ doctrine that the hardness of a body
results from themutual rest of its parts (CSM, 1: 245; AT, 8A: 71); thus, where there
is perfect rest there would, it seems, be perfect hardness. Locke himself, by contrast,
holds that the cohesion of the parts of the body that results in macroscopic hard-
ness is something that we cannot explain and are unlikely to be able to explain. He
thinks thatDescartes’ account is so inconsiderable as not to beworth arguingagainst,
and instead devotes his attention (in 2.23.23–7) to debunking explanations via
pressure.

We might be puzzled as to why Locke brings in Descartes’ doctrine of circular
motion here, since it seems that what Descartes should say to the annihilation argu-
ment is simply what he does say in the Principles, namely, that if God were to take
away every body inside a vessel, the walls must come together (CSM, 1: 230–1; AT,
8A: 50). This is simply a consistent application of Descartes’ view; Descartes must
bite the bullet and agree that God can’t simply annihilate or, in his preferred pious
formulation, that it is inconsistent with our conceptions that God should perform the
annihilation described by Locke.
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What provokes Locke to bring in Descartes’ doctrine of circular motion is surely
the correspondence with More, where, in responding to the annihilation argument,
Descartes adds:

This is altogether in accordwithmy other opinions. For I say elsewhere that allmotion is
in a manner circular; from which it follows that it cannot be distinctly understood that
God should remove some body from a container unless we understand at the same time
that another body, or the sides of the container, should move into its place by a circular
motion. (CSM, 3: 363; AT, 5: 272–3)

If Descartes is merely asserting his own consistency, then there is nothing to criti-
cize here. But surely what bothers Locke is that it seems that Descartes must intend
some further point. Locke sees Descartes asmaking a further assertion here, one that
begs the question at issue: whether or not a vacuum is conceivable. The real problem,
though, is that Descartes has changed the subject. It seems that in order to soften the
conclusion “God can’t annihilate,” Descartes is offering up something God can do,
namely, move bodies around in a circular pattern. But that is hardly relevant.

Locke next turns from metaphysical considerations of God’s power to physical
ones:

But not to go so far as beyond the utmost bounds of Body in the Universe, nor appeal
to God’s Omnipotency to find a Vacuum, the motion of Bodies, that are in our view and
neighborhood, seem to me plainly to evince it. For I desire any one so to divide a solid
Body, of any dimension he pleases, as to make it possible for the solid Parts to move up
and down freely every way within the bounds of that Superficies, if there be not left in
it a void space, as big as the least part into which he has divided the said solid Body.
(2.13.22)

The Cartesian reply here must surely be that there is no such free motion; what there
is is motion under plenist constraints – circular motion. And we can gather from 21
and 22 what Locke thinks of this reply – experience doesn’t support it.

In 23, Locke brings us back again to the question of the ideas of space and body,
repeating his favorite argument that genuine enquiry and dispute about the existence
of a vacuum are ruled out by Descartes’ view. Of course, this is simply true; Locke’s
further point surely is that Descartes must declare huge swaths of reputable natural
philosophy to be grounded on a basic confusion.

Considering these reductios as a group, it must be acknowledged that they are
unlikely to move Descartes, since the conclusions Locke rejects as absurd (matter is
infinite, God cannot annihilate a body, bodies cannot move freely, debate about the
vacuum is nonsensical) are more or less embraced by Descartes. The “more or less”
is significant, of course – as we have seen, Descartes does show some discomfort with
some of these conclusions, such that he attaches qualifications to them, with which
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Locke can legitimately take issue. Still, Descartes can consistently embrace the pur-
ported reductio.

Even so, we can see Locke as accomplishing something important with the reduc-
tios. In 2.13.11–14, Locke is arguing, in effect, that there is room for a distinction in
nominal essence between space and body:we can form two different ideas; our idea of
space doesn’t inevitably collapse into our idea of body, as Descartes would have it. To
this, Descartes could reply, in Lockean terms, “sowhat if two ideas are available?Why
notmake solid extension the nominal essence of both body and space?” One Lockean
complaint about this is that it is not in accord with our ordinary assigning of words
to ideas, but as long as we are clear about this, there is no principled objection to it.
But then we can see 2.13.21–3 as exhibiting the unattractive consequences of this
stipulation.

5.3.2.3 Locke’s Tentative Ontology of Space. We have assessed the core of Locke’s
critique of Descartes, but where does this leave Locke’s own position? Locke has
argued that the content of our ideas is such that we should hold that a vacuum is
possible, and, further, when it comes to the actual world, that it is far more diffi-
cult to maintain that a plenum exists than a vacuum. But what of the ontology of
space?

Here Locke aims to remain above the question, suggesting two possible ontologies:

But whether any one will take Space to be only a relation resulting from the Existence
of other Beings at a distance; or whether they will think the Words of the most know-
ing King Solomon, The Heaven, and the Heaven of Heavens, cannot contain Thee;∗ or those
more emphatical ones of the inspired Philosopher St. Paul, In Himwe live, move, and have
our Being,∗∗ are to be understood in a literal sence, I leave every one to consider; only
our Idea of Space is, I think, such as I have mentioned, and distinct from that of Body.
(2.13.26)

The relationism Locke alludes to here seems to have been his preferred view at an ear-
lier stage (Lennon 1993, 276;AG, 105). By the time of the published Essay, however,
Locke’s intuitions are more firmly realist. Despite the official agnosticism of 2.13.26,
the proliferation of biblical quotations does suggest a preference for the second view.
This preference becomes explicit in 2.15.

GOD, every one easily allows, fills Eternity; and ’tis hard to find a Reason, why any one
should doubt, that he likewise fills Immensity: His infinite Being is certainly as boundless
one way as another; and methinks it ascribes a little too much to Matter, to say, where
there is no Body, there is nothing. (2.15.3)

In delineating and comparing our ideas of time and space, Locke suggests that an
account of both space and time as divine is too attractive to resist. In divinizing
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space, Locke sides with More and Newton, and again contradicts Descartes, who had
objected to this view, against More:

… the alleged extension of God cannot be the subject of the true properties which we
perceive very distinctly in all space. For God is not imaginable or distinguishable into
parts that are measurable and have shape. (CSM, 3: 362–3; AT, 5: 272)

A study of this correspondence, however, would provide Locke with little reason to
resistwhat he regards as an appealing view. For under the pressure of More’s repeated
probing on the topic of God’s relation to space, Descartes squirms, beginning by
asserting that there is in God only an extension of power, not of substance (CSM,
3: 372; AT, 5: 342), but ending by conceding that God’s essence must be present
everywhere, that is, in every part of space, though somehow not in the manner of
an extended being (CSM, 3: 381; AT, 5: 403).

5.3.3 Dualism

Descartes, of course, is also in the background of Locke’s notorious (to his contem-
poraries) position on the possibility of thinking matter. Here, too, we can distinguish
two questions raised by Locke: Is dualism provable? Is dualism likely? Locke’s answer
to the first question is a clear negative, but his answer to the second is considerably
more difficult to pin down, as we will see.

Locke never engages directly with Descartes’ famous sixth meditation proof of
dualism, but his disregard of it fits with what we have already identified as his gen-
eral scorn for Cartesian attempts to identify essences via intellectual intuition. Locke
maintains, by contrast, that our concepts leave us in a quandary:

For sincewemust allow he [ourMaker] has annexed Effects toMotion, whichwe can no
way conceive Motion able to produce, what reason have we to conclude, that he could
not order them as well to be produced in a Subject we cannot conceive capable of them,
as well as in a Subject we cannot conceive the motion of Matter can any way operate
upon? (4.3.6)

That is, although materialism is inconceivable, because we cannot conceive of how
matter might be made to think, dualism is equally problematic, because we cannot
conceive of howmatter might bemade to affect an immaterial substance. Locke thus
raises against Descartes the problem of interaction (though his stress here is opposite
to Elizabeth’s,who famously questionedhowan immaterialmind couldmove abody).

The result, it would seem, is agnosticism: we cannot determine whether dualism
ormaterialism is the correct ontology of mind. Thinkingmatter is an hypothesis that
neither Descartes nor anyone else is in a position to legitimately rule out.
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We should clarify, however, what these two hypotheses, dualism and materialism,
amount to for Locke. Locke straightforwardly rejects one important feature of Carte-
sian dualism, namely, that spirits are not spatial in the way that bodies are. Indeed,
Locke specifically argues that because spirits have spatial location, motion is properly
attributed to them, as to material things (and motion is not attributed to God only
because he is infinite, 2.23.21):

There is no reasonwhy it should be thought strange, that ImakeMobility belong to Spirit:
For having no other Idea of Motion, but change of distance, with other Beings, that are
considered as at rest; and finding that Spirits, as well as Bodies, cannot operate, but
where they are; and that Spirits do operate at several times in several places; I cannot
but attribute change of place to all finite Spirits… (2.23.19)

For Locke, then, a spirit is a substance that thinks and wills, and an immaterial spirit
is an unsolid substance that thinks and wills. Since he holds that spirits are spatial,
one obstacle to supposing them material (solid) rather than immaterial (unsolid) is
removed.

For matter to think, then, is just for one thing to satisfy the nominal essences of
bothbodyandmind, that is, for one thing tomanifest both solidity and thought (Locke
1697a, 66; see also Corr., 3498). Although we can’t conceive of a real essence that
entails both properties, this is not a good basis from which to assert that no such
essence is possible. (Locke does seem to suggest, in the course of attempting to prove
God’s immateriality in 4.10.13–17, that something whose real essence is exhausted
by extension plus solidity is proveably non-thinking. But the interpretation of these
passages is controversial; see Downing 2007 for one take.)

Locke’s official verdict on this hypothesis of thinkingmatter is clear:we cannot rule
it out; that is, we cannot know whether what thinks within us is solid or no; neither
dualism nor materialism about finite thinkers is provable by us. But does Locke have
a view about whether dualism or materialism (about ourselves) is more likely? This
turns out to be a difficult and controversial question.

On the one hand, the answer might seem obvious, since Locke does state once in
the Essay (without giving a reason) that dualism is more probable (2.27.25), and
pressure from Stillingfleet pushes him to reiterate this somewhat more emphatically
(Locke 1697a, 67, 75; Locke 1699, 418, 430). There are, however, good reasons
to wonder whether this is a complete and accurate report of Locke’s own epistemic
inclinations on this issue (Downing 2015, Hamou 2006, Jolley 2010). To find sup-
port for the probability of materialism, we should consider another aspect of Locke’s
anti-Cartesianism, namely, his disgust for Descartes’ notorious view that animals are
insensate machines (CSM, 2: 287–8: AT, 7: 426):1

… they must needs have a penetrating sight, who can certainly see, that I think, when
I cannot perceive it my self, and when I declare, that I do not; and yet can see, that Dogs
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or Elephants do not think, when they give all the demonstration of it imaginable, except
only telling us, that they do so. (2.1.19)

Locke holds that animals obviously think – they have sensation and even some reason
(2.11.11). But then, are they not thinking matter made manifest – not just possible,
but actual?

A thorough attempt to sort this out would take us too far into the topics of other
essays (thinking matter and the correspondence with Stillingfleet). But here is a
tendentious summary, drawn mostly from that correspondence: Locke holds that it
is absurd to attribute immortal souls to animals, but he needn’t rule out a dualist
account of their mentality. It is clear, however, that he is strongly inclined to suppose
that animals, albeit thinking, are material (Locke 1699, 399–400). Unless, then, the
power to abstract (the mental ability that Locke believes “puts a perfect distinction”
between us and brutes, 2.11.10) especially demands an immaterial soul for its expla-
nation, we might be tempted to conclude (as Voltaire did) that Locke in fact thought
dualism the less plausible supposition. Of course, this does nothing to destabilize his
official minimal conclusion that neither materialism nor dualism about us can be
proved or disproved.

5.4 Lockean Ontology and Method in a Cartesian Context

That we have clear and distinct knowledge of the attributes of substances is some-
thing that Locke rejects out of hand. That we live in a world of substances with real
constitutions fromwhich their observable qualities flow is something he firmlymain-
tains (pace Stillingfleet). Locke has thismuchontology, andhe shares thismuchontol-
ogywithDescartes (thoughhe doesn’t view it, plausibly enough, as specifically Carte-
sian). Descartes’ problem, as Locke sees it, is that he defends a much more specific
ontology on inadequate grounds (including the false doctrine of innate ideas).

But if we don’t do ontology by intellectual intuition, as Descartes would have it,
how do we do it? By reflecting on what we have received from sense perception. This
reflection can reachhigh levels of abstraction. Locke tells us how such reflection leads
us to the idea of substance at Locke 1697a, 39–40, how it leads us to conceive of
the primary/secondary quality distinction at 2.8.9. Where these reflections consist
in intuitions or deductive chains of intuitions, they are certain; where they are not,
they are defeasible and, in particular, refutable by sense experience. Locke holds that
the true source of Descartes’metaphysical views canbenothingbut this sort of reflec-
tion on sense experience, but that his reflections are suboptimally conducted and are
trumped by sense experience, or by less theoretically biased reflections on that expe-
rience. To see this, however, requires the sort of detailed consideration that Locke in
fact gives to Descartes on mind, matter, and their relation.
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Note

1. See CSM II 287–8. Descartes declares that the brutes have no thought at all, though he
attributes to them life and “organic sensation,” which does not involve consciousness. For
Locke see also 2.1.12.
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6

The Genesis and Composition of the ESSAY

J. R. MILTON

Perhaps the most appropriate starting point for any enquiry into how the Essay Con-
cerningHumanUnderstanding came to bewritten is provided by the account that Locke
himself gave of its origin in the Epistle to the Reader with which it begins:

Were it fit to trouble thee with the History of this Essay, I should tell thee that five or six
Friends meeting at my Chamber, and discoursing on a Subject very remote from this,
found themselves quickly at a stand, by the Difficulties that rose on every side. After we
had awhile puzzled our selves, without coming any nearer a Resolution of those Doubts
which perplexed us, it came into my Thoughts, that we took a wrong course; and that,
before we set our selves upon Enquiries of that Nature, it was necessary to examine our
own Abilities, and see, what Objects our Understandings were, or were not fitted to deal
with. This I proposed to the Company, who all readily assented; and thereupon it was
agreed, that this should be our first Enquiry. Some hasty and undigested Thoughts, on a
Subject I had never before considered, which I set down against our next Meeting, gave
the first entrance into this Discourse, which having been thus begun by Chance, was
continuedby Intreaty;writtenby incoherent parcels; and, after long intervals of neglect,
resum’dagain, asmyHumourorOccasions permitted; andat last, in a retirement,where
an Attendance on my Health gave me leisure, it was brought into that order, thou now
seest it.

Autobiographical remarks such as these are very rare in Locke’s writing, and they
were undoubtedly introducedwith the deliberate purpose of stressing the informality
of the Essay, and pre-emptively defending it from any complaints about the looseness
of its structure. There is no reason to regard them as false, or even as misleading:
nothing in Locke’s private papers undermines his story or casts any part of them into
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doubt. These papers – drafts, letters, and journals – can, however, be used to provide a
considerable quantity of additional detail, not least by supplying dates for when these
events occurred.

Lockewasnot a precocious philosophical genius, andhedidnot begin the enquiries
that led to the Essay until he was nearly 40. The numerous commonplace books into
which he copied thousands of extracts from the books he read provide a detailed
(though no doubt incomplete) record of his early reading; these show that though
he had been working his way through a wide range of Descartes’ works in the early
1660s, his interests were primarily in the details of Descartes’ mechanistic physics,
not in his epistemology or his metaphysics (Milton 1994). The Essays on the Law of
Nature (1663–1664) reveal aspects of what might loosely be called a philosophical
outlook, but there is no continuity between them and the later project. When Locke
described his initial enquiries into the powers of the human understanding as a sub-
ject he had never before considered, he was not deceiving himself or his readers.

6.1 The Early Drafts: Draft A

Two early drafts of the Essay have survived, one in the commonplace book “Adver-
saria 1661,” now in private ownership, and the other in loose gatherings of leaves
subsequently bound together into one volume by the Bodleian Library (MS Locke f.
26). Though both works were given titles (discussed below) by Locke, they are now
invariably known as Draft A and Draft B. Both manuscripts are in Locke’s hand.

Draft A is considerably shorter than Draft B – a little over 30,000 words, as com-
pared with about 65,000 – and unquestionably earlier: when nearly identical pas-
sages appear in both Drafts, alterations and additions made in Draft A appear in the
original text of Draft B (and never vice versa) – for example in A, §10 and B, §35, or
A, §24 and B, §154.

There are twomain pieces of evidence that bear onDraft A’s period of composition:
the date in the heading at the start of the work, “sic Cogitavit de Intellectu Humano
Jo: Locke anno 1671,” and the statement in §27 that “haveing seen water yester-
day I shall always know & it will be always an unquestionable true proposition to me
that water did exist 10◦ Jul. 71.” At first sight, the second of these seems to supply
incontrovertible evidence that Locke was writing this section of the Draft on 11 July
1671, but on closer enquiry it emerges that the matter may be rather less straight-
forward. Although Draft A is undoubtedly the earliest version of the Essay that we
now possess, it was almost certainly preceded by material which has since been lost.
It appears from Locke’s own account of themeetings in his chamber thatwhat he ini-
tially produced was something quite short: “when I first put Pen to Paper, I thought
all I should have to say on this Matter, would have been contained in one sheet of
Paper.” This first draft has not survived, and it is impossible to determine howmuch,
if any, of its contents reappeared inDraft A, andwhether the date in §27 relates to the
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writing of the earlier paper or to the copying of Draft A. There is a parallel here with
the 1667 Essay Concerning Toleration, which also began life as a short statement and
preliminary resolution of a problem on the front and back of a single sheet of paper,
though in this case the manuscript happens to have been preserved (ECT, 164–72,
303–7). It would seem that something very similar was presented to Locke’s friends
at their next meeting, and it may well be that other short papers of the same kind fol-
lowed. The copy that we know as Draft A would have been made later: unless Locke
was departing quite radically and inexplicably fromhis normal practice, hewould not
have used one of his commonplace books to begin an entirely new work, as distinct
from providing a more permanent and less easily mislaid record of a work hitherto
existing only in untidy and probably heavily revised drafts on loose sheets of paper.

One further piece of evidence suggests that the meeting in Locke’s chamber may
have taken place some months before the summer of 1671. Locke’s friend James
Tyrrell made amarginal note in his own copy of the first edition of the Essay that the
discussions – which he had himself attended – had been “in winter 1673” (Cranston
1957, 141). The year is certainly wrong, but the season is perhaps more likely to
have been recalled correctly. If so, then it is probable that Locke began work on the
lost papers that preceded Draft A in the winter of 1670–1671. No detailed account
of his movements or activities in the earlier part of 1671 can now be given, but such
evidence as does survive suggests that he was at Exeter House, the London residence
of his patron, Lord Ashley, subsequently Earl of Shaftesbury, perhaps awaiting the
birth of Ashley’s grandson, the future third Earl, which occurred on 26 February.

The aim and scope of Draft A were not indicated at the outset, except insofar as it
canbededuced from theLatin subtitle, “Intellectushumanus cumcognitionis certitu-
dine, et assensûs firmitate” (HumanUnderstanding, with the certainty of knowledge
and firmness of assent). It is clear that Locke did not see himself as merely making a
contribution of his own to a line of enquiry already begun by others: as he apologized
to his readers after the discussion of simple ideas, “I have been something the longer
because not haveing met with it any where I thought soe new a notion & something
out of the way ought to be made plaine” (§7). There is some evidence that he saw
these epistemological enquiries as a prelude to other investigations of a more con-
structive kind: after describing how the existence of God could be inferred from “the
common things of our dayly experience,” he then added, “But of this I shall have fitter
oportunity to speake here afterwhen I come to treat of things them selves &not of the
ways & limits of our understanding about them” (§38). If Locke did originally intend
that his examination of the understanding would be followed by a more substantive
enquiry into “things themselves,” it was an ambition that he soon gave up.

DraftA contains frequent attacks on the schoolmen, but the only philosophermen-
tioned by name was Descartes (§§10, 27). He was treated with respect, or at least
without any opprobrium, but the schoolmenwere not, being derided as purveyors of
“gibberish,” as “wrangling about sounds,” as engaging in “endlesse&often senselesse
disputes,” and as grossly overvaluing the “learned arts of disputeing” and the “very
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uselesse Skill of subtilty&acutenesse” (§4). InDraft B Locke attributed the prevalence
of this kind of “learned gibberish” to the “interest & artifice of the church of Rome”
(B, §88; this remarkwas removedwhen the passagewas reused inEssay, 3.10.9), but
his own exposure to it came from other sources. He seems not to have read the great
medieval philosophers, and would probably not have much appreciated them if he
had. His education had been in the textbooks and compendia produced by the minor
schoolmen of his own century; he had not enjoyed it, andwas now giving full vent to
his feelings.

One of the main themes of Locke’s mature philosophy is already revealed in the
opening sentence of Draft A: “I imagin that all knowledg is founded on andultimately
derives its self from sense, which is donne by our senses conversant about particular
objects which give us the simple Ideas or Images of things.” As Locke continued writ-
ing and thoughtmore about the issues hehad raised, he realized that somethingmore
needed to be said, and at the start of §2 another source of ideas was introduced: “The
other fountaine of all our knowledg though it be not sense, yet is some thing very like
it & may properly enough be called sensation & is noething but the experience of the
operations of our owne mindes.” (Locke’s standard terminology of “sensation” and
“reflection” was not introduced until he came to write Draft B.) There was no elabo-
rate polemic against innate ideas – this too had to wait until Draft B – but the germ of
the theory was clearly present: “the minde… at first tis probable to me is rasa tabula
[a blank slate]” (A, §2).

The senses provide us with ideas of sensible qualities – Locke listed heat, light, yel-
low, blue, sweet and bitter – which are “the simplest Ideas we have & the first objects
of our understandings.” “Collected” or “compound” ideas – the more familiar term
“complex idea” was introduced a little later, in §25 – fall into two classes: ideas of
substances, such as horse, sun, water, and iron, and ideas of relations, such as father,
brother, whiter, and hotter. Though we have no idea of substance itself, as distinct
from our ideas of sensible qualities, we “cannot apprehend how they [simple ideas]
can subsist alone” and therefore suppose that they “rest & are united in some fit &
common subject” which we call substance (A, §1).

Locke began with ideas, but his ultimate goal was not to give an account of their
origin but to explain what kinds of knowledge we are – and are not – capable of
acquiring. In the Essay this was delayed until Book Four, but in Draft A it was raised
much more quickly. Knowledge inevitably involves some notion of truth, and ideas
themselves, strictly speaking, cannot be either true or false: truth and falsity arise
once they are combined together “by way of affirmation or negation”:

The first & most natural predication or affirmation is of the existence not of the Idea
but of something without my minde answering to that Idea, as haveing in my minde
the Idea of white the question is whether any such quality i.e. that whose appearance
before my eys always causes that Idea doth really exist i.e. hath a being without me? &
of this the greatest assureance I can possibly have & to which my facultys can atteine
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is the testimony of my eys, which are the proper & sole judges of this thing, & whose
testimony I rely on as soe certaine, that I can noe more doubt whilst I write this that I
see white & black & that they really exist then that I write, which is a certainety as great
as humane nature is capable of concerning the existence of any thing but a mans self
alone. (A, §10)

Apart from the opening remarks, this passage was repeated with only small modi-
fications in both Draft B (§35) and the published Essay (4.11.2). It marks a point of
fundamental divergence fromDescartes that is at least as important as themore noto-
rious rejection of innate ideas. Themost basic kind of knowledge – one that needs no
prior validation – is the direct sensory awareness of particulars. In the Essay it might
appear that Locke’s belated andapparently rather begrudging recognitionof sensitive
knowledge as something thatmerely “passes under the name of knowledge” (4.2.14)
is a sign that it had been included as an afterthought: theDrafts show that itwas there
from the beginning.

Locke’s response to external-world skepticismwasbrutally dismissive: “Iwould fein
see that sceptick, who did soe far doubt whether the fire he saw in a glasse furnace
were any thing really existing without him [go] soe far as to put his hand into it” (A,
§10, repeated in B, §39 and 4.11.8). The main limitation of sensory knowledge lay
not in any vulnerability to Cartesian doubt, but in its extremely narrow scope.When,
about halfway through the Draft, Locke came to summarize the conclusions he had
reached, he was quite explicit about this: the first of his rules concerning human
knowledge was “That a man can certainly know the existence of particular things
without him aboutwhich his senses are or have bin conversant, & noe farther” (§27).
This was not a casual remark: it was written in large bold letters for emphasis.

The only other kind of knowledge we can acquire is of a very different type: we
canhave “infallible certain knowledg” of universal identical affirmative propositions,
such as “what is is,” and of universal negative propositions, such as “it is impossible
for a thing to be & not be.” Both kinds of knowledge are certain because they are
founded on “the cleare & destinct knowledg that every man hath of his owne Ideas”
but for that reason they cannot also be informative (§27). Locke was therefore faced
with a stark dilemma: “all Universall propositions are either Certain & then they are
only verball but are not instructive. Or else are Instructive & then are not Certain”
(§29). This is the central problem of Locke’s early account of knowledge, and in nei-
ther of the two 1671 Drafts did he have any solution to offer.

Locke found it difficult to go forward, but he had no trouble in identifying the kind
of philosophy that he was trying to get away from. A large part of the knowledge
claimed by the schoolmen was not real at all but purely verbal, and therefore wholly
worthless:

haveing fixd certeine significations to these following words anima forma, E'𝜈𝜏𝜀𝜆E'𝜒𝜀𝜄𝛼,
homo, ratio, animal, substantia I can make severall undoubted propositions nay even
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demonstrations about the soulewithouthaveing the least knowledgwhat the soule realy
is & of this sort a man may finde an infinite number of propositions reasonings & con-
clusions in books of Metaphysicks, Schoole divinity, & some sort of natural phylosophy
& after all know as little either of god spirits or bodys as he did before he set out. (A, §27)

It was a passage that Locke thought worth preserving: it reappeared with onlyminor
changes in the final Essay (4.8.9). It is significant that though Locke was careful to
reject only “schoole” divinity and “some sort” of natural philosophy,metaphysicswas
condemned without any restriction or qualification.

The remainder of Draft A from §32 onwards – apart from a short section at the
end (§§43–5), added slightly later – was concerned with the degrees and grounds
of probability. Much of this reappeared in greatly expanded form in the Essay, but
one passage that was not reused makes an interesting contrast between the role of
language in knowledge and in faith (not exclusively religious faith):

There is also this difference between Faith & Knowledg. That to Faith there is always a
necessity of words or signes equivalent to words wherein to propose the truth that is to
be beleivd, but to Knowledg there is noe need at all of words… For in Faithwe first heare
the words & afterwards examin the thing or truth of them: In knowledg we first receive
the impressions or sensations of the thing, & the alteration in our understandings is
made by the reality of what we know & afterwards perhaps we suit [i.e. clothe] it with
words. (A, §33)

Knowledge comes from the reception and contemplation of bare ideas, with words
being needed only if we wish to communicate our thoughts to other people, but in
the case of beliefs the order is quite different: the proposition that is offered to us for
acceptance must be expressed in words before it can even be understood.

Draft A is manifestly unfinished, though when Locke finally ceased work on it is
uncertain – probably in the latter part of 1671. A few stray remarks give some clues
as to what he had planned to discuss in the unwritten portion: as has already been
remarked, at the end of §38 he said that he would subsequently come to treat “of
things them selves,” in §26 he informed the reader that in due course hewould speak
of “god the Lawof nature& revelation,” and in §37he looked ahead to a proposed dis-
cussion of miracles. The subjects mentioned in these remarks confirm the reliability
of Tyrrell’s report that the discussions in Locke’s chamber had been on the princi-
ples of morality and revealed religion (Cranston 1957, 140–1). It has been suggested
(Dewhurst 1963, 44) that these initial enquirieswere onmedicine, but there is no real
evidence for this; it was a subject in which Locke had considerable expertise, and in
which he had recently been collaborating closely with Thomas Sydenham, but there
are few traces of these concerns in theDrafts. The same is true of the natural sciences:
since 1668Lockehad been a fellowof theRoyal Society andwaswell acquaintedwith
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several of its leading figures, notablyRobert Boyle, but there is no sign that hewas try-
ing to provide an epistemological analysis or underpinning of their methods. In this
respect, the famous passage in the Epistle to the Reader of the Essay in which Locke
described himself a mere under-laborer to suchmaster-builders as Boyle, Sydenham,
Huygens, and Newton is potentiallymisleading: it shows how hewished to be read in
1690, but does not provide a reliable indication of the issues that had prompted his
enquiry 20 years earlier.

6.2 The Early Drafts: Draft B

Like its predecessor, Draft B bears the date “1671” in several places: it occurs twice
at the beginning in the preliminary pages before the start of the main text, and three
times in the latter part of the work (§§118, 120, 123). Given, however, that during
this part of his life Locke normally took the new year as starting on 25 March, not 1
January, it is possible that the work was not begun until the early months of 1672,
and very likely that someparts are as late as this, or even later. Though it is convenient
to talk of the “1671 Drafts,” it is far from certain that their compositionwas confined
to that calendar year.

Draft B was written on loose sheets of paper, folded and gathered together before
writing commenced into quires of (initially) eight leaves, i.e. 16 pages, but left
unbound. The text was written on the recto of each leaf – in other words, the right-
hand page of a given opening – with the page opposite left blank. The advantage of
this method of composition, which Locke had already used in the Essay Concerning
Toleration, was its flexibility: short additions could be made between the lines of the
text or in the substantialmargins that Lockehad left for that purpose, longer additions
could go on the blank pages opposite, and if roomwas needed for a very long addition,
new leaves could be inserted into the unbound quires at the places required. Changes
of all these kinds are frequently visible in the manuscript, and they make it possible
to track how Locke’s thought developed as he wrote.

The title Locke gave to Draft B – “An Essay concerning The Understanding, Knowl-
edge, Opinion & Assent” – clearly foreshadows the main themes of the completed
Essay, and indeed the opening paragraphs of the Draft were taken over into the Essay
with only minor modifications. By this stage in his enquiry, Locke had a clear pro-
gram inmind: “to enquire into theOriginall, Certainty&Extent of humaneknowledg,
togeather with the grounds & degrees of Opinion Beleif Perswasion or Assent.” The
second part of this was as important as the first: we need “to search out the bounds
between knowledg & opinion & bywhatmeasures in thingswhereof we have noe cer-
tain knowledg we ought to regulate our assent &moderate our perswasions” (B, §2).
Locke’s enquirywas epistemological only in the broad sense of that term: hewas con-
cerned notmerely with the nature and limits of human knowledge, but with rational
(and irrational) belief.
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The opening remarks are followed by an extended attack on innatism. As in the
Essay, the targets of Locke’s polemic were not identified by name – the criticism of
Herbert of Cherbury in §6 is a later addition,muchof itwritten onanew leaf inserted
for that purpose – but he made it clear that it was the postulation of innate practical
principles that he particularly had in mind. In the Essay, Locke began (in chapter 2)
with an attack on the theory of innate speculative principles and only moved on to
innate practical principles in chapter 3. In the Draft, the discussion startedwith prac-
tical principles, and the sinister motives of those who advocated them:

they that are of this minde assert it of both practicall as well as speculative & of the
former cheifly of the two. & if in either of them they shall be found to bemistaken, there
will be ground to suspect them in both, their reasonings being alike concerning both
speculative & practicall & the latter those which they make most use of & lay greatest
stresse upon as being most serviceable to them to those uses to which they put them, &
to build those discourses on, which they have occasion to make. (B, §5)

There is an unmistakable note of anger in some of his comments, notably in the con-
clusionwhere he described how the presentation of principles as innate could be used
to corrupt those who had been cajoled into accepting them by depriving them of the
use of their own reason and judgment, “In which posture of blinde credulity they
might be easily governd by & made usefull to some sort of men who had the skill &
office to principle & guid them” (B, §13; 1.4.24). Locke certainly had fundamental
disagreements with Descartes, but remarks such as these hardly seem aimed at him:
it is more likely that he was thinking of the teachers and clergy placed in positions of
authority in his own country.

The next part of the Draft corresponds to the early chapters of Book Two of the
Essay, though with some significant differences. The discussion of primary and sec-
ondary qualities in chapter 8 is missing entirely, even though there is evidence from
elsewhere in the Draft that Locke accepted – or at least was sympathetic towards –
some kind of corpuscularian account of nature (§§137, 150). Also absent is any
account of modes, either simple or mixed: the word indeed occurs quite frequently,
but always (when used in this sense) as a later insertion. In the original version of the
Draft, as in Draft A, complex ideas fall into only two classes: ideas of substances and
ideas of relations.

The reason why we have ideas of substances is that we observe that simple ideas
of sensation and reflection “goe constantly togeather” and “not imagining how these
simple Ideas can subsist of them selves we inure [i.e. accustom] our selves to sup-
pose some substratumwhere in they doe subsist & fromwhich they doe result which
therefor we call substances” (§60). It is clear from this and from the passages quoted
earlier from Draft A that the substratum conception of substance which so many of
Locke’s interpreters have found troublesome was present even in his first attempts
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to think systematically about the issue. A critic might observe that Locke was inad-
vertently adding to the confusions surrounding an intrinsically difficult topic by fail-
ing to distinguish between ideas and qualities. He subsequently did so in an inter-
polated passage that was not reused in the published Essay: “Also when I speake
of simple Ideas as existing in things v.g. heat in the fire & red in a cherry I would
be understood to meane such a constitution of that thing as produces that Idea
in our mindes.” Ideas of this kind are more accurately described as qualities, these
being defined as “any thing which produces or causes any simple Idea in us” (§61).
There is no mention anywhere in the Draft of the later distinction between primary
and secondary qualities: qualities are divided into actual qualities, such as “taste
colour smell & tangible qualitys,” and potential qualities or powers, such as the
(active) power of fire to melt lead and the (passive) power of lead to be melted by
fire.

Locke had already dealt with ideas of relations at some length in Draft A (§§17–
26), but the account in Draft B – copied in part from its predecessor – is much more
extensive, making up indeed thewhole of the surviving Draft from §98 onwards. The
discussion is not tightly controlled: here as elsewhere, Locke gives a strong impression
of having written without any firm plan, pursuing topics as they occurred to him.
This is particularly apparent in the long section on time and duration (§§101–30),
much of whichwas reused in the Essay, though it was shifted to the section on simple
modes, time and space no longer being classed as relations.

Apart from time, place and causality, which were described as “the three Grand
relations” (§145) and treated separately, relations were divided into five classes: pro-
portional, natural, instituted or voluntary, potential, andmoral (§§147–51). The last
of these were of particular interest to Locke, and the final part of the extant draft
dealt with them at some length. Parts of this were reused in the Essay (2.28.14, 20;
3.11.17), and others appear in an unpublished chapter “Of Ethick in General” that
Locke drafted for the end of Book Four and then withdrew (Locke 2002, 10, 12–13).

Most of Draft B was occupiedwith topics that were subsequently to appear in Book
Two of the Essay, but there are some sections on knowledge (notably §§32–46) and
words (§§62–93g). Much of the former is concerned with our direct sensory aware-
ness of particulars, and some of this reappeared in the Essay with only minor alter-
ations (B, §§37–39; 4.11.5–8).

Themanuscript of Draft B ends abruptly inmid-sentence at the bottom of the final
page of quire EE. InDraft C (1685), the samepassage (C, 2.31.25) continues smoothly
without a break (C, 2.31.25; substantially revised version in Essay, 2.28.14); it is
therefore extremely likely that something has been lost from the manuscript of Draft
B, though how much can only be a matter of speculation. There is, however, ample
evidence from several other abortive attempts to deal with these issues that Locke
found himself enmeshed in intractable problems whenever he thought about the
foundations of ethics, and it would not be very surprising if Draft B petered out soon
after this point.

131



J. R. MILTON

6.3 Work in Progress, 1671–1685

When Locke stopped working on Draft B is not known, but it is unlikely that much,
if any, of it is later than 1672. In the autumn of that year, Shaftesbury became Lord
Chancellor and Locke, who was then acting as his secretary, became involved in a
considerable amount of official business; suchwriting of his own as he did undertake
seems mostly to have been on politics and economics. There is no record of his doing
anymore work on philosophy until 1676, when he was in France, at Montpellier: for
the next few years his journal – started when he left England in November 1675 –
contains quite a number of entries on philosophical matters (Locke 1936, 77–112;
Locke 1954, 258–9, 265–82). Locke also began learning French, and his new lin-
guistic skills gave him access to a body of philosophical writing previously closed to
him, notably Malebranche’s Search after Truth. (Descartes’ works were all available in
Latin, and Locke had read them in that language.)

Locke seems also to have been doing further work on the Essaywhile in France. In
July 1678, when he departed from Paris for a tour through the provinces, he left in
his trunk a collection of books, including an “Essay de Intellectu fol.” (Bodl.,MS Locke
f. 3, p. 183). It is clear from numerous references elsewhere that “De Intellectu” [On
the Understanding] was the short title Locke used to designate his drafts of the Essay,
and it is certain that this volume –whatever it was – cannot have been either Draft A,
which was in a volume that he did not take to France, or Draft B, the manuscript
of which is a small octavo. What “De Intellectu” contained cannot now be deter-
mined, but some parts of the final Essay were taken from entries in Locke’s journal
made around this time (Locke 1954, 276–7; 4.18.5, 11), and it would seem likely
that quite a lot more of the Essay was written – or rather drafted – while he was in
France.

The “Essay de Intellectu”was brought back to Englandwhen Locke returned at the
end of April 1679, and kept among his papers, at first in London and then in Oxford
(BL, Add. MS 15642, p. 132, Bodl., MS Locke f. 4, pp. 8, 138, MS Locke c. 1, pp. 396–
7). Howmuch work he did on the Essay during the next four years is not known, but
quite a lot of his time must have been spent writing the Two Treatises of Government,
especially as the First Treatise was at this stage considerably longer than the incom-
plete portion recovered and published in 1689. In August 1683 Locke fled England,
leaving behind him a large proportion of his books and manuscripts in the hands
of James Tyrrell. One of these was a draft of the Essay, described by Tyrrell when
he restored it to Locke in 1692 as “your fowle [i.e. rough] copy of your late Trea-
tise of humane understanding"; this must have been a volume of considerable size
since it was too big to go into the box with the other books that Tyrrell was returning
(Corr., 1464). Tyrrell had been reading it while Locke was away, and reported that
he had taken the liberty of making his own annotations on the blank pages (Corr.,
775); it is a great pity, though perhaps hardly surprising, that themanuscript has not
survived.
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Once in Holland, and free (for the moment) from the political distractions that
had occupied so much of his time in England, Locke set to work consolidating and
expanding the draftmaterial which he had broughtwith him. Thismay perhaps have
included the manuscript of Draft B, but almost certainly not “Adversaria 1661,” the
commonplace book containing Draft A – there are no entries in this made during
Locke’s time in The Netherlands, and generally it seems that when he went abroad
he left his commonplace books behind in England. An account of what he had been
doingwas sent to the eventual dedicatee of theEssay, the Earl of Pembroke, inNovem-
ber 1684, written in response to some false but potentially very dangerous accusa-
tions that he was the author of some grossly and offensively libelous political pam-
phlets:

My time was most spent alone, at home by my fires side, where I confesse I writ a good
deale, I thinke I may say, more then ever I did in soemuch time inmy life, but noe libells,
unlesse perhaps itmay be a libell against allmankinde to give some account of theweak-
nesse and shortnesse of humane understanding, for upon that my old theme de Intel-
lectu humano (on which your Lordship knows I have been a good while a hammering),
has my head been beating, and my pen scribleing all the time I have been here except
what I have spent in travelling about to see the country. (Corr., 797)

The leisure Locke needed for such writing was not always available: his former asso-
ciation with Shaftesbury hadmade him an object of suspicion to the English govern-
ment, and he had to spendmuch of the second half of 1685 in hiding inAmsterdam,
where hewrote the Epistola de Tolerantia, and in Cleves.Work on the Essay continued,
however, at least intermittently, and as parts were completed, Locke sent copies of
them to his friend Edward Clarke in England: by August 1686 he had finished Book
Three, and by December, Book Four (Corr., 871, 886).

6.4 Draft C (1685)

One draft of the Essay has survived from these years: a copy of Books One and Two
in the hand of Locke’s manservant and amanuensis, Sylvester Brounower (Pierpont
Morgan Library, NewYork, MA 998). This is now generally known as Draft C; no edi-
tion of it has yet appeared, but there is a fairly detailed analytical account by Richard
Aaron (Aaron 1955, 55–73) and some excerpts have been published by Ruth Mat-
tern (Mattern 1981). Themanuscript is dated 1685 on its title page; a note in Locke’s
handon thefly-leaf indicates that itwaswritten for transmission to England, but owes
its survival to the fact that it remained in Holland among the papers of his friend,
Benjamin Furly (Forster 1830, iv–vii). It is substantially longer than either Draft A or
Draft B, amounting to just over 110,000 words.
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Draft C is very different fromDrafts A andB in one important respect. They are true
drafts, written in Locke’s own hand. Draft C is a fair copy made by his manservant
– probably one chance survivor of many that were produced – and though it does
contain a good number of corrections and a few longer additions in Locke’s hand,
themanuscript inevitably providesmuch less information than its predecessors about
how Locke’s thought changed as he was writing.

Several quite extensive sections of Draft C were derived from either Draft A or Draft
B, though in both cases probably indirectly, via manuscripts which have since been
lost. The longest parts taken from Draft A are in the chapter “Of Infinity” (Book Two,
ch. 20), taken from some sections (§§44–5) added at the end of the Draft; for themost
part these did not reappear in the published Essay. The borrowings from Draft B are
muchmore extensive. Almost thewhole of the very long chapter “Of Duration and its
simple Modes” (Book Two, ch. 17) was taken from §§103–23 of the Draft, often with
only very minor changes. The first third of this reappeared in the Essay (2.14.1–17),
but most of the remainder did not. One passage that did get reused is §56, which had
been derived from Draft B §123 and which in turn became Essay 2.14.29. In Draft
B Locke referred to “this present year 1671.” In the Essay this was altered to “this
present year 1689” – clear evidence of a late prepublication revision. In Draft C, the
yearwas still given as 1671, and in earlier paragraphs (§§48, 50, not used in the final
Essay) there are references to “this present yeare 1671” and “this place viz London.”
These phrases (also found in Draft B, §§118, 120) must have been in the manuscript
from which Brounower was copying, and their presence in Draft C provides further
evidence that inferences from dates appearing in Locke’s works should only be made
with considerable caution.

A reference to “the yeare of our Lord 1671” is also found in §11 of the next chap-
ter of Draft C, “Duration & Expansion Considerd togeather"; this reappeared in Essay
2.15.8, with the year unaltered. There is nothing corresponding to this in the extant
part of the manuscript of Draft B, but the choice of date suggests, though it does not
prove, that the passage had originally been written in 1671, either as part of a lost
continuation of Draft B or separately. So too (perhaps) does a mention in the same
sentence in Draft C of “the midle of Lincolns Inn feilds” as an example of a place:
when Lockewaswriting Drafts A and B in his chamber in Exeter House, Lincoln’s Inn
Fields was a few hundred yards away.

The broad organization of Draft C is very similar to that of the published Essay,
both (unlike Drafts A and B) being divided into books and chapters. In BookOne these
chapters have similar titles to those in the Essay, but all of themwere revised for pub-
lication, and the second, “Noe Innate speculative principles,” was extensively rewrit-
ten. In Book Two the differences are more immediately conspicuous: the chapter “Of
Solidity” (chapter 4 in theEssay) appearsmuch later, as chapter 21, immediately after
the chapter “Of Infinity", while chapter 11 “Of Discerning, and other Operations of
the Mind” is divided into four short chapters (10–13), and chapter 12 “Of Complex
Ideas” into two (14–15). Themost far-reaching changes were at the end of the book.
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In 1690 this concluded with four chapters: “Of Clear and Obscure, Distinct and Con-
fused Ideas,” “Of Real and Fantastical Ideas,” “Of Adequate and Inadequate Ideas,”
and “Of True andFalse Ideas.” The position and subjectmatter of thesehave ledmany
readers to suspect that theywere an afterthought, andDraft C shows that indeed they
were: at the end of chapter 31 “Of Other Relations” (ch. 27 in the first edition), Locke
wrote “sic Cogitavit JL,” the termination he frequently placed at the end of a work
he considered as finished (ECT, 141). At some subsequent time – though after how
long an interval can only be surmised – Locke instructed Brounower to transcribe two
entirely new chapters: “Of Clear &Distinct Obscure & Confused Ideas” and “Of Real &
Phantasticall Adequate & Inadequate Ideas.” These reappeared with major changes
as chapters 28–30 in the first edition, but there is nothing in the Draft corresponding
to chapter 31, “Of True and False Ideas."

One thing that does emerge from these final chapters in Book Two is that the dis-
tinction between real and nominal essences – perhaps Locke’s most important philo-
sophical innovation in Book Three – had already been formulated, though of the pas-
sages (C, 2.33.10, 12, 19) in which the phrase “nominal essence” occurs, only the
last was reused in the Essay (in 4.3.25). The expression “real essence” appears much
more frequently in these chapters in both the Draft and the Essay, and it would seem
likely that this term was devised first and its companion derived from it, in imitation
of the scholastic distinction between real and nominal definitions.

A detailed chapter-by-chapter analysis of Draft C would be beyond the scope of
this present account, but one thing should be made clear: it would be quite wrong to
think that when Locke had finished working on Draft C, Books One and Two of the
Essay were effectively complete, with only a modest amount of augmentation and
rearrangement being needed to turn them into the published version. In fact, apart
from a few of the very short chapters near the beginning of Book Two, almost all
the chapters were extensively rewritten, sometimes so much that the published ver-
sions bear little resemblance to their predecessors – as in the chapter on themodes of
thinking (2.21 in theDraft, 2.19 in theEssay) – and even those that underwent fewest
changes usually contain substantial additions. During his first two years in Holland,
Locke had succeeded in gathering together what he described to Edward Clarke as his
“old scatterd notions” into “a lesse confused and [more] coherent discourse” (Corr.,
801), organized on the same broad plan as the final Essay, but in 1685 the work was
still a very long way from being finished.

A good example of the extensive changes made to the Essay after Draft C had been
completed is provided by the chapter “Of Solidity.” In the published version, this was
placed quite early in Book Two, as chapter 4, while in the Draft it was put much later,
as chapter 21, but the differences between the two versions are more considerable
than thismere fact alonemight suggest. Part of thematerial in chapter 4 of theEssay
(§§1, 4) had been in §4 of chapter 3 ("Of Ideas of one sense") in the Draft, and nearly
all the material in the last part of chapter 21 of the Draft (§§7–10) was moved in
the Essay to the chapter on substance (2.23.24–6, 29). By the time Locke came to
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write Draft C, he had becomeabsorbed in a set of problems thatwere only tangentially
connected with his original enquiry into the limits of the human understanding, but
were part of a sustained anti-Cartesian polemic centered on the notions of substance,
space, solidity, and the cohesion of bodies (Hill 2004).

6.5 First Publication: the Abrégé

One final document provides some evidence of how Locke’s work on the Essay was
proceeding during his last years in The Netherlands. This is the abridgement that
was published – in a French translation made by his friend Jean Le Clerc – in Le
Clerc’s journal, the Bibliothèque universelle et historique (Locke 1688; Milton 2011).
It was Locke’s first important publication, and the first indication to anyone outside
his immediate circle that a major work of philosophy was nearing completion. The
title given to it in the Bibliothèque universellewas “Extrait d’un Livre Anglois qui n’est
pas encore publié, intitulé Essai Philosophique concernant L’Entendement” [Extract
of an English book which has not yet been published entitled Philosophical Essay
concerning the Understanding], but the separate off-prints that Locke arranged to be
given to his friendswere given the titleAbrégé D’un Ouvrage intitulé Essai Philosophique
Touchant L’Entendement, and it is bya shortenedversionof this latter title that thework
is usually known. The Abrégé covered all four books of the Essay, though Book Four
was summarized briefly in a single paragraph. Locke’s motive for doing this was cer-
tainly not to conceal his rejection of innatism: the work begins with the quite unam-
biguous statement that “In the thoughts which I have had concerning our under-
standing, I have attempted from the start to prove that our mind is in the beginning
what is called a tabula rasa: that is to say, without ideas and without knowledge”
(Locke1688, 49). Thiswas quite enough to attract hostile comment, as indeed it soon
did.

In their structure, the other books in the Abrégéwere much closer to the published
Essay than Draft C had been, though there remained significant differences. In Book
Two, the chapter on solidity was still placed immediately after the one on infinity, as
it had been in Draft C; the chapters at the end of the book correspond to those in the
Essay, with the one on true and false ideas appearing for the first time. In Book Three
the chapter “Of Particles” (ch. 7) is missing entirely, and the chapter on abstract and
concrete terms (ch. 8) comes at the end of the book; in Book Four themain difference
is that the chapter “Of Error” (ch. 17 in theAbrégé; ch. 19 in the first edition) was put
before “Of Reason."

Nomanuscript of the text that had been given to Le Clerc to translate has survived,
but among Locke’s papers there is an earlier English version in Brounower’s hand
(Bodl., MS Locke c. 28, fs. 52–82); no critical edition of this has yet been published,
but there is a rather inaccurate transcription in King’s Life of John Locke (King 1830,
vol. 2, 231–93). The work has no title in the manuscript but is generally known as
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the Epitome. When it was written is uncertain, but it is clearly significantly earlier
than the Abrégé, and there are reasons for thinking that it – or at least the lost orig-
inal in Locke’s hand from which the extant copy was directly or indirectly derived –
is older than Draft C (Hill and Milton 2003). In Book Two, the structure of the Epit-
ome is much simpler and arguably more natural than that of Draft C: the chapters
on perception, on retention and on the other operations of the mind, which inter-
rupt the flow in both the Draft and the published Essay, are missing, as are those on
solidity, on the simple modes of sensation and reflection, on the collective ideas of
substances, and on clear, distinct, real, and fantastical ideas. The survival of the Epit-
ome therefore makes it possible to discern the outline of Book Two as it must initially
have been planned: first an account of simple ideas, including all those ideas subse-
quently classified as simple modes, and then a treatment of the three kinds of com-
plex ideas – substances, (mixed) modes, and relations, in that order. There is noth-
ing in the Epitome that requires one to treat it as a summary of a work that had
already been written: some parts correspond quite closely to the versions in Draft C
and the Essay, but in many places the resemblances are much vaguer or even non-
existent.

In Books Three and Four, the Epitome is much closer to the Abrégé than in Book
Two, and it may be that these parts are later. The largest difference occurs in Book
Four, chapter 10, “Of our Knowledge of the Existence of a God,” which in the Abrégé
corresponds quite closely to §§1–6 of the chapter in the Essay, but which is almost
entirelymissing in theEpitome. A less conspicuous divergence can be found at the end
of the second chapter of Book Four, after the account of sensitive knowledge, where
the Abrégé added a disclaimer that though such knowledge lacks the full certainty
possessed by intuitive and demonstrative knowledge, it does nevertheless have more
thanmere probability. In the Epitome – as in Drafts A and B – sensitive knowledge had
been treated simply as a variety of knowledge, without any qualification or diminu-
tion of its status.

In both the Epitome and the Abrégé Book Four concludes, as it does in the Essay,
with the chapter on the division of the sciences, and in both there is the celebrated
partition of these into the three distinct branches of Physikē, Praktikē, and Semeiōtikē
– in all three works the untransliterated Greek words were used. This division can
be traced back at least to the spring of 1685, when it appeared in the Latin draft of
Locke’s “NewMethod of a Commonplace Book” (Bodl., MS Locke c. 31, f. 73v; it was
notmentioned in the slightly earlier English draft). In the revised version of the “New
Method” published a year later in the Bibliothèque universelle (Locke 1686, 326), the
Greek words were not used but the tripartite division of the sciences was retained: in
addition to the two chief classes of natural philosophy and moral philosophy (which
Locke had been using in classifying his reading since the late 1650s) he told his read-
ers that “You may add a third, which may be called the Knowledge of Signs, which
relates to the use of words, and is of much more extent than meer Criticism” (Locke
1706, 322). In the Epitome, Semeiōtikē had been described as a discipline “which, if

137



J. R. MILTON

well considered, would perhaps produce another kind of logic and critique than has
yet been thought on” (King 1830, vol. 2, 293; compare 4.21.4).

The final stages of the composition of theEssay cannot nowbe traced in any detail,
though it is reasonable to assume that Locke continued tinkeringwith his work for as
long as he was able: as the changes made in successive editions of both the Essay and
the Two Treatises of Government show, he could be a fussy and even obsessive reviser,
quite prepared to spend time reconsidering points of minute detail. He presumably
brought a manuscript of the Essay back to England when he returned in February
1689, though once settled in London he would have had other matters to deal with,
notably the recovery and subsequent revision of the Two Treatises. The publisher’s
contract for the Essay was signed in May, and printing began soon afterwards. It is
likely that the Epistle to the Reader was written in the summer or autumn of 1689:
some of it is a part of the book that was clearly set up and printed at a late stage in the
whole operation, and Locke had met two of his “master-builders” of the Common-
wealth of Learning – Huygens and Newton – for the first time in the summer of that
year. The work itself went on sale in December, a month after the Two Treatises had
made its anonymous and inconspicuous appearance.
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7

The Theory of Ideas

DAVID SOLES

Locke believes that everymental act, event or state essentially involves ideas and that
our only access to the world is through ideas. The theory of ideas, thus, is central
to his philosophy and understanding the epistemological and metaphysical positions
developed in the Essay requires addressing it. The first step in doing this requires rec-
ognizing that it is intended as a contribution to empirical science. Locke believes that
cognition can be studied like any other natural phenomenon, using the methods of
natural science (what he would call natural philosophy): observation; experimenta-
tion; the construction, empirical testing and empirically based revisionof hypotheses,
etc. The theory of ideas is part of a natural philosopher’s sketch of a theory of cogni-
tion. Its status as an empirical hypothesis is indicated in several ways: it is developed
via the “Historical, plain Method” (1.1.2); its merits are to be assessed on the basis
of experience and observation; it is consistently characterized as a conjecture, guess,
or hypothesis; support for it is to be acquired through introspection (a form of obser-
vation) and the observation of others, especially children. Recognizing the theory’s
status as a proposed contribution to natural science is important for several reasons:
first,manyapriori objections to the theory to the effect that certain theses arenotnec-
essarily true Locke would find moot; second, Locke’s refusal to consider many issues
thought to be fundamental makes sense – they are not amenable to the methods of
natural philosophy; third, the claims advanced in the Essay are intended as core the-
ses in a research program which Locke expects to be modified and supplemented by
future research.

A Companion to Locke, First Edition. Edited by Matthew Stuart.

© 2016 Blackwell Publishing, Ltd. Published 2016 by JohnWiley & Sons, Ltd.



THE THEORY OF IDEAS

7.1 What Are Ideas?

A theory of ideas could address a number of questions: what is the intrinsic nature
of ideas? Are they material or immaterial? Are they substantial beings or modifica-
tions of substances? How do they exist in the mind? How are they acquired? How
does the mind operate upon them? How do they represent? What is their role in the
acquisition of knowledge and belief ? Locke has a fair amount to say onmost of these
issues althoughhe tries to avoid the first two.He indicates this disinclination in assert-
ing that he “will not trouble himself to examine whether Ideas do in their Forma-
tion … depend on Matter or no,” that such an inquiry lies out of his way (1.1.2),
and in admitting to “not knowing how the Ideas of our Mind are framed, out of
what Materials they are made, whence they have their Light, and how they come to
make theirAppearances” (2.14.13). This reluctance to speculate about their intrinsic
nature also is operative in his decision to use “idea” to express “whatever is meant by
Phantasm, Notion, Species” (1.1.8). As is often emphasized, Locke could not suppose
this sheds any light on the nature of ideas; contemporaries employing those terms
in accounts of cognition held widely divergent views on the nature of such objects.
The passage should be read as a considered attempt to avoid taking a position on the
intrinsic nature of ideas.

While Locke officially refuses to speculate about the nature of ideas, a few passing
remarks shed some light on his views. At one point, he suggests that “ideas may be
real beings, thoughnot substances: asmotion is a real being, thoughnot a substance”
(Works, 10: 256), a suggestion reinforced by characterizing himself as someone who
conceives of ideas as actions or passions of the mind (Works, 9: 218). Refusing to say
anythingmore than that ideas are alterations of themind is defended on the grounds
that no one can say anythingmore and it is fruitless to speculate beyondwhat can be
supported by observation and experience. His theorizing about ideas will go “only so
far as experienceandobservation lead”andno further (Works, 9: 256). The important
point here is that ideas are not substantive or quasi-substantive objects and are not
in the mind in anything analogous to the way that Chance is in his stall. They are
mental states or properties of mental states.

But ideas are more than merely mental states or properties, they have representa-
tional or intentional content. In fact, Locke usually uses “idea” to refer to the repre-
sentational content of a mental state and frequently characterizes ideas as represen-
tations. That, in different contexts, heuses “idea” tomeaneither themental alteration
or its representational contentneed disturbusnomore than the fact that talk of a vote
can indicate either the content of an act or the hand raising in which that content is
realized. And just aswe are usuallymore interested in the representational content of
a hand raising than in themovement, Locke ismore interested in the content of men-
tal alterations than in the nature of their realization. The contents of mental states,
however, do not constitute a homogeneous class. There are perceptions of marigolds,
feelings of pain, experiences of anger, thoughts of Caesar, hopes for rain, doubts about
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someone’s veracity, intentions to exercise,memories of Oxford, etc.What could justify
glossing such diverse mental states as having ideas?

Despite their diversity, there is one thing Locke thinks they have in common: they
all involve things to which the mind has direct, immediate, incorrigible access. As
he puts it, an idea is “what the Mind perceives in itself, or is the immediate Object of
Perception, Thought, or Understanding” (2.8.8). This need not mean that it is ideas
and only ideas that we perceive, understand, and think about. As Bennett notes, a
standard seventeenth-century use of “object” carries the sense of being a vehicle, and
Locke is thinking of ideas as objects of thought in this sense – it is through them that
we think, perceive, and understand (Bennett 2001, 2,2). But while we cognize via
ideas, they are “present to the mind” in a way that the things we typically perceive,
understand or think about are not. We become aware of the marigold by having a
visual experience with a certain content, but we do not become aware of the content
of the visual experience by being aware of something else; we become aware of a
problem in a molar by feeling pain, but we do not become aware of the pain by being
aware of something else, etc.

These considerations underscore the representational or intentional character of
ideas. Locke believes that any mental state is directed towards something, it has an
object. Perceiving the marigold, for instance, is a mental act and its object is the
marigold. But the marigold cannot be part of the act of perception; it is in the garden
while the perception is in the mind. There must, then, be some feature of the mental
act which represents and directs the mind towards the marigold. This feature, which
Locke calls an idea, is what makes the act a perception of the marigold instead of the
rose or snake in the grass. Similar accounts are offered for other types of cognition.
The thought that Caesar defeated Pompey has Caesar and Pompey as its objects but,
when it occurs to one, they are not literally in the mind. There must, then, be some
aspects of one’s mental state functioning as representations of Caesar and Pompey
and directing the mind to them. A major task in the theory of ideas is that of spec-
ifying what it is about a mental state which makes it a representation of something
beyond itself, an issue best addressed subsequent to considering the account of idea-
genesis. Here it is sufficient to emphasize that (1) ideas are representational contents
of states of consciousness; (2) this does not imply that they are something distinct
from those states; rather, (3) they are those aspects or features of mental states which
point beyond themselves.

7.2 Simple and Complex Ideas

For Locke, either all ideas are derived from experience or some are innate. The rejec-
tion of innatism receives detailed consideration elsewhere in this volume. Here I
focus on Locke’s thesis that all of one’s ideas are derived from experience. Expe-
rience is divided into two categories: sensation and reflection. Sensation includes
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perception (seeing, hearing, tasting, touching, and smelling) as well as feelings of
warmth, pain, cold, etc. Reflection corresponds roughly to introspection: by attend-
ing to its own operations, the mind acquires ideas of belief, doubt, hope, fear, anger,
etc. All ideas have their origin in one or both of these types of experience. Locke
is not particularly concerned to analyze either sensation or reflection, suggesting
that they are best understood by noticing what one does in sensing or reflecting;
his concern is to argue that the mind can derive all its ideas from materials pro-
vided in sensation and reflection. That theory has two main components: a dis-
tinction between simple and complex ideas, and an account of the mental opera-
tions performed upon ideas acquired directly in experience in order to generate new
ideas.

The simple/complex distinction is drawn casually in the Essay and, unsurprisingly,
has engendered a fair amount of interpretative controversy. The core passage occurrs
at 2.2.1–2. 2.2.1 maintains that a simple idea is “in itself uncompounded, contains
in it nothing but one uniform Appearance, or Conception in the mind, and is not
distinguishable into different Ideas.” This seems to imply a criterion of phenomenal
simplicity. 2.2.2 maintains that simple ideas are “suggested and furnished to the
Mind” only by sensation and reflection, that the mind cannot “invent or frame one
new simple Idea… not taken in by” sensation or reflection. This suggests that simple
ideas are those that cannot be created by the mind, but must be acquired as givens
of sensation or reflection.

Contemporary interpretative debates center on questions such as: (1) are there
two criteria of simplicity here or only one? (2) if only one, are the passages intended
to be alternative formulations of a single criterion? (3) is it the case that one sec-
tion provides the criterion and the other an ancillary thesis or corollary? (4) if
so, which is the criterion and what is its relation to the other thesis? (5) what is
meant by “one uniform appearance or conception"? (6) what do terms like “fur-
nished and suggested” mean? (7) does 2.2.2 imply that all and only simple ideas are
given in experience or does it allow that some complex ideas also may be given in
experience?

Beginning with the last issue, some commentators have argued that 2.2.2 implies
that only phenomenally simple ideas are given in experience. Jolley, for instance,
argues that Locke believes all complex ideas, even complex percepts (the complex con-
tents of current perceptual experience) are created by the mind actively organizing
simple ideas, maintaining that Locke believes:

mymind is active even in respect of the bundle of sensations 1 have in experiencing the
scent, colour and feel to the touch of a rose. For to speak of a complex idea is to speak
of a single, unified idea, and Locke is clear that it is the mind which imposes the unity
on elements which are given in experience; it is the mind, so to speak, which ties them
together into a bundle. (Jolley 1999, 47)
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According to this, one cannot acquire the idea of a rose directly in perception. One
directly acquires only ideas of a scent, color, and texturewhich themind then actively
combines into the idea of a rose.

In support of this, Jolley cites 2.12.1’s assertion that “the Mind has a power to
consider several of them [simple ideas] united together, as one Idea.” But this hardly
supports Jolley’s reading. 2.12.1 is concerned to argue that themind can create ideas
out of simple ones provided in experience, not that only simple ideas are given in
experience. In fact, this passage undercuts Jolley’s interpretation, explicitly stating
that simple ideas are observed to exist in several combinations united together. The
claim is not merely that one observes several ideas to occur together but that they
are observed to be combined or “united together.” Observing several ideas combined
or united is having a percept of them so existing and, on Locke’s theory, such a per-
cept is a complex idea of sensation. Furthermore, the complex ideas Locke instances
as ideas made by the mind are not complex ideas of perceived particulars; they are
ideas of beauty, gratitude, aman, an army, and the universe, all of which are abstract
or general ideas and not perceptual contents. The only idea mentioned which could
plausibly be construed as a complex idea of a perceived particular is the idea of aman.
lf one already is convinced that Locke believes that complex perceptual contents are
created by the mind, one could take this to mean that the perception of a particular
man results from the mind actively combining ideas of shape, color, extension, etc.
But, given the whole tenor of 2.12.1, especially the claim that several simple ideas
are observed to be united, it would take some serious argument to treat the inclusion
of the idea of a man on this list as entailing that complex perceptual contents are not
given in experience. Given the other examples and the context, it is more likely that
the abstract idea of man ismeant. Finally, the succeeding paragraph, 2.12.2, suggests
that some complex ideas are acquired in experience,maintaining that themind is not
confined to observation “andwhat offers it self fromwithout; it can, by its own power,
put together those Ideas it has, andmake new complex ones,which it never received so
united.” This seems to imply that some complex ideas are received “from without.”

Stuart also believes that for Locke, “all complex ideas – and not just ideas of unob-
served objects or events – are made by the mind putting simple ideas together” (Stu-
art 2008, 513). Stuart emphasizes 2.2.1’s claim that although “the Qualities that
affect our Senses, are, in the things themselves, so united and blended, that there is
no separation, no distance between them; yet ’tis plain the ideas they produce in the
Mind, enter by the senses simple and unmixed” and claims that it is clear from this
that “Locke thinks that the ideas that enter by way of the senses are all simple ideas”
(Stuart 2008, 513). I do not think it is that clear, however. First, the ideas discussed
at 2.2.1 are explicitly said to be ideas of qualities. But saying that ideas of qualities
enter the mind simple and unmixed does not entail that ideas of substances do not
enter themind aswholes; it is simply to say that ideas of qualities have no constituent
parts intowhich they canbe analyzed and that is consistentwith supposing that some
other ideas enter themind as complex wholes. Second, there is no implication here to
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the effect that the mind wills itself to conjoin, for example, the ideas of the softness
and warmth of the wax into the idea of a thing which is soft and warm. The point of
the passage is: the idea of warmth is distinct from the idea of softness even though
they enter the mind conjoined, that is, as constituents of a more complex perceptual
experience.

Stuart bolsters his interpretation with a passage from the Stillingfleet Correspon-
dence which he takes to make the point, in “language as plain as can be,” that all
non-simple ideas are made by the mind. I have some reservations, however. In the
cited passage Locke claims that:

the Author of The Essay of Human Understanding never thought, nor in that Essay hath
anywhere said, That the Ideas that come into theMind by Sensation and Reflection, are all
the ideas that are necessary to Reason, or that Reason is exercised about; for then he must
have laid byall the Ideas of simple andmix’dModes andRelations, and the complex Ideas
of the Species of Substances, about which he has spent so many chapters; and must
have denied that these complex Ideas are the Objects of Mens Thoughts or Reasonings,
which he is far enough from. All that he has said about Sensation and Reflection is, That
all our simple ideas are received by them, and that these simple Ideas are the Foundation
of all our Knowledge, for as much as all our complex, relative, and general Ideas are
made by the Mind, abstracting, enlarging, comparing, compounding and referring, &c.
these simple Ideas and their several Combinations, one to another, whereby complex
and general Ideas are formed of Modes, Relations and the several Species of Substances,
all which are made use of by Reason, as well as the other Faculties of the Mind. (Locke
1697a, 17–18)

Whilehere Lockedoes say that all our complex, relative, andgeneral ideas aremadeby
themind, as the context indicates, he is not thinkingof ideas as contents of perceptual
experience but discussing ideas necessary for reasoning. The ideas specifically said to
be created by the mind operating upon simple ideas are complex and general ideas
of modes, relations, and species of substances, which are all complex, general con-
cepts. The distinction between ideas-as-concepts and ideas-as-perceptual-contents is
crucial. The acquisition of concepts requires mental operations not required for the
acquisition of perceptual contents. One could, for example, see puce without know-
ing the perceived color was puce or even noting that the color differed from other
shades of purple. In this case, one would be having an idea-as-perceptual-content
of puce even though one did not have the concept of puce. Acquiring the concept
requires carefully attending to the perceptual content, extrapolating it and taking it
as a standard for classificatory practices. The acquisition of more complex concepts is
more complicated. Imagine someone who has never heard of cassowaries seeing one
for the first time. The idea-as-perceptual-content is the idea (percept) of a cassowary
although she does not know that. Acquiring the concept of a cassowary requires
determining which of the qualities presented in the idea-as-perceptual-content are
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relevant and which are not. One decides (or learns) that having a keelless breast-
bone and beingwingless are essential but that being a certain shade of brown or in St
James’ Park is not. The passages cited by Jolley and Stuart stating that all non-simple
ideas are created by the mind are concerned with ideas construed as concepts, not
ideas construed as perceptual contents; Locke’s sweeping claim to the effect that all
non-simple ideas are created by the mind should be understood to be restricted to
concepts.

That Locke nowhere draws a distinction between ideas-as-concepts and ideas-as-
perceptual-contents does pose a problem for this reading. In fact, a popular interpre-
tationmaintains that the distinction would be foreign to him, that he treats concepts
simply as perceptual contents performing a certain function. On this view, having
the concept of a horse just is having the retained image of some particular horse
which functions as a representative for all horses in thinking about horses. As I have
argued elsewhere (Soles 1999), this interpretation faces grave difficulties. Locke pro-
vides careful and detailed accounts of concepts such as power, infinity, space, time,
truth, justice, jealousy, metal, and man which are not consonant with their being
retained perceptual contents. Operative in the Essay is a bifurcated notion of idea;
ideas are sometimes construed as perceptual contents and sometimes as concepts.
This muddies the waters considerably, especially when blanket assertions about ideas
aremade. Nevertheless, the context usually indicateswhether perceptual contents or
concepts are being discussed.

The question of whether only simple ideas are directly given in experience is com-
plicated by Locke’s failure to more fully explicate the two criteria of simplicity. Con-
sider the claim that the mind cannot “invent or frame” a simple idea, that they all
are furnished or suggested to the mind, that the mind is “merely passive” (2.1.25) or
“wholly passive” (2.30.3) in their reception. This suggests that all simple ideas are
passively acquired in the way that percepts are sometimes said to be: if a normally
sighted person in a normal state of mind attentively looks at a nearby standard lemon
in good light, she cannot help having percepts of yellow. But not all simple ideas are
so passively acquired.

The simple idea of power, for example, is acquired by considering the changes that
regularly occur in one body when it comes into contact with another or by consider-
ing the changes that regularly occur in our minds as the result of either “the impres-
sion of outward Objects on the Senses” or our own choices (2.21.1). Considering
these changes, the mind comes to have the idea of being able to make or receive a
change (2.21.2). But the idea of being able to produce or receive a change is not given
in the observation of the change but is acquired by considering what is given. Simi-
larly, the idea of succession is supposedly acquired by reflecting on the train of ideas
appearing one after another in the mind (2.14.3–6 and 2.7.8).

While it seems, then, that talk of the mind being “wholly passive” in the receipt of
all simple ideas is something of an exaggeration, it is not clear that this completely
undercuts the claim that simple ideas can be acquired only as givens of sensation or
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reflection. Classifying the ideas of power and succession as simplemight be reconciled
with the criterion of being given in experience by arguing that, while those ideas are
not furnished to themind in theway that ideas of yellow or heat are, it is still true that
they can be acquired only by having an experience of a requisite sort. lf one never
experienced one object changing upon coming into contact with another or never
experienced one’s own ideas being changed either by coming into contact with an
external object or by an act of will, one could not acquire the idea of power; mutatis
mutandi for succession.While such ideas are not directly furnished to themind, they
are suggested to themind by experiences of a certain sort. Pursuing an interpretation
along these lines would require developing a principled distinction between furnish-
ing and suggesting, and arguing that it is operative in Locke’s classification of simple
ideas. Unfortunately, that cannot be pursued here.

The criterion of uniformity of appearance or conception is equally problematic.
The examples suggest that all simple ideas are uncompounded sensory or reflective
percepts or retained images of such percepts. Included in the category of simple ideas,
however, are ideas of power, existence, unity, succession, and motion. The ideas of
existence, unity, and power certainly are not given in sensation or reflection, sim-
ple or otherwise, and while the simple idea of motion may be acquired via sensa-
tion, it is not an uncompounded appearance or perceptual content. 2.8.18 indicates
that the content of the experience which furnishes or suggests the idea of motion
is complex: the observation of an object changing position vis-à-vis a fixed back-
ground which requires simultaneously observing the object, the background, and
the object being successively located in different positions vis-à-vis that background.
More importantly, if the idea of motion is the idea of changing position vis-à-vis other
objects, it must in some sense contain the ideas of position, change, and objects –
that should make it complex. The problem is even more acute with the idea of power
since Locke explicitly states that it includes “some kind of relation”within it (2.21.3).
Problems like this have lead Bolton to conclude that, while Locke “may allude to
a radical simplicity” as the criterion of simple ideas, in the final analysis “he opts
for a notion of simple idea tolerant of a certain internal structure” (Bolton 2007,
75).

Perhaps one could salvage the uncompounded criterion by attending to 2.2.1’s
assertion that a simple idea contains nothing but one uniform appearance or
conception in the mind. If this is alluding to a distinction between appearances or
perceptual contents and concepts, simple concepts might be acquired via complex
appearances. If the notion of simplicity of concept is something like unanalyzability
into non-equivalent concepts, Locke might argue that analyzing the concept of
motion in terms of an object changing position vis-à-vis other objects is merely
an exercise in synonymy and such an analysis could not provide the concept of
motion to someone who did not already have it. At most it could give the meaning of
“motion” to someone who had the idea but lacked the term. He explicitly takes this
line at 3.4.8–9 in rejecting the definition of “motion” as a passage from one place
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to another on the grounds that this is to translate and not define. But, like trying
to draw a principled distinction between furnishing and suggesting, exploring the
uncompounded criterion along these lines would take us too far afield.

7.3 Mental Operations

2.12.13 offers two schemes for classifying complex ideas: one in terms of things
the complex ideas are of (substances, modes, and relations) and one in terms of
mental operations which generate them (compounding, comparing, and abstract-
ing). Three points should be made. First, if complex percepts are given in sensation,
in saying that ideas of substances and modes are all created by the mind, Locke is
thinking of ideas as concepts. Second, there is not a neat one-to-one correlation
between what a particular idea is of and the operation which generated it – most
complex ideas fit into more than one category. The abstract idea of a general, for
instance, is the idea of someone with the power to command an army, so it is com-
pound, substantival, relational, and abstract and presupposes all three operations.
Third, Locke does leave open the possibility that there are operations other than these
three, stating that themental operations are “chiefly” comparing, compounding, and
abstracting.

The account of these mental operations is sketchy at best. They presuppose more
basic operations of perceiving, discerning, and retaining or remembering. Without
perception, one would have no materials upon which to operate; without discern-
ment, one would not be able to distinguish one idea from another and, hence, could
perform no operation about ideas other than perceiving; without memory or reten-
tion, therewould be littlematerial for themind to operate upon. But because themind
does have these abilities it can engage in composition, comparison, and abstraction.

Locke occasionally speaks as if compounding were merely a matter of conjoining
images, as when one conjoins images of a horse and a horn to create the image of a
unicorn. But that is not his only, or most central, notion of compounding. Consider
the example of the idea of a lie, something “made up of,” among others, ideas of:
(1) articulate sounds; (2) certain ideas being in the mind of the speaker; (3) words
being the signs of those ideas; and (4) those words expressing propositions “other-
wise than the Ideas they stand for, are in the Mind of the Speaker” (2.22.9). Looking
at this and other examples, it is pretty clear that, for ideas of relations and modes
(and suggested below, abstract ideas of substances), the notion of compounding is
one of establishing a set of criteria. The two notions of compounding or combining
are sufficiently disparate that their conflation breeds confusion for both Locke and his
readers.

Relating or comparing is even more casually characterized and is not entirely
coherent. Ideas of relation are said to “arise from the respect the Mind finds” an idea
to stand in to something distinct from itself (2.15.2). The operation of comparing is
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dependent upon the brute ability of discernment, one of the simplest mental opera-
tions.While perception is the first act of themind furnishing ideas, discernment is the
first act of themind about ideas. It is the operation which individuates and recognizes
differences among ideas, the exercise of a natural ability to distinguish among ideas,
“whereby it perceives two Ideas to be the same, or different” (2.11.1).

Given an ability to notice similarities and differences, one can attend to and form
ideas of them. Thus, viewing Chance and Snip standing together in the pasture, I
discern some differences. Attending to one of those differences, I abstract it and call
Snip taller than Chance. I now have an idea of a relationship for comparing other
things as well. It seems that ideas of some relations such as being taller, being on, or
below are suggested to the mind in much the way that the ideas of motion, succes-
sion or power (all of which are relative to some extent) are and could be classed as
simple. It is here that problems of consistency arise: ideas of relations are said to
be complex (created by the mind), yet the simple ideas of motion, succession and
power are all admitted to be relative to some extent (2.21.3). If the idea of power
“includes in it some kind of relation” (2.21.3), shouldn’t it be classed as a com-
plex idea? Alternatively, if it is appropriate to classify ideas of motion, succession or
power as simple, why is it inappropriate to consider the ideas of being tall or old as
simple?

Perhaps the resolution lies in Locke’s belief that acquiring ideas of tall or old
requires more self-directed, voluntary activity than does acquiring ideas of power
or motion. While his claim that the mind is “wholly passive” in the receipt of sim-
ple ideas is overstated, he believes that simple ideas are those which “when offered
to the mind, the Understanding can [not] … refuse to have, nor alter, when they are
imprinted, nor blot them out, and make new ones in it self,” that “the mind is forced
to receive the Impressions and cannot avoid the Perception of those Ideas that are
annexed to them” (2.1.25). Perhaps he believes that a cognitively normal human
being growing up normally could not help acquiring ideas of motion, succession,
and power. Such ideas are not “created” by the mind through any operation of com-
pounding, abstracting or comparing; rather, they seem to spontaneously arise from
the mind noticing or contemplating its ideas. Better, they initially are ideas of ways
in which the mind experiences other ideas and, as such, come close to being simple
ideas of reflection. The simple idea of succession, for example, is said to arise from the
mind noticing a train of ideas (2.14.3–4). The point seems to be that there is a phe-
nomenon of one idea succeeding another and itself being succeeded by another and
that a cognitively normal person simply cannot be unaware of that phenomenon,
thereby acquiring the idea of succession. In this sense the mind “cannot refuse to
have” the idea of succession. Similarly, we cannot be ignorant of the fact that “barely
by willing it, barely by a Thought of the Mind, we can move the parts of our Bodies,
which were before at rest” (2.21.4) and such an observation gives rise to the idea of
power. Although relational, these ideas seem to be “forced upon” any self-conscious
mind.
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Ideas instanced in the category of relations, however, do not spontaneously arise
from the mind’s conscious activity, but result from the mind freely choosing to com-
pare ideas. They result from the mind actively bringing two ideas together and com-
paring them (2.12.1 and 2.25.1). One explicitly and consciously compares Snip and
Chance, thereby acquiring the idea of being taller; more realistically, the child is told
that Snip is taller while attention is drawn to the relevant difference. In developing
his official account of ideas of relations, Locke is thinking of ideas so derived and not
ideas of power, succession, or motion. Much of the confusion here probably is ter-
minological; the taxonomy could be cleaned up to distinguish relational ideas such
as power, succession, motion and perhaps some others which the mind cannot help
acquiringonce it begins to think fromrelational ideas resulting from themindactively
comparing ideas.

Abstracting is the mental operation discussed most fully. The operation varies
depending upon the type of idea being abstracted. The simplest form is that of
abstracting simple ideas of qualities. Having noticed a feature shared by several
objects, for example the color in milk, chalk, and snow, the mind considers that qual-
ity alone, taking it as representative of a class, thereby acquiring the general idea
of whiteness (2.11.9). The creation of abstract ideas of substances is more compli-
cated. Here the mind starts with a collection of ideas of particulars, notices similar-
ities among those particulars, and creates a new abstract idea by “leaving out” indi-
viduating detail and “putting in” only ideas of features common to all the particulars.
The abstract idea created functions as the idea of a sort or species. Extensive interpre-
tative controversy surrounds the idiom of “leaving out and putting in.” One standard
interpretation, defended by Ayers (1986, 1991), treats this as a matter of selective
attention. The abstract idea of a horse, on this reading, just is the idea (construed as
an image) of some particular horse, for example Chance. In thinking about horses in
general, I supposedly utilize my image of Chance, ignoring individuating detail such
as his color, size, and markings, selectively attending only to those features Chance
shares with all horses. This interpretation is popular with commentators who sup-
pose that (1) Locke is an imagist and (2) images must exhibit a fair amount of detail.
If all ideas are images, the abstract idea of a horse must be an image of a horse and,
since there cannot be an image of a colorless horse, it must be an image of a horse of
a particular color although, in thinking about horses in general, themind ignores the
color of the imaged horse and focuses only on features common to all horses. There
are severe problems with this reading. Locke is far too explicit and far too repetitive
in his claim that abstract ideas are new ideas (not simply ideas of some particular
already in one’s possession) created by the mind putting in and leaving out ingredi-
ent ideas. 3.6.32 is illustrative: the abstract idea of metal instanced there is not the
idea of some particular metal but, rather, a “new collection” of ideas; it is something
the mind makes or creates by “putting into” the collection only those features com-
mon to gold, silver, and some other bodies while it “leaves out those Qualities which
distinguish them."
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Bennett developed an imagist interpretation which avoids the above objections.
Instead of supposing that an abstract idea is a detailed image of a particular to which
one selectively attends, he argues that images can lack significant detail. He main-
tains that “to have an image of an F is to be in a state significantly like that of per-
ceiving an F … and is more like that than like perceiving anything else"; further-
more, “one can omit from an induced image any details that one could fail to notice
when actually perceiving an F and noticing that it was an F” (Bennett 2001, 2, 20).
On this reading, one literally “leaves out” of the image all inessential detail, all that
detail one could fail to notice in perceiving something while still perceiving that it
was an instance of a sort. Consider perceiving a distant horse on a cloudy night: one
can perceive that it is a horse without perceiving color, markings, height, etc. But
this still would not fit Locke’s account of abstract ideas. Consider again the abstract
idea of metal “containing only Malleableness, and Fusibility, with certain degrees
of weight and Fixedness” (3.6.32). The properties of being malleable, fusible, and
fixed are all dispositional. They are not features one could notice when perceiving
a particular metal while failing to perceive its other features – they are precisely the
sort of features one does not notice unless one is attentively observing. Furthermore,
dispositions are not the sort of things of which one can have images. What could
be the image containing just representations of malleability, fusibility, fixedness, and
weightiness?

Abstract ideas of modes and relations are created in a manner which differs from
the generation of abstract ideas of substances or simple qualities. Here it is not nec-
essary to start with complex ideas of particular things and leave out individuating
detail. Abstract ideas of modes and relations may be made “very arbitrarily… with-
out Patterns, or reference to any real Existence” (2.5.3). In creating them, the mind
more or less freely chooses a certain number of ideas, unites them into a general idea
and gives that idea a name (3.5.4). That such complex ideas need not be “abstracted”
from ideas of particulars is rhetorically defendedwith the question: “Who can doubt,
but the ideas of Sacrilege, or Adultery,might be framed in the Mind of Men, and have
names given them; and so these Species of mixed Modes be constituted, before either
of them was ever committed” (4.5.5). In creating the abstract ideas of adultery and
jealousy, Adam “put Ideas together, only by his own Imagination, not taken from the
Existence of anything; and to them he gave names to denominate all Things, that
should happen to agree to those his abstract Ideas,without considering whether any
such thing did exist, or no” (3.6.46).

When it comes to complex abstract ideas, whether of substances, modes or rela-
tions, talk of leaving out and putting in ingredient ideas must be taken literally. In
creating an abstract idea, one formulates the idea of a sort or class by determining
criteria for classmembership. The abstract idea just is the resulting set of defining cri-
teria – one “puts into” the set of criteria ideas of features believed to be essential and
“leaves out” all those believed to be inessential. In forming the abstract idea of man,
for instance, the ideas of solidity, extension, life, sense, spontaneous motion, and the
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faculty of reasoning, all of which are abstracted from particulars, are conjoined in an
abstract idea which serves to demarcate a class.

7.4 Representation

Locke believes that ideas, as representations, provide the mind with its only access
to things beyond itself. The nature of the representing relationship varies depending
upon the type of idea involved. I will begin with ideas which are current contents of
perceptual experience (percepts). Since simple percepts of qualities such as occur in
seeing yellow, feeling heat, etc. “naturally and regularly” result from external objects
acting upon the senses, we may be sure that they conform to powers in those objects
to produce such ideas in us (4.4.4). Since I have an idea of yellow every time I look at
themarigold, if I am now looking at themarigold and having an idea of yellow, I may
be confident that it represents some feature really in the marigold.

Simple ideas of perceptual experience are intrinsically representational. They are
“designed [by God] to be theMarks, whereby we are to know, and distinguish” things
(2.30.2). Such ideas “represent to us Things under those appearanceswhich they are
fitted to produce in us: whereby we are able to distinguish the sorts of particular sub-
stances, to discern the states they are in, and so to take them for our necessities, and
apply them to our uses” (4.4.4). The notion of representation, of course, is slippery: a
photograph of Chance represents a particular horse, squiggly lines on contour maps
represent elevation, pain represents a suboptimal condition of the organism, the sym-
bol “A” represents a certain sound, a raised hand represents a vote, etc.

Given the assertions that God has designed simple ideas to be marks of qualities
in things, that simple ideas are naturally and regularly produced by external objects
operating on us, it seems that Locke’s notion of representation blends features of
causal and conformity accounts.While ideas of bothprimaryand secondary qualities
are caused by external objects acting upon the sense organs, the conformity relation
differs. Simple ideas of primary qualities such as extension, figure, solidity, etc. repre-
sent intrinsic qualities of objects. Not only are percepts of solidity regularly caused by
and conformable to features in objects, they also represent a quality objects possess
independently of the way they appear to us; the idea of solidity represents the true
nature of solidity. Ideas of secondary qualities, however, do not represent intrinsic
qualities of objects. The marigold’s yellowness is only a power to produce a certain
idea in normal perceivers under normal perceptual conditions and not an intrinsic
property; the perception of yellow represents a relational property.

Complex percepts also are intrinsically representational. Objects “give notice” of
themselves in our perceptions of them (4.11.9). In part, the representational nature
of complex percepts is a function of the intrinsic representationality of the simple
percepts of which they are composed. If, upon looking into Chance’s stall, we have a
complex percept made up of the simple ones of a reddish color, a certain shape, size,
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etc., “we cannot… doubt, that such Collections of simple ideas, as we have observed
by our Senses to be united together, do really exist together” (4.11.9 pace Jolley &
Stuart, the senses observe simple ideas to be united). Since the complex percept of
Chance just is a collection of percepts of color, size, figure, etc. united together, and
since each of these simple percepts is intrinsically representational, the complex also
is representational. We naturally take the percept as a presentation of a horse. Since
the percept of Chance is composed of simple percepts of both primary and secondary
qualities, the complex percept represents both sorts of features. But it doesmore than
just represent those features – the complex percept presents those features as really
existing together as an entity (4.11.9).

To forestall possible objections, it should be emphasized that Locke does not sub-
scribe to any version of a representative theory of perception which leads to exter-
nal world skepticism. Versions of the theory engendering skepticism maintain that
one never directly perceives external objects but, rather, directly perceives only ideas
(percepts, sense data, whatever) which are caused by and represent external objects.
The problem those versions face is defending the claim that such mental contents
represent things never perceived. Attributions of the skeptical version to Locke are
based on two kinds of considerations. First, Locke occasionally does say that ideas
are the only things immediately perceived by the mind. But, as mentioned above, this
amounts merely to the claim that themind has direct, immediate, incorrigible access
to its own states and that its access to anything else is mediated by those states. This
does not entail that one never perceives anything but ideas. Second, the Essay con-
tains passages like this: “’Tis evident, the Mind knows not Things immediately, but
only by the intervention of the Ideas it has of them… [But]… How shall the Mind,
when it perceives nothing but its own Ideas, know that they agree with Things them-
selves?” (4.4.3). Many commentators take this to be Locke’s explicit recognition that
his theory of perception is confronted by the classical skeptical problem. But, as I have
argued elsewhere (Soles 1999), perception is not at issue in this passage. 4.4 is con-
cerned solely with knowledge of general truths and the worry is how we can be sure
that there is a conformity between our abstract ideas and the things of which they are
ideas. Consideration of our knowledge of the existence of particulars is reserved for
4.11whichmaintains that wemay be certain of the existence of those thingswe per-
ceive, hardly a satisfactory claim to be made by someone who believes that we never
perceive external, but only mental, objects. In fact, if one carefully examines those
passages typically cited as evidence that Locke’s positions lead to external world skep-
ticism, one sees that they are taken out of context and that perception and ideas of
perception are not involved.

Percepts are not entities standing between themind and external objects. They are
the contents of mental acts of perception and, reverting to Locke’s example, the act
is in the mind in much the way motion can be in a body; “in” is being used to indi-
cate a condition or state, not containment. Furthermore, the content of the act is not
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something ontologically distinct from the act, nomore thana vote is ontologically dis-
tinct fromahand raising. Locke thinks it obvious that one’s state of mindwhen seeing
a marigold differs from one’s state of mind when not seeing the marigold. Introspec-
tively, this difference “has no difficulty, and needs not be inquired after” (Works, 10:
248); one can immediately knowwhether one is or is not seeing a marigold. This dif-
ference is labeled as a difference betweenhaving an idea andnot having an idea of the
marigold. The idea of the marigold just is that feature of the state of consciousness
which (1) is caused by the marigold’s interaction with the senses and (2) constitutes
an awareness of the marigold.

Abstract ideas represent types (sorts, classes) by providing criteria to which things
do or may conform. If one’s abstract idea of man, for instance, is the idea of some-
thing which is “a solid, extended Substance, having Life, Sense, spontaneousMotion,
and the faculty of Reasoning” (3.3.10), it represents the class of things satisfying
that description. Locke does not reify classes – classes are nothing but collections of
individuals grouped together by certain criteria. An abstract idea, thus, represents all
the individuals which satisfy a specific criterion, “all those that agree in that complex
idea” (3.6.10); it has the capacity of “representing or signifying many particulars,”
those conforming to the criteria (3.3.11). Once again, there are significant differences
in the adequacy and reality of the representations. Abstract simple ideas are all real
andadequate: real in the sense that theydo “haveaFoundation inNature…aConfor-
mitywith the real Being andExistence of Things, orwith theirArchtypes” (2.30.1–2)
and adequate in that they “perfectly represent those Archtypes, which the Mind sup-
poses them taken from;which it intends them to stand for” (2.31.1–2). Ideas of modes
and relations, freely created by themindwithout considering whether anything con-
formable to them exists in nature, also are adequate and real. Not being intended to
conform to archetypes, but themselves being archetypes to which thingsmay ormay
not conform, there can be no question of whether such ideas conform to and ade-
quately represent things beyond themselves. Abstract ideas of substances, however,
can be fantastical or unreal and inadequate. Those conforming to existing things,
such as horses andmarigolds, are real, ideas of unicorns and satyrs are unreal or fan-
tastical. The criterion of conformity is experience (4.4.12); experience justifies one in
believing that there exist objects which conform to the abstract idea of a horse while
nothing conforms to the abstract idea of a unicorn. But even substantive ideas which
conform to the reality of things are inadequate: first, no substance idea can represent
the internal real essence of that of which it is an idea and, second, ideas of substances
cannot “exactly, and fully, contain all that is to be found in their Archtypes” (2.31.8).

7.5 Conclusion

As the opening sentence of the Essay states, its topic is human understanding. The
objective is to sketch a natural philosopher’s account of human cognition where
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“cognition” is understood to include all conscious states or activities. Central to that
enterprise is the development of a theory of ideas – the vehicles of cognition. I have
briefly considered Locke’s views on the nature and source of ideas, the account of
idea-genesis, and the representative capacity of ideas. There is muchmore to be said.
Missing here are discussions of the role of ideas in perception, language and mean-
ing, and knowledge and belief, topics considered in detail elsewhere in this volume.
The present essay aims to provide some useful background for those discussions.
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8

Locke’s Critique of Innatism

RAFFAELLA DE ROSA

There is no doubt that Locke’s arguments against nativism, in Book One of An Essay
Concerning HumanUnderstanding, made a lasting contribution to the debate over con-
cept acquisition (see, for example, Carey 2009, Cowie 1999, Stich 1975). There is no
agreement, however, about what the arguments are, what they establish and what
their lasting contribution is. This chapter answers these questions by first clarifying
the different varieties of dispositional nativism that Locke is addressing and then, in
light of this clarification, by identifying the basic structure of Locke’s arguments and
assessing their strengths and weaknesses. I conclude – despite many claims to the
contrary – that Locke’s polemic fails to underminenativism.However, this conclusion
is far from undermining the importance of Locke’s arguments because their legacy, I
argue, consists in raising awareness of the necessity – for nativists of all times – to be
clear about the nature of the postulated hidden structure of thought. More precisely,
is this hidden structure to be specified in intentional terms (terms like “ideas” and
“principles”) or non-intentional terms (terms like “capacities” and “dispositions”)?
Andwhat are themotivations underlying each characterization? This is the real chal-
lenge of Locke’s critique of nativism – one that still needs to be adequately addressed
by nativists.

8.1 Varieties of Dispositional Nativism

The nativist doctrine that Locke attacks in Book One of An Essay Concerning Human
Understandingwas not themonolithic doctrine that its criticsmaywish it was. Rather,
it was a diversified doctrine sustained by a miscellany of different arguments and
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metaphors and motivated by various epistemological, religious, and moral agendas.
For example, any mistrust in the senses together with the adoption of Cartesian cer-
tainty (along with its necessary and universal character) as the standard for knowl-
edge leads any philosopher of rationalist persuasion to infer that true knowledge of
reality is not learned from experience. And the threat posed by the materialism of
the new science led British theologians such as Edward Stillingfleet and Cambridge
Platonists such as Henry More to underpin moral and religious beliefs with the doc-
trine of innate ideas (see Yolton 1956, ch. 1; Aaron 1954, 83–98; Rickless 2007,
35–43).

But despite the differences in motivations that led various philosophers and the-
ologians to endorse nativism, it is generally agreed that Locke’s target is dispositional,
as opposed to naı̈ve, nativism (see Rickless 2007, 42; Atherton 1998; Yolton 1972,
ch.1). Naı̈ve nativism is (allegedly) the view that innate ideas are ideas one is born
being consciously aware of. Dispositional nativism is the view that innate ideas are
ideas one is born with the disposition to form under appropriate circumstances. I
agree that Locke’s primary target is dispositional nativism but I disagreewith the rea-
son generally offered forwhy this is the case. The generally offered reason is that since
naı̈ve nativismwasnever defended by anybody, his only possible target is dispositional
nativism. Naı̈ve nativism is then a straw man that is not even worth challenging (or
is all too easy to challenge) (for a useful discussion of this point see Atherton 1998,
50 and Barnes 1972, 193–4). However, things are more complicated. Locke’s point
was that nativists (of Cartesian persuasion, at least) ought to be committed to the
view that innate ideas are ideas one is born being aware of – whether or not they
explicitly admit it – insofar as they claim that themind’s essential attribute is thought
and thought is awareness (see Atherton 1998). So, it turns out that so-called “naı̈ve
nativism” is a real albeit indirect target of Locke’s anti-nativist arguments. For despite
the fact that naı̈ve nativism was not explicitly held by anybody, it is what, according
to Locke, a certain form of dispositional nativism (which is the object of Locke’s direct
attack) ought to reduce to. I will provide textual support for this reading in the section
entitled Locke’s Attack of CDN below.

One of the reasons this point has beenmissed is the lack of clarity in the literature
about the multiform nature of dispositional nativism. It is the aim of this section to
spell out the different ways in which dispositional nativism could be, and indeed was,
held. Before I start, however, I want to make some preliminary remarks. Despite the
fact that Locke didn’t attack Descartes directly, Descartes’ nativismwas certainly one
of Locke’smost prominent adversaries let alone the source (alongwith Plato) of other
philosophers’ endorsement of it. So, I will base my analysis of dispositional nativism
on Descartes’ texts (on the assumption that the various forms of nativism that I will
identify in Descartes were also present in the works of other philosophers that Locke
may have hadmore directly inmind. Yolton 1972, 36–7 and 40 provide evidence for
this assumption). Finally, I will mostly be concerned with the arguments sustaining
speculative (as opposed to practical) principles.
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As a general thesis that can take on different forms, dispositional nativism can be
defined as follows:

(DN) Dispositional nativism: an innate idea is an idea that the mind has a disposition to
form under appropriate circumstances.

This definition of DN is equivocal and I argue that it takes up at least three differ-
entmeanings in Descartes" philosophy. First, DN could be interpreted along Platonist
lines as follows:

(PDN)Platonist dispositional nativism: an innate idea of X is an idea that themind has the
ability to recollect on the occasion of encounterswithxs as something that one explicitly
knew before birth.

An “innate” idea, then, is an idea of which the embodiedmind is not currently aware;
rather, it is an idea that the mind explicitly “knew” in the past – one that is still in
some sense present to it and one that it has the disposition to bring back to awareness
under appropriate circumstances. So, the implicit presence of the idea in the mind is
grounded in previous awareness of it and this explains why themind has the disposi-
tion to become aware of that idea under appropriate circumstances.

As is well known, in the Phaedo, Plato argued that true knowledge is recollection.
The argument was one of the ways in which Plato proved the pre-existence of the
soul since the knowledge being recollected could not be learned from experience.
Although Descartes did not believe in the pre-existence of the soul, there is a passage
in Meditation Five which is reminiscent of Plato:

And the truth of these matters [quantity, size, shape, number, motion] is so open and so
much in harmony with my nature, that on first discovering them it seems that I am not
so much learning something new as remembering what I knew before (CSM, II 44; AT,
VII 63–4, emphasis added)

As Descartes puts it, the truths regarding quantity, size, shape, and so on are so evi-
dent and “in harmonywith [his] nature” that when themind takes notice of them in
life for the first time (presumably on the occasion of some encounters with the envi-
ronment), it seems as though it is simply recollectingwhat it knew before rather than
learning something new.

Arguably, though, this is not the typical way in which Descartes presents
his nativist doctrine. His “official” endorsement of (a non-Platonist) dispositional
nativism is in his Comments on a Certain Broadsheet:

I have never… taken the view that themind requires innate ideas which are something
distinct from our faculty of thinking.… I applied the term “innate” to… ideas [in] the
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same sense in which we say that … certain diseases such as gout or stones are innate
in [some families]: it is not so much that the babies of such families suffer from these
diseases in their mother’s womb, but simply that they are born with a certain “faculty”
or tendency to contract them. (CSM, I 303–4; AT, VIIIB 358–9)

Although it is clear that endorsing this dispositional form of nativism amounts to
denying that “when we say that an idea is innate in us, we … mean that it is always
there beforeus” (CSM, II 132;AT, VII 189, emphasis added), it is unclear how to inter-
pret it in a positive way.

Several passages suggest that, according to Descartes, the mind’s disposition to
attain a particular class of ideas is grounded in implicit knowledge of them that is not
itself grounded in any previous explicit knowledge. For example, to Hobbes’ remark
that innate ideas should always be present to the mind, Descartes replies that “when
we say that an idea is innate in us… [w]e simplymean that we havewithin ourselves
the faculty of summoning up the idea (sed tantumnos habere in nobis ipsis facultatem illam
elicienci)” (CSM, II 132; AT, VII 189, emphasis added). One natural way of reading
this reply is that, according to Descartes, innate ideas are ideas which are implicitly
knownsincebirthand this implicit knowledgegrounds themind’s disposition tobring
them to consciousness (’summoning them up” or elicere) later in life on the occasion
of encounters with the environment.

A key passage supporting this reading is to be found in the Conversation with Bur-
man. Burman objected that Descartes’ claim, inMeditation Two, that the first item of
knowledge is the Cogito Ergo Sum is at variance with Descartes’ claim, in the Princi-
ples, that the Cogito argument implies previous knowledge of ideas such as thought
and existence. Descartes replied:

Before this inference, “I am thinking, therefore I exist", the major “whatever thinks
exists” can be known; for it is in reality prior to my inference, andmy inference depends
on it. That is why the author says in the Principles that the major premise comes first,
namely because implicitly it is always presupposed and prior. But it does not follow that
I am always expressly and explicitly aware of its priority, or that I know it before any
inference. This is because I am attending only to what I experience within myself – for
example, “I am thinking, therefore I am.” (CSMK, 333; AT, V 147)

Descartes is here distinguishing betweenwhat one is explicitly aware of, and implicitly
relying on, in experience. In experiencingwithin oneself “I think therefore I am,” one
fails to pay attention to what is implicitly operative in one’s experience of thinking,
viz., the general principle “whatever thinks exists” and the related ideas of thought
and existence.

In Meditation Two, it is the innate idea of body that allows us to experience the
piece of waxas the samedespite the changingappearances (CSM, II 20–1;AT, VII 30–
1).And inhis exchangewithGassendi over the origin of the ideaof triangle,Descartes
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remarks that “we could not recognize the geometrical triangle from the diagram on
thepaperunless ourmindalreadypossessed the ideaof it fromother sources” (CSM, II
262;AT, VII 382). Although in these two passages, nomention ismade as towhether
the ideas of body and triangle are innate in the sense of being implicitly known by the
mind, this is a legitimate conclusion to be inferred because when one is attending to
the experience of a particular triangle or body, one is not attending to the general idea
of triangle or body. Also, given that Descartes never (except on one occasion, as we
saw above) claims that when one becomes aware of these innate ideas (after a careful
method of analysis) one “remembers” having known these ideas before, it is fair to
conclude that the presence of these ideas in the mind is not grounded in previous
awareness of them. So, here’s a second interpretation of Cartesian DN:

(CDN) Cognitive dispositional nativism: an “innate idea” of X is an idea that the mind has
the disposition to become aware of later in life on the occasion of encounters with xs;
this disposition is grounded in implicit knowledgewithout this implicit knowledge being
the remainder of an earlier explicit knowledge. Innate ideas are ideas latently present in
the mind of which the mind has never, or need not have, explicitly thought before.

Our implicit knowledge of ideas is no longer located, as for Plato, in a previous disem-
bodied life but in the deep recesses of our mind.

But there is a third reading of Descartes”DNwhich does not implyDescartes” com-
mitment to the existence of implicitly known contents. As Descartes claims in the
Comments, ideas are innate in us as certain diseases are innate in some families. As
children as those families do not suffer from the disease in their mother’s womb but
are genetically disposed to contract it later in life, so too, infants are not born possess-
ing ideas but possessing dispositions to attain them later in life. And this claim could
be taken literally as implying simply the innateness of these dispositions. This read-
ing is corroborated bymany other passages. In the exchangewithArnauld, Descartes
remarked that although “we cannot have any thought of which we are not aware at
the very moment when it is in us” (CSM, II 171; AT, VII 246, emphasis added), “we
are not always aware of the mind’s faculties or powers, except potentially” (CSM, II
172; AT, VII 246). Accordingly, an alternative to claiming that an innate idea is an
idea the mind actually knows (although implicitly) is claiming that an innate idea is
simply a power that the mind has to develop a certain idea. As Descartes clarifies in
a passage following the analogy between innate ideas and genetic diseases, his com-
mitment to the innateness of the idea of God does not imply anything more than the
claim that there is in us a natural power which enables us to know God and that he
never maintained that innate ideas (or “ideas which come to us from no other source
than our own faculty of thinking"; CSM, I 305;AT, VIIIB 361) are actual ideas which
are distinct from our faculty of thinking ("Consequently these ideas [the ideas that
come only from our own faculty of thinking], along with that faculty, are innate in
us, i.e., they always existwithinus potentially, for to exist in some faculty is not to exist
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actually, but merely potentially, since the term ’faculty’ denotes nothing but a poten-
tiality";CSM, I 305;AT, VIIIB 361). The case for Descartes’ endorsement of this sense
of innateness, however, is perhaps best supported by “his view that ideas of so-called
secondary qualities are innate. In the case of these ideas, it is clear that Descartes is
committed to nothingmore than the innateness of the sensory faculty (or sensorium)
to explain their origin (see, for example, CSM, I 304; AT, VIIIB 359). Accordingly, we
have a third interpretation of Descartes’ DN:

(NCDN) Non-cognitive dispositional nativism: an innate idea is an idea that the mind
is specifically predisposed – in the sense of specifically structured – to acquire under
appropriate circumstances. This disposition is not grounded in either implicit or explicit
knowledge of the ideas.

Admittedly, Descartes never spells out his dispositional nativism this way (or any
other way). But given the difficulties implied by the assumption that there are ideas
instantiated in the mind (how, exactly, are they instantiated in an immaterial pure
mind?) this is not only a plausible position but one that may be preferable in certain
respects to CDN, as we shall see later on.

Now that I have laid out the varieties of DN, I can proceed to present Locke’s cri-
tique of nativism. The goal is to assesswhether any of these various forms of nativism
eludes Locke’s critique.

8.2 Locke’s Overall Critique of Innatism

Locke introduces the doctrine of innate ideas as the “established opinion amongst
some Men, That there are in the Understanding certain innate Principles; some pri-
mary Notions, … Characters, as it were stamped upon the Mind of men, which the
Soul receives in its very first Being” (1.2.1). His overall polemical strategy against this
doctrine is to be found in 1.2.2–5 and can be summarized as follows.

(1) Nativism, or the view that there are innate ideas in themind, is either one of the
following two claims: (a) one is born being aware of (or knowing) these ideas; or
(b) one is born with the capacity to acquire these ideas.

(2) (a) is false as the cases of children and “ideots” show.
(3) So, nativism is equivalent to (b).
(4) (b) collapses into empiricism.
(5) Therefore, nativism is either false or it collapses into empiricism.[xnl]

I will explain this argument in detail in following sections.

162



LOCKE’S CRITIQUE OF INNATISM

8.2.1 Locke’s Attack of CDN

I agree withMargaret Atherton that Locke’s criticism of (a) above discloses his objec-
tion to the sophisticated type of dispositional nativism that I called “CDN” rather than
being a strawman (i.e. naı̈ve nativism) created ad hoc by Locke for easy rebuttal (see
Atherton 1998). The underlying principle (and, as we shall see below, a refinement
thereof) motivating Locke’s overall polemic is an “Awareness Principle” according to
which:

(A) An idea is in the mind only if the mind is aware of it.

As Locke puts it, “[it is] a Contradiction, to say, that there are Truths imprinted on the Soul,
which it perceives or understands not; imprinting, if it signify any thing, being nothing
else, but the making certain Truths to be perceived” (E, 1.2.5, emphasis added).

Given this principle, Locke reasons as follows. Nativists argue that universal assent
is the mark of innateness (this argument had Epicurean and Stoic origins and was
held by Lord Herbert of Cherbury in De veritate, as Locke points out in E,1.3.15. See
also Yolton 1972, ch.1 on this):

There is nothing more commonly taken for granted, than there are certain Principles
both Speculative and Practical… universally agreed upon by all Mankind: which there-
fore they argue,must needs be the constant Impressions,which the Souls of Men receive
in their very first Beings, and which they bring into theWorld with them… (E,1.2.2)

However, argues Locke, not only can universal assent be explained in ways other
than by postulating innate principles and their constitutive ideas, but also, and more
importantly, it is simply false that universal assent is the mark of innateness. For if
nativism were true then everybody – including children and “ideots” – “ought to” be
aware of the allegedly innate principles because of (A) above. But since, Locke points
out, this is obviously false, then there must be no innate principles in the mind:

If therefore Children and Ideots … have Minds, with those Impressions upon them,
theymust unavoidably perceive them, and necessarily know and assent to these Truths,
which since they do not, it is evident that there are no such Impressions. For if they
are not Notions naturally imprinted, How can they be innate? And if they are Notions
imprinted, How can they be unknown? (1.2.5)

Locke’s claim that it is a contradiction to say that an idea is imprinted in the mind without
themind’s knowing itmakes clear that his polemical target is the postulation of implicit
knowledge. That is, Locke’s target is CDN’s claim that children and “ideots” know
some principles (and the constitutive ideas thereof) implicitly and so, are disposed to
acquire them later in life.
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In conclusion,1(a) (see premise (1) of Locke’s overall argument) doesnot describea
formof naı̈ve nativism that nobody actually held but Locke’s caricature of a common
way of defending nativism in a dispositional form. 1(a) – viz., the claim that we are
aware of the ideas alleged to be innate since birth – is what CDN reduces to because
of Locke’s Awareness Principle. But it is false that we are born being aware of these
ideas; so, CDN implies a falsehood and therefore, it is untenable.

8.2.2 Locke’s Further Argument against CDN: The Argument fromMemory

As we saw above, endorsing (A) allows Locke to argue that the claim that there are
innate ideas is false since, if (A) is true, then the claim that we are born implicitly
knowing ideas is false. But Locke acknowledged that the mind has beliefs and ideas
of which it is not currently aware. Habitual knowledge comprises this kind of beliefs
and ideas. According to Locke, habitual knowledge is knowledge of the truths stored
in memory and it accounts for why people have knowledge of “more than what they
actually thought on” (E, 4.1.8).Prima facie, then, habitual knowledge violates (A) and
leaves room for the nativist to rejoin that innate ideas, like ideas constituting habitual
knowledge, are dormant ideas.

However, Locke’s official account of memory undermines this possible nativist
rejoinder. In E, 2.10.2, Locke clarifies:

[…] our Ideas being nothing, but actual Perceptions in the Mind, which cease to be any
thing, when there is no perception of them, this laying up of our Ideas in the Repository
of the Memory, signifies no more but this, that the Mind has a Power … to revive Per-
ceptions, which it has once had, with this additional Perception annexed to them, that it
has had them before. And in this sense it is, that our Ideas are said to be in ourMemories,
when indeed, they are actually no where, but only there is an ability in the Mind, when
it will, to revive them again…

So, Locke has a dispositional account of memory, according to which having an idea
of memory is having the power to revive that idea or to explicitly think of it. But there
are some crucial restrictions on this capacity of themind. In the above passage, Locke
emphasizes that an idea of memory is an idea that the mind has the capacity to think
because that ideawas explicitly perceived by themind before.Moreover, Locke believes
that since this capacity of mind is grounded in a previous episode of awareness, any
episode of memory inevitably occurs togetherwith the additional perception that it has
had that idea before – on pain of not being a memory at all.

In light of all this, (A) above ought to be restated as (A)’:

(A)’ An idea can be said to be in the mind only if either the mind is currently aware of it
or it has been aware of it before (and, in this case, the idea consists in themind’s capacity
to bring that idea to consciousness).
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Accordingly, the possibility of accounting for implicit knowledge (or innateness) on
the basis of the analogy with ideas of memories is debunked for two interconnected
reasons. First, the dispositional account of memory implies that ideas of memories
consist in themind’s ability to revive these ideas rather than being dormant contents.
And second, even if nativists were prepared to concede that innate ideas are nothing
but the mind’s capacity to know these ideas (like a dispositional account of memory
claims), (A)’ still makes it impossible for innate ideas to be like ideas of memories.
Since, according to Locke, ideas are nothing but actual perceptions in the mind and
ideas have contents, themind’s disposition to have a particular ideamust be grounded
in previous awareness of that idea and its content. Consequently, it is impossible for
Locke to possess a disposition to have a particular idea that is not grounded in previous
awareness of that particular idea itself. But this is precisely what CDN denies since
CDN claims that the mind’s capacity to think explicitly of certain ideas is based on
implicit knowledge, that is, on knowledge the mind is not, has never been, and need
not, be aware of.

This is how Locke finishes off CDN in E, 1.4.20:

[…] If there be any innate Ideas, any Ideas, in themind,which themind does not actually
think on; they must be lodg’d in the memory, and from thence must be brought into
view by Remembrance; i.e., must be known, when they are remembered, to have been
perceptions in the mind before, unless Remembrance can be without Remembrance…
And then I desire an instance of an Idea, pretended to be innate, which… any one could
revive and remember as an Idea, he had formerly known;without which consciousness
of a former perception there is no remembrance; andwhatever Idea comes into themind
without that consciousness is not remembered…nor canbe said to be in themindbefore
that appearance. For what is not actually in view, or in the memory, is in the mind no
way at all…

In conclusion, Locke’s complete argument against CDN can be summarized as fol-
lows.

(1) Nativism is the view that there are innate ideas in the mind.
(2) An idea can be said to be in the mind only if either the mind is currently aware

of it (of its content) or it has been aware of the idea before (and in this case the
idea is in the mind as the mind’s capacity to bring that idea to consciousness).
(This is (A’) above.)

(3) So, nativism either reduces to (i) the claim that we are born actually knowing
innate ideas; or (ii) it is committed to saying that innate ideas are ideas of mem-
ory.

(4) (i) is false (as the argument above has shown).
(5) According to CDN, innate ideas are not ideas of memories (as defined by Locke).
(6) Therefore, nativism, or the claim that there are innate ideas in themind, is unten-

able.
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8.2.3 Locke’s Attack on NCDN

So far we have analyzed Locke’s reasoning for dismissing nativism in its cognitive
form, that is, we have discussed Locke’s arguments against the postulation of innate
ideas.The secondhalf of Locke’s overall criticism– that is, (b) in premise (1) of Locke’s
overall argument (see section above) – is an attack on NCDN. Let’s suppose, reasons
Locke, that nativists agree that “to say [an idea] is imprinted on the Mind, and yet at
the same time to say, that themind is ignorant of it… is tomake this impression noth-
ing" (E, 1.2.5); and, hence, that “the Capacity of knowing [is] the Natural Impression
Contended for” (E, 1.2.5). If the nativist concedes this – as Locke believes the nativist
is cornered into conceding because of (A)’ – then nativism would collapse into, or be
indistinguishable from, empiricism:

If the Capacity of knowing be the natural Impression contended for… this great Point
… whilst it pretends to say the contrary, says nothing different from those, who deny
innate Principles.… The Capacity, they say is innate, the Knowledge acquired. But then
to what end such contest for certain innate Maxims? If truths can be imprinted on the
understanding without being perceived, I can see no difference between any Truths the
mind is capable of knowing in respect of their Original: They must be all Innate, or all
Adventitious: in Vain shall a man go about to distinguish them” (E, 1.2.5)

So, if thepostulationof an innate idea is traded for thepostulationof themind’s capac-
ity to develop that idea then nativists are empiricists in disguise. This is probably the
passage that has won Lockemost of the sympathy and raving applause in contempo-
rary anti-nativist quarters. But let’s pause for a moment here. Locke is reasoning as
follows:

(1) To say [an idea] is imprinted on the Mind, and yet at the same time to say, that
the Mind is ignorant of it… is to make this impression nothing.

(2) So, all that can be claimed to be innate is themind’s capacity of knowing.
(3) So, nativism is indistinguishable from empiricism.

What capacity of knowing is Locke referring to here? I will answer this question in
the next section. This concludes my presentation of what I take to be Locke’s main
line of argument against nativism. Next, I want examine the effectiveness of Locke’s
arguments in order to determine the nature of their legacy.

8.3 Assessing Locke’s Arguments

It has been argued that the legacy of Locke’s arguments consists in either shifting
the burden of proof on to the nativist or establishing (once and for all) that empiri-
cism offers the only plausible account of concept acquisition. For example, Margaret
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Atherton claims that Locke’s arguments lay the burden of proof “on the proponent
of innate ideas to show in what sense such ideas can belong to minds who … are
not aware of them” (Atherton 1998, 54) and, so, in what sense the hidden struc-
ture of thought can be described as “knowledge of ideas or principles” (Atherton 1998,
59). And Fiona Cowie claims that Locke’s arguments have taught us that “insofar
as the nativist has a plausible answer to [the] genetic question [that is, the question
of where our concepts come from], that answer is indistinguishable from the empiri-
cist’s” (Cowie 1999, 7) since “both empiricists and nativists are both internalists and
externalists about the origin of our minds” (Cowie 1999, 17). In this section, I argue
that Locke’s criticisms do not successfully undermine nativism and explain why (and
the extent to which) I disagree with the above assessments of the legacy of Locke’s
arguments.

I start with the claim that Locke’s criticisms lay the burden of proof on the nativist
to show the sense in which there can be ideas in the mind of which the mind isn’t
aware. I agree that Locke’s criticisms raise this challenge for the nativist. But I also
believe that Descartes has the resources to meet this challenge. I argued elsewhere
that Locke’s use of (A)’ to counter CDN is question-begging (see De Rosa 2004). But
here I want to pursue a different line of argument in evaluating Locke’s polemic. Let’s
assume that Locke is entitled to hold onto (A)’ because (A)’ follows from Descartes’
own commitment to the doctrine of the epistemological transparency of thought
(on this see Atherton 1998, 51 and 58). Descartes commits himself to this doctrine,
for example, in a letter to Mersenne dated 31 December 1640, where he writes that
“nothing can be in [one’s] mind of which [one] is not aware” because this follows
from the proof that “the soul is distinct from the body and that its essence is to think”
(CSMK, 165–6;AT, III 273; see alsoCSM, II 33–4;AT, VII 49). Accordingly, the thesis
of the transparency of thought would follow from the fact that the mind’s essence is
to think together with the definition of thought as “everything which we are aware
of as happening within us, in so far as we have awareness of it” (CSM, I 195;AT, VIII
A 7; see also CSM, II 113; AT, VII 160). Then Locke would be defeating Descartes’
nativism (or CDN) on Descartes’ own grounds.

Does Descartes have the resources to counter this criticism? I think the answer is
yes. Let me start with a few textual considerations. Notice that Descartes qualifies his
claim that we are aware of everything which is in our mind by saying that “there
can be nothing within me of which I am not in some way aware” (CSM, II 77; AT, VII
107, my emphasis). This suggests that for Descartes there could be different degrees
of awareness. I will argue this is what Descartes has in mind when he explains his
notion of implicit knowledge in light of the distinctions between attentive and non-
attentive awareness and reflective andnon-reflective knowledge. Remember that Bur-
man had objected that it is a contradiction to claim, as Descartes does in Meditation
Two, that “I think, therefore I am” is thefirst itemof knowledge; and, at the same time,
to claim, as Descartes does in the Principles, that in order to know the above propo-
sition, “one must first know what thought, existence and certainty are, and that it is
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impossible that that which thinks should not exist” (CSM, I 196; AT, VIIIA 8). It is
in reply to Burman that Descartes introduces the notion of implicit knowledge as
opposed to explicit knowledge: “the author [Descartes] says in the Principles that the
major premise [whatever thinks exists] comes first, namely because implicitly it is
always presupposed and prior. But it does not follow that I am always [….] explic-
itly aware of its priority” (CSMK, 333; AT, V 147). Then Descartes goes on to elabo-
rate that “this [that is, the fact that I am not explicitly aware of the major premise] is
because I am attending only to what I experience within myself – for example, ’I am
thinking, therefore I exist’. I do not pay attention in the sameway to the general notion
’whatever thinks exists”’ (ibid., emphasis added). According to Descartes, then, to
have implicit knowledge of a principlemeans being non-attentively aware of that prin-
ciple or being aware of it without being aware that one is aware of it (see Wilson
1978, ch. 4). In fact, this is similar to theway inwhichDescartes, in the SixthReplies,
accounts for the implicit knowledge we have of thought and existence in thinking “I
think therefore I am.”Mersenne had objected that Descartes is not entitled to infer his
own existence from the fact that he is thinking because “in order to be certain that
you are thinking youmust knowwhat thought… is, and what your existence is; but
since you do not yet knowwhat these things are, how can you know you are thinking
or that you exist?” (CSM, II 278; AT, VII 413) To which Descartes replied:

It is true that no one can be certain that he is thinking or that he exists unless one knows
what thought is and what existence is. But this does not require reflective knowledge…
still less does it require knowledge of reflective knowledge, i.e., knowing that we know,
and knowing that we know that we know, and so on ad infinitum. This kind of knowl-
edge cannot possibly be obtained about anything. It is quite sufficient that we should
know it by that internal awarenesswhich always precedes reflective knowledge” (CSM, II 285;
AT, VII 422, emphasis added)

To recapitulate: according to Locke, the notion of implicit knowledge implies a con-
tradiction because it implies that the mind knows and does not know p at the same
time. This implication allegedly follows from Descartes’ view that there cannot be
any hidden thoughts in the mind. But Descartes’ notions of non-reflective or non-
attentive awareness allow him to hold onto the notion of implicit knowledge with-
out contradiction. Implicit knowledge isn’t knowledge the mind knows and does not
know (as Locke would say). Rather, it is knowledge that mind knows but does not
know about or pays attention to. And notice that Descartes can avoid collapsing the
notion of implicit knowledge to a contradiction without violating the doctrine of the
transparency of thought. The doctrine only needs some qualification by introducing
different degrees of awareness. So, Descartes could hold onto CDN without denying
that the mind is always aware – in some sense – of its own thoughts. Innate ideas are
ideas of which the mind is not attentively aware, has never been attentively aware, or
need not be attentively aware. This would prove that endorsing (A)’ is not sufficient to
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defy CDN. From the fact that the mind is always aware – in some sense – of its own
thoughts (if indeed this follows from the doctrine of the transparency of thought) it
does not even begin to follow that there cannot be any innate ideas because any idea
which can be said to be in the mind is an idea the mind is, or has been, attentively
aware of (for a similar point see Vendler 1972, ch. 7). And contemporary claims of
innate knowledge somehowvindicate Descartes’ claims (see, for example, Spelke 1994
and Chomsky 1980).

But let’s suppose that, for whatever reason, one believes that the distinction
between attentive and non-attentive awareness does not afford Descartes (or any-
body) a plausible answer to Locke’s criticism (one may argue, for example, that the
very notion of non-attentive awareness does not make sense. For further worries see
Wilson 1978, 162–5); or that trying to specify the hidden structure of thought in
intentional terms (i.e. in terms of innate contents) is hopeless (see Cowie 1999, 83–
6).Moreover, although there is no acknowledgment of the difficulty of accounting for
implicit knowledge inDescartes’ body of work, there is the textual fact that Descartes,
as we saw above, shuffles back and forth between CDN and NCDN in characteriz-
ing his innateness doctrine. These considerations takeme to the discussion of NCDN,
which is the target of the second half of Locke’s criticism. Evaluation of Locke’s cri-
tique of NCDNwill include also an assessment of Cowie’s claim that Locke established
that any plausible account of nativism – viz., one that postulates only the innateness
of learning capacities – collapses into empiricism (seeCowie1999,7; also Stich1975,
3–7 and Rickless 2007, 55). As I pointed out in the section entitled Locke’s Attack of
NCDN, the effectiveness of Locke’s argument against NCDNdepends onwhat the pos-
tulated capacity of knowing is. Iwill discuss threeproblemswithLocke’s argumentative
strategy and, in so doing, undermine Cowie-like appraisals of it.

The first problem is obvious. Locke’s argument proves – if anything – that nativism
and empiricism are indistinguishable (as Locke puts it, postulation of the capacity of
knowing “will amount to nomore, but only to a very improperway of speaking;which
whilst it pretends to say the contrary, says nothing different from those, who deny
innatePrinciples. FornoBody, I think, ever denied that theMind is capable of learning
several Truths” (1.2.5)). But then, by the same argument, empiricismwould collapse
into nativism (contrary towhat Locke and Locke enthusiasts conclude). In fact, this is
the conclusion Locke ought to have drawn if he really wanted to say that empiricism
and nativism are indistinguishable – as I will argue in the next few paragraphs (see
especially my discussion of “the third problem").

The second problem is generated by the fact that when Locke inferred: “if nativists
concede that there are no innate contents in the mind, then it must be that all they
postulate is a capacity of knowing,” he must have meant a domain-general capacity of
knowing (a domain-general learning capacity is a capacity that applies to all types of
ideas regardless of their contents; by contrast, a domain-specific learning capacity is
a capacity dedicated to the development of a particular set of ideas). This is evidenced
by Locke’s remark: “no Body, ever denied that the Mind was capable of knowing
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several Truths” (see E, 1.2.5, emphasis added). I take this remark to imply that the
postulation of a learning capacity is a trivial claim; however, the postulation of a lot
of domain-specific capacities isn’t. Moreover, if there is a specific predisposition in the
mind to develop a particular idea, ideas have contents and, according to Locke, there
are no contents in the mind of which the mind hasn’t at least been aware; then, any
specific ability to develop an ideamust be grounded in previous awareness of the very
idea. There could not be object-directedness in the mind without previous awareness
of that object. Therefore, according to Locke, the learning of ideas must be based on
a domain-general capacity. But if the capacity of knowing is domain general, then
Locke’s inference fails because, in endorsing NCDN, rationalists like Descartes do not
postulate the innateness of a domain-general learning mechanism (Leibniz is very
clear about this. See NE 79–80). They would argue that there is a third alternative
to postulating innate contents and domain-general dispositions: the postulation of
domain-specific dispositions (which are not grounded on either implicit or explicit
knowledgeof the ideas that themind is disposed toacquire). So, Locke cannotmake the
argument that NCDN and empiricism are indistinguishable because they both postu-
late a domain-general learning mechanism. Nativism and empiricism are indeed dis-
tinguishablewith regard to what learning mechanisms they postulate and so, Locke’s
argument fails.

The third problem is that if Locke’s polemical strategy can be made to work at all,
it has the undesired effect of turning Locke into a nativist. From what we said above,
it follows that Locke’s polemical strategy works only if Locke were prepared to postulate
domain-specific dispositions to develop ideas. If this iswhat Locke is prepared to postulate,
then Locke’s argument would be valid and would indeed make nativism and empiri-
cism indistinguishable but it would not prove that empiricism is the only plausible
account of concept acquisition by proving that nativism collapses into empiricism.
For a theory of concept development that postulates the existence of a lot of domain-
specific structural constraints on what ideas the mind will develop hardly counts as
empiricist. Letme defend this latter claim and thenmention some recentwork in cog-
nitive science that champions this understanding of innateness.

On NCDN, the postulation of an innate idea is replaced by the postulation of an
innate disposition to develop that idea. In a more contemporary jargon, the claim is
thatwearebornwith learningmechanisms that are domain specific, that is, are about
a specific class of entities. Postulation of the innateness of an idea is then replaced
with the postulation of a learningmechanism that leads specifically to the acquisition
of an idea or a cluster of ideas. This view differs from empiricism because it implies
that it is the very structure of themind that determineswhat stimuli from the environ-
ment cause the development of what concepts. Although it is agreedwith empiricism
that encounterswith the environment are crucial for the acquisition of ideas, encoun-
ters with the environment are notwhat shapes up the contents of our minds. On the
contrary, experience helps us develop the concepts that themind is already structured
to learn from experience.
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Notice, incidentally, that full appreciation of this last point helps us see how mis-
conceived is the following claim: Locke lays the burden of proof on the nativist
because he challenges the nativist to explain what distinguishes a dispositionally
innate idea (in the sense of NCDN) from an idea learned from experience and a dis-
tinguishing mark is unlikely to come by, since both parties concede that the posses-
sion of the full-fledged concept is a result of causal encounters with the environment.
(See Cowie 1999, 17–21; Stich 1975, 3–7). As Locke put it, “[i]n vain shall a Man
go about distinguishing them [when it comes to their origin]” because “theymust all
be innate or adventitious” (E, 1.2.5). In light of what I said above, however, it is not
even clear whether the nativist ought not to be engaged by this challenge. Locke’s
claim that a learned idea and a dispositionally innate idea are indistinguishable with
respect to their origin is successful only if by “origin” we mean the moment when
the idea becomes available to, or is consciously possessed by, the subject. If this were
the test for “where the idea comes from” then of course it will be impossible to distin-
guishadispositionally innate idea fromone learned fromexperience.ANCDNnativist
acknowledges the importanceof encounterswith the environment to develop the idea.
But putting dispositionally ideas to this test betrays a (deliberate?) overlooking of the
nativist’s point: the very possibility of being able to develop the idea (and so, to con-
sciously possess it) depends on the mind’s innate structure.

Rochel Gelman champions this way of understanding innateness. She argues
that the indeterminacy and pluripotentiality of experience make it necessary “to
grant infants and/or youngchildrendomain-specific organizing structures that direct
attention to the data that bear on the concepts and facts relevant to a particular cog-
nitive domain” (Gelman 1990, 5) and she clarifies that although a nativist may be
tempted to speak of a priori representational structures (and hence, be tempted to pos-
tulate innate propositional knowledge or principles), all that a nativist ought to be
committed to are just a priori structural constraints ("no one imaginesmonologues in
the infants mind"; Gelman 1990, 7). Gelman illustrates her view with the metaphor
of a skeleton:

… skeletons lack flesh… Therefore, in no way can they be said to represent full-blown
knowledge of their domain; instead they are potential structures, ones that can con-
tribute to the epigenesis of their… flesh… as they interact with the kinds of environ-
ments that have the potential to nourish such development. (Gelman 1996, 560; see
also Gallistel 2007)

Jerry Fodor seems to favor the view that all we need to postulate in order to explain
concept acquisition are domain-specific learning structures as opposed to the view
that “the ’initial state’ from which concept acquisition proceeds is specified in inten-
tional terms” (Fodor1998,142–3). But Fodorhardlybelieves that this changeof view
makes him an empiricist. On the contrary, in reply to Cowie’s Lockean objection that
if one claims that developing a concept is simply “the output… of themechanism…
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that results in our acquiring the concept given the appropriate kind of experiences”
this claim boils down to saying “that you get certain concepts when you have certain
kinds of experiences” (Cowie 1999, 86), Fodor replies:

… no argument is provided that the former thesis does indeed “boil down” to the latter;
and a moment’s reflection suggests that it couldn’t possibly. On all standard ethological
accounts of triggering, part of what’s innate in a triggered concept is a specification of its
proprietary trigger. Since the trigger of an innate concept is both proprietary and innately
specified, such concepts can be unvacuously individuated by reference to what would
trigger them;which is to say, by reference to their characteristic dispositions to enter into
mind-to-world relations. (Fodor 2001, 139)

In light of the three problems raised above, I conclude that Locke’s attack onNCDN
fails because it either establishes that nativism and empiricism are indistinguishable
but it has the undesired effect of collapsing empiricism into nativism (as opposed
to the other way around); or it fails to establish that empiricism and nativism are
indistiguishable and, hence, Locke’s polemical strategy is undermined. Consequently,
Locke’s arguments neither undermine nativism nor shift the burden of proof on the
nativists’ shoulders – contra some interpreters’ claims.

8.4 Conclusion: Locke’s Real Challenge

In this chapter, I presented Locke’s anti-nativist arguments and concluded that, contra
enthusiastic claims to the contrary, they do not conclusively defy nativism. Nativism
is neither false – since it is not obvious that the notion of implicit knowledge cannot
be defended – nor does it collapse into empiricism in its non-cognitive form. Despite
these conclusions, I believe that Locke raised some fundamental questions about the
nature of the innateness claim that still need to be systematically addressed. Locke’s
criticisms stem from, and target, a real ambivalence in the nativist camp between
cognitive and non-cognitive characterizations of innateness. This is true not only of
seventeenth-century nativists like Descartes and Leibniz but also of current defend-
ers of nativism (see, for example, Gelman2002). And Locke’s criticisms ought to raise
awareness of the necessity for nativists of all times to be clear about the nature of the
postulated hidden structure of thought. In particular, is this structure to be speci-
fied in terms of innate ideas and principles or in terms of innate capacities and dis-
positions? And what are the motivations for choosing one characterization over the
other? To what extent is this choice determined by different theories of concepts and
mental content? This is the real challenge that Locke bequeathed to nativists – one
that philosophers and psychologists need to address together in an adequate and sys-
tematic way if the debate over concept acquisition has any hope of being resolved.
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Unfortunately, however, the current literature skirts, avoids, and (sometimes even)
dismisses this question.
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Locke on Perception

MICHAEL JACOVIDES

For Locke, the first step in an investigation of perception should be reflection: “What
Perception is, every one will know better by reflecting on what he does himself, when
he sees, hears, feels, etc. or thinks, than by any discourse of mine” (2.9.2). As a second
step, I say, we may learn from reading him.

Locke’s use of the term “perception” is somewhat broad. At one point, he tells
us that “having Ideas and Perception” are “the same thing” (2.1.9). Elsewhere, he
includes perceiving the agreement of ideas and perceiving the meaning of signs
among the varieties of perception (2.21.5). What I have to say will be about what
psychologists today classify as perception.

After sketching the background to Locke’s theory, I’ll describe the general psycho-
physical principle that governs his approach to sensation and two exceptions to that
principle. I’ll then elucidate some of the subtleties of Locke’s account of the visual
perception of shape, subtleties that end up supporting an orthodox interpretation of
his answer to the Molyneux question. I’ll close with some remarks on his account of
time perception, in which I’ll explain his reasons for thinking that we get the idea of
succession and duration from reflection, even though he believes that we get ideas of
our measures of duration from sensation.

9.1 General Considerations on Sensation

9.1.1 Corpuscularianism and Sensation

At Essay 2.1.23, Locke defines sensation as a sort of corporeal cause: “sensation …
is such an Impression or Motion, made in some part of the Body, as produces some

A Companion to Locke, First Edition. Edited by Matthew Stuart.

© 2016 Blackwell Publishing, Ltd. Published 2016 by JohnWiley & Sons, Ltd.



MICHAEL JACOVIDES

Perception in the Understanding” (see also 2.1.3). Elsewhere, he defines sensation
as a kind of perception, a “Perception, which actually accompanies, and is annexed
to any impression on the Body, made by an external Object, being distinct from all
other Modification of thinking, furnishes the mind with a distinct Idea,which we call
Sensation” (2.19.1). The terminological variance isn’t of deep importance, since the
underlying account is the same.

Locke argues that external bodies affect our sense organs through the mediation
of a sea of imperceptibly small particles (2.8.12–14; McCann 1994, 62). If an exter-
nal object affects a sense organ, the object acts through impulse, either immediately
or through bodies in between the external object and the organ (2.8.11). Our eyes,
ears, and noses sense distant objects, which can’t push on them immediately, so those
objects affect our organs through intermediate bodies. There arenoperceptible bodies
between external objects and our eyes, ears, and noses, so these intermediate bodies
must be imperceptibly small.

According to Locke, sensationgives us our first ideas (2.1.23). Fetuses in thewomb,
he guesses, have sensations of hunger and warmth (2.9.5). The ideas produced by
sensation then go on to become rawmaterial for other operations (2.1.23). Not only
are ideas of sensation temporally first in Locke’s system, but in some respects, they
are cognitively first. He defines a simple ideas as “clear,” “when they are such as the
Objects themselves, from whence they were taken, did or might, in a well-ordered
Sensation or Perception, present them” (2.29.2). Locke’s definition of clear ideas fol-
lowsDescartes in some respects (Descartes 1985–1991, 1.207), butwhere Descartes
explains clear ideas by analogy with things clearly seen, for Locke ideas produced by
sensation are themselves paradigmatically clear.

Sometimes Locke will talk of sensations as if they were qualities existing in the
world and carried into the mind, and sometimes he takes care to disown that impli-
cation. After declaring “Our Senses, conversant about particular sensible Objects, do
convey into the Mind, several distinct Perceptions of things,” he emends: “which when
I say the senses convey into the mind, I mean, they from external Object convey into
the mind what produces there those Perceptions” (2.1.3). A related example of loose
talk is at Essay 2.3.1, where he implies that nerves convey ideas from sense organs to
the brain.

At Essay 2.8.8, Locke clarifies that when he writes of an idea being in the exter-
nal objects, he means to refer to the quality in the object that causes the idea. He
admonishes us that we ought to be careful to distinguish ideas frommodifications of
matter (2.8.7). The advice seems like a funny piece of business, since few of his read-
ers have interchanged the terms “idea” and “quality” as much as Locke does in the
Essay.

The conflations and clarifications make more sense when we consider their back-
ground, which is the scholastic theory of perception. On this theory, sensible species
become detached from underlying substrata and make their way into our senses and
our understandings (Smith 1981). This explains why Locke lists “species” among the
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terms that refer to ideas (1.1.8). When he considers it carefully and clearly, Locke
thinks that the scholastic theory of perception is “gibberish” (Works, 9.215). Even so,
when he isn’t on guard, remnants of the view creep into his writing.

9.1.2 Psycho-Physical Principles

Locke argues that since we can’t possibly discover a natural connection between
impulse and motion and our ideas of secondary qualities, we can’t help attribut-
ing the connection “to the arbitrary Will and good Pleasure of the Wise Architect”
(4.3.29). I don’t want to get into the somewhat vexed question of how exactly God
brings about this connection, but I dowant to consider some basic features of Locke’s
account of how these psycho-physical connections run.

Althoughhe includes “bywhatMotions of our Spirits, orAlterations of our Bodies,
we come to have any Sensation by our Organs” (1.1.2) among the questions that he
won’t pursue in the Essay, sometimes Locke can’t help himself. In cases of sensation,
the body is affected in a certain way which causes “fluid and subtile Matter, passing
through the Conduits of the Nerves” to produce perception in the brain (3.9.16), an
organhedescribes as “themind’s Presence-room” (2.3.1; a “presence room” is a royal
reception chamber).

The character of the produced ideas is partially determined by the character of
our sense organs. Locke classifies simple ideas of sensation by the organs that stim-
ulate them (3.4.16). (At one point, for the sake of an argument, he assumes that
there are five senses, namely, hearing, taste, smell, sight, and touch, but he adds
that there might be good reasons for counting more (2.2.3).) Among the causes of
obscure ideas, he includes dull organs, slight and transient impression on the organs,
and weakness of memory. Using an ancient simile, he compares sensation to a wax
and seal, which depends on the wax being the right consistency and the seal’s being
applied with the right force (2.29.3).

Locke believes that qualities in objects are “united and blended” but “the Ideas they
produce in the Mind, enter by the Senses simple and unmixed” (2.2.1). He justifies
this thesis by observing that even if ideas are produced in a single organ (as ideas
of motion and color are produced in sight), they are still as distinct as ideas pro-
duced by different organs. This is true, but of course, any two ideas are distinct, or
they wouldn’t be two. The important part of the claim is that the produced ideas are
simple.

Locke says of this doctrine, “tis plain” (ibid.), but tisn’t (Hall 1987, 12–13). His
empiricist predecessor Gassendi didn’t assume that our senses only produce simple
ideas in us (LoLordo 2007, 75), and it certainly isn’t obvious in itself. We are bet-
ter off looking to Descartes for antecedents to his view. Descartes’ fourth observation
governing sensation in the Sixth Meditation is that “any given movement occurring
in the part of the brain that immediately affects the mind produces just one corre-
sponding sensation” (1985–1991, 2.60).
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Let me suggest that when he says that ideas enter the mind simple and unmixed,
he means that the first ideas produced in us are all simple. As we have seen, Locke
stipulates that when he says that an idea is conveyed into the mind, he means that
our bodies have been affected in such a way as to cause those ideas. The varieties of
movements in neural fluids ("animal spirits") systematically produce simple ideas and
only simple ideas. This allows us to make sense of his formula in a way that’s at least
superficially compatible with the complexity of phenomena presented in experience.
“The Mind is wholly Passive in the reception of all its simple Ideas” and it actively
constructs complex ideas and ideas of relation (2.12.1). Particular motions of ani-
mal spirits only produce simple ideas, but these are all jumbled together. The separate
consideration of ideas requires an act of abstraction (2.11.9).

Locke qualifies his basic psycho-physical principle in two ways: first, by allowing
for sensory adaptation and second by giving a role to attention. Sensory adaptation is
the change of responsiveness in a sense organ after being presented with a constant
stimulus. In distinguishing primary from secondary qualities, Locke gives an early
description of what later became known as the “three-bowl experiment” (2.8.21). If
you put one hand in bowl of warm water and the other in a bowl of cold water, and
then place both hands in a bowl with lukewarmwater, the same water feels warm to
one hand and cold to another (Tritsch 1990).

According to Locke, the best explanation for the three-bowl experiment is that the
sensation of cold is caused by a decrease in the motion of animal spirits and the sen-
sation of heat is caused by an increase (2.8.21). The samewater speeds up the animal
spirits in a cooled hand and slows down the spirits in a warmed one. More generally,
Locke suggests that all sensation is caused by the varying modes of motion in our
animal spirits and that the abatement of thismotionmust therefore cause a new sen-
sation (2.8.4). He thus offers us a neural account of sensory adaptation: our nerves
are set up to register differences in temperature, rather than absolute temperature.He
is following similar suggestions in Bacon (2000, 126, 131), Descartes (1985–1991,
3.66), and Boyle (1999, 344–6, 350–4, see Woolhouse 1983, 150–2).

According to Locke, in perception narrowly construed ("bare naked perception")
the mind is, for the most part, only passive (2.9.1). Locke believes that we are mis-
led by the common practice of grammarians who classify “seeing” and “feeling” as
“active verbs.” Instead,we are “barely passive” in receiving ideas stimulated by bodies
(2.21.72). On the other hand, he believes that some passive perceptions have active
preconditions (4.13.1–2). So for example, we might move our bodies and orient our
eyes to put ourselves in a position to sense. In such cases by a powerwithin ourselves,
we put our bodies into motion and are active in that respect (2.21.72).

Attention is another activity that sets up perception and constitutes a second
exception to the principle that one motion can produce only one sensation. Just as a
personwon’t formdistinct ideas of reflectionwithout attention, “hewill nomorehave
all the particular Ideas of any Landscape, or of the Parts andMotions of a Clock, who
will not turn his Eyes to it, and with attention heed all the Parts of it” (2.1.7). Locke
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also believes that close attention to one thing diminishes attention to others. So, if we
are attentively considering one thing, we might not perceive something else which
we would have noticed otherwise (2.1.8, 2.19.3). In such cases, the sense organs
are affected in the very same way, but an idea is only formed when we pay attention
(2.9.4).

George Berkeley (1982; Introduction §§11–16) attacked Locke for his belief in
gappy abstract ideas. The landscape and clock examples imply that Locke believes
in unsaturated visual imagery, as well. On his assumptions, visual imagery can be
more and less filled in depending on whether the perceiver is paying attention. Exis-
tence and unity are “suggested” to the understanding by every external object and
every internal idea (2.7.7). Perhaps the point of “suggested” is that these ideas aren’t
invariably caused by entities, but onlywhenwe attend to them in a certainway. Locke
is careful not to go overboard in this direction. In many cases, he tells us, if our sense
organs are affected, themind can’t refuse or alter the produced simple ideas (2.1.25).

9.2 Visual Perception of Shape

9.2.1 The Visual Array

Let us divide Locke’s account of the visual perception of shape into four: his account
of the initial arrangement of our ideas of color, his account of our perception of
length, his account of our perception of two-dimensional shapes, and his account of
our ultimate judgments about the three-dimensional shapes of external objects. We
end with judgments of the objective shapes of bodies. We begin, according to Locke,
with “a variety of shadow or colour” which is “only a Plain variously colour’d, as is
evident in Painting” (2.9.8).

The last clause is oftenmisread as “evident from Painting,” (e.g. Smith 2000, 487;
Bolton 1994, 80n20), which isn’t what Locke says or means. He isn’t offering an
argument from painting to phenomenology. Instead, he’s offering a phenomenolog-
ical description. “Evident” means visible here. What’s visible in the first glance at a
globe is like what’s visible in a realistic painting of a globe: “When we set before our
Eyes a round Globe, of any uniform colour, v.g. Gold, Alabaster, or Jet, ’tis certain,
that the Idea thereby imprinted in our Mind, is of a flat Circle variously shadow’d,
with several degrees of Light and Brightness coming to our Eyes” (2.9.8). As Mackie
argues (1985, 223), in this passage Locke treats ideas as the uninterpreted, inten-
tional objects of sight. What Locke thought he saw, immediately and in the first
instance, was two-dimensional.

Speaking for myself, most of what I see seems three-dimensional. Almost all psy-
chologists in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, however, followed Locke in
denying that we seem to see depth (Smith 2000, 481–2). Let me here pick out two
sources of Locke’s belief that sight presents us with a two-dimensional array: the
anatomy of the retina and the aesthetics of realistic painting.
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Locke knew Kepler’s discovery that the retina is “the place of vision” (Works,
9.216), and he assumes that there’s a relatively straightforward mapping between
retinal stimulation and the production of ideas of color. Consider Locke’s description
of what we would know if we had a good physical theory of light:

supposing the Sensation or IdeawenameWhiteness, be produced in us by a certain num-
ber of Globules, which having a verticity about their ownCentres, strike upon theRetina
of the Eye, with a certain degree of Rotation, as well as progressive Swiftness; it will
hence easily follow, that the more the superficial parts of any Body are so ordered, as
to reflect the greater number of Globules of light, and to give them that proper Rota-
tion, which is fit to produce this Sensation of White in us, themoreWhite will that Body
appear, that, from an equal space sends to the Retina the greater number of such Cor-
puscles, with that peculiar sort of Motion. (4.2.11)

If we knewwhat particles constitutedwhite light, thenwewould know that themore
particles of that sort struck the retina, the more intense the resulting idea of white
would be. Locke doesn’t give any role to sensory adaptation here, which is a mistake,
since a lumpof coal in daylight actually reflectsmore light than a piece of white paper
in the shade (Hardin 1988, 83).

Locke’s supposition that the irradiation on the retinamaps on to the ideas first pre-
sented in sight also leads him to conclude that apparent figures are determined by
the shapes cast on the retina: “we see the figures and magnitudes of things rather
in the bottom of our eyes than in God: the idea we have of them and their grandeur
being still proportioned to the bigness of the area, on the bottom of our eyes” (9.217–
18). As Matthews observes, “The most natural way to read this is to take the ’idea’
to be the mental counterpart of the retinal image, since it is proportioned to it”
(1971, 18).

A second, quite different source of Locke’s belief that sight presents us with a two-
dimensional array may be seen in other remarks he makes on painting. At Essay
2.8.6, he offers an argument that “one may truly be said to see Darkness. For sup-
posing a hole perfectly dark, from whence no light is reflected, ’tis certain . . . it may
be Painted.” The premise behind the argument is thatwhatever can be painted can be
seen. It seems to follow from that premise that we can see the two-dimensional array
before us. After all, we can paint it.

Elizabeth Anscombe quotes Locke’s discussion of globes and circles and suggests
that Locke’s variety of shadow and color:

is what you’d get if, adopting the suggestion of Leonardo, you held up a glass pane ver-
tically before you when you were looking straight ahead and supposed to be painted on
it with utter accuracy exactly the colour behind it, as seen, in every part of it. The result
represents what is thought of as the minimal, uninterpreted visual impression, which
is the basis of all else. (1981, 43)
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Anyonewhocan followLeonardo’s advicewouldbeable to seewhat’s beforehimasan
array of color patches. LeonBattistaAlberti (2011, 39–42) had offered themetaphor
before Leonardo and it’s an important one in the history of art.

Locke’s view that the immediate intentional object of sight is two-dimensional
leads him to think of that object as a mental image. “Methinks,” he writes:

the Understanding is not much unlike a Closet wholly shut from light, with only some
little openings left, to let in external visible Resemblances, or Ideas of things without;
would the Pictures coming into such a dark Room but stay there, and lie so orderly as to
be found upon occasion, it would very much resemble the Understanding of a Man, in
reference to all Objects of sight, and the Ideas of them. (2.11.17)

If the objects of sight are mental, two-dimensional entities, then they are visual
images. Locke offers anamorphic drawings as a useful analogue for obscure
ideas, since ideas “are, as it were, the Pictures of Things” (2.29.8; Hall 1990,
15–16).

9.2.2 Perceived Length

Locke believes that ideas of length are immediately received through sight. He lists
extension among the simple ideas received through sight and touch (2.5), and, as
we’ve seen, he believes that simple ideas are passively received. He tells us that it’s
as obvious “that Men perceive, by their Sight, a distance between Bodies of different
Colours, or between the parts of the same Body; as that they see Colours themselves,”
which suggests similarity with respect to immediacy (2.13.2). He asserts that our
perception of extension is inseparably joined to all visible and most tangible qual-
ities, which implies our ideas of color and extension are received at the same time
(2.13.24).

Someonemight object to that by saying thatwe see the distances between bodies of
different colors, Locke makes the perception of distance dependent on the perception
of color. But he says that we can see the distances between the parts of a body, and
it isn’t plausible to assume that he only has heterogeneously colored bodies in mind.
I don’t think that Locke had any good reason to mention the different colors of the
distant bodies, but it doesn’t do any harm.

To the objection that our ideas of extension are composed of parts, and thus
not simple, Locke replies that they still count as simple since they’re only com-
posed of a single sort of idea (2.15.9). At the beginning of his discussion of
the simple mode of space, Locke remarks that the mind finds these simple modes
“in things existing” (2.13.1) and implicitly backs off from what seems to be his
earlier position that the senses only present us with simple ideas, narrowly so
called.
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9.2.3 Perceived Two-Dimensional Shape

Let me switch topics from the visual perception of length to the visual perception of
two-dimensional shape. Locke denies that we immediately receive true ideas of the
shapes of things. In criticizing Malebranche’s assertion that we see the sides of a
cube as congruent squares, Locke replies: “This, I think, is a mistake; and I have in
another place shown, how the idea we have from a regular solid, is not the true idea
of that solid, but such an one as by custom (as the name of it does) serves to excite
our judgment to form such an one” (Works, 9.218; Lievers 1992, 410; Bolton 1994,
80). Locke’s reference is to Essay 2.9.8: whatwe see is not the true shape of an object,
but rather its two-dimensional projection.

Here is the last sentence of Locke’s description of what happens whenwe look at a
globe:

So that from that, which truly is variety of shadow or colour, collecting the Figure [1],
[judgment]makes it [2] pass for amark of Figure [3], and frames to it self the perception
of a convex Figure, and anuniformColour;when the Ideawe receive from thence, is only
a Plain variously colour’d, as is evident in Painting. (2.9.8, numbers in brackets added)

This is a hard sentence to parse. I think that [1] and [2] refer to a two-dimensional
shape and [3] is a three-dimensional shape that the two-dimensional shape comes to
signify. Judgment gathers one figure from an array of shadow and color andmakes it
stand as a mark for another, convex figure. Given an array of color and shadow, the
mind forms the idea of an intermediate figure on it way to its final judgment.

An alternative reading is to take [1] and [3] to refer to a three-dimensional shape
and to take the antecedent of [2] to be “variety of shadow or colour.” There are three
considerations against this alternative. First, it pushes the antecedent of “it” further
back than the immediately preceding noun; second, the reading is repetitive, since
framing the perception of a shape doesn’t add anything to collecting the idea of that
shape; and, third, I don’t think Locke would want to say that the three-dimensional
shape is collected – that is, inferred – from anything, since he emphasizes the non-
rational character of that process in the sections that follow and in “Of the Conduct
of Human Understanding.”

I conclude that Locke believes that colors come to us in a two-dimensional array
and that grasping the implicit two-dimensional shapes in that array requires some
cognitive processing, and, as Martha Brandt Bolton (1994, 80) observes, in the next
section Locke says that we judge “Ideas of Space, Figure, and Motion” by “Ideas of
Light and Colours” (2.9.9). (She argues that ideas of two-dimensional shapes don’t
occur at any stage in Locke’s account of the perception of three-dimensional objects,
79–83, but I don’t think that the passages she cites justify the view, nor am I con-
vinced by her attempts to explain away Locke’s talk of an imprinted idea “of a flat
Circle” or his claim that we receive an idea like what is “evident in Painting.”)
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The doctrine that our ideas of shape are posterior to our ideas of shadow and color
is filled out a little in Locke’s account of figure perception in the chapter on the simple
modes of space. Of “the Relation which the Parts of the termination of Extension, or
circumscribed Space have amongst themselves,” Locke writes:

This the touch discovers in sensible bodies, whose Extremities come within our reach;
and the Eye takes both from Bodies and Colours, whose Boundaries are within its view:
Where observing how the Extremities terminate, either in straight Lines, whichmeet at
discernible Angles; or in crooked Lines, wherein no Angles can be perceived, by consid-
ering these as they relate to one another, in all Parts of the Extremities of any Body or
Space, it has the Ideawe call Figure. (2.13.5)

Angles and the extremities of bodies and colors are immediately perceived, but the
perception of shape takes an additional comparison.

9.2.4 Judging Three-Dimensional Shapes

Though Locke denies the existence of innate principles, he embraces the existence of
some “inherent Faculties” (1.2.2). Other cognitive capacities are developed through
experience. In particular, he believes that the ability to judge three-dimensional shape
and homogeneity of true color is acquired “by a habitual custom” (2.9.8). As we’ve
seen, when looking at a globe of a uniform color, the mind is presented with “that,
which truly is variety of shadow or colour” and then judgment “frames to it self the
perception of a convex Figure, and an uniform Colour” (ibid.). This occurs because:

we having by use been accustomed to perceive, what kind of appearance convex Bodies
are wont to make in us; what alterations are made in the reflections of Light, by the dif-
ference of the sensible Figures of Bodies, the Judgment presently, by anhabitual custom,
alters the Appearances into their Causes. (ibid.)

That is, by living in theworld, and seeingandhandling its bodies,we come toassociate
the ideas of three-dimensional shapes (acquired by touch) with the two-dimensional
outlines and the variations in light given to us by sight. Upon being presented with
a two-dimensional array of ideas of color, we gather a two-dimensional shape from
the color edges of that array, and then, by a process of habituation, make a judgment
about the true three-dimensional shape of the external body. In “Of the Conduct of
HumanUnderstanding,” Locke describes this last step as a ubiquitous instance of the
association of ideas (Works, 3.277–8).

Locke believes that this process explains how people can be fooled by trompe l‘oeil
paintings. He writes:

let any one not skilled in painting be told, when he sees bottles, and tobacco-pipes,
and other things so painted as they are in some places shown, that he does not see
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protuberances, and you will not convince him but by the touch: he will not believe
that, by an instantaneous legerdemain of his own thoughts, one idea is substituted for
another. (Works, 3.278)

Paintings present us with a two-dimensional idea, and then, by a process of asso-
ciation established in other situations, we form stubborn judgments of the three-
dimensional objects usually associated with those ideas.

This account requires a sequence of constantly disappearing and barely observed
two-dimensional arrays of ideas. Against the objection “that this is donewith so little
notice” (2.9.10), he offers two replies. First, the mind acts very quickly. By way of
example,we can “as itwere in an instant” see all the parts of a demonstration at once,
even when putting the argument in words might seem to take a long time (ibid.).

Second, the mind often doesn’t observe its habitual activities, especially when the
habits were acquired earlier in life. He offers two illustrations here: first, the obser-
vation that we don’t notice darkness every time we blink, and second, the point that
some people have catchphrases that they repeatedly use without noticing (ibid.).

Laura Berchielli has denied that Locke believes that the transformation from two-
dimensional array to judgment of actual shape occurs in usual cases of visual per-
ception (2002, 64), but her evidence doesn’t convinceme. First, she relies on Locke’s
claim that touch is an inferior faculty to sight, “the most comprehensive of all our
faculties” (2.9.9; Berchielli 2002, 50). She infers that he must believe that sight can
do anything that an inferior sense can, and, since Locke believes that touch can
perceive three-dimensional shapes, that sight can perceive three-dimensional shapes
(Berchielli 2002, 54–5). But similar reasoning would commit Locke to believing that
we can see the taste of ice cream and see the sound of music, which seems like an
implausible interpretation.

Second, she cites Essay 2.13.5 where Locke asserts that we can see figure through
sight. Since he doesn’t draw a distinction between two-dimensional and three-
dimensional figure there, Berchielli argues that he is committed to saying that, under
standard conditions, we can see three-dimensional shape (2002, 55–6). But Locke
does implicitly contrast three-dimensional and two-dimensional shapes at the end
of the next section, where he is describing the invention of ideas of new shapes.
Two-dimensional shapes are enclosed by lines, while three-dimensional shapes are
enclosed by “superfices,” that is to say, surfaces (2.13.6). The discussion of figure
perception through sight in the previous section concerns two-dimensional figures
bounded by lines.

9.2.5 Molyneux’s Problem

In 1693, the Irish natural philosopher William Molyneux sent Locke the following
question:
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Suppose a Man born blind, and now adult, and taught by his touch to distinguish
between a Cube, and a Sphere of the same metal, and nighly of the same bigness, so as
to tell, when he felt one and t’other, which is the Cube, which the Sphere. Suppose then
the Cube and Sphere placed on a Table, and the Blind Man to be made to see. Quare,
Whether by his sight, before he touch’d them, he could distinguish, and tell, which is
the Globe, and which the Cube.

Molyneux’s answer was no:

For thoughhe has obtain’d the experience of, howaGlobe, howaCube affects his touch;
yet he has not yet attained the Experience, that what affects his touch so or so, must
affect his sight so or so; or that a protuberant angle in the Cube, that pressed his hand
unequally, shall appear to his eye, as it does in the Cube.

In the second edition of theEssay, Locke insertsMolyneux’s question andMolyneux’s
reply in Essay 2.9.8, right after Locke’s account of how our two-dimensional visual
ideas are transformed into judgments of three-dimensional shapes. Locke adds his
endorsement of Molyneux’s answer: “the Blind Man, at first sight, would not be able
with certainty to say, whichwas the Globe, which the Cube, whilst he only saw them:
though he could unerringly name them by his touch, and certainly distinguish them
by the difference of their Figures felt.” As Marjolein Degenaar observes (1996, 28),
Locke either clarifies or modifies Molyneux’s formulation of the problem. Molyneux
had asked whether the newly sighted person could distinguish the sphere from the
cube, while Locke posed the problem of whether the newly sighted man could name
the cube and the spherewith certainty.Molyneux’s problemwas a focus of philosophy
of mind and psychology for the next two centuries (Degenaar 1996, chs 3–5).

The standardaccounts of Locke’s treatmentof Molyneux’s problemrightly empha-
size the context in which he placed it (Mackie 1976, 30; Ayers 1991, 1.65–6;
Lievers 1992, 407–10). Locke has just argued that the connection between the
two-dimensional array impressed by sight and our judgments of three-dimensional
objects is established by what we customarily perceive. It follows from that account
that a newly sighted person would not have established that association and would
not transform ideas of the variously colored circle and irregularly shaped hexagon
into a homogenously colored globe and cube. Lockewraps uphis discussion by asking
the reader “to consider, howmuch hemay be beholding to experience, improvement,
and acquired notions, where he thinks, he has not the least use of, or help from them”
(2.9.8). In context, this means that the newly sighted person doesn’t have the experi-
ence to connect spheres and cubes with the two-dimensional ideas of hexagons and
circles they produce in the mind.

Edward Synge, the eventual Archbishop of Tuam, had answeredMolyneux’s ques-
tion in a differentway, andhis replymade itsway back toMolyneux andLocke (Bolton
1994, 78–9). According to Synge:
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The idea which such a blind man must needs by his touch alone form of a globe will be
this that it is a body which is Exactly alike on all Side<s>… Part of the ideawhich such
a man must needs by his touch conceive of a Cube will be that it is a body which is not
alike in every part of its Superficies … The Image which at the first Sight such a man
will form of a globe must needs represent it as a body which is alike on all sides which
consequently must be agreeable to the idea which he before had of i<t> and different
from that Ideawhich he had of a Cube. for turn a globe ten thousandways it Still Carryes
the same aspect if it be all of the same collourwhichwee nowSuppose. The Imagewhich
upon the first View such a man will frame of a Cu<be> must needs be this that it is a
body which is not alike in all the parts of its Superficies which consequently must be
agreeable to the ideawhich before he had of it and different from that ideawhich he had
of a globe. For a cube do’s not carry the same aspect when it is exposed to our sight in
different<positions>. (Corr., 1984;material in brackets is reconstructed by E.S. de Beer)

Synge assumes that the blind know through touch that every part of the surface of a
sphere is similar to every other part and that the surface of a cube doesn’t exhibit
the same similarity. From those assumptions he offers two reasons for his positive
answer to Molyneux’s question. First, each point on the circumference of the two-
dimensional image projected by a sphere is similar to every other point, but the same
is not true of the points on the perimeter of the image projected by a cube. Second,
a homogeneously colored sphere projects the same two-dimensional image however
it may be rotated, but a homogeneously colored cube does not. Using these clues, the
newly sighted man could know which object was the cube and which the sphere.
(Leibniz makes similar points in his discussion of Molyneux’s problem in the New
Essays on Human Understanding.)

In passing on Synge’s solution to Locke, Molyneux wrote, “Youwill easily discover
by what false steps this Gentleman is lead into his error” (Corr., 1984). Thus discour-
aged fromgivingadetailed response to Synge’s solution, Locke replied, “I see byMr. S’s
answer to that which was originally your question, how hard it is, for even ingenious
men to free themselves from the anticipations of sense” (Corr., 2095). By “the antic-
ipations of sense,” Locke means, I think, the associative process going from initial
visual impression to the final judgment of shape. It’s hard to know from this exactly
how he would criticize Synge’s answer, had he chosen to expand his reply.

One possibility is that Locke would assert that ubiquity of the associative pro-
cess had kept Synge from seeing its arbitrariness. Vision presents us with circles and
irregular hexagons, and it only by custom that we come to judge the presence of
sphere and cubes. Locke would perhaps agree that if the newly sighted person were
taught some of the elements of optics and projective geometry, he could figure out
the answer. For that matter, the newly sighted person could figure it out if the exper-
imenter uttered the words “the sphere is the thing on the left.” Those hypotheticals
don’t refute the central point that Lockewas trying tomake. The connection between
two-dimensional image and a judgment of three-dimensional shape is a contingent
one, brought about by custom and not by reason.
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9.3 Perception and Time

9.3.1 The Perception of Succession

Locke’s account of time perception posits an internal temporal order, running par-
allel to the objective one, but sometimes at a different rate. This subjective order of
time appealed to Laurence Sterne, who used it to comic effect in Tristram Shandy and
dropped an acknowledging footnote to Locke. As a result, Locke’s theory of time per-
ception has been discussed more by Sterne’s commentators than by his own. (Kyle
1971 assembles the relevant passages in the novel.)

Locke summarizes his intricate account of the origins of temporal ideas at Essay
2.14.31. We get the idea of succession by reflection on our internal trains of ideas;
by observing intervals in this succession, we get the idea of duration; by sensation,
we get the ideas of certain measures of duration; by repeating those measures, we
can imagine duration when nothing really endures; by being able to repeat the idea
ad infinitum, we come to the idea of eternity; and finally, by considering any part of
infinite duration, we come by the idea of time. For the purposes of describing Locke’s
account of time perception, we should focus on his accounts of howwe acquire ideas
of succession, duration, and the measures of duration.

In Essay 2.7, Locke classes succession as one of the ideas that come from sensation
and reflection, though one “more constantly offered us” by reflection one’s internal
series of ideas (2.7.9). Call this “the broad Lockean view.” InEssay2.14, Locke argues
that we get the idea of succession only from reflection on the succession of our ideas
(2.14.3–4, 2.14.6, 2.14.31). Call this “the narrow Lockean view.” As an adjunct to
thenarrowLockeanview,he argues in2.14 thatweget the idea of durationby reflect-
ing on the distance between these succeeding ideas (2.14.3).

If we are willing to split interpretive hairs, we find four arguments for the narrow
Lockean view in 2.14.4. The first direct argument is from sleep. We don’t perceive
the lapse of time when we wake from a dreamless sleep. The best explanation for this
is that we perceive duration by reflecting on the train of ideas in our minds and this
train ceases during sleep. So, probably, we perceive duration by reflecting on the train
of ideas in our minds.

Someone might object that when we wake from sleep, it actually does seem as if
time has elapsed. If this is a genuine and immediate appearance and not inferred
from some other phenomenon, it tells against both broad and narrow Lockean views.
Locke’s implicit reply to this objection is that once someone has observed the regular-
ity of days and nights, he can “imagine and make allowance for the length of Dura-
tion,whilst he slept” (2.14.5). Nevertheless, if Adam and Eve slept for 24 hours, they
wouldn’t notice. The last example is akin to Aristotle’s example of sleeping Sardinian
heroes (Physics, 4.11), but Locke only draws a psychological lesson for the example.
Aristotle had gone further and drew a metaphysical consequence (see Coope 2005,
37–41).
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Locke’s second argument relies the premise that we have a sense of duration while
dreaming. The best explanation for this is that we perceive duration by reflecting on
the train of ideas in ourminds and this train occurs during dreams (2.14.4). So, prob-
ably, we perceive duration by reflecting on the train of ideas in our minds.

Locke’s third argument appeals to the phenomenon of concentration. He writes:

one who fixes his Thoughts very intently on one thing, so as to take but little notice
of the succession of Ideas that pass in his Mind, whilst he is taken up with that earnest
Contemplation, lets slip out of his Account a good part of that Duration, and thinks that
time shorter than it is. (2.14.4)

According to Locke, if someone focuses his attention on a single thing to the exclu-
sion of attending the succession of ideas in his mind, then time seems to elapse more
quickly than it actually does. The best explanation is that concentration distracts us
from reflection, and we perceive duration by reflecting on the train of ideas in our
minds.

Locke considers the objection on his account “it would be impossible… for a Man
to think long of any one thing” (2.14.13). He replies that we can’t focus on an idea
so exclusively that we prevent a succession of ideas, challenging his readers to try
(2.14.14).

Notice that Locke’s claim is notmerely that in order for us to have anopinion on the
length of some passage of time, we need to introspect. Rather, opinions on the lapse
of time depend on reflection on our ideas, and the result of this reflection depends
on the rate at which we produce ideas. From this and similar considerations, Locke
concluded that the apparent passage of duration was the appearance of the passage
of ideas.

Douglas Odegard argues that Locke’s doctrine that we get our ideas of duration
from reflecting on a train of successive ideas commits him to a theory of the “specious
present” according to which “an idea can be both past and present at the same time.
The idea does not merely persist but continues to exist after it has ceased to exist”
(1978, 149). I don’t think that this or anything like that follows. An entirely present
ideamight be producedby reflectionon successively occurring ideas.Generally speak-
ing, an effectmay be entirely present at a time even though its causes occur over time,
as happens when a house is built by various processes over a period of months.

As Odegard concedes (ibid.), his interpretation is in tensionwith Locke’s claim that
nothing exists outside the present: “Duration, and of Time which is a part of it, is the
Idea we have of perishing distance, of which no two parts exist together, but follow each
other in Succession,” so we cannot “put it together in our Thoughts, that any Being
does now exist toMorrow, or possess at oncemore than the presentmoment of Dura-
tion” (2.15.12). Christopher Conn (2003, 126–33) argues that Locke is a crypto-
four-dimensionalist since he sometimes refers to past existences as being united into
a currently existing person. But these passages can be made compatible with Essay
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2.15.12 by interpreting the relevant unity relation as is, was, or will be a constituent.
Locke does imply that we can have ideas in mind for a stretch of time, for example
in his account of contemplation (2.10.1), but to say that ideas endure is compatible
with saying that they exist all at once.

9.3.2 The Perception of Motion

According to Locke, the idea of motion is gotten through sight and touch (2.5). This is
a simple idea of sensation, andAristotelian, Cartesian, and atomist attempts at defin-
ing motion are futile (3.4.8–9).

The problems of the specious present and of the temporal character of our ideas
arise in a more pointed form for ideas of motion, since Locke declares that the idea of
motion is a resemblance of the motion in a moving body (2.8.15). His resemblance
doctrines are problematic in various ways, but surely he never meant that every idea
of every primary quality resembles the corresponding quality in every respect. Per-
haps Locke doesn’t mean to imply that our ideas of motion unspool over time in the
way that worldly motions do.

A good piece of evidence for this may be found in the opening of Essay 2.14.28,
where Locke writes, “The notion of an Hour, Day, or Year, being only the Idea I have
of the length of certain periodical regular Motions, neither of whichMotions do ever
all at once exist, but only in the Ideas I have in my Memory derived from my Senses
or Reflection.” The plain implication of the passage is that motions don’t exist all at
once and that ideas of motion do.

Locke attacks the view thatweget the idea of duration fromobservingmoving bod-
ies. The heart of the attack is his observation thatwe can perceive successionwithout
perceiving motion:

But where-ever a Man is, with all things at rest about him, without perceiving any
Motion at all; if during this hour of quiet he has been thinking, we will perceive the
various Ideas of his own Thought in his own Mind, appearing one after another, and
thereby observe and find succession, where he could observe no Motion. (2.14.6)

This example is similar to one that Aristotle offers for what superficially appears to
be the opposite conclusion: “Now we perceive movement and time together; for even
when it is dark andwe are not being affected through the body, if anymovement takes
place in the mind we at once suppose that some time has indeed elapsed” (Physics,
219a4–6). The difference rests on Aristotle’s broader notion of “movement.” Some-
thing may “move” in Aristotle’s sense by changing with respect to place, quantity, or
quality (Physics, 192b15, 225b5–9; Coope 2005, 51).

Locke explains away the fact that we sometimes perceive succession when we per-
ceive motion by asserting that whenever we perceive motion, “Motion produces in
his Mind an Idea of Succession, no otherwise than as it produces there a continued
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train of distinguishable Ideas” (2.14.6). Still, a problem remains, I think. Consider
Locke’s thesis that the motion of the heavenly bodies makes for an appropriate mea-
sure of time. The daily and annualmotions of the sunare “constant, regular, anduni-
versally observable by all Mankind, and supposed equal to one another” (2.14.19).
Thus, they “have beenwith Reasonmade use of for themeasure of Duration” (2.14.19).
Why should the motion of the sun be an appropriate measure of duration but not an
appropriate source of the idea of duration?

Part of the answer is that the sun moves so slowly that Locke denies that it imme-
diately produces a perceptible idea of motion (2.14.6). He also denied that we see
the motion of the hands of clocks and the shadows of sundials (2.14.11). This isn’t
a complete solution. First, one might think that any perceptible motion, no matter
how irregular, should suffice to give us some idea of temporal succession. Second,
Locke knew about pendulums, and he knew that their periods were apparently regu-
lar. Indeed, both his journals in France (Locke 1953, 160, 185, 253, 259, 261) and
his proposed system of measurement at footnote (a) of Essay 4.10.10 reveal an inter-
est in using the regularity of the pendulum as an aid to accurate, objective, and inter-
nationally useful measurements.

I propose that Locke didn’t want to multiply subjective perceptions of time. As we
have seen, he believed that the rate atwhich time appears to pass is determined by the
contents and the activities of the mind. He assumes that if those contents and activ-
ities directly determine the apparent lapse of time, then nothing else directly deter-
mines the apparent lapse of time, including the sight of motion. This helps explain
Locke’s dismissive remarks about the use of a pendulum as the ultimate standard of
time:

thoughMenhave of latemade use of a Pendulum, as amore steady and regularMotion,
than that of the Sun or (to speakmore truly) of the Earth; yet if any one should be asked
how he certainly knows, that the two successive swings of a Pendulum are equal, it
would be very hard to satisfie himself, that they are infallibly so: sincewe cannot be sure,
that the Cause of that Motion which is unknown to us, shall always operate equally;
and we are sure, that the Medium in which the Pendulum moves, is not constantly
the same … All that we can do for a measure of Time, is to take such as have contin-
ual successive Appearances at seemingly equidistant Periods; of which seeming Equal-
ity, we have no other measure, but such as the train of our own Ideas have lodged in our
Memories, with the concurrence of other probable Reasons, to perswade us of their
Equality. (2.14.21)

Locke can’t be absolutely sure that the periods of a pendulum are objectively equal,
since he doesn’t know the causes of its apparent regularity. All he can do is say that
its motions appear to occur at regular intervals. But apparent duration is not the idea
of duration that looking at a pendulum causes in us; instead, it is the appearance
of duration produced in us by reflection on the train of ideas which we have while
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looking at a pendulum. The second phenomenon drives out the possibility of the first.
This explains why, for Locke, “the constant and regular Succession of Ideas in a waking
Man, is, as it were, the Measure and Standard, of all other Successions” (2.14.12).

Locke believes that we only perceive motion when we have ideas of the object
changing its position relative to something else. Thus, someone on a boat on a calm
sea “will not see motion in sea, ship, or sun over an hour, even though at least two of
them have moved in the interim. As soon as he perceives one of them to change dis-
tancewith respect to someother body, heperceivesmotion” (2.14.6).We“cannot per-
ceive very slowmotions because the change of ideas that they produce in us comes a
long time after the first idea” (2.14.7).We “cannot perceive very fastmotions because
they don’t produce a train of ideas in us, for example a body that moves rapidly in a
circle” (2.14.8).

Acting on this premise, Locke infers that wemay treat the perception of motion as
a useful proxy for thinking about the succession of ideas in our minds. He suggests
that the rate of succession of our ideas has upper and lower limits. A bullet goes too
fast to produce successive ideas (2.14.10) and a clock hand goes too slow (2.14.11).

Notes

1. I’m grateful to Lex Newman and Matthew Stuart for helpful comments.
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10

Primary and Secondary Qualities

ROBERT A. WILSON

10.1 Introduction

BookTwo, Chapter viii of Locke’sAnEssayConcerningHumanUnderstanding contains,
in just over10pages, themost influential andheavily discussed thought about the dis-
tinction between primary and secondary qualities in the history of philosophy. “Influ-
ential” and “heavily discussed,” however, do not imply “widely accepted” or “univo-
cally understood.” In fact, it was not that long ago that John Mackie could introduce
his discussionof Locke’s views on this topic by saying that “it iswidely believed among
philosophers that, whatever Locke said about primary and secondary qualities, it is
wrong” (Mackie 1976, 7)! Even though the general evaluation of the cogency and
insight within Locke’s discussion has changed in the 30 years since Mackie offered
his own explanation and defense of Locke’s views, it remains true that contemporary
and recent views of Locke’s discussion of the distinction between primary and sec-
ondary qualities remain divided over many basic issues. These include the point and
basis of the distinction in Locke, the nature of secondary qualities themselves, the
role of particular examples that Locke introduces in his discussion, and the ultimate
assessment of the tenability of what Locke says about the distinction.

A distinction between primary and secondary qualities antedates Locke, but it is
Locke’s discussion that has become a core part of textbook discussions of the history
of metaphysics and epistemology in the modern period. This is both because of the
ways in which Locke’s eighteenth-century interlocutors of influence – particularly
George Berkeley and Thomas Reid – reacted to that discussion, and because of the
ways inwhich twentieth-century commentators have returned to Locke’s discussion,
either by way of offering improved (by their own lights) interpretations of how Locke
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should best be understood, articulating their own views of the real nature of the dis-
tinction, or as a means of making some broader philosophical or metaphilosophical
points. There is much in Locke’s discussion to justify its central place in subsequent
debates, whether they attend principally to historical or to contemporary issues.
In this chapter I will focus on Locke’s discussion itself, though I hope to say enough
about that discussion to convey (and even to resolve) some of the controversies that
have pervaded the literature on Locke’s distinction.

Although II.viii of the Essay contains Locke’s only sustained discussion of the dis-
tinction between primary and secondary qualities, the distinction itself is drawn as
early as the “epitome,” “abstract,” or “abrégé” of the Essay, which was likely written
at least in large part more than four years earlier than the publication of the Essay in
1689 (see Locke n.d.; Hill andMilton 2003) andwhich can also be found in the work
known as Draft C of the Essay, written in 1685 (see Walmsley 2003). Elsewhere in
the Essay Locke does occasionallymention particular qualities that fall under each of
the headings “primary qualities” and “secondary qualities,” and about as occasion-
ally he invokes a short list of either ideas of primary qualities or primary qualities
themselves. However, as II.viii of the Essay contains Locke’s most sustained thought
about primary and secondary qualities, it will be my focus here.

In the first half of the chapter I shall lead up to a fairly straightforward reading
of what Locke says about the distinction in II.viii, one that, in its general outlines,
represents a sympathetic (versus critical) understanding of Locke’s discussion. In the
second half of the chapter, I turn to consider a few of the ways in which interpreting
Locke on primary and secondary qualities has proven more complicated than I will
have, to that point, suggested. Here I shall take upwhat is sometimes called the Berke-
leyan interpretation of Locke, the understanding of Locke’s resemblance thesis, and
Locke’s views of qualities and their relationship to powers.

As a start, let us briefly remind ourselves of the context and location of Locke’s
discussion, before turning to the apparent structure of II.viii itself and then the inter-
pretation of Locke that I want to offer.

10.2 Context

Locke’s metaphysical and epistemological views developed under the influence of the
emerging corpuscularian, mechanical philosophy, particularly that of his sometime
mentor, the chemist Robert Boyle. Corpuscularians revived an atomistic metaphysics
according towhich thewhole physicalworldwasmadeupof minute particles, corpus-
cles, and their fundamental properties, which were consideredmechanical in nature.
Corpuscularian explanations for the behavior of physical objects and our epistemic
interactions with them emerged from the scientific worldview that was developed in
the seventeenth century, offering a challenge to long-dominant explanations cast in
terms that Aristotle had introduced almost 2000 years previously. Thus Locke was
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writing during a period of transition from the approaches to understanding theworld
that had dominated late medieval scholastic philosophy to the newer experimental
approach to understanding nature. Part of this transition involved a critical attitude
towards many of the Aristotelian concepts, including those of substance, essence,
and form, which, until that time, had provided the dominant intellectual framework
inWestern societies for making sense of the world.

Locke was very much not only a transitional figure but also a figure in transition
himself, casting his ideas partly in terms of the Aristotelian framework he had inher-
ited (e.g. in terms of the notion of qualities) and partly in terms of the concepts that
corpuscularianswere developing in replacing that framework. Themost directly rele-
vant of theAristotelian concepts for our purposes iswhatwere called sensible qualities,
since a large part of the point of the distinctionbetweenprimaryand secondaryquali-
ties for Lockewas to allow us to develop a better way of thinking about such “sensible
qualities” and their relationship to the mechanical properties that corpuscularians
thoughtwere causally responsible for all observable changes in objects. Sensible qual-
ities are exemplified by properties that produce ideas in us via just one sense: colors,
tastes, smells, and sounds. (Although there is a broader use of “sensible qualities,”
one that includes all qualities we detect via the senses, Locke does not seem to traffic
in this broader usage in II.viii.) Such properties, and the ideas they give rise to, were
of special interest to Locke, for at least two reasons.

First, since sensible qualities come to be mediated between world and mind by the
senses – they are often described (as above) as properties detected by the senses, and
almost as often as ideas that come in to the mind via the senses – any theory of
knowledge that gives a central place to sensoryknowledge, as does Locke’s empiricism,
should fairly naturally take up discussion of such qualities. Moreover, such sensible
qualities are the properties of objects that seemmost directly or readily known by per-
ceivers and feature as a natural part of our common-sense picture of the world. One
might even think that such sensible qualities form the epistemic building blocks from
which perceivers construct their view of the world, as did later empiricists, such as
phenomenalists or sense-data theorists.

Second, proponents of the corpuscularian and experimental philosophy by which
Locke was influenced either rejected or expressed serious doubts about the existence
of such sensible qualities. Corpuscularian science provided several reasons for ques-
tioning whether observable objects in the world possessed colors or smells or tastes
or sounds. First, as sensible qualities, it was unclear whether such qualities could be
possessed by insensible bodies, such as corpuscles, which corpuscularians viewed as
the basic building blocks of the material world. Second, corpuscles were held to have
other kinds of properties, such as size, shape, and motion, and these properties were
thought to provide an explanatorily adequate basis for all of the properties of material
objects. Suppose that the world is ultimately made up of corpuscles, these corpus-
cles do not (or perhaps even can’t) possess the properties called “sensible qualities,”
and the properties that they do have are adequate for explaining what we observe
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in material objects. Then there is a real question about what the ontological status
of sensible qualities is, and correspondingly, about the very category “sensible quali-
ties.” Thus, we can see from the outset that Locke has reason to engagewith the issue
of what so-called “sensible qualities” are and a reason for that engagement to be one
that identifies some way in which such qualities are other than what they are usu-
ally taken to be, that is, as properties of objects no different from other properties of
objects.

I turnnow to an equally brief overviewof the textual location of Locke’s discussion
of the distinction between primary and secondary qualities. What leads into Locke’s
discussion, and where, in turn, does it lead in the Essay as a whole?

10.3 Location

Although Book II of the Essay is long, and in places repetitious, confusing, and frus-
trating, the book does at least have a clear structure to it, one relevant to under-
standing where Locke’s discussion of primary and secondary qualities fits into his
broader discussion of “ideas.” Following Locke’s protracted discussion and rejection
of the doctrine of innate ideas in Book I, Book II opens with a moderately long (15-
page) chapter, “Of Ideas in general, and their Original,” that sets out Locke’s empiricist
account of the source of our ideas. If ideas are not innate, then where do they come
from? Locke’s short answer is simple, and provides a capsule statement of the empiri-
cism for which the Essay is perhaps best known: they come from experience. Locke
continues by distinguishing two “Fountains of Knowledge, fromwhence all the Ideas
we have, or can naturally have, do spring” (II.i.2), namely, “Our senses” (II.i.3) and
“the Perception of the Operations of our own Minds” (II.i.4) – or, as they are commonly
referred to, sensation and reflection. So empiricism, for Locke, is the idea that all ideas
derive from, or originate in, sensation or reflection (or both).

At the beginning of II.ii, “Of simple Ideas,” Locke introduces the distinction
between simple and complex ideas. “These simple Ideas,” says Locke, “the Materials
of all our Knowledge, are suggested and furnished to the Mind, only by those two
ways abovementioned, viz. Sensation and Reflection” (II.ii.2). Thus, since simple ideas
provide the origins for complex ideas for Locke, we would expect a discussion of their
nature to play a foundational role in Locke’smore general discussion of the nature of
our ideas and their relationship to what they are ideas of. This is precisely what we do
find in the following chapters of Book II.

Indeed, the distinction between simple and complex ideas provides the global struc-
ture for the rest of Book II. The following nine chapters (chs 3–11, just over 40 pages)
are concerned with simple ideas, starting with those of sensation. Each of the last
three of these nine chapters is devoted to a particular simple idea of reflection: percep-
tion (ch. 9), retention (ormemory, ch. 10), and discerning (or categorization, ch. 11).
Thus, Chapter 8, entitled “Some farther Considerations concerning our simple Ideas,”
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concludes Locke’s discussion of simple ideas of sensation. The discussion of primary
and secondary qualities occupies the final 10 pages of Chapter 8, and constitutes the
most sustained part of Locke’s discussion of simple ideas of sensation. The Book II
chapters prior to II.viii are short and programmatic, with the exception of II.iv, “Of
Solidity,” which contains a dedicated discussion of the primary quality of solidity, the
only primary or secondary quality to which Locke devotes sustained attention on its
own.

Having concluded his discussion of simple ideas in Chapter 11, in Chapter 12,
Locke turns to complex ideas, a large, general topic that occupies the following 17
chapters (200 pages), including Locke’s important discussions of power (ch. 21, sig-
nificantly augmented in the second edition), substance (ch. 23), and personal iden-
tity (ch. 27, added in toto to the second edition). Locke tells us here that he divides
complex ideas into three kinds – modes, substances, and relations – and again quite
systematically the bulk of the rest of Book II is dedicated to these in turn: Chapters
13–22 to modes (in turn, to simple modes of sensation, to modes of thinking, and
finally to “mixedmodes”), Chapters 23–24 to substances, and finally Chapters 25–28
to relations. Such locational facts about Locke’s discussion of the distinction between
primary and secondary qualities tell us, I think, three things about that discussion.

First, the discussion has special importance for Locke, being the most sustained
part of his overall discussion of simple ideas of sensation, ideas that stand as one of
two “foundations of knowledge.” This is so despite the fact that there are no signs of
the distinction in the earliest version of the Essay, his Draft A, written in 1671, and
signs that only gesture in the direction of that distinction in his Draft B, written later
in that same year.

Second, Locke did not flag the discussion as being especially controversial or in
need of supplementation, hedging, or revision. It was neither especially lengthy – at
least by Locke’s standards of prolixity – nor followed by further discussion of impli-
cations or limitations, nor, for that matter, significantly rewritten throughout the
four editions published during Locke’s lifetime. As Locke moves to draw his discus-
sion to a conclusion, he offers an apology for “this little Excursion into Natural Phi-
losophy” (II.viii.22), and then simply moves on to discuss the simple ideas gained by
reflection.

Finally, although Locke does draw on his preceding discussion of the distinction
in two well-known discussions later in the Essay – in his discussion of substance
(II.xxiii.7–11) and in arguing for some significant limitations to our knowledge of
the “discoverable” or “visible” connections between primary qualities and secondary
qualities (IV.iii.8–16) – he seems to view his discussion of the distinction itself as self-
contained and complete, at least for his purposes.

In short, Locke takes himself at II.viii to have said something important in drawing
thedistinction in theway thathedoes; he showsno signof recognizing its contentious
nature; and he takes his discussion of the distinction to stand in need of further elab-
oration.
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10.4 Structure

I have indicated that the structure of Book II follows Locke’s own basic epistemic
framework, flagging what the place of Locke’s discussion of the primary/secondary
distinction in that structure indicates about at least his own view of that discussion.
Consider now the structure of II.viii itself, which I also take as a reliable guide to how
Locke views the distinction between primary and secondary qualities.

Locke’s discussion in II.viii falls into five parts. He begins (viii.1–6) with a discus-
sion of the privative causation of ideas. He then introduces the notion of primary
qualities at viii.9, and that of secondary qualities at viii.10, having distinguished, at
viii.7–8, between ideas (which are in the mind) and qualities (which are in bodies).
Sections 11–14 are concerned with how each of these kinds of quality in bodies pro-
duces ideas in the mind. Sections 15–22 focus on a claim that Locke takes to be a
consequence of his discussion to this point, namely, that the ideas we have of primary
qualities are, while the ideas we have of secondary qualities are not, resemblances of
their causes. Finally, sections 23–6 provide an extended summary overview of what
Locke takes himself to have shown in this chapter. This structure was in place in the
very first edition of the Essay, with the chief change made across four editions being
the addition, at viii.10, of an explicit characterization of secondary qualities that
highlights the parallel that Locke draws inhis concluding sections between secondary
qualities and those “of a third sort.” (That Locke did not initially offer an explicit char-
acterization of secondary qualities at viii.10 has a significance that I will return to
discuss in the conclusion.)

In addition, this basic structure to the chapter is present in the earlier Epitome or
Abstract of the Essay, with the exception being the initial discussion of privative cau-
sation,which is a later addition that canbe found inDraft C, drawingon less developed
discussion from Draft B (see Walmsley 2004, 443). Given this structure, one would
expect to find the heart of Locke’s view of the distinction at viii.9–10, a view that
he recapitulates at viii.23–6, with viii.11–14 adding to this distinction in a way that
leads into the point about resemblance in viii.15–22.

10.5 Locke’s view

In light of the context, location, and structure of Locke’s discussion at II.viii, here
is what I take Locke’s view to be of the distinction between primary and secondary
qualities. A range of qualities is commonly attributed to bodies. Amongst these are
real qualities that the bodies possess – solidity, extension, figure, mobility, number,
bulk, texture, situation. These are what Locke calls primary qualities, and he gives a
four-fold characterization of what defines primary qualities at viii.9. They are:

utterly inseparable from the Body, in what estate soever it be; such as in all the alter-
ations and changes it suffers, all the force can be used upon it, it constantly keeps; and
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such as Sense constantly finds in every particle of Matter, which has bulk enough to be
perceived, and theMind finds inseparable fromevery particle of Matter, though less than
to make it self singly be perceived by our Senses…

As I have argued elsewhere (Wilson 2002), despite the variation that one finds across
the26putative lists of primary qualities in the ensuing discussion contained in viii.9–
26, there is much more regularity to the lists and unity in Locke’s conception of pri-
mary qualities thanhas often been found by others. The primary qualities are present
universally in observable bodies, and this is the basis for us conceiving of themas uni-
versal in all bodies whatsoever, including particles too small to be sensed, such as cor-
puscles. Such qualities come to be sensed by us through the mechanical (or “impul-
sive”) action of bodies on our sense organs, and here the motion of some kinds of
corpuscles – corpuscles that have these very primary qualities – plays a crucial medi-
ating role. The sensing of primary qualities (in observable bodies), gives rise to corre-
sponding simple ideas (in the mind).

Yet amongst the qualities commonly attributed to bodies are others that, although
commonly thought of inmuch theway that primary qualities are, are in fact nothing
in bodies themselves but “Powers to produce various Sensations in us by their primary
Qualities” (viii.10; see also viii.14). These are what Locke calls secondary qualities and
(following tradition) sensible qualities, and are exemplified by colors, sounds, tastes,
and smells. While Locke does not explicitly say that such qualities are not universal
across bodies, and so not possessed by insensible bodies, such as corpuscles, it seems
clear from the contrast he draws between primary and secondary qualities that he
thinks corpuscles, and perhaps insensible bodies more generally, lack these defining
features of primary qualities.We have already seen that this would be a natural view
to hold, given the corpuscularian background to Locke’s distinction. More generally,
whatever else is true of secondary qualities, it is clear that they do not satisfy the four-
fold characterization that Locke gives of primary qualities. Moreover, the very same
kinds of properties – the primary qualities – of insensible bodies that are ultimately
causally responsible for our ideas of primary qualities are also causally responsible
for our ideas of secondary qualities (sections 13–14).

So, Locke thinks that secondary qualities are, first, qualities of bodies, that is, prop-
erties that bodies themselves have, and, second, secondary, that is, possessed in virtue
of other properties that bodies have. Indeed, they are possessed in virtue of the pri-
mary qualities that bodies have.Anyunclarity about this should be removed byattend-
ing to the parallel that Locke draws, at both viii.10 and again at viii.23–6, between
secondary qualities and “a third sort” of quality exemplified by the “power in Fire to
produce a new Colour, or consistency inWax or Clay” (II.viii.10). These are powers a
fire has, though they are distinct from secondary qualities since they are not powers
to produce ideas in us; rather, they are powers to produce changes in objects, such as
their color or “consistency.” Locke says that such a power is “as much a quality in Fire,
as the power it has to produce in me a new Idea or Sensation of warmth or burning,
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which I felt not before” (my emphasis). Here Locke relies on the idea that secondary
qualities are powers in objects to draw attention to there being a third sort of quality
that is likewise in objects.

When Locke turns to summarize his discussion at II.viii.23, he again discusses
together the secondary qualities – “usually called sensible Qualities” – and this third
sort of quality – “usually called Powers.” Here he is about as clear as he could be that
these two kinds of quality have the very same ontological status: each is a kind of
power that a body has in virtue of the primary qualities that it possesses. Contrasting
both of these with what “may be properly called real Original, or primary Qualities,”
Locke concludes section 23 with the following sentence: “The other two, are only
Powers to act differently upon other things, which Powers result from the different
Modifications of those primary Qualities.” Section 24 then concentrates on the dif-
ferences between how these secondary and third sort of qualities are usually thought
of. (Later philosophers sometimes refer to these third sort as “tertiary qualities.”) An
example that Locke uses that runs between these two sections is instructive. The sun
and a fire both produce ideas of light and heat in us, which we think of as “real Quali-
ties” of the sunandfire. The sunandafire also produce ideas of white, soft, andfluid in
us when theymelt wax or lead, but here we commonly think that these powers of the
sun or fire are “barely Powers.” But these differences are merely putative, a point that
Locke drives home in saying, of the sun, that they “are all of them equally Powers in
the Sun, depending on its primary Qualities” (II.viii.24). Section 25 then attempts to
explain why wemake this kind of ontological mistake in our common-sense thought
about these powers. To further underline the parallel between the qualities “usually
called sensible Qualities” and those “usually called Powers,” Locke draws the chapter
to a close in Section 26 by talking of both as secondary qualities, the first immediately
perceivable, the second,mediately perceivable.

So far I have explained Locke’s distinction between primary and secondary quali-
tieswithout drawing essentially onhis discussion, in sections 15–22, of resemblance.
If we take the five-part structure of Locke’s discussion at face value, this is how it
should be, since what is often called Locke’s resemblance thesis is a consequence of ,
rather than the core of, thedistinctionbetweenprimaryand secondaryqualities. Even
so, we need some account of what Locke is up to in this important part of his discus-
sion, andof the status of his claimsabout resemblance, not least because it has proven
to be one of themost confusing (and putatively confused) parts of Locke’s discussion.

The resemblance thesis itself has two parts. The first claims that there is a “resem-
blance” between our ideas of primary qualities and the corresponding primary qual-
ities themselves; the second claims that there is not such a resemblance in the case
of secondary qualities. Both parts of the resemblance thesis may seem readily intel-
ligible in light of what has been said already, provided that we allow that ideas can
have qualities at all (a proviso that not all will be prepared to grant; I shall return to
this in the section entitled Resemblance Revisited later in this chapter). Consider a
primary quality, such as size or shape. When, through normal perceptual processes,
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we form a complex idea of a table as round, or of being ameter long, the simple ideas
of being round and being ameter long resemble or are like qualities that the table itself
possesses: roundness and meter-longness. But when we form a complex idea of that
table as (say) brown, the simple idea of brownness does not resemble or is not like some
quality that the table itself possesses, brownness. This is not because the table is not
brown – the table is brown – but because that quality, which the table does possess, is
merely a power that the table has, that is, the power to produce the idea of brownness
in perceivers, a power possessed in virtue of the table’s primary qualities.

If the way in which I have presented Locke’s view is correct, then something like
this should be true of what he acknowledges are “usually called Powers,” Locke’s
third sort of qualities. Take Locke’s example of the power of the sun to cause the idea
of softness in us by melting wax. Here we come to have the complex thought that
the wax is soft, and recognize that the sun has the power to make wax soft. The sun
does possess two corresponding qualities – the power to produce the idea of softness
in us, and the power to melt wax – but there is no resemblance or likeness between
those powers and the idea of softness itself. Secondary qualities, whether immedi-
ately ormediately perceivable, all lack this resemblance or likeness.What is distinctive
of this third sort of quality, the “secondary qualities, mediately perceivable,” is that
with them we have no tendency even to think that there is a resemblance or likeness
between the ideas we have and the real qualities in the objects themselves.

There is an interestingand, I think, openquestionabouthowgeneral Locke intends
his “third sort” of quality to be. I have assumed above that it is general enough to
include not only the power to produce the idea of softness in us but also the power to
meltwax (which, in turn, produces the idea of softness in us). Along these lines, then,
wemight thinkabout the powers that our brown table has of this third sort, suchas its
power to leave an indentation in a carpet. Here again there is an observable change in
a second object, the carpet, that some object makes, and no resemblance between the
resulting quality we recognize in the carpet, the indentation, and the corresponding
power in the desk that brings about this effect. Whether Locke’s third sort of quality
includes powers like the power a table has to support a coffee mug – call this itsmug-
supportability – or whether such powers fall outside Locke’s trichotomy of qualities –
primary, secondary, and the “third sort” – I leave as a question for further discussion
elsewhere.

So Locke is claiming that there is a likeness or similarity between our ideas of
primary qualities and the primary qualities themselves that does not hold between
our ideas of secondary qualities and secondary qualities themselves. This likeness or
similarity in the case of primary qualities, and its absence in the case of secondary
qualities, is what Locke’s resemblance thesis amounts to. Although Locke thinks that
his claim about resemblance is obvious, given what he has said, he illustrates and
supports it across several pages of discussion, discussion aimed in part also at sup-
porting his prior way of drawing the distinction between primary and secondary
qualities, including the corpuscularian explanation for the causal primacy of the
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primary qualities. For example, consider Locke’s famous section 20, which reads, in
entirety:

Pound an Almond, and the clear white Colour will be altered into a dirty one, and the
sweet Taste into an oily one. What real Alteration can the beating of the Pestle make in
any Body, but an Alteration of the Texture of it?

This section is clearly aimed at challenging those who would doubt that there is a
corpuscularian explanation for the changes in the secondary qualities of the pounded
almond, rather than at offering direct support for the claim that ideas of secondary
qualities do not resemble secondary qualities themselves.

Much of the ink that has been spilt over Locke’s characterization and defense
of the distinction between primary and secondary qualities appeals to claims that
Locke makes in sections 15–22 that putatively focus on the resemblance thesis.
And even a brief consideration of what Locke says here should suffice to show
why this part of Locke’s discussion has generated much discussion. At viii.17 Locke
says:

The particular Bulk, Number, Figure, and Motion of the parts of Fire, or Snow are really in
them, whether any ones Sense perceive them or no: and therefore theymay be called real
Qualities, because they really exist in thoseBodies. ButLight,Heat,Whiteness,orColdness,
are no more really in them, than Sickness or Pain is inManna.

By itself, this suggests that secondary qualities are (a) not real qualities, and (b) not
really in bodies at all. More generally, since the parallel that Locke draws between
the secondary qualities, on the one hand, and sickness and pain, on the other, is one
drawn several times in these sections of Chapter 8, and sickness and pain are not usu-
ally thought of as powers of any kind in objects – they inherewholly in the experiencing
subject – this has also been taken to suggest that secondary qualities (c) exist only in
the mind.

If the picture I have sketched is to be defended as capturing the core of Locke’s
view of primary and secondary qualities, then at least (b) and (c) must be rejected,
and some other account of passages such as that above needs to be provided. Before
discussing such passages, I turn to the historically influential interpretation of Locke
commonly thought to be provided by Berkeley and taken up by Reid, both of whom
attribute (a)–(c) to Locke, amongst others. This interpretation has been shown deci-
sively – in the work of Reginald Jackson (1929), Jonathan Bennett (1971), Edwin
Curley (1972), and Peter Alexander (1985) – to be mistaken, though it is perhaps
only dubiously to be found in Berkeley’s work as a badly mistaken interpretation of
Locke (Stroud 1980, Wilson 1982).
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10.6 The “Berkeleyan interpretation” of Locke

In his A Treatise Concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge (1710, Part 1, sections
9–15), Berkeley offers a critique of those who offer the distinction between primary
and secondary qualities as part of an articulation of a form of materialism, the view
(for Berkeley) that material objects have some kind of existence independent of per-
ceivers. Although Berkeley does not name Locke (or, indeed, any particular philoso-
pher) either in this critique or in that which he delivered in the first dialogue in his
Three Dialogues Between Hylas and Philonous, Locke’s discussion is likely one of Berke-
ley’s targets here. Berkeley views the distinction between primary and secondary
qualities as one between properties in bodies and sensations (of color, sound, etc.)
in minds, treating the distinction here as a kind of refuge for those who believe in
independently existing material objects. Berkeley views such philosophers as hold-
ing that material objects have just some of the properties – the primary qualities –
usually ascribed to them, but not others – the secondary qualities, which are merely
(for Locke) qualities of themind. Berkeley famously argues that the kinds of arguments
that he thinks that philosophers like Locke provide for thinking that secondary qual-
ities are not “in” material objects, such as those appealing to the relativity of the sec-
ondary qualities, alsohold of primaryqualities. Thus, the primary/secondary distinc-
tion does not, after all, provide a way to defend a moderate form of materialism, one
that views material objects as having only primary qualities. In fact, Berkeley thinks
that such a view is absurd. On this view, if offered as an interpretation of Locke, Locke
draws the distinction between primary and secondary qualities in part to highlight
the causal importance of primary qualities, and to call into question the objectivity –
the existence in objects – of secondary qualities.

On this Berkeleyan interpretation, secondary qualities are merely sensations or,
more generally, mind-dependent properties. However, this interpretation cannot rea-
sonably be squared with Locke’s own characterization of secondary qualities as
being “nothing in the Objects themselves, but Powers to produce various Sensations in
us” (viii.10, my emphasis), nor with Locke’s repeated talk of secondary qualities as
being causes of our Ideas (e.g. “the Ideas, produced in us by these Secondary Qualities”
(viii.15)), nor with Locke’s repeated emphasis on the distinction between qualities,
which are in bodies, and ideas, which are in minds. Moreover, although it is possible for
someone to invoke the primary/secondary distinction as part of a meliorated form of
materialism (in Berkeley’s sense), since the view that material objects exist indepen-
dent of us as perceivers was not a view that Locke felt the need to defend, it seems
mistaken to view the rationale for Locke’s drawing of the distinction to be a defense
of materialism. As I have suggested, Locke uses the distinction between primary and
secondary qualities in part to move beyond the concept of a sensible quality, with the
ontological dependence of the latter on the former providing a way to acknowledge
both the reality of secondary qualities in bodies and their derivative status within the
corpuscularian mechanical philosophy.
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10.7 Resemblance Revisited

Another part of the Berkeleyan critique of the distinction between primary and sec-
ondary qualities as discussed by Locke, amongst others, has been directed at Locke’s
resemblance thesis. I have suggested that we take the apparent structure of Locke’s
discussion at face value, and so accept the resemblance thesis as a consequence of ,
rather than the basis for the distinction between primary and secondary qualities.
Thus, the rejection of the resemblance thesis is relevant to the evaluation of the ten-
ability of Locke’s distinction only as the conclusion to a putative reductio ad absurdum
of Locke’swayof drawing the distinctionat viii.9–10,which is embellished at viii.11–
14. But since any such argumentwill contain Locke’s claims at viii.9–10 as premises,
together with other premises (from viii.11–14) that generate the resemblance thesis
as a subconclusion in the overall argument, there are a number of ways to resist such
an argument against the tenability of Locke’s distinction. For example, one might
simply abandon the resemblance thesis itself (in either or both of its parts), or reject
the inference to that thesis from Locke’s preceding discussion at vii.9–14.

While this creates a space of options for aficionados of Locke’s distinction between
primary and secondary qualities who are nonetheless skeptical about the plausibility
of the resemblance thesis, I have already indicated that I view the resemblance thesis
itself as defensible. The negative part of the resemblance thesis, which asserts that
secondary qualities do not resemble the ideaswe have of them, is easy to accept on the
view of Locke that I have defended here, because such qualities are powers in objects,
yet are not perceived as such. The positive part of that thesis, however, asserting that
primary qualities do resemble the ideas we have of them, will seem to some a harder
pill to swallow. Some may question whether an idea of any quality resembles that
quality itself, while others may be puzzled more specifically about ideas of primary
qualities: how canmy idea of something’s being ameter long resemble the quality of
being a meter long? (My idea, after all, is not a meter long: my head is just too small
for that.)

I think that Locke himself does not have a very deep answer to such challenges to
the positive part of the resemblance thesis, in large part because he is principally con-
cerned to argue against the presumption that all simple ideas resemble qualities in the
world, including those of the “sensible qualities.” It is for this reason that when Locke
turns, at II.viii.12, to provide his mechanical account of how primary qualities in
bodies produce ideas of primary qualities in minds, he is extremely brief and sketchy.
By assuming that his readers will readily grant that we perceive objects of determi-
nate size and shape, Locke likely takes himself simply to be providing the corpuscu-
larian sketch for this correspondence between ideas and qualities. This assumption is
made more secure, perhaps, by the focus in Locke here on sight, and by thinking of
ideas as (at least often) images. When we draw a sun that is round in shape, there is
a straightforward sense in which the picture exemplifies roundness, just as the sun
itself does. Locke thinks, I suspect, that just the same is true when we form an idea
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of a sun that is round (see also Jacovides 1999 for a more complicated defense of this
“literal” interpretation of Locke).

Be that as it may, I have also acknowledged that there are passages, such as that
cited from viii.17, that suggest that the negative part of the resemblance thesis – the
denial of a resemblance relationbetween secondary qualities and the ideaswehave of
them – holds because secondary qualities are themselves ideas, not qualities in bod-
ies. Such a view stands in tension with Locke’s conception of secondary qualities as
powers in bodies, and so with the distinction between primary and secondary qual-
ities. Two non-exclusive options, both concessionary in acknowledging limitations
to Locke’s discussion at viii.15–22, suggest themselves here. The first is harsher, the
second less harsh, on Locke.

The first is simply to concede that much of Locke’s discussion here is confusing,
precisely because it contradicts or stands in tension with what else he says about sec-
ondary qualities in II.viii. The analogy between whiteness and coldness, on the one
hand, and sickness or pain, on the other, does support an understanding of secondary
qualities whereby they are themselves inherently subjective; likewise, with Locke’s
other examples here. Consider his second, that of the red and white colors in por-
phyre. Locke asks, rhetorically:

Can any one think any real alterations are made in the Porphyre, by the presence or
absence of Light; and that those Ideas of whiteness and redness, are really in Porphyre in
the light, when ‘tis plain it has no colour in the dark? (viii.19)

On Locke’s own view, one might allow that the answer to this question is “yes,” since
there could be “real alterations” to the corpuscles and the ways they are arranged
on the surface of the porphyre (part of their “texture”) when light is shone on it. Yet
the implied answer “no,” together with Locke’s following claim that “whiteness or
redness are not in it at any time,” suggest that colors are not in bodies at all. On this
view, the confusions in Locke in viii.15–22 are irremediable and reflect Locke’s own
ambivalence about how he thought of the secondary qualities.

The second concessionary alternative treats Locke’s discussion more charitably,
viewing what confusion there is here, as elsewhere in the chapter, as lying primar-
ily at the surface level of expression. It can be motivated in the first instance by not-
ing that the quotation just provided continueswith “but such a texture, that hath the
power toproduce sucha sensation inus,”with this leadingdirectly into the “Poundan
Almond” passage from viii.20 that we have already quoted. In both passages, prop-
erly understood, Locke is explicitly appealing to a primary quality, texture, in bod-
ies that is causally responsible for the powers in bodies that produce our ideas of
secondary qualities. When Locke says that “whiteness or redness are not in it [the
Porphyre] at any time, but such a texture, that hath the power to produce such a
sensation [as an idea of whiteness or redness] in us” (viii.19), he may, misleadingly,
suggest that secondary qualities are textures – rather than powers in objects that are
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causally grounded in the primary quality of texture. But he is far from implying that
secondary qualities are not in bodies at all, or are merely ideas. Likewise, when Locke
says that “what is Sweet, Blue, or Warm in Idea, is but the certain Bulk, Figure, and
Motion of the insensible Parts in the Bodies themselves, which we call so” (viii.15),
he literally says, misleadingly, that certain ideas are certain primary qualities. What
he means, however, is that these ideas of secondary qualities are caused by nothing
other than certain primary qualities, qualities that imbue the corresponding bodies
with the powers that are the secondary qualities.

I suspect thatwhat shouldbe said about Locke’s analogies between secondaryqual-
ities and “mere ideas,” such as sickness and pain, will fall between the extreme ver-
sions of eachof these alternatives. If the general interpretation I have offered of Locke
is on track, then the analogies cannot be aimed at supporting the claim that sec-
ondary qualities too aremere ideas. But is Locke simply challenging us to explainwhy
we think of secondary qualities as inhering as “resembling qualities” in bodies, when
we know that ideas can be caused without having such “resembling causes”? Is he
pointing to ways in which mechanical explanations provide a common structure for
understanding both sickness and pain, on the one hand, and our ideas of secondary
qualities, on the other? Or should he be seen to be gesturing at an enlarged role for
appeals to powers in objects in the explanations we offer for changes in them? I take
these questions to remain open.

Having discussed, in this and the previous section, two of the three complications
in interpreting Locke on primary and secondary qualities that I flagged in the intro-
duction – the “Berkeleyan interpretation” of Locke, and Locke’s resemblance thesis – I
shall concludewith the third of these complications, Locke’s views of the relationship
between qualities and powers.

10.8 Qualities and Powers

In setting out the context of Locke’s discussion, I identified Locke as a figure himself
in transition as seventeenth-century mechanical philosophy came to replace the
Aristotelian worldview, noting that the status of sensible qualities was of particular
importance for Locke, motivating his distinction between primary and secondary
qualities. The concept of a quality itself had a particular meaning in the Aristotelian
framework that Locke was trying to transcend, and played a special role in scholastic
accounts of perception that Locke saw corpuscularian metaphysics as transcending.
The qualities of a thingwerewhat gave that thing the distinctive character that it had,
and thesequalitieswere transmitted fromthat thing toaperceiverwhen that thingwas
perceived. Thus, for the scholastics, qualities were both located in bodies and then,
through transmission, also in the mind, initially as visible species and then, through
further abstraction, as notions or intelligible species. Thus, one could talk of qualities
as they are in objects, and as they are in the mind. Locke is saying that “sensible
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qualities,” his secondary qualities, do not fit this model of perception, but he is also
challenging this model more generally. Qualities are not transmitted at all from
object to perceiver; rather, the mechanical arrangement of and activity between
corpuscules, which have just the primary qualities, are fully causally responsible
for our perception of both primary and secondary qualities. Locke not only rejected
the scholastic view of perception but also groped towards a rejection of its notion
of quality, resting content with the ascription of qualities to bodies and ideas to
minds. It is one of the ironies of the Essay that Locke, having arrived at this way of
distinguishing qualities and ideas, then goes on to self-consciously talk of ideas as
they are in bodies (e.g. II.viii.8).

Locke’s primary and secondary qualities are both qualities in bodies, though they
are distinguished by Locke through the labeling of the former as real or original qual-
ities, and the latter as in truth “nothing in the Objects themselves, but Powers to pro-
duce various Sensations in us” (II.viii.10 and II.viii.14). One further problem inter-
nal to Locke’s discussion is that in introducing the distinction between qualities (in
bodies) and ideas (in minds) at viii.8, he says that “the Power to produce any Idea
in our mind, I call Quality of the Subject wherein that power is.” As commentators
have noted, this seems to say, fairly plainly, that qualities are powers; moreover, they
are powers to produce ideas in our minds. Yet this is just the characterization that is
given to secondary qualities, and so it is not clear whether that characterization picks
out a distinct kind of quality.

One reply is to argue that secondary qualities are distinguished by being merely
powers to produce such ideas, whereas (presumably) primary qualities are such pow-
ers but are also something more, such as the power to produce other kinds of effects
(like those qualities “of a third sort”), or the intrinsic properties of the ultimate con-
stituents of bodies, corpuscles. Trying to help out Locke in this way is, unfortunately,
to weave awebwhose tangles become tighter the further one delves into the relation-
ship between qualities and powers in the broader context of the Essay. I mention just
three problems.

First, qualities in generalwould be understood in terms of powers (to produce ideas
in minds), which would seem to call into question their status as properties in objects
by making them extrinsic: a thing could lose its power to produce particular ideas in
minds because of a changenot in theobject but in theminds it affects. This is a general
problem for dispositional accounts of properties, such as the Lockean-inspired causal
theory of properties (e.g. Shoemaker 1979, 1980), but one that is especially pressing
for those wishing to put an empiricist twist on such an approach. Second, the idea
of power includes in it “some kind of relation” (II.xxi.3); the idea of relation is a com-
plex idea that involves a comparingmind (II.xxv), and relations themselves, not being
particulars, donot have an independent existence for Locke (III.iii.1). Thus, analyzing
qualities in termsof powersmakes all qualitiesminddependent; this, in turn, seems to
underminemuch of what Lockewants to say about the demarcation of primary from
secondary qualities. Third, as II.xxi.1–3 makes clear, the idea of power is conceived
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by Locke as a simple idea, but so too is that of quality, which makes it puzzling how
one could be analyzed in terms of the other, given Locke’s epistemology, according to
which only complex ideas are to be analyzed in terms of other ideas.

10.9 Conclusion

I have argued elsewhere (Wilson 2002) that Locke had a surprisingly robust and
coherent conception of primary qualities, and that there is much more systematic-
ity to his discussion of primary qualities than has been found by the vast majority of
commentators on II.viii of the Essay. There I also voiced my suspicion that Locke’s
conception and discussion of secondary qualities lacked these features. What I think
of as Locke’s official characterization of secondary qualities, given both at viii.10 and
at viii.14, as “nothing in the Objects themselves, but Powers to produce various Sen-
sations in us” is at the core of Locke’s view of secondary qualities, but we have seen
some of the stresses and strains that arise in making sense of the whole of Locke’s
discussion of secondary qualities, given that characterization. Yet, I have resisted the
idea that the stresses and strains are deep enough to crack open Locke’s distinction
between primary and secondary qualities.

This is inpart because I view thedistinctionas restingprincipally on the conception
of primary qualities, rather than that of secondary qualities. In this regard, it is telling
that in the first edition of the Essaywhen Locke first elaborates on what he means by
“Qualities” at II.viii.9, he does not pair his detailed characterization of primary qual-
ities there with any characterization of secondary qualities. Indeed, it is only in the
fourth edition, publishedmore than 10 years later in 1700, that Locke adjusts viii.9–
10 so as to offer the pairwise contrast between primary and secondary qualities that
are the focus of much discussion of the distinction. In the first edition, Locke moves
immediately from his initial characterization of primary qualities to an abbreviated
form of thematerial in viii.11–14 concerning howbodies produce ideas in us,merely
mentioning (but not explaining) secondary qualities at viii.13 before naming what
are usually called “sensible qualities” as “secondary qualities” at viii.14, and using
the same characterization that initiates viii.10 in the fourth edition. (The same gen-
eral point is true of Draft C; see Walmsley 2003, 441–3).

What is crucial to the distinction is that secondary qualities lack the inseparability,
constancy, universality in observable bodies, and (subsequently) universality in unob-
servable bodies that characterize primary qualities, but the effects that the secondary
qualities have, the ideas that they give rise to in us, are to be understood, like our
ideas of primary qualities, as effects of primary qualities. Important for Locke from
the outset was what we might think of as the negative claim about secondary qual-
ities: that, despite how we ordinarily think about such qualities and how they were
typically thought of under the heading “sensible qualities,” they are not like primary
qualities in being intrinsic qualities of objects themselves. Locke’s positive claim about
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secondary qualities – that theyare powers to produce ideas inus –was part of his orig-
inal view of secondary qualities. But Locke’s fixation on the negative claim explains
two features of his discussion: his concentration on the two-part resemblance thesis
in viii.15–22 throughout all four editions published during his lifetime, and his con-
tentment with leaving the positive claim about secondary qualities somewhat in the
background of his discussion in the first three editions of the Essay.
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Locke on Essence and the Social Construction
of Kinds

KENNETH P. WINKLER

The God of Genesis created not only individuals but kinds:

And God said, Let the earth bring forth grass, the herb yielding seed, and the fruit tree
yielding fruit after his kind, whose seed is in itself, upon the earth: and it was so.

And the earth brought forth grass, and herb yielding seed after his kind, and the tree
yielding fruit, whose seed was in itself, after his kind: and God saw that it was good.

And God created great whales, and every living creature that moveth, which the
waters brought forth abundantly, after their kind, and every winged fowl after his kind:
and God saw that it was good.

AndGod blessed them, saying, Be fruitful, andmultiply, and fill thewaters in the seas,
and let fowl multiply in the earth.

And the evening and the morning were the fifth day.
And God said, Let the earth bring forth the living creature after his kind, cattle, and

creeping thing, and beast of the earth after his kind: and it was so.
And God made the beast of the earth after his kind, and cattle after their kind, and

every thing that creepeth upon the earth after his kind: and God saw that it was good.
(Genesis 1:11–12, 21–5, King James Version)

Locke, a very close reader of the Bible, quotes some of these verses and gives the fol-
lowing account of them:

Godhaving created the fishes and fowls the fifth day, the beginningof the sixthhe creates
the irrational inhabitants of the dry land … Here, in the creation of the brute inhabi-
tants of the earth, he first speaks of them all under one general name, of “living crea-
tures,” and then afterwards divides them into three ranks: 1. “Cattle,” or such creatures
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as were or might be tame, and so be the private possession of particular men; 2.…wild
beasts” [; and] 3.… the creeping animals… [or] reptiles. (TT, 1, 25)

Later, Locke describes these ranks as “kinds,” “species,” and even “kingdoms” (TT, 1,
26, 27). He follows subsequent verses of Genesis when he says that God gave Adam
(and later Noah) dominion over these kingdoms – over “all the species of irrational
animals of the terraqueous globe” (27). For Locke, the created world, given to us (in
its nearest reaches) to use and care for, and (in its near and distant parts) to study and
admire, is a system: a structured world of kinds.

What is it, though, for God or anything else – an impersonal force, a human com-
munity – to create a kind or species, as opposed to the individuals that belong to it?
Is a kind or species merely a collection of individuals or is it something more? The
members of a kind or species are presumably alike. But how alike must they be? Is
it enough for them to share a few salient characteristics or must they be (to borrow
an image from a nineteenth-century entomologist whowas, though hemay not have
realized it, echoingLocke) “cast inmolds like somany ironpots” (quoted inTutt 1891,
14; for Locke’s use of the same metaphor see for example 3.6.26)? Are they alike
because they share a common nature or “essence,” and should we strive to capture
these shared essences in our own systems of classification?

Locke thought deeply about these questions and gave firm answers to all of them.
He believes that with respect to kinds or species, we actually participate in God’s cre-
ative work. If, as Genesis suggests, God is the creator of kinds, it is because He works
through us. Kinds as Locke understands them are what are nowadays called “social
constructions.” They are social constructions because the boundaries between them
– even the boundaries between so-called “natural” kinds or species – reflect our inter-
ests, perspectives, and desires, but in Locke’s view those boundaries are not altogether
arbitrary (as perhaps they are for some present-day social constructionists), because
they also reflect natural or God-given similarities among things.

In the first section of this chapter I look more closely at the story of creation, and
explain how, in Locke’s view, kinds – in particular, those kinds whosemembers Locke
calls “substances” – come to be. After commenting, in the second section, on the sim-
plicity and explanatory strength of Locke’s story, I will turn, in the third section, to
one of the many questions it raises.

11.1 Stages in Kind Creation

According to Genesis, God created plants on the third day, the sun and stars on the
fourth day, animals on the fifth day, and human beings on the sixth. In the present
section I trace the history of creation as it might have continued inweek two. I begin,
though, not with a world already populated by kinds, but with a world of unsorted
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(though resembling) individuals. I realize that this goes again the most obvious read-
ing of Genesis, in which kinds seem to be present already in week one. My defense is
that I think we can best explain what Lockean kinds or species are by watching as
they come to be in a world that begins without them. The story I tell can, I think, be
made consistent with the text of Genesis, because the verses telling us that God Him-
self created kinds can be read as saying that He created things that would belong to
kinds as soon as we did our part – as He foresaw we would. Although I will usually
speak of God as the primary agent of creation, that way of speakingwill not really be
essential to my story. Perhaps individual things, ourselves included, are thrown into
existence by “fate or chance or a continuous chain of events, or by someothermeans”
(a possibility Descartes contemplates, and soon dismisses, in theMeditations (1985,
14)). Very often, however, thinking of ourselves asGod’s collaborators in creationwill
make it easier to understand Locke’s views. And at one point, imagining that we are
collaborating with a blind, impersonal force will help to make at least one of Locke’s
beliefs particularly vivid.

11.1.1 God Creates a World of Individuals, Each with Its Own
“Real Essence” or Generative Core

Each of the individuals created by God in the first six days has what Locke calls a
real essence. A real essence, Locke explains, is “the very being of any thing, whereby
it is, what it is” (3.3.15). “Thus,” he continues, “the real internal, but generally in
Substances, unknown Constitution of Things, whereon their discoverable Qualities
depend, may be called their Essence.” This is, he says, “the proper original signifi-
cation” of the word essence, as its Latin source “essentia,” another word for being,
attests. “In this sense it is still used,” Locke observes, “when we speak of the Essence
of particular things, without giving them any Name.” The names he has in mind
here are the names of the various kinds into which individuals fall, labels such as
“minke whale,” “mammal,” and “animal.” These labels channel our thinking.When
we call Moby Dick a “whale,” we group him, at least implicitly, with other whales,
and if we ask, of Moby Dick so considered, what his essence is, we are likely to be
asking about an essence we take him to share with other whales. The real essences
Locke is contemplating in the passages just quoted are not shareable essences of this
sort. (Shareable real essences will not in fact figure directly in the story I am telling
here but I will have something to say about them in section 11.3.) Each such essence
is, instead, a private possession, as unique and unrepeatable as the individual pos-
sessing it. When he observes that we sometimes speak (and presumably think) of
things “without giving themanyName,” Locke is taking note of timeswhenwe think
and speak of individuals without assigning them, even implicitly, to any kinds.When
we think in this way of Moby Dick, as Captain Ahab may have when his desire for
revenge was most intense and concentrated, it is not “some whale or other” we have
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in view, but that individual. And the real essence of that individual is not something
that is shared. It is, as Locke says, the very being of that thing, that by which it is the
individual it is. So understood, a real essence is the source or foundation of a thing’s
identity. More accurately, perhaps, it is the thing’s identity. It might even be viewed
as the thing itself, but it is the thing in what might be called its active aspect: the
thing considered as a generator of everything that makes it what it is. A real essence
so understood is conceived by Locke to lie within each thing, and not to overlap its
boundaries. It is a generative core, of which the thing’s qualities are expressions.When
God populates the world He creates a system of such essences, one for each of its
inhabitants. If two things shared an essence in this sense, they would not be two but
one.

To sum up stage one of my story: God (or nature) has created a world of individ-
uals – of earth, plants, brutes, and human beings – each with a unique generative
core. These generative cores are, as Locke says at 3.3.15, “generally unknown.” “Our
Faculties,” he says elsewhere:

carry us no farther towards the knowledge and distinction of Substances, than a Col-
lection of those sensible Ideas, which we observe in them; which however made with
the greatest diligence and exactness, we are capable of, yet is more remote from the true
internal Constitution, from which those Qualities flow, than… a Countryman’s Idea is
from the inward contrivance of that famous Clock at Strasbourg, whereof he sees the
outward Figure and Motion. (3.6.9)

“There is,” Locke concludes, “not so contemptible a Plant or Animal, that does not
confound the most inlarged Understanding” (3.6.9). Even tiny organisms are intri-
cately structured, but no real essence, not even the most intricate, is autonomous.
“However absolute and entire they seem in themselves,” Locke writes, bodies “are
but Retainers to other Parts of nature, for that which they are most taken notice of
by us. Their observable Qualities, Actions, and Powers, are owing to somethingwith-
out them” (4.4.11). Generative cores may be packed within narrow boundaries, but
if our aim is “to comprehend perfectly” the qualities of a body, “we must not con-
fine our thoughts within [its] surface… but look a great deal farther” (4.4.11). Locke
often says that the qualities of a body “flow” from its real essence, and he suggests, in
line with this metaphor, that if we knew the real essence of a body, we could deduce
its every quality (for example at 2.31.6). But themetaphor of flow can bemisleading.
Locke says that the real essences of substances “lie in a little compass; though the
Properties flowing from that internal Constitution, are endless” (2.32.24). But like
the flow from an underground spring on a mountainside (and unlike the properties
of the non-substantial geometrical essences to which the real essences of bodies are,
in the Essay, often – and not always helpfully – compared), the flow from the essence
of a body depends on its surroundings, near and far.
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11.1.2 God or Nature Makes Individuals Alike

The particular things created by God – or thrown into the world by nature – are in
some respects alike. “Themany particular Substances are somade by Nature,” Locke
writes, “that they have agreement and likeness one with another” (3.6.30). They
are, he adds later, “not always new and various, but very much alike and of kin one
to another” (3.6.37). But real essences or “true internal Constitution[s]” are hidden
fromus.Knownpoints of agreementaremanifest, discoverable, or “sensible” (3.6.36),
meaning that our senses are adapted to take notice of them. God not only creates
things with similarities, in other words, but does so knowing that they will have sim-
ilarities we can detect. Indeed, Locke thinks that they will have many such similari-
ties (3.6.36). He does not make the point, often made in the twentieth century (for
example by Nelson Goodman (1972, 437–46; see also Quine 1969, 114–38), whose
views on kinds (1978, 1–22) in some ways resemble Locke’s), that there are indef-
initely many ways in which any two things are alike, no matter how different they
may appear to be. But he does seem to believe that the observable similarities among
things, evenamong largenumbers of things, are verynumerous – toonumerous to be
catalogued exhaustively by even the most conscientious of observers. “In short,” as
Locke writes in 3.6.36, “Nature makes many particular Things, which do agree one with
another, in many sensible Qualities.” He adds that they agree, “probably too, in their
internal frame and Constitution,” a point to which we will eventually return. These
deeper similarities, however likely they may be, do not figure directly in the story I
am telling. They may be present, behind the scenes, accounting for more superficial
similarities, but every detail of my storywould remain the same even if theywere not
there. I will say more about deeper similarities in the third section.

At stage two, then, human observers take note of some of the many discoverable
similarities among the individuals God has created. That different observers notice
the same similarities is, of course, a discoverable similarity that holds among the
observers themselves.

11.1.3 We Form Abstract Ideas of Things

During week one, God (or nature) created nuggets of gold. Some time later, we began
prying these nuggets out of rockywalls and sifting themout of passing streams. Each
nugget or pebble had its own real essence or generative core, but each was alike in
being hard and distinctively yellow in cast. From our ideas of particular pieces, we
formed a general idea that included nomore than these two common features (along,
we can suppose, with other common features, such as having some shape or other,
withoutwhichhardness and color couldnot evenbepresent). In doing this,we left out
“something, that is peculiar to each Individual” lump of gold while retaining some of
the features “they are found to agree in” (3.3.9). When we arrive at such a general –
or (as Locke elsewhere puts it) “abstract” – idea, according to Lockewe “makenothing
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new.”We do not somuch create out of nothing, in Locke’s view, as select or prescind.
We “only leave out of the complex idea” we have of each of a series of individuals
“that which is peculiar to each, and retain only what is common to them all” (3.3.7).
We thereby exercise two innate capacities, one for discerning similarities (a capacity
already activated at stage two) and another for forming selective or partial concep-
tions. These selective or partial conceptions are what Locke calls abstract or general
ideas.

By stage three, then, we have assumed an active role. There is, on the side of the
created world in which we find ourselves, an array of resembling individuals, and on
our side, anarray of abstract ideas that capture someof the salient points of similarity
among them. We can, of course, form abstract ideas of our own selves. We will then
be found on both sides, as the objects being contemplated and the subjects doing the
contemplating.

11.1.4 Our Abstract Ideas Turn Out to Vary

When we form general ideas, Locke observes that we “generally content [ourselves]
with some few sensible obvious Qualities” (3.6.39). For example, in bodies “propa-
gated by Seed” – animals and plants, that is – shape is, for us, the “most characteristi-
cal Part” of the species (3.6.29). Inmost other bodies, Locke observes, “’tis the Colour
we most fix on, and are most led by” (3.6.29). An accurate picture of a body’s shape
and color is worth, Locke says, a thousand words:

We commonly take these two obvious Qualities, viz. Shape and Colour, for so presump-
tive Ideas of several Species, that in a good Picture, we readily say, this is a Lion, and that
a Rose; this is a Gold, and that a Silver Goblet, only by the different Figures and Colours,
represented to the Eye by the Pencil. (3.6.39)

Later in Book Three, when Locke is imagining a dictionary of natural history that
“would set down those simple Ideas, wherein… the individuals of each sort… con-
stantly agree” (3.11.25), he suggests that its entries should include “little Draughts
and Prints,” in black and white, of the distinctive shapes of things:

A Vocabulary made after this fashion would, perhaps with more ease, and in less time,
teach the true signification of many Terms, especially in Languages of remote Coun-
tries or Ages, and settle truer Ideas in Men’s Minds of several Things, whereof we read
the Names in ancient Authors, than all the large and laborious Comments of learned
Criticks. (3.11.25)

For gold, which is defined by color rather than shape, we would need a color plate
rather than (as Locke imagines for his dictionary) a monochrome wood-cut in the
margin. But someof usmight be discontentedwith aone-dimensional idea, either out
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of simple curiosity or becausewewant to exploit gold for our ownpurposes.Wemight
experiment on the nuggets of goldwehave collected, noticing they can bemelted and,
with the right tools, stretched and reshaped. We might then want to add fusibility,
ductility, and malleability to our idea of the metal of which the nuggets are samples.
Though in making such ideas “the Mind of Man … never puts any [ideas] together
that do not really, or are not supposed to co-exist [in nature]; and so it truly borrows
that Union fromNature,” Locke writes, “Yet the number it combines, depends upon the
various Care, Industry, or Fancy of him that makes it” (3.6.29). Hence our general ideas
of things, and with them, the significations of our words for things, vary. “The Prop-
erties of any sort of Bodies,” Locke writes:

being at least so many, that no Man can know the precise and definite number, they
are differently discovered by different Men, according to their various skill, attention,
and ways of handling; who therefore cannot chuse but have different Ideas of the same
Substance, and therefore make the signification of its common Name very various and
uncertain. For the complex Ideas of Substances, being made up of such simple ones as
are supposed to co-exist in Nature, every one has a right to put into his complex Idea,
those Qualities he has found to be united together. (3.4.13)

“Who,” Locke asks, “has establish’d the right signification of the Word Gold? Or who
shall be the Judge to determine?” (3.4.13).Noonehas theauthority tomakeabinding
ruling, so long as “Each has his Standard in Nature” (3.4.13).

In Genesis, after Adam is created, the animals come before him to receive their
names. In Locke’s view, no one human being has, at present, Adamic command over
nomenclature. We exercise our naming authority collectively – and therefore hap-
hazardly. Nor is our naming guided by the insight claimed by Adam in John Milton’s
Paradise Lost. “I named them as they passed and understood/Their nature,” Milton’s
Adam says of all the birds and beasts. The natures Adam understood were what
Locke calls real essences or “true internal Constitution[s]” (3.6.9). Locke says the
most primitive organisms confound even themost “inlarged” understanding (3.6.9).
Locke was thinking of understandings enlarged by natural means: by controlled
observation, assisted for example bymicroscopes, and by hypotheses or theories con-
firmed by observation. Adam’s understanding was confounded by nothing, because
it was enlarged not by his own natural efforts but by God. “With such knowledge
God endued/” (that is, endowed) “My sudden apprehension” (Milton 2004, book 8,
lines 352–4). The standards for our names, unlike those of Adam, are qualities dis-
coverable by sense, rather than hidden natures suddenly bathed in divine light. And
because we vary in our care, fancy, and industry, our general ideas will vary in the
extent of their elaboration.
Stage four is a modest development, perhaps merely a spelling out, of stage three:

our general ideas prove to vary, because for some of us they include qualities that are,
in theopinionof others, just somanyunimportant extras. Someof theaddedqualities
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may be hard-won discoveries: qualities that are perfectly “discoverable” – they were
discovered, after all – but not straightforwardly “manifest.”

11.1.5 We Create Nominal Essences

There is, then, no one abstract idea signified by the name gold. But what Locke calls
the “common use” of the name is, he observes, “regulated” by “some obvious Quali-
ties” (3.9.15). Those qualities constitute, in effect, a greatest common denominator:
the largest collection of qualities represented in all, or virtually all, of the various
abstract ideas that we – prospectors, jewelers, bankers, geologists, people of fashion –
have devised. In ordinary conversation this commondenominator does “well enough,”
Locke says, “to design the ThingsMenwould be understood to speak of” (3.9.15). He
therefore recommends that we “take care to apply…Words, as near asmay be, to such
Ideas as common use has annexed them to” (3.11.11). For words are, in the end, “no
Man’s private possession, but the common measure of Commerce and Communica-
tion” (3.11.11). Locke cautions that this sensible advice will not always be useful in
“Philosophical” (that is, scientific or technical) “Enquiries and Debates” (3.9.15), where
common use may legitimately be left behind, but in these cases he advises us always
to “declare [our]Meaning.” Meanings may fluctuate as the conversation starts, but if
the participants can, in the interest of progress, settle on a single one, it will serve
as the signification of the contested term for as long as the inquiry or debate (and the
resolution of the speakers) lasts. (Foucault 1970 (161) is right to say that Locke takes
a “background of similitudes” for granted, but wrong to suggest that he is seeking a
foundational language in which things receive their “true denomination.”)

Either common use or conversational context will, then, allow us to speak of the
abstract idea that a general or, to use Locke’s own coinage, “sortal” name signifies.
This idea is what Locke calls the nominal essence of the associated genus or sort:

It being evident, that Things are ranked under Names into sorts or Species, only as they
agree to certain abstract Ideas, to which we have annexed those Names, the Essence of
each Genus, or Sort, comes to be nothing but that abstract Idea, which the General, or
Sortal (if I may have leave so to call it from Sort, as I doGeneral fromGenus) Name stands
for. And thiswe shall find to be that, which theWordEssence imports, in itsmost familiar
use. (3.3.15)

Later Locke describes this nominal essence as that whereby a sort is the sort it is, call-
ing to mind his earlier description of a real essence as that whereby an individual is
what it is:

The measure or boundary of each Sort, or Species, whereby it is constituted that par-
ticular Sort, and distinguished from others, is that we call its Essence, which is nothing
but that abstract Idea to which the Name is annexed… This, though it be all the Essence of
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natural Substances, that we know, or by which we distinguish them into Sorts; yet I call
it by a peculiar name, the nominal Essence, to distinguish it from that real Constitution
of Substances, upon which depends this nominal Essence, and all the Properties of that
Sort; which therefore, as has been said, may be called the real Essence: v.g. the nominal
Essence of Gold, is that complex Idea the word Gold stands for, let it be, for instance, a
Body yellow, of a certain weight, malleable, fusible, and fixed. But the real Essence is the
constitution of the insensible parts of that Body, on which those Qualities, and all the
other Properties of Gold depend. How far these two are different, though they are both
called Essence, is obvious, at first sight, to discover. (3.6.2)

In conceiving of an essence as that by which something is what it is, Locke is faithful
to a long tradition, in which an essence was sometimes spoken of in Latin as an id
quo est: a “that by which [something] is” what it is – the “what it is” being, in Latin,
its id quod est (literally, “that which [it] is"). Locke uses the English word “by,” as Latin
writers used the ablative quo, to signal a relation of dependence: the qualities of bod-
ies depend on their internal constitutions; the boundaries of kinds depend on their
nominal essences. The two relations of dependence are, however, very different. The
dependence of a body’s qualities on its internal constitution is brutely causal: in cer-
tain surroundings, the constitution gives rise to certain qualities. There is no sense
to the suggestion that the body should give rise to these qualities; giving rise to them
is simply what it does. The dependence of a kind’s boundaries on its nominal essence
is not brutely causal but normative: the nominal essence, which is of our own devis-
ing, determines what may appropriately be counted as a member of the kind. Individ-
uals make, as it were, a brutely causal case for kind-membership, by exhibiting their
qualities. We then use the nominal essence as the standard of admittance and give
each candidate a thumbs-up or thumbs-down. It is fitting that some things should
enter through the portal we have opened, and fitting that others should not. The idea
annexed to the word “circle,” for example, is “a pattern,” used by us “to determine
which of the particular Figures we meet with, have, or have not a Right [my empha-
sis] to the Name Circle, and to shew which of them, by having that Essence” (that is,
by conforming to that idea) “was of that Species” (3.3.19). Similarly, it is the color,
weight, fusibility, and fixedness of a sample of metal that, in view of the nominal
essence, “makes it to be Gold, or gives it a right [my emphasis again] to that Name”
(3.3.18).
By stage five, then, we have created not only abstract ideas but nominal essences:

abstract ideas that guide us in assigning individuals to kinds. From the beginning,
we have been striving for ideas that answer to external archetypes – ideas uniting
qualities as they are united in things themselves (2.30.5). This aspiration would be
enough, by itself, to call for a distinction between the nominal essences of bodies
and their real essences, even if we did not also assume that each body has a core
that generates its manifest qualities. In what Locke calls “mixed modes” – “such
Combinations of simple Ideas, as are not looked upon to be the characteristical
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Marks of any real Beings that have a steady existence” (2.22.1), such as obligation,
adultery, or triangle (2.22.1, 3.5.3, 3.3.18) – there is, Locke claims (not, in my view,
altogether plausibly), no such aspiration, and therefore no such distinction. It fol-
lows that in mixed modes, nominal and real essences are always the same (3.3.18;
for more background and further consequences, see 2.22.2, 2.22.4, 2.30.4, 2.31.3,
2.32.14, 2.32.11, and 2.32.17; for some doubts see Leibniz 1996, 321). Ideas of
mixed modes are “Archetypes without Patterns,” having “nothing to represent but
themselves” (2.31.2).

The same is true, Locke holds, of relations (3.5.16). Nominal and real essences are
also always the same in simple ideas (3.3.18), but for a subtly different reason: though
simple ideas are “very different from their causes” (Locke 1975, 743, referring to
2.8.2–3), their reality does not lie in the degree to which they match their causes,
but simply in “that steady correspondence” – or as we might say, correlation or co-
variation – “they havewith the distinct Constitutions of real Beings” (2.30.2; see also
2.31.2). They are “ectypes” (or copies) rather than archetypes (2.31.12), but ectypes
with modest aspirations that are bound to be fulfilled. Because they are “intended
to express nothing but the power in Things” to produce them (2.31.12) – because
they claim, as it were, only to co-vary with their causes – Locke concludes that their
nominal and real essences cannot diverge. Here again Locke’s conclusionmay not be
altogether plausible; Leibniz, for example, raises doubts about them in theNewEssays
(1996, 295).

11.1.6 And By Creating Nominal Essences, We Give Rise to Kinds or Species

Bycreatingnominal essences,webringkinds or species into being. There are two lines
of reasoning, never explicitly stated by Locke but implicit in much of what he says,
that bring him to this conclusion. I have already hinted at the first, which I will call
the essence argument, in my account of stage five: (1) the essence of a kind or species
is its very being, or that by which it is what it is; (2) the essence of a kind or species is
its nominal essence; hence (3) a kind or species emerges when, and only when, our
linguistic or conceptual activity brings its nominal essence into being. The second
line of reasoning, which I will call the boundary argument, is closely related: (4) the
existence of a kind or species consists in the existence of boundaries that divide its
members from the things that fall outside it; (5) such boundaries exist if and only if a
corresponding nominal essence exists; hence, as before, (6) a kind or species emerges
when, and onlywhen, our linguistic or conceptual activity brings its nominal essence
into being.

I think Locke is adverting to both lines of reasoning in passages such as the fol-
lowing. I have already quoted the first passage, in its wider context, in my account of
stage five:

The measure and boundary of each Sort, or Species, whereby it is constituted that
particular Sort, and distinguished from others, is that we call its Essence, which is
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nothing but that abstract Idea towhich theName is annexed: So that every thing contained
in that Idea, is essential to that Sort. This… I call by a peculiar name, the nominal Essence
… (3.6.2)

From what has been said, ’tis evident, thatMen make sorts of Things. For it being dif-
ferent Essences alone, that make different Species, ’tis plain, that they who make those
abstract Ideas, which are the nominal Essences, do thereby make the Species, or Sort.
(3.6.35)

This then, in short, is the case: Nature makes many particular Things, which do
agree one with another, in many sensible Qualities, and probably too, in their inter-
nal frame and Constitution: but ’tis not this real Essence that distinguishes them into
Species; ’tis Men, who, taking occasion from the Qualities they find united in them,
and wherein, they observe often several individuals to agree, range them into Sorts, in
order to their naming, for the convenience of comprehensive signs; under which indi-
viduals, according to their conformity to this or that abstract Idea, come to be ranked
as under Ensigns: so that this is of the Blue, that the Red Regiment; this is a Man,
that a Drill: And in this, I think, consists the whole business of Genus and Species.
(3.6.36)

In an index entry directing readers to 3.6.36, from which the last of the quoted
passages is taken, Locke indicates that “Man makes the S[pecies] or Sorts" (Locke
1975, 744). Section 35 of the same chapter, fromwhich the second quoted passage is
excerpted, tells uswhy this is true:wemake the species or sorts becausewemake their
essences. Because the essence of a thing is, aswehave seen and as the first quoted pas-
sage affirms, thatwhereby the thing iswhat it is – that bywhich it is constituted as the
thing it is – tomake the essences of sorts is tomake the sorts themselves. Locke some-
times speaks of the essence of a sort as a “specifick Essence” (3.6.21; see also 3.2.14
and 19). This specific essence is a nominal essence. (At 3.10.21, “specific Essence” is
used for something whose existence Locke denies: a “certain precise” essence, made
by nature rather than by man, “by which [particular things] are distinguished into
species.” There are no specific essences in this sense, because nature does not distin-
guish things into species. We do.) It would be, I think, only slightly misleading to say
that a specific or nominal essence is the real essence of the corresponding species.
It would be misleading because Locke works so strenuously to distinguish between
the nominal essence of a species and the real essences of the individuals belonging
to it. To speak of a nominal essence as a real essence is to risk obscuring this crucial
contrast. But the first passage quoted above tells us explicitly that “the measure and
boundary of each Sort, or Species, whereby it is constituted that partcular Sort, and
distinguish from others, is that we call its Essence” (3.6.2). To describe this sortal or
specific essence as that “whereby [the sort or species] is constituted” is to assign it a
generative role akin to the one Locke assigns to the real essence of an individual. Each
is responsible for the very being of the entity (species or individual) whose essence it
is.
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At stage six, then, we have species or kinds at last. The story of our creative work is
over, apart from some gathering up of loose ends. I want to pause briefly to reflect,
though, on the story’s radical redirection – or, better, disruption – of an ancient
tradition. That the essences of kinds or species are ideas was a defining theme of
Neo-Platonism. But theNeo-Platonists always located those ideas in themind of God.
Cudworth writes, for example, that the essences of things are “nothing but Objec-
tive Entities in the Mind, or Noemata, and Ideas” (1678, 834). His words, despite
their more archaic or scholastic tone, anticipate Locke’s, but by “the Mind,” Cud-
worth does not mean our mind, but God’s. It is “an acknowledged Truth,” he writes,
“that the Essences of things… are Eternal, and such aswere nevermade.” Theymust
therefore exist in a mind that is also eternal and unmade. There is, then, “One Eter-
nal Unmade Mind, and Perfect Incorporeal Deity,” which comprehends “the Possi-
bilities of things, and their Intelligible Natures.” This argument for God’s existence,
which goes as far back as St Augustine, is also put forward by Leibniz (1989, sec-
tions 43–4). By turning the unmade ideas in God’s mind into made ideas in our
own, Locke keeps the argument from beginning. Yet he claims, almost shockingly,
to accept Cudworth’s “acknowledged Truth.” “We are told concerning Essences,”
Locke reports, “that they are all ingenerable, and incorruptible” (3.3.19). This can-
not be true of real essences, he reasons, because internal constitutions begin and
perish with things themselves. If, however, essences are taken “for Ideas, established
in the Mind, with Names annexed to them,” as the Essay recommends, then they
“remain steadily the same, whatever mutations the particular Substances are liable
to.” Everything other than God, Locke observes, is in perpetual flux, but “The Essence
of a Species,” on the Essay’s account, “rests safe and entire,” above the fray, “with-
out the existence of so much as one Individual of that kind.” Hence “the Doctrine
of the Immutability of Essences,” Locke boldly and provocatively concludes, “proves
them to be only abstract Ideas.” What we are given here is a deflated or diminished
eternity – an eternity that would leave Cudworth far from satisfied – a point Locke
quietly seems to acknowledge when, in his index to the Essay, he advertises the sec-
tion from which I have been quoting as one showing “how [essences are] ingener-
able and incorruptible” (Locke 1975, 727); for Leibniz’s disapproving reaction see
New Essays (1996, 296). How are they ingenerable and incorruptible? Not by being
really ingenerable and incorruptible, but by being as indifferent to the generation and
corruption of things signified as relations of signification tend to be. As Locke con-
fesses, his doctrine of the immutability of essence is “founded on the Relation, estab-
lished between [abstract ideas], and certain Sounds as Signs of them.” This relation
is contingent, as Locke acknowledges not only when he speaks of it as “established”
but when he assures us that the doctrine “will always be true, as long as the same
Name can have the same signification” (3.3.19, my emphasis). If the truth of the
doctrine rested on the eternity of the divine mind, no such qualification would be
necessary.
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11.1.7 Higher Taxa

Once we have recognized gold and silver as distinct species, we may go on to invent a
higher kind –metal, say – that embraces them both. The nominal essence that defines
this higher kind will be an abbreviated version of the nominal essences of gold and
silver, an idea that dispenses with their differentiating features and retains only what
theyhave in common.We can continue inventinghigher taxauntil there are no qual-
ities left to edit away. Locke describes our creation of higher taxa at Essay 3.6.32:

The same Convenience that made Men express several parcels of yellowMatter coming
from Guiny and Peru, under one name, sets them also upon making of one name, that
may comprehend both Gold, and Silver, and some other Bodies of different sorts. This is
done by leaving out all those Qualities, which are peculiar to each sort; and retaining a
complex Idea, made up of those, that are common to them all. Towhich the nameMetal,
being annexed, there is a Genus constituted; the Essence whereof being that abstract
Idea, containing only Malleableness and Fusibility, with certain degrees of Weight and
Fixedness, wherein some Bodies of several Kinds agree, leaves out the Colour, and other
Qualities peculiar to Gold, and silver, and the other sorts comprehended under the name
Metal.

Hence, as Locke goes on to explain, “in this whole business of Genera and Species, the
Genus, ormore comprehensive, is but a partial Conceptionof thewhat is in theSpecies,
and the Species, but a partial Idea of what is to be found in each individual” (3.6.32).
This dissipates what Locke elsewhere calls the “whole mystery of Genera and Species,
which make such a noise in the Schools, and are, with Justice, so little regarded out
of them” (3.3.9). The whole array of taxa is nothing but “abstract Ideas, more or less
comprehensive, with names annexed to them” (3.3.9).

By stage seven, then, we have a proliferating hierarchy of taxa, ranging from what
Locke calls “first sorting[s] of Individuals” (3.6.32) – what tradition calls infimae
species or, as this term is rendered by Locke in English, “lowest Species” (also at 3.6.32)
–to ever more extensive (and more abstractly delineated) kinds.

11.1.8 Artifacts

While people are busy making nominal essences, they are also making other things
– for example, physical things. I have already mentioned the tools we might use to
stretch or bend pieces of gold. These are artifacts, and artifacts fall into kinds just as
things made by God or nature do. “Why,” Locke asks, “should we not think aWatch,
andPistol, as distinct Species one fromanother, as aHorse, andaDog…?” (3.6.41). If,
then, there are to be kinds intowhich artifacts fall, those kindswill need to be invented
too. If I craft a tool that I use for chopping wood and my neighbor creates a similar
tool out of different materials, we may go on to invent the kind axe. It is not at all
surprising to say that we create “artificial” kinds – kinds of artifacts – because we
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create the artifacts themselves. But in Locke’s view we make all kinds, even the so-
called “natural” kinds whose members are produced without our co-operation, by a
self-sufficient God or an indifferent nature.

11.2 The Simplicity and Strength of Locke’s Story

I am now at the end of my story, and I want to pause to emphasize how simple and
potentially enlightening it is.We inhabit aworld of individuals, someof God’smaking
and some of our own. Each individual has a range of discoverable qualities owed to its
inner constitution or real essence. We do not know what these real essences are like,
in themselves, so there is a sense in which the qualities of things are a mystery to us:
we do not understand, for example, why nuggets of gold are softer than bits of silver
but harder than chunks of lead, or why gold nuggets are shiny and yellow instead of
dull and gray. But there is, in everything (taking account of its wider environment),
an objectively sufficient reason for all of itsmanifest qualities: a real essence that gives
rise to each of them, even if we do not – or cannot – discover it. We can suppose that
God’s vision pierces the surface of things and reaches as far as their inmost essence.
God therefore sees, with utter clarity, why any nugget of gold is malleable, shiny, and
yellow. Had we, as Locke imagines, “Microscopical Eyes,” perhaps we could do the
same, but as he is quick to point out, insight into the “secret Composition and radical
Texture of Bodies” would be of no use to us in making our way to “the Market and
Exchange” (3.23.12), as our benevolent Maker anticipated. More acute senses, how-
ever advantageous for science, would be a danger in ordinary life. With a too delicate
sense of smell, for example, we might, as Locke inspired Alexander Pope to imagine,
“Die of a rose in aromatic pain” (1963, epistle 1, section 6).

The individuals in ourworld not only exhibit a range of qualities but fall into kinds,
and here, thanks to Locke’s story, there is no mystery at all: the objectively sufficient
reason lies open to view. We know exactly why certain bodies are pieces of what we
call “gold": they are gold because for reasons of our own, we have arranged the kind
gold so that anything with the features displayed by those nuggets falls into it. Once
again, it is helpful to advert to God. God sees the inmost essences of all individuals,
but He was, at the moment He created them, blind to kinds – or if He did see them, He
did so only by foreseeing how things in theworld would eventually be classified by us.
As I have already suggested, Locke needn’t advocate revision of Genesis: he can agree
thatGod created kinds, butunderstand that tomean thatGod created things knowing
how theywould later be sorted by the human beings He intended to create on day six.
I suppose he could even agree that God had kinds in mind when He created, and that
He hoped, or knew, that the boundaries we were later to draw would coincide with
His.

The crucial point, though, is that such divine intentions play no direct role
in my story; even if God had no kinds in mind, even if our groupings were not

225



KENNETH P. WINKLER

underwritten by deeper similarities of which God might take notice, the genesis of
our kindswould proceed as I have described. It is here that we canmake Locke’s views
especially vivid by imagining that individuals are churned out by a blind and imper-
sonal cosmic force. As long aswe think of individuals as God’swork, itmay be hard to
shake the thought that He must have brought them into being as members of kinds:
not let there be this and let there be that, but let there be this such and let there be that
such, the “such” filling in for the kinds that the omnipotent Creator had inmind from
(or even before) the beginning. A blind and churning cosmic power might yield up a
collection of individuals, even a collection of sometimes resembling individuals, but
what sense would there be in saying that it created them as members of a kind, since
the force, being mindless and impersonal, could never view them as members of a
kind? We might say, retrospectively, that kinds were in fact created by the force, but
Locke is persuaded that on reflection, we would realize that we would then be pro-
jecting our own system of classification onto an initial state of things in which only
individuals were present. Other human beings with a different classificatory scheme
might suppose, with no less justification, that their own favored kinds were present
from the beginning. There is, in Locke’s view, no point in insisting that our system or
theirs is – or isn’t – cutting things along nature’s dotted lines. The sensible conclu-
sion, he thinks, is that the created world of individuals admits of different systems,
which is not to say that one such system may not do more than another to promote
the interests of the people who originate it.

I have not argued, by drawing inferences from crisply stated premisses, that the
Lockean views shapingmy story are correct. I have simply told a story that illustrates
them. But this furnishes us with an argument of a kind. Locke aims in the Essay “to
take a Survey of our own Understandings, examine our own Powers, and see to what
Things they were adapted” (1.1.7). His task is descriptive and explanatory. “I shall
imagine I have not whollymisimploy’dmy self,” he writes, “if, in this Historical, plain
Method, I can give any Account of the Ways, whereby our Understandings come to
attain those Notions of Things we have, and can set down any Measures of the Cer-
tainty of our Knowledge, or the Grounds of those Perswasions, which are to found
amongst Men, so various, different, and wholly contradictory” (1.1.2). This means
his conclusions should be judged not by quick and decisive arguments for or against
them, but (as Iris Murdoch suggests of her own views), by their “power to connect, to
illuminate, to explain, and tomake new and fruitful places for reflection” (2001, 44).
Lockewants his views also to be judged by their harmonywith truths about the natu-
ral world he thinks we have some reason to accept; by their capacity to close off, or at
least to discourage, tired lines of inquiry and fruitless disputes; and by their openness
to more worthwhile possibilities.

Locke’s viewmayhelp to openupnewand fruitful places for reflection. Recent fem-
inist theory (Haslanger 2003, for example) urges us to distinguish between sex and
gender: between kinds defined by (say) bodily or physical characteristics (those are the
sexes) and other kinds (the genders) defined by social role or psychological orientation
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– a proposal that Locke’s spacious account of kind formation very readily accommo-
dates. Theremay be theoretical value in recognizing that there is a difference between
being a “female” (an individual whose physical characteristics conform to the
nominal essence of the sex joined to the label “(human) female”) and a “woman”
(an individual whose social role or sense of self conforms to the nominal essence of
the gender joined to the label “woman"). There may also be practical value in such
a recognition. Ian Hacking describes present-day social constructionists as “critical
of the status quo” (1999, 6). “Social constructionists about X,” he explains, “tend to
hold that…X need not have existed, or need not be at all as it is” – that “X, orX as it is
at present, is not determined by the nature of things,” and therefore “not inevitable.”
This belief, as Hacking emphasizes, can have a liberating effect. It can give strength
to those who “want to criticize, change, or destroy some X that they dislike in the
established order of things” (6–7) – or, he might have added, to those who have no
objection to preserving X, Y, and Z but believe that by distinguishing more clearly
among them, we can be more just in our treatment of the individuals who belong to
them. On a Lockean view, both sexes and genders are constructed. Hence neither is
inevitable. They are, however, responsive to different sets of characteristics, and can
therefore be changed in different ways. Any Lockean nominal essence (and, with it,
any Lockean kind) can be changed by deleting one constituent feature of a nominal
essence and replacing it with another. We can, for example, take one definition of
the nominal essencemale – a definition centering on so-called “secondary” sex char-
acteristics, perhaps – and replace it with a definition that centers on something less
obvious, such as the relative size of germ cells or gametes (larger for males, smaller
for females; see Dupré 1993, 68–9), or a deep but nonetheless detectable feature of
our DNA. But as this very example illustrates, the relevant features of the individu-
als being sorted may themselves be changeable – and changeable with more or less
difficulty, or by different means. If kind X is a social role, some of us may hope to do
away with it by changing the individuals who would belong to it if, say, they followed
in the footsteps of their elders. In such a case it may be vital to distinguish X from a
biological kind Y with which Xmight otherwise be confused. Critics of Xmay want
to preserve the features that make individuals members of Y.

Locke’s theory of kind-formationalso opensup space for present-day debates about
the reality of race. Racesmight be defined by lists of observable characteristics. Lock-
ean nominal essences are such lists, but it seems to me to be within the spirit of his
account to add to the lists what might be called stipulations: propositions or assump-
tions about the members of the kind, the kind itself, or its relation to other kinds.
These specifications can be as “nominal” as the items on the original lists: they will
be requirements that we lay down, implicitly or explicitly, rather than the fruits of
insight into the inner constitutions of things. We might stipulate, for example, that
every human being belongs to one and only one race, and attach such a stipulation to
the nominal essence of every racewe recognize. (We could attach similar stipulations
to sexes and genders.) If we do so, we will expose our nominal essences to a kind of
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challenge that amere list of featureswould never face, because our stipulations – and
with them, our enhanced nominal essences – would run the risk of being false. Per-
haps every human being does not fall into one and only one of the races (or sexes or
genders) we recognize. Leibniz, in criticizing Locke’s account of kinds, proposed that
stipulations are attached even to the humdrum kinds that are Locke’s most familiar
illustrations. He proposed that in the case of gold, for example, the force of one such
stipulation is that there is a “common” thoughunknown“inner nature” of which the
features emphasized byLocke aremerely “outward signs” or expressions (1996,311).
Leibniz was completely justified in viewing this as a criticism of the letter of Locke’s
account, but I do not think it is a violation of its spirit. I see no reasonwhy Locke can-
not acknowledge that the assumption of a common inner nature is, as Leibniz urged,
part of the nominal essence of gold or human being.

Now suppose that the assumption of a common inner nature is also built into the
nominal essence of each race. This assumption can take many different forms. Here
is one: it may be assumed that there is a biological basis for the features that vary
from race to race, and that the “distance,” with respect to that basis, between any
two individuals showing the “outward signs” of one race is invariably smaller than
the distance, again with respect to that basis, between an arbitrary pair of individu-
als showing the outward signs of two different races. If the biological basis in ques-
tion is our DNA, this assumption seems to be false, and for this reason, many present-
day writers deny the reality of race. (See, for example, Appiah 1992, chapter 2, and
2006, and Kitcher 2007.) Races do not exist, they argue, because the progress of
science has undermined an assumption or stipulation built into their very concep-
tion. Locke’s account of kind-formation, amended as Leibniz proposes, helps us to
appreciate this argument. But Locke’s account also allows us tomake sense of a reply
to the argument on behalf of what has been called “the ordinary concept of race”
(Hardimon 2003; see also Kitcher 2007, Appiah 2006 and Leibniz 1996, 325–6, on
a concept of race that “laid stress on externals"). Why can’t we simply retract the
troublesome stipulation? Perhaps it was never really part of the everyday concept of
race to begin with. In that case we are again left with lists of features, or with lists of
features enhanced by more modest stipulations that survive scientific scrutiny (stip-
ulations having to do with lineage, perhaps). There is, for a Lockean, no pressure to
choose between the ordinary concept and one laden with more ambitious (andmore
risky) stipulations, so that one may be called the concept of race. There may not even
be a single “ordinary” concept, but several. We may use one such concept when we
administer affirmative action programs, and anotherwhenwe identify the diagnostic
tests that different kinds of patients should standardly receive. A scientific discovery
about the biological basis of the “outward signs” of race need not undermine these
practices or the concepts of race that they incorporate. If the practices serve a just or
useful purpose, that may be the only defense they need.

In spite of its strengths, Locke’s view is open to many objections and attended by
many complications, one of which we will now consider.
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11.3 Are There Real Essences of Kinds or Species?

One objection to the story I have told on Locke’s behalf is that it pays only glancing
attention to entities that must exist (it might be thought) in order for the story to
be true. If there are many nuggets of gold – many bodies that exhibit the qualities
enumerated in theabstract ideaornominal essence of gold–must theynot sharewhat
Leibniz calls a “common nature,” something exemplified by or instantiated in each of
them that cannot be identified with the real essence (as so far defined) of any one of
them? A common nature would provide a uniform explanation of the features that
all nuggets have in common, and it would breathe new life into the hope, perhaps too
quickly dismissed in the second section, that there are questions about the boundaries
of sorts that are not questions about our linguistic habits – either historical questions
about the sortingwe have already done or pragmatic questions about the sorting that
might profit us in the future.

To raise these questions is to ask whether there is room in Locke’s world for what
might be called real essences of kinds or species. These would, in a sense, be natural
kinds. The reply to the questions is that although Locke allows for them and, in fact,
even affirms them, he deliberately gives them a very modest role in his thinking.

In one passage affirming that nature “makes many particular Things, which do agree
one with another, in many sensible Qualities,” Locke adds that they agree with one
another “probably too, in their internal frame and Constitution” (3.6.36). He repeats
the point in a letter to Stillingfleet: “where we find all the same properties,” he says,
“we have reason to conclude there is the same, real constitution, from which those
properties flow” (Works, 4: 90). (Locke also believes that where we find different dis-
coverable properties, we have reason to infer a difference in internal constitution. See
Essay 3.6.39. The inference from differences in manifest qualities to intrinsic differ-
ences in constitution is generally safer than the inference from matching manifest
qualities to matching constitutions.) Locke calls this shared constitution “the real
essence of a species” (Works, 4: 90). To Molyneux he writes:

This I do say, that there are real constitutions in things from whence these simple ideas
flow, which we observ’d combined in them. And this I farther say, that there are real
distinctions and differences in those real constitutions one from another; whereby they
are distinguished one from another, whether we think of them by name or not. (Corr.,
1592)

The real essence of a species is a type of which the real essences of individual species
members are tokens, or an aspect that all such tokens have in common. (Other pas-
sages affirming or implying that there are real essences of species include 3.6.34 and
36 and 4.2.22.) In an important but potentially perplexing passage at Essay 3.6.6,
Locke introduces a notion of real essence that stands somewhere in between the
individual and the specific: that of the “real constitution of any [individual] Thing,”
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considered insofar as it gives rise either to the defining qualities of a species or
to further qualities that “constantly … co-exist” with the defining qualities of a
species. He follows the lead of the Aristotelians in calling these qualities “Prop-
erties” (from the Latin propria, singular proprium). The real constitution is some-
thing absolute – a possession “every Thing has within it self, without any rela-
tion to any thing without” – but our way of considering it is sortal-relative.
“Essence,” so considered, “relates to a Sort, and supposes aSpecies,”whichweourselves
create.

Locke leaves the reasoning behind his belief in shared constitutions unstated,
but it is easy to imagine the kind of argument he has in mind. Bodies, he believes,
are composed of solid, extended, but insensibly small parts (see, for example, Essay
2.31.6), from which their qualities and powers flow. This “corpuscularian Philos-
ophy,” as he indicates in the index he prepared for the Essay, is the “most intel-
ligible” account available of bodies and their operations (725, referring to Essay
4.3.16). It is, as such, a reasonable conjecture that falls far short of certain knowl-
edge. The parts of bodies operate, like the rest of nature, by “fixed and established
laws” (Works, 8: 262). If, then, one bodyhas the samequalities and powers as another
– if both are heavy, yellow, ductile, malleable, and fixed – it is likely (though by
no means certain) that they are similarly constituted: that nature, operating uni-
formly on particles of what Robert Boyle called “one Catholick or Universal Mat-
ter” – the stuff, for Locke as for Boyle, of which bodies are without exception made
– has arrived at only a single way of achieving such a wide range of effects (Boyle
1999–2000, 5: 305). A common though imperceptible constitution offers the best
way of explaining the many manifest similarities. This is reasoning from what
Locke calls analogy, the sole source, in his view, of “all our grounds of probability”
(4.16.12):

We see Animals are generated, nourished, and move; the Load-stone draws Iron; and
the parts of a Candle successively melting, turn into flame, and give us both light
and heat. These and the like Effects we see and know, but the causes that operate,
and the manner they are produced in, we can only guess, and probably conjecture.
For these and the like coming not within the scrutiny of humane Senses, cannot be
examined by them, or be attested by any body, and therefore can appear more or
less probable, only as they more or less agree to Truths that are established in our
Minds, and as they hold proportion to other parts of our Knowledge and Observation.
(4.16.12)

Thus we might infer, from our observations of shadows near at hand, that dark-
ness on the surface of moon is caused by bodies placed between the moon and a
source of light. Or we might infer, from the effects of rubbing two sticks together,
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that heat or fire is caused, wherever it is found, by “a violent agitation of the imper-
ceptible minute parts of the burning matter” (4.16.12). Here, perhaps, the reason-
ing comes in three steps. We begin by inferring, from some observed cases in which
heat or fire is caused by the violent agitation of parts, that it is always so caused.
Then, noticing that agitated parts cannot always be observed, we infer that heat or
fire is sometimes caused by the violent agitation of imperceptible parts. Finally, rea-
soning now in reverse – from the most recent conclusion back to the kind of case
with which we began – we infer that heat or fire is always caused by (and, indeed,
consists in) the violent agitation of imperceptible parts. Because the real essences
of individuals are (in Locke’s view) imperceptible, the reasoning behind the belief
in a real essence of the species gold is not triggered (as it is in the other cases) by
a particular observation. But the underlying reasoning is the same in form: on the
assumption (dictated by the corpuscularian hypothesis) that the internal constitu-
tion of one body makes it heavy, yellow, ductile, malleable, and fixed, we can reason-
ably conjecture that any body with matching qualities and powers has a real essence
of the same type. But it is a reasonable conjecture rather than certain knowledge.
(The inference makes use of what Hans Reichenbach calls the principle of the com-
mon cause. For discussion see Reichenbach 1971, 157–67, and Campbell 1994, 64–
71.)

To say that two bodies have a real essence of the same type means no more than
that their internal constitutions are intrinsically alike. Locke has very little interest in
imagining types of internal constitutions, but if he gave it a try, he would be inclined
to view them as varying along a small number of quantitative and structural dimen-
sions, andas doing so, if not continuously, thenvery gradually. “In all parts of theCre-
ation, that fall under humaneObservation,” he reports, “there is a gradual connexion
of one with another, without any great or discernable gaps between” (4.16.12). So
far as our observation reaches, things “lessen, and augment, as the quantity does in
a regular Cone, where though there be a manifest odds [an inequality or difference]
betwixt the bigness of the Diameter at a remote distance: yet the difference between
the upper and under, where they touch each other, is hardly discernible” (4.16.12).
And the rule of analogy permits us to conclude that what holds of our observations
holds also of what lies below.

Locke, then, not only leaves room for real essences of kinds or species but cau-
tiously affirms that they exist. And he is committed to viewing the real essences of
bodily kinds as constitution-types, or as shared aspects of the real essences of indi-
viduals. His disinclination to imagine what these constitutions are like in detail is,
however, deeply rooted. Although he agrees that we can achieve the general thought
of a constitution-type, and that we can, with respect to bodies, fill it out in a broadly
corpuscularian direction, he thinks that the “true internal Constitution” of bodies
is unknown (3.6.9; see also 4.6.12), and that there are many dangers in supposing
that they are what our sortal words signify (see for example 2.31.6–8; 3.6.22, 32,
50; 3.10.17, 20; and 4.4.13).
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Constitution-types, or intrinsic similarities among unobserved internal constitu-
tions, are as indefinitely numerous as similarities among bodies as we know them. If
we hadmicroscopical eyes, wewould find them everywhere.Whatmakes a particular
constitution-type a shared essence is the fact that it gives rise to the qualities or “prop-
erties” (in Locke’s technical sense) that, thanks to us, define a species. Here again,
essence “relates to Sorts” (3.6.4).

Does Locke exaggerate our ignorance of internal constitutions? It seems to me he
does, and that some of his own observations might have alerted him to this. Locke
celebratesWilliamHarvey’s discovery of the circulation of the blood (Works, 3: 222).
Harvey seems to tell us more than we once knew about the real essence of a human
body – about the causal basis of its manifest qualities. There may be some things
about our bodily constitutions that we will never know. We may never learn why
the tissues in our bodies cohere, or why the fluids in our bloodstreams communicate
motion as they do. But to learn more about the real essence of a human body we do
not have to know it completely. Watches have real essences (on which see 3.6.39),
and I do not see how Locke can escape admitting that we know those real essences
better than we know the real essences of things we do not make, even though we
are ignorant of what it is that holds the pieces of a gear together, or enables it to
push the gears with which it meshes. Locke observes that “the Idea, or Essence, of
the several sorts of artificial Things” is “nothing but the determinate Figure of sen-
sible Parts; and sometimes Motion depending thereon, which the Artificer fashions
in Matter” (3.6.40). Thus a watch, as he says elsewhere, is “nothing but a fit Orga-
nization, or Construction of Parts, to a certain end, which, when a sufficient force
is added to it, it is capable to attain” (2.27.5; see also 3.6.39, on the “real differ-
ence[s] in the mechanisms of watches, some “made with four Wheels, others with
five"). The “Idea, or Essence” he describes in 3.6.40 is the nominal essence of the
artifact, but the nominal essence watch is undeniably closer to the real essence of
the timepiece – the causal basis of its fidelity to time’s passage – than the nominal
essence tiger is to the real essence of the cat. If the “Contrivances” behind amachine’s
observed qualitieswere “beyond the reach of our Discoveries,” thenwe could not suc-
cessfully construct it, as Locke himself points out (3.6.40). Harvey, then, gives us
something like “maker’s knowledge” of our own bodies. Locke himself presses the
analogy between machines and animal bodies (2.27.5) but this analogy seems fatal
to his insistence that we are altogether ignorant of the real essences of things. As
science progresses, real essences can unfold. They can open up, if only to a limited
degree.

11.4 Conclusion

To credit us with the creation of kinds, it may seem, is to diminish the authority
of nature. “I don’t know why you and your associates always want to make …
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species depend upon our opinion or knowledge,” says a wearied Theophilus (Leib-
niz’s spokesman) in the New Essays. “They are present in nature, whether or not we
know it or like it” (326–7). William Molyneux made very much the same complaint
to Locke directly:

What you say concerning Genera and Species is Unquestionably true, and yet it seems
hard to assert, that there is no such sort of Creatures in Nature as Birds… [W]e can no
More doubt of a Sparrows being a Bird, and anHorses being a Beast, thanwe can of this
Colour being Black and tother White. (Corr., 1579)

“I hope,” Locke answered, “I have no where said, there is no such sort of creatures in
nature as birds; if I have, it is both contrary to truth and to my opinion.” But what it
means for birds to exist in nature, he explains, is just this: “the combination of simple
ideas which the word bird stands for is to be found in that particular thing we call a
sparrow” (Corr., 1592). Was there a cattle kind on the fifth day or a stegosaur kind
in the Mesozoic? Yes, because organisms then existed who had (we now see) all of
the qualities it takes to be of those kinds. Locke hopes thereby to give both nature
and humankind their due. But he has another, perhaps more cherished, hope: “that
we … not be mistaken about Genera, and Species, and their Essences, as if they were
Things regularly and constantlymade by Nature, and had a real Existence in Things;
when they appear, upon amore wary survey, to be nothing else but an Artifice of the
Understanding, for the easier signifying such Collections of Ideas, as it should often
have occasion to communicate by one general term” (3.5.9). “The whole business of
Genus and Species,” as he explains elsewhere, comes down to this:

Nature makes many particular Things, which do agree one with another, in many sensible
Qualities, and probably too, in their internal frame and Constitution: but ’tis not this
real Essence that distinguishes them into Species; ’tisMen, who, taking occasion from the
Qualities they find united in them, and wherein, they observe often several individuals
to agree, range them into Sorts, in order to naming, for the convenience of comprehensive
signs. (3.6.36)

The cash value of the existence of sorts is the cash value of our abstract ideas: the
contribution made by those ideas to the continued operation – sometimes smooth,
sometimes rough – of the social enterprise that Locke so meticulously describes.
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12

Locke’s Theory of Identity

DAN KAUFMAN

12.1 Introduction

It would be difficult to overstate the importance of Locke’s theory of identity in Book
Two, Chapter 27 of his Essay. His theory of personal identity, in particular, in terms
of its philosophical content, its originality, the way it reshaped a significant philo-
sophical issue, and its influence on Locke’s contemporaries and our contemporaries,
stands as one of the truly exceptional contributions to philosophy and the history of
philosophy.

However,without some friendly nudging, Lockemaynever havewritten it, and it is
the story of the origin of 2.27, as a paradigmatic case of a lucky historical accident,
with which I wish to begin. It is well known that 2.27was not in the December 1689
First Edition of the Essay, and that it made its first appearance in the 1694 Second
Edition. What is less well known is how this came to be. With the exception of a note
from 5 June 1683 – in which Locke gives hints of the theory of personal identity that
would be fleshed out in 2.27 – and a brief discussion in 2.1 (whose main point is not
personal identity but rather an attack on Descartes’ notion that the nature of mind is
thought), Locke did not writemuch on identity prior to 2.27. Identity is not discussed
in the early drafts of the Essay – “Draft A” (1671), “Draft B” (1671), and “Draft C”
(1685), though Draft C does contain some discussion of consciousness, pleasure and
pain, and personal identity. Nor is identity discussed in any detail in the First Edition
of the Essay. On 2 March 1693, William Molyneux wrote to Locke, and suggested
that Locke say something about two issues neglected in the First Edition, namely the
eternal truths and the principium individuationis or “the principle of individuation.”
On 23 August 1693, just a fewmonths after Molyneux’s request, Locke replies: “you
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will herewith receive a new chapter Of identity and diversity, which, having writ only
at your instance, ’tis fit you should see and judge of it before it goes to the press” (Corr.
1655; emphasis mine). This suggests that 2.27was written in a fewmonths; and the
result reflects that, for all of its brilliance, it is occasionally sloppy and perhaps worse.
On the otherhand, themost general themes of Locke’s theory of personal identitywere
lurking, scattered, but by no means presented in any systematic or detailed manner,
by the early 1680s.

Among the reasons formy assertion of the importance of 2.27, fourwarrantmen-
tion here. First, 2.27 is the earliest detailed account of identity written by a well-
known proponent of the “newmechanical philosophy.” Second, Locke is the best rep-
resentative of what I take to be a more general shift among early-modern philoso-
phers, one that stands in contrast to the “traditional” problems of individuation and
identity as addressed by scholastic philosophers. Third, unlike nearly all of the impor-
tant and interesting views of early-modern philosophers, many of which are treated
as interesting but quaint and naı̈ve views of people who did not know better, Locke’s
theory of identity not only provoked a strong reaction from his contemporaries and
near-contemporaries, it continues to influence philosophical discussions of identity
to the present day. Harold Noonan has it dead to rights when he states: “It has been
said that all subsequent philosophy consistsmerely of footnotes to Plato. On this topic
[i.e. personal identity], at least, it can be truly said that all subsequent writing has
consisted merely of footnotes to Locke” (1989, 24). The fourth, and philosophically
important reason is Locke’s rejection of “substance-based” theories of diachronic
identity, which I will discuss later in this chapter.

In2.27.3,whenLockeboldly claims “’tis easy to discover,what is somuchenquired
after, the principium Individuationis,” he seems to be joininga traditionwhoseorigins go
at least as far back as Boethius in the early sixth century. But is he? To consider this
question, we should distinguish individuation (which includes the notions of unity,
number, distinction) from persistence or identity over time. For the purposes of this
paper, persistence conditions will be informative, non-circular conditions, necessary
and jointly sufficient, for something at one time to be numerically identical to some-
thingat another time. Theywill be substitution instances forC in this general schema:

x at t1 is numerically the same as y at t2 iff C.

And, of course, much of 2.27 is an attempt to provide persistence condition for var-
ious kinds of things. But when Locke announces the principium individuationis, he is
not yet concernedwith persistence over time; he is concernedwith individuation and
that in virtue of whicha thing is a thing, an individual numerically distinct fromother
things.

The individuation conditions for any substance involve two aspects: one is the
spatio-temporal origin of the substance and the other is the notion that a substance
precludes spatio-temporal colocation of any distinct substances of the same kind.
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Locke appears to give three “principles” of individuation, which Iwill refer to as “L1,”
“L2,” and “L3.” But it is clear from the discussion that L1 is the “primary” principle,
perhaps axiomatic, from which the other two follow.

� L1: It is impossible for two (ormore things) of the same kind to be in place, p, at time,
t.

� L2: It is impossible for one thing to have more than one beginning.
� L3: It is impossible for twoormore things (of the samekind) to have one beginning.

These principles, it should be noted, do not rule out colocation altogether, but only
colocation of things of the same kind. So, even at this early stage of the discussion,
Locke calls attention to the crucial role playedby kinds in individuationand identity. In
fact, what has made the issue of identity problematic, according to Locke, is careless-
ness concerning the kind ("preciseNotions” or “specifick Ideas") of things in question.
Both the principium individuationis and the persistence conditions of an individual or
thing will be determined by what kind of thing it is. As Locke states:

we must consider what Idea [i.e. nominal essence] theWord it is applied to stands for: It
being one thing to be the same Substance, another the sameMan, and a third the same
Person, if Person,Man, and Substance are three Names standing for three different Ideas;
for such as is the Idea belonging to that Name, such must be the Identity.

E.J. Lowe nicely observes: “Locke’s great insight is that the identity conditions [i.e.
persistence conditions] of things of one sort need not be the same as the identity con-
ditions of things of another sort” (Lowe 2005, 88–9).

Unfortunately, a detailed discussion of Locke’s view of kinds is beyond the scope of
this paper, but something, however brief,must be said here because of the central role
kinds play in the theory of identity. Locke, as I read him, holds that there are nomind-
independent natural kinds, nor are there species-delimiting entities such as substan-
tial forms. Theworld gives us only observable objective-similarities between individu-
als. Kinds or species, however, are merely nominal essences or general abstract ideas
which we form on the basis of the given objective similarities between individuals.
Locke famously distinguishes between “real essences” and “nominal essences,” and
it is the latter that are Lockean kinds, both in the context of 2.27 and elsewhere.
The real essence of a material substance is that unknown arrangement of corpus-
cles responsible for all of that body’s observable qualities. Now suppose that there is a
bodyB, andBhas observable qualitiesQ1–Q10. The real essence of B is responsible for
BhavingQ1–Q10. Suppose there is another bodyB

∗, andB∗ bears some objective sim-
ilarity to B; that is, B and B∗ have some observable qualities in common. On the basis
of the objective similarity between B and B∗, we abstract away just those – and not
necessarily all of those – objective similarities. The abstract idea we form by includ-
ing those qualities and excluding qualities that B and B∗ do not have in common is
what Locke calls a nominal essence. More precisely, it would be the nominal essence of
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some kindK, andK then hasB andB∗ asmembers. Locke’s attempt to bemore precise
about “notions” and ’Specifick ideas,” when giving his theory of identity, consists in
recognizing different kinds of things and not confusing the nominal essences.

12.2 Easy Cases: God, Finite Intelligences, Atoms, and Masses

After introducing L1–L3, Locke goes rather quickly through those things whose indi-
viduationandpersistence conditions areunproblematic – at least, according to Locke.
God’s identity is unproblematic because He is immutable, and the issue of identity
simply does not arise for a being that cannot change. (In fact, it would not be wrong
to think of a theory of diachronic identity as a theory about how things persist
idem numero despite their various intrinsic changes.) What Locke calls “Finite Intel-
ligences” (i.e. thinking substances) also present an easy case, presumably because
they are simple in the sense of lacking any proper parts or, at least, any “discerpi-
ble” parts. Like most of his predecessors and contemporaries, Locke thinks that finite
intelligences have location/place, as well as temporal location. So, they too cannot be
colocated. The fact that finite intelligences have location plays a crucial role in Locke’s
individuation of persons, as we shall see.

Some bodies, despite having proper parts, are easy cases, too. These are atoms and
masses of atoms. The former, not because they are mereological simples (i.e. lacking
proper parts), but because they have an impenetrable and immutable surface which
eliminates the (natural) possibility of a change of parts or a discerping of parts.With
respect to masses of atoms, Locke is a mereological essentialist: that is to say, a mass
of atoms has all of its parts essentially, so that a mass could not have been composed
of a different sumof atoms, nor could amass survive any change in its parts – though
a mass can survive any amount of internal rearrangement.

12.3 A Less Easy but More Interesting Case: Organisms

The issues become stickier when Locke turns to the individuation and persistence
of organisms (living things, vivens), precisely because organisms persist by changing
parts, because the biological life, which will constitute the identity of an organism,
includes the processes governing an organism’s change of parts. It is simply part of
the nominal essence of an organism that it in fact loses and gains parts. So, far from
preventing the diachronic identity of an organism, changes in parts make possible
the diachronic identity of an organism.

Aswe shall see later, Locke’s attack on substance-based theories of identity focuses
mainly on theories of personal identity in which sameness of a thinking substance
is necessary and sufficient for personal identity. Locke’s view of the identity of
organisms, however, already rejects the notion that sameness of corporeal substance

239



DAN KAUFMAN

is either necessary or sufficient for the sameness of the organism.Because Lockeholds
that organisms persist and yet it is undeniable that themass of matter that constitutes
the organism at a time does not persist, Locke must look elsewhere to account for the
organism’s persistence. According to Locke, the same organism “is the same contin-
ued Life communicated to different Particles of Matter, as they happen successively
to be united to that organiz’d living Body” (2.27.8). It is in virtue of the life functions
and biological functions of one organized body (i.e. a body with organs, properly dis-
posed to fulfill the biological functions of an organism) beingmaintained by gradually
changed but properly disposed bodies that an organism persists over time.

This view of the persistence of organisms entails some things about themereologi-
cal composition of an organism: an organism persists through a change of parts only
if either the new parts are “negligible” (i.e. they replaced parts that were functionally
irrelevant, e.g. an atom at the tip of a thumbnail), or the new parts are functionally
isomorphic to the parts they replaced and allow for the same Life to be instantiated as
before.

Although they are only mentioned briefly, Locke states two further conditions for
the identity of organisms and artifacts. First, there is what I will call the Continu-
ity Condition, according to which x at t1 is the same organism as y at t2 only if that
organism existed at every time between t1 and t2 (2.27.4). Second, there is the Grad-
ual Replacement Condition, according towhich the change in an organism’s partsmust
be sufficiently gradual, or at the very least “not shifted all at once” (2.27.8). Both of
these conditions reflect what Locke takes the nominal essence of organism to entail:
something that could cease to exist altogether for a period of time and then comeback
into existence justwouldn’t fall under thenominal essence of organism; organismsare
simply not like that. Also, because organisms grow, diminish, metabolize, and slough
off parts during their careers, anything that didn’t do these things just wouldn’t be
an organism. That is, although organisms can persist through a change in parts, they
cannot persist if their parts are “shifted all at once” (2.27.8).

12.4 A Problem about Coincidence

This problem, which finds its most forceful statement in Chappell (1989, 1990), is
as follows: grant L1, L2 and Locke’s account of the persistence conditions for masses
and organisms. First, it follows that amass of matter at t and the organism it “consti-
tutes” at t are not numerically identical to one another. A mass of matter, in Locke’s
view, is simply a “conjoined” aggregate of atoms, and a mass persists solely in virtue
of having all and only the same atoms conjoined. So, supposewe have amassM1 that
constitutes an elm tree E1 at t1. Now, M1 ceases to exist at t2 due to loss of an atom.
Thus, M2, a numerically distinct mass, now constitutes the persisting E1. According
to L2, one thing cannot have two beginnings. M2 begins to exist at t2, but E1 began
to exist earlier than t2. Therefore, M2 ≠ E1. Generalizing from this, we can arrive at
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the conclusion that all organisms and artifacts are not numerically identical to the
masses that constitute them at any given time. But this, by itself, is not problematic
for Locke as long as the two things are “of different kinds.” And a natural response
is: “yes, they are. One is a mass, and the other is a tree/organism. Those are differ-
ent kinds. So there is no violation of L1.” However, at least in 2.27.2, Locke seems to
commit himself to the view that there are only three kinds of substances: God, finite
intelligences, and bodies. So, there seem to be two bodies in the same place at the
same time, which would violate L1, or there are more than three relevant kinds of
substances, or the organism is simply not a substance (see Kaufman 2007, 2008).

Although I cannot do justice to the richness of the scholarship on this problem
here, I will mention a few of the interpretive strategies found in the literature.

12.4.1 The Coinciding Substances Interpretation

According to Vere Chappell and Ken Winkler, Locke’s position is that it is possi-
ble (and, in the case of the mass and elm, actual) that numerically distinct bod-
ies/corporeal substances occupy the same place at the same time. This, of course,
requires a few things: that Locke has amore fine-grained view of kinds; that he holds
thatmass and organismmust be of different kinds; and that these different kinds allow
for colocation.

12.4.2 Relative Identity Interpretation

According to this interpretation, defended most recently by Matthew Stuart, iden-
tity is not “absolute” but relative to a sortal (in fact, it was Locke who coined the term
“sortal"). So, the proper form of a statement of diachronic identity is not “x at t1 is
the same as y at t2”, but rather “x at t1 is the same F as y at t2,” where the sortal
“F” refers to a particular nominal essence. Locke, then, does not have a problemwith
coincidence because he may simply say that the thing at t2 is the same elm tree as the
one existing at t1, but it is not the same mass. It is true that Locke thinks that we must
consider kinds when giving persistence conditions, but whether this commits him to
any stronger claim about the relativity of identity is a matter of significant disagree-
ment.

12.4.3 The Mode Interpretation

Perhaps Locke avoids the coincidence problem by holding that organisms (and per-
sons) are simply not substances at all. Instead, these things are complexmodes. In our
puzzle case, themass is a substance, but the elm treemerely amode of that substance.
Not only are the kinds substance and mode sufficiently different to allow colocation,
generally speaking, there is not much objectionable to the view that a substance and
a mode of that substance are colocated. In fact, it would be objectionable to say that
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a substance and its mode are not colocated. Proponents of this view include Edmund
Law (1823), Uzgalis (1990), Bolton (1994), LoLordo (2012), and Lowe (2005).

12.4.4 Lockean Four-Dimensionalism

Christopher Conn, the most prominent advocate of this interpretation, argues that a
four-dimensionalist ontology best captures what might be going on in Locke’s think-
ing on persistence and the relationship between persons (or organisms) and finite
intelligences and bodies. Organisms, according to the four-dimensionalist reading,
are perduring, rather than enduring, entities – a distinction whose locus classicus is
David Lewis’ On the Plurality of Worlds (1996). A tree, for instance, is a sum of suc-
cessive temporal parts (masses) linked together in the appropriate fashion– in the case
of a tree, by each successivemass “taking on” the previousmass’ “Life.” In the case of
personal identity, persons are collections of temporal parts (in this case, finite intelli-
gence/thinking substances). If Locke were a four-dimensionalist, then coincidence is
not a problem: themass of matter that constitutes a tree at t ismerely a proper tempo-
ral part of the perduring tree, and surely there is no problemwith the partial overlap
of part andwhole; in fact, partial overlap just isparthood.Moreover, in the case of per-
sons, Locke seems to think that consciousness of my thumb is whatmakesmy thumb
a part of me. But consciousness doesn’t merely unite my spatial parts; it unites my
existence at different times. The four-dimensionalist could appeal to the former case,
in which consciousness unites spatial parts of me, to draw the conclusion that Locke
thinks that consciousness unites temporal parts of me.

12.4.5 Defeatism

According to this view, which I have argued for elsewhere, there is no interpretation
of Locke in which his view concerning the relationship between masses and organ-
isms is consistent. Even granting that Locke accepts a more fine-grained ontology of
kinds (which includes more than the three kinds of substances listed in 2.27.2), a
consistent reading of Locke’s view of the relationship between the mass and organ-
ism requires, at the very least, that they differ in kind. In Lockean terms, it would
need to be possible that x and y have numerically the same real essence at t but have
different nominal essences at t. This is impossible, according to Locke, or so I argue
elsewhere (Kaufman 2007).

12.5 The Least Easy but Most Interesting Case: Persons

Personal identity receives the lion’s share of attention in 2.27. This fact is perfectly
understandable because what a person is and how a person persists idem numero has
importance even outside the metaphysics of identity. The general resurrection, one’s
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eternal future, as well as the reward or punishment and pleasure or pain that comes
with it, is grounded completely in one’s personal identity.

Althoughpersonal identity has a significance that is not present in the earlier cases
of atoms, masses, and organisms, Locke’s discussion of personal identity begins in
exactly same manner as the earlier cases, namely: “we must consider what Person
stands for.” According to Locke, a person is:

[A] thinking, intelligent Being, that has reason and reflection, and can consider it self as
it self, the same thinking thing in different times and places; which it does only by that
consciousness, which is inseparable from thinking, and as it seems to me essential to it.
(2.27.9)

Locke’s account of persons, among other things, clearly allows that there may be
human beings ("men") who are not persons, as well as persons who are not human
beings. The severely mentally disabled, the “dull irrational man” in 2.27.8, young
children, babies, and perhaps even fetuses are certainly human beings in Locke’s
sense. But, lacking the relevant features above, they are not Lockean persons. On the
other hand, it is also possible that all sorts of non-human entities are Lockean per-
sons – intelligent extraterrestrials, the homicidal computer HAL from 2001: A Space
Odyssey, time-traveling dolphins from the not too distant future, angels, etc.

Readers of Locke tend to focus on the issue of personal identity qua problem about
persistence over time. This is understandable, given that this is what Locke spends
most of the time examining. However, in line with his general approach, Locke first
shows how his “principles of individuation,” in particular L1, apply also to persons.

It being impossible for any one to perceive, without perceiving, that he does perceive…
Thus it is always as to our present Sensations and Perceptions: And by this every one
is to himself, that which he calls self … For since consciousness always accompanies
thinking, and ’tis that, that makes every one to be, what he calls self ; and thereby dis-
tinguishes himself from all other thinking things. (2.27.9, emphasis mine)

For instance, I amconscious of my thinking at 1:22 pm inmyoffice chair, and accord-
ing to L1, there cannot be more than one thing of the same kind in the same place at
the same time. Thus there cannot be more than one conscious, thinking being in my
office chair at 1:22 pm. For any time in the career of a Lockean person, that person
is thinking and conscious of her thinking. According to Locke, this makes the person
herself to her-self ; whenever there is a case in which someone is herself to her-self ,
there is a person then and there. Therefore, I am the only possible thinking thing in
this chair at 1:22. I am individuated and distinctified “from all other thinking things”
by L1. And anything, at any other time, bearing the appropriate sort of relation to the
thinking thing in my office chair at 1:22 pm isme.

What is that relation? A common response is that Locke holds that the latter thing
must remember sitting in the chair at 1:22 pm, appealing to Locke’s words that “as
far as this consciousness can be extended backwards to any past Action or Thought,
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so far reaches the Identity of that Person” (2.27.9). According to this Simple Memory
Interpretation, personal identity over time consists in a relation of memory between
a later person and an earlier person. However, the Simple Memory Interpretation is
now largely believed to be incorrect because, amongother reasons, it takes conscious-
ness simply to bememory. But this is far from Locke’s actual view. Locke thinks that a
person includes everything to which their consciousness “extends,” and a (human)
person’s consciousness extends to include parts of her human body. Locke has us
consider:

our very Bodies, all whose Particles, whilst vitally united to this same conscious self, so
that we feel when we are touch’d, and are affected by, and conscious of good or harm
that happens to them are a part of our selves: i.e. of our thinking conscious self . Thus the
Limbs of his Body is to every one a part of himself : He sympathizes and is concerned for
them. (2.27.11)

And: “Thus everyone finds, that whilst comprehended under that consciousness, the
little Finger is asmuch a part of it self , as what ismost so” (2.27.17).Moreover, Locke
is clear that the consciousness most relevant to personal identity is my present con-
sciousness. Althoughmemorymaybe the kind of present consciousness that can link
my present self to an earlier self (by “extending backwards"), memory is merely that
kind of consciousness.

Locke clearly has a “consciousness-based theory” of personal identity and is some-
times credited with originating the “psychological continuity theory” of personal
identity. There is, however, anobvious sense inwhichLocke does not hold a continuous
consciousness theory. For instance, as he states, consciousness is often “interrupt’d by
forgetfulness.” Also, Locke’s thought experiments in 2.27 (e.g. Dayman/Nightman,
Socrates-waking/Socrates-sleeping) do notmake any sense unless consciousness can
be non-continuous or gappy. A better label for Locke’s theory is a “Connected Con-
sciousness Theory."

Despite the gappyness of consciousness, Ed McCann (1987) is completely right
when he says: “Consciousness is the Life of Persons.” In an analogy that is “at the
heart of Locke’s theory of personal identity” (Noonan 1989), Locke states:

Different Substances, by the same consciousness (where they do partake in it) being
united into one Person; as well as different Bodies, by the same Life are united into one
Animal, whose Identity is preserved, in that change of Substances, by the unity of one
continued Life. (2.27.10)

Consider the two roles that Life plays in the identity of an organism. There is the
synchronic-unifier role: an organism’s Life makes any material part that is included
in the functional organization of the living body a part of the organism. Life also
plays a role in the diachronic identity of the organism: the same Life inherited by
similarly arranged but numerically distinct, successive masses is both necessary
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and sufficient for the same organism. In personal identity, consciousness plays
these two roles: synchronically, consciousness unites all of a person’s parts and
concurrent psychological states; diachronically, consciousness links numerically
distinct thinking substances into one persisting person.

Now, even if Locke were never to have composed 2.27, his views about the con-
nection between thinking and consciousness would be well known from his attack
on Cartesianism in the First Edition (1689) of the Essay. For instance:

I do not say there is no Soul in a Man, because he is not sensible of it in his sleep; But I
do say, he cannot think at any timewaking or sleeping, without being sensible of it. Our
being sensible of it is not necessary to any thing, but to our thoughts; and to them it is;
and to them it will always be necessary, till we can think without being conscious of it.
(2.1.10)

A thinker “must necessarily be conscious of its own Perceptions” (2.1.12). Thus, it is nat-
ural for Locke to hold that, if persons are thinking intelligent beings, then the con-
sciousness that is essential to thinking will be that which unites a person diachron-
ically, “as far as ever it can be extended, should it be to Ages past, unites Existences,
and Actions, very remote in time, into the same Person” (2.27.16). And:

For since consciousness always accompanies thinking, and ’tis that, that makes every
one to be, what he calls self ; and thereby distinguishes himself from all other thinking
things, in this alone consists personal Identity. (2.27.9)

Another point about consciousness: a person’s consciousness is always consciousness
of a particular thing, action, or thought. I am conscious of my current sensation of
warmth, the array of colors beforeme, and the song I am listening to (see also Straw-
son2011). I amalso conscious of earlier events, such as ridingmy bike yesterday, eat-
ing a burrito for dinner last night, and so on. These facts entail that I am the person
who is warm, seeing colors, hearing music, and who rode his bike and ate a burrito.
All of the possible “person-preserving links” of consciousness are links to particular
thoughts or acts (see 2.27.9, 2.27.10, 2.27.14).

An additional feature of Locke’s Connected Consciousness theory is that because
persons (contingently?) lack foresight or consciousness of their future thoughts and
actions, they are not presently identical to any future person. Locke’s view, however,
would allow the possibility of a present person being the same person as a future per-
son if only shewere able to be conscious of that future action in the sameway that she
is conscious of her present and past actions and thoughts. Locke crypticallymentions
this in passing:

For it is by the consciousness it has of present Thoughts and Actions, that it is self to it
self right now, and so will be the same self as far as the same consciousness can extend
to Actions past or to come. (2.27.10, emphasis mine)
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It is only because a person, forwhatever contingent reason (not some conceptual bar-
rier or metaphysical impossibility), can extend consciousness to past actions but not
to future actions that prevents her identity with a future person, contrary to a recent
suggestion by LoLordo (2012).

A person’s consciousness brings with it a special kind of “attitude,” which
Locke calls “concernment” or “concern.” Persons are concerned about their parts,
thoughts, and actions in awayunlike their attitude toward other things. Consider the
psychological relationship I have with my currently attached left thumb. The thumb
is a part of my self in virtue of my being conscious of it insofar as it is a source of sen-
sations and a cause of (potential) pleasure or pain. So, when I see that my thumb is
about to be crushed by ahydraulic press, I amconcerned for it; I very quicklymovemy
thumb out of harm’sway, anticipating the exquisite pain that this part of my self was
about to cause inme. Contrast that concernment withmy psychological relationship
to Deaton’s thumb. Of course, if I see thatmy friend’s thumb is about to be crushed by
the press, I have all sorts of psychological reactions and attitudes. But, because what
happens to Deaton’s thumb does not cause sensations like pain in me, I am not con-
cerned, in Locke’s sense, about the fate of Deaton’s thumb. Locke goes even farther:
if my thumb were cut off, resulting in my no longer being conscious of it, I wouldn’t
have concernment for it “any more than the remotest part of Matter.” If being sepa-
rated frommy consciousness renders a body part thatwas oncemine no longer a part
of my self, then presumably the same is true of any part that will bemine but which
is currently not something of which I am conscious.

Persons also have this special concernment for their actions and thoughts, both
past andpresent. This is because their actions and thoughts, too, are potential sources
of pleasure and pain, and reward and punishment (see 2.27.17).

Locke’s theory of personal identity, though grounded completely in conscious-
ness, stretches out to other things that bear certain quasi-logical relations to con-
sciousness, e.g. Appropriation, Concernment. Despite the claims of some scholars,
the notion of Appropriation is not the same as or coextensive with Consciousness.
Of course, all of the objects of my consciousness are objects that are Appropriated
by my self, but this is the case because my Consciousness is not just my awareness
of an object; it is awareness that I am aware of an object. The first-person perspec-
tive is an essential feature of Consciousness. However, it is possible for a person to
Appropriate anactionor thoughtwithouthaving anyConsciousness of that actionor
thought.

We have already seen that a person’s Consciousness brings with it Concernment.
More precisely, Consciousness of potential or actual pleasure or pain entails Concern-
ment. My Consciousness extends to my thumb, and I am conscious that my thumb
is a source of potential pleasure or pain for my self. I am also Conscious of my past
thoughts and actions, and this leads to my Concernment about those thoughts and
actions being a source of pleasure or pain (2.27.17), including the pleasure or pain
that is involvedwith rewardandpunishment.Mypast acts, insofar andonly insofar as
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I am conscious of them, are potential sources of Reward or Punishment. As a person,
I had better be concerned about this! After all, my happiness andmisery (“consisting
only in pleasure and pain”) are at stake.

But Locke makes the relationship between Consciousness and Concernment
stronger.

In 2.27.26, he introduces the famous notion that “Person is a Forensick Term” and
proceeds to explain what that means:

It is a Forensick TermappropriatingActions and theirMerit; and so belongs only to intel-
ligent Agents capable of a Law, and Happiness and Misery. This personality extends it
self beyond present Existence towhat is past, only by consciousness, whereby it becomes
concerned and accountable, owns and imputes to it self pastActions, just upon the same
ground, and for the same reason, that it does the present. All of which is founded in
a concern for Happiness the unavoidable concomitant of consciousness … And therefore
whatever past Actions it cannot reconcile or appropriate to that present self by con-
sciousness, it can be no more concerned in, than if they had never been done: And to
receive Pleasure or Pain; i.e.Reward or Punishment, on the account of any suchAction,
is all one, as to be made happy or miserable in its first being, without any demerit at all.
For supposing a Man punish’d now, for what he had done in another Life, whereof he
could be made to have no consciousness at all, what difference is there between that Pun-
ishment, and being created miserable? (2.27.26)

A person, as a moral agent, is responsible for, and is concerned about, all and only
those actions, past or present, of which it is conscious. Also, because punishment
requires that the person be conscious of the reason for the pain inflicted upon herself;
and lacking that consciousness, the pain of punishment would be just pain, gratu-
itous pain.

12.6 Locke against Substance-Based Theories of Personal Identity

One of the more radical aspects of Locke’s theory of personal identity – and the
one that his contemporaries had the most difficulty swallowing – is his rejection of
what I will call “substance-based theories of identity over time,” namely a theory in
which sameness of a particular substance – mind/soul/spirit/form or corporeal sub-
stance – is necessary and/or sufficient for the persistence of some thing. We have
already seen Locke’s rejection of a substance-based theory of the persistence of an
organism. However, Locke’s rejection of a substance-based theory of personal iden-
tity is noticeably more radical because it amounts to a denial that the same finite
intelligence (i.e. mind/soul/spirit) is necessary and/or sufficient for sameness of per-
son, a view held by, among others, Descartes (see especially AT, IV 166–7; CSMK,
243).
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12.6.1 Sameness of Thinking Substance is not Necessary for Personal
Identity (For All We Know)

Locke’s argument against the necessity of the same soul begins with a statement of
what Lisa Downing (1998) calls Locke’s “epistemic modesty." Locke may be willing
to entertain the necessity claim, but not “till we have clearer views of the Nature of
thinking Substances” (2.27.13). Unfortunately, Locke’s position about our ideas of
substances in 2.23 is not confidence inspiring: “We have as clear a Notion of the Sub-
stance of Spirit, as we have of Body” (2.23.5). That may initially sound promising, but
here is the rub: Locke claims that “the Substance of each being equally unknown to
us” (2.23.28). Our idea of body is utterly unclear; so too is our idea of thinking sub-
stance. Our ideas of both body and thinking substance are “equally obscure,” a “je ne
sais quoi” in which features inhere. Contrary to Descartes and the Cartesians, Locke
argues that we not only lack an utterly clear and distinct idea of thinking substance,
“we have no clear and distinct Idea of the Substance of a Spirit” (2.23.5).

To see what Locke is driving at, consider how someonemight acquire the idea of a
thinking substance. It seems that “reflection” or introspection is the only plausible
candidate for the origin of an idea of thinking substance. So, let us close our eyes
(optional), and introspect. As Hume would later point out, introspection may reveal
all sorts of things; for instance, that I’m thinking about Hume, feeling very tired
and a bit hungry, seeing various colors, etc. All of this, Locke grants. But none of
the perceptions I have when introspecting are perceptions of the thinking substance
having those perceptions. To be sure, Locke thinks that I (the person I am) have
all of my thoughts attended by consciousness, which means that when I have the
perception of hunger or of seeing blue, I recognize that I am hungry and I see
blue. However, I never have a perception of a particular thinking substance which is
hungry and seeing blue.My ideas acquired through introspection are consistentwith
any number of hypotheses not only about the nature of thinking substance, but also
consistent with any number of thinking substances a person may have throughout
its duration. Thus, when we consider whether sameness of thinking substance is
a necessary condition for personal identity, we must simply shrug our shoulders,
embrace epistemic modesty, and say, as Locke does, that “that cannot be resolv’d,
but by those, who know what kind of Substances they [i.e. thinking substances] are,
that do think; and whether the consciousness of past Actions can be transferr’d from
one thinking Substance to another” (2.27.13. cf. 2.1.10), shifting the burden to the
advocate of substance-based theories to explain why the same conscious-
ness could not be “instantiated” by successive, numerically distinct thinking
substances.

All I canbe sure of, as an epistemicallymodest person, however, ismy identity at dif-
ferent times. So, Locke thinks that it must be the case that “that self is not determined
by Identity or Diversity of Substance,which it cannot be sure of, but only by Identity of
consciousness” (2.27.23, emphasis mine).
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12.6.2 Sameness of Thinking Substance is not Sufficient for Personal
Identity (For All We Know)

A similar approach is taken to the sufficiency claim, namely epistemicmodesty about
thinking substances and our concern for our selves. Locke has us picture a thinking
substance “strip’d” of its previous consciousness. In the absence of some compelling
evidence, there is no reason to suppose that a “strip’d thinking substance” would be
the same person as any previous person. There is nothing in virtue of which that
thinking substancewould “latch up” to a particular person. Now, if it is replied that a
thinking substance, even one that is “strip’d,” just is the person, Locke would be curi-
ous about how the author of this reply came to have such insight into the connection
between strip’d thinking substance and a person.

It is also due to considerations of persons in the “forensick” sense that Locke rejects
the sufficiency claim. Suppose, for instance, that a current person in fact has what
was once Nestor’s soul or mind. By itself, this:

would no more make him the same Person with Nestor, than if some of the Particles of
Matter, that were once a part of Nestor, were now a part of this Man, the same imma-
terial Substance without the same consciousness, no more making the same Person by
beingunited to anyBody, than the sameParticle of Matterwithout consciousnessunited
to any Body, makes the same Person. But let him once find himself conscious of any of
the Actions of Nestor, he then finds himself the same Person withNestor. (2.27.14)

Locke’s Dayman and Nightman case (2.27.23) is also an example of two persons
with the same thinking substance. But having “distinct, incommunicable conscious-
nesses,” the two persons have no concernment for the thoughts, actions, or parts of
the other. Even in the First Edition of the Essay:

I ask then, Whether Castor and Pollux, thus, with only one Soul between them, which
thinks and perceives in one, what the other is never conscious of, nor is concerned for,
are not two as distinct Persons, as Castor and Hercules; or, as Socrates and Plato were?
(2.1.12)

Locke’s answer: “yes."
Finally, Locke offers a big “selling point” for his theory and against the substance-

based view: it makes the issue of the general resurrection less problematic (Locke
thinks). To be sure, Locke holds the Christian doctrine that “the same persons shall be
raised, and appear before the judgment-seat of Christ, to answer for what they have
done in their bodies” (Works 3, 330). But sameness of substance is irrelevant. A res-
urrected person need not have the same body (conceived either as a mass of matter
or as an organism) or the same thinking substance as she did premortem. As long
as it is the same person, both pre- and postmortem, it is a resurrection. Moreover, by

249



DAN KAUFMAN

making sameness of body or thinking substance irrelevant to personal identity, Locke
thinks that:

we may be able without any difficulty to conceive, the same Person at the Resurrection,
though in a Body not exactly in make or parts the same which he had here, the same
consciousness going along with the Soul that inhabits it. (2.27.15)

Locke need not worry about various puzzles concerning the resurrection of the same
body, despite the persistent efforts of Stillingfleet.

12.6.3 Reactions

Locke’s theory was almost immediately attacked by numerous philosophers, theolo-
gians, and churchmen. It was attacked both as being dangerous to the Christian faith
and as being philosophically problematic.

12.6.4 “Amnesia”

One of the first worries that strikes readers of Locke concerns alleged cases of persons
with amnesia. Surely, it is thought, persons with amnesia do not cease to be the same
persons they were before. But this thought is wrong. “Amnesia” is a loaded term. If
amnesia is supposed to be a condition in which there is sameness of person without
sameness of consciousness, then alleged cases of amnesia beg the question against
Locke. In fact, Locke takes alleged cases of amnesia to be cases in which there is the
sameman, but different consciousnesses –andhencedifferent persons. The sameman
is merely “home” to distinct persons. When addressing this issue, Locke states: “we
must here take notice what the Word I is applied to, which in this case is the Man
only” (2.27.20).

12.7 Getting Away with Murder?

Does Locke’s theory allow persons to get away with murder? Suppose that a human
being is “home” to two distinct persons, Soberman and Drunkman. Drunkman
commits all kinds of heinous acts, but Soberman and Drunkman have “distinct,
incommunicable consciousnesses.” In Locke’s view, it seems that Soberman has got-
ten away clean. If Soberman is not conscious of any of Drunkman’s acts, then Sober-
man is very literally not the same person as Drunkman. To be sure, Locke thinks
that Soberman and Drunkman may be the same human being. But when looking
for someone to hold culpable for the crimes of last night, Locke’s view entails that no
person will be found because there simply is not a person today who is identical to
the perpetrator of last night’s crimes. All there is is a person (Soberman) “associated
with” a human being, and the human being looks a lot like the Drunkman.
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In what strikes me as a strange turn, Locke does think it is permissible for a
court of law to punish Soberman for Drunkman’s acts, despite the fact that they
are not the same person; they are only the same human being/man. Perhaps this
is why Molyneux suggested to Locke that that kind of punishment is permissible
because drunkenness itself is a crime, and “one crime cannot be alledged in excuse
for another” (Corr. 1693). Locke, however, does not acceptMolyneux’s assessment of
the situation. As Locke asks rhetorically: “what has this to do with consciousness?”
(Corr. 1693).According to Locke, this is permissible because laws (andactual systems
of law) punish “according to their degree of knowledge.” The judge knows that the
defendant is the same human being/man who committed the crimes, but the judge
cannot know that the person-constituting consciousness is lacking. God, however,
who has perfect knowledge, will not hold Soberman responsible and punish him for
Drunkman’s acts precisely because, lacking a link of consciousness, they are simply
not the same person.

It is here, in Letter 1693, that Locke provides perhaps the best question to be asked
when making judgments about personal identity and the criteria for personal iden-
tity:What has this to do with consciousness?

12.8 Two Famous Objections: The Circularity Objection
and the Transitivity Objection

Locke’s theory of individuation and identity, especially personal identity, was met
with a swarm of objections in the decades following his death. I only have space to
bring up what are commonly considered two of the most important objections (see
Thiel 2011, ch. 6).

The Circularity Objection, associated with Joseph Butler (1736), and the Transitiv-
ity Objection, associated with Thomas Reid (1785) and Bishop George Berkeley (Alci-
phron 7.8 [1732]), weremade long after Locke’s death; so we do not know how Locke
wouldhave responded to them.And thepitfalls of askingwhatoneof theMightyDead
Philosopherswould have said are well known. Nevertheless, scholars have attempted
to interpret Locke’s theory of personal identity in such away that it is already immune
to the objections. In his recent book, Galen Strawson appeals to early evidence (e.g.
parts of the First Edition) of Locke’s theory of personal identity to suggest that he
would not have given a theory so obviously subject to counterexamples (Strawson
2011). And E.J. Lowe (2005, 96), on the other hand, suspects that Locke’s response
“would have been to ’bite the bullet’ – that is, to stick to his original account and deny
the force of the objections.” In any case, it is interesting and instructive to look at
these two objections.

Although a type of circularity objection continues to be raised against Locke’s the-
ory, as well as contemporary Lockean theories, there is actually very little in common
between the contemporary circularity objection and the circularity objection made
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by early-modern readers of Locke – as in the case of Joseph Butler, whose writing is
considered the locus classicus of the circularity objection. In fact, Butler’s “objection”
to Locke is actually at least two objections, neither of which packs a punch. The first
accuses Locke of confusing the metaphysics of personal identity with the epistemic
issue of how a person can know “from the inside” that she is the same person as a
past person. Butler allows that “consciousness of what is past does thus ascertain our
personal identity to ourselves” (Butler 1736, 302), but consciousness cannot consti-
tute personal identity. Of course, thismere assertion simply begs the question against
Locke’s theory. Second, due to Butler’s particular (peculiar?) view about the relation-
ship between consciousness (whichheunderstands differently than Locke!),memory,
and knowledge, hemakes the accusation of the circularity in Locke as follows (1736):

And one should really think it Self-evident, that consciousness of personal Identity pre-
supposes, and therefore cannot constitute personal Identity, anymore than knowledge,
in any other case, can constitute truth, which it presupposes. (264)

If this is Butler’s objection to Locke, Locke has little to worry about. I can put it in no
better terms than Harold Noonan does:

[Butler’s] thought is simply that, in general, one cannot define what it is for it to be the
case that P in terms of what it is for it to be known the P, and that, as a special case of this,
one cannot define what it is for personal identity to obtain in terms of what it is for it to be
known – or to be an object of consciousness – that personal identity obtains. (2003, 55–6)

Butler mistakenly thinks that on Locke’s view what constitutes personal identity is
what persons are conscious of, andwhat persons are conscious of is their own personal
identity! But, at this point, it should go without saying that this is far from Locke’s
view. Persons are conscious of their own actions and thoughts; and it is by a person
x being conscious of a thought or action belonging to y that x and y are the same
person. Frankly, Butler does not appear to haveunderstood Locke’s theory of personal
identity very well.

There is, however, a different type of circularity objection in more recent dis-
cussions of Locke and Lockean theories of personal identity. According to the
contemporary circularity objection, Locke’s theory, as grounded in consciousness
(which, unfortunately, many contemporary philosophers still take to be the same
as memory), requires, in its analysis, the presupposition that the things in question
are identical. It is claimed that, if Locke’s persistence conditions for persons have a
chance of being true, there must be some way to distinguish real veridical memories
from false memories. We know all too well that mental illness, as well as certain ques-
tionable practices from “regression therapy” to downright abusive types of psycho-
logical manipulation such as “gas-lighting” and “psychic driving,” frequently results
in a person seeming to remember, to be conscious of, and to believe various things
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about herself and her past which are not true. From the person’s own perspective,
however, the non-veridical “memories” seem just as accurate and “real” as her real
veridical memories. So, it is objected that what distinguishes a person’s false mem-
ory of a prior event from a veridical memory of that prior event is that, in the latter
case, the person remembering the event is identical to the person who was present at
the earlier event. Thus, according to this objection, Locke’s analysis of personal iden-
tity is circular because the analysans explicitly includes the very analysandum at hand.
That is:

x at t1 is the same person as y at t2 if and only if …, and x at t1 is the same person as y
at t2.

Most Locke scholars now agree that the contemporary version of the circularity
objection is no genuine threat to Locke. Aside from the fact that it rests on con-
flating consciousness and memory, the objection, at most, points out a prima facie
strangeness in Locke’s theory, but it doesn’t show that Locke’s theory is circular. On
Locke’s theory, the person herself is the authority when it comes to what she is con-
scious of, what she appropriates, and hencewhat she is concerned for. Does thismean
that if I appropriate the acts of serial killer, Ed Gein, then I am to be punished for those
acts? Any person identical to Gein, after all, is surely to be punished justly and swiftly
byGod. Locke’s position on this is not entirely clear, but there is at least one good Lock-
ean reason to think that my divine punishment is, in fact, deserved. If I am conscious
of those acts, and if I appropriate them, then I take myself to be the person who com-
mitted those unspeakable acts. However, because I am conscious of these acts, I have
every opportunity to repent and ask for God’s forgiveness for those acts. Now, if I take
myself to have committed those horrible acts, and I have intentionally not repented
for them, then surely I have no cause for quarrel if God punishes me for those acts
I have appropriated as my own. This is, perhaps, part of what Locke means by “that
consciousness, which draws Reward or Punishment with it” (2.27.13).

12.9 The Transitivity Objection

There are certain desideratawe generally take to be necessary for any theory of iden-
tity. Identity, for instance, must be transitive; that is, if a = b, and b = c, then a = c. It
seems that any relation that is not transitive simply could not be identity. Perhaps the
most famous objection to Locke’s theory of personal identity is that it not only fails to
preserve transitivity, but inmany cases is positively committed to a denial of transitiv-
ity. One might think that this is a natural consequence of Locke’s theory of personal
identity because the consciousness that constitutes personal identity is pretty clearly
not transitive.

Be that as it may, it still seems like a bad consequence, perhaps even a reductio
of Locke’s theory. Consider Reid’s famous “brave officer” example, a kind of example
which, Reid admits, probably never occurred to Locke. (According to M.A. Stewart,
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Reid apparently borrowed the brave officer example fromhis colleague, George Camp-
bell (Stewart 1997).)

Suppose a brave officer to have been flogged when a boy at school, for robbing an
orchard, to have taken a standard from the enemy in his first campaign, and to have
been made a general in advanced life: Suppose also, which must be admitted to be pos-
sible, that, when he took the standard, he was conscious of his having been flogged at
school, and that when made a general he was conscious of his taking the standard, but
had absolutely lost the consciousness of his flogging. These things being supposed, it
follows, fromMr. Locke’s doctrine, that he who was flogged at school is the same person
who took the standard, and that he who took the standard is the same person who was
made a general. Whence it follows, if there be any truth in logic, that the general is the
same person with him who was flogged at school. But the general’s consciousness does
not reach so far back as his flogging – therefore, according to Mr. Locke’s doctrine, he is
not the person who was flogged. Therefore, the general is, and at the same time is not
the same person with him who was flogged at school. (Inquiry 3.6)

Take three times, t1, t2, and t3.At t2 aBraveOfficer is conscious of having beenflogged
as a Young Boy at t1. And at t3, an Old General is conscious of having taken the stan-
dard as the Brave Officer at t2. However, the Old General at t3 is not (and cannot be
made to be) conscious of having been flogged at t1. According to Reid, Locke’s theory
entails that the Young Boy at t1 is the same person as the Brave Officer at t2, and the
Brave Officer at t2 is the same person as the Old General at t3. However, because there
is no consciousness extended backward from t3 to the flogging at t1, the Old General is
not the same person as the Young Boy. Therefore, Locke’s theory of personal identity
violates the transitivity of identity.

I must admit that I find this objection decisive: it does show that personal identity
is not transitive in Locke. I find myself wanting it to be otherwise. Why? Aside from
the obvious, because Locke’s discussion of personal identity in 2.27 appears to be
part of a general line of thought and discussion of identity and individuation – a line
that begins with atoms and masses of atoms, followed by organisms and artifacts,
and which culminates in the identity of persons. It would seem, then, that the most
general features of identity, among which are reflexivity, symmetry, and transitivity,
would be found at each stop along the discussion. Locke gives us no reason to suspect
that these are absent at the other stops. In fact, violating transitivity at any of the
stops before personswould certainly be thought to be a reductio of Locke’s theory. So,
at the very least, persons do not fit nicely and completely in the overall examination
of identity.

While I lament the violation of transitivity, Galen Strawson embraces the viola-
tion as “an illustration of [the theory’s] fundamental and forensic point, the com-
monsense point (it’s commonsense relative to the story of the Day of Judgment) that
human beings [sic] won’t on the Day of Judgment be responsible for all the things
they have done in their lives, but only for those that they’re still Conscious of and
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so still Concerned in” (2011, 59). I agree with Strawson that the forensic nature of
persons and their Judgment by God ("accused by their own consciousness") is cru-
cial to Locke’s theory of personal identity. That is, Locke’s theory of personal iden-
tity gets the forensick-responsibility-divine judgment-and allocation of punishment/reward
issue exactly right, but it does so at the expense of a plausible theory of the numerical
identity of a person over time.

12.10 Attempts to Save Locke from the Transitivity Problem

12.10.1 Appropriation Interpretations

An influential attempt to save Locke is found in a classic paper byKenWinkler (1991).
According to Winkler, we must start by recognizing two important things: first, that
identity is transitive, so theGeneral is the samepersonas theBoy. Second, that it is pre-
cisely this transitivity that explainswhy the General and the Boy are the same person.
They are the same person, according toWinkler, in virtue of the fact that the General
is linked by consciousness to the Officer – whichWinkler takes to be the same as say-
ing that the General appropriates the actions of the Officer – and the General appropri-
ates the actions appropriated by the Officer. But because the Officer appropriates the
actions of the Boy, Winkler thinks, “the general commits himself to the actions the
officer appropriated” (222).A similarmove ismade byDonGarrett. According toGar-
rett, if a person is conscious of the acts and/or perceptions of an earlier person, then
this “extends the history to the person to whatever other perceptions or actions are
implicated in sameness of consciousnesswith that earlier perception or action, regard-
less of present ability to remember them” (2003, 109). And in her recent defense of
an Appropriation Interpretation of Locke, Antonia LoLordo claims that “to extend
your consciousness backward to an action is simply to appropriate it as your own
or to impute it to yourself ” (2012, 70). Now, if that is all that is required – to impute
something to one’s self – for being a person-preserving consciousness, then the Tran-
sitivity Problem is not really a problem.

But consider the following: my dad has a photograph of me when I was a toddler,
in which I am wearing a pair of adult-sized cowboy boots and looking adorable. I
have seen this photomany times, and I believe, at least when I amnot thinking about
Locke, that I am the same person as that toddler. But am I? There is certainly no link
of consciousness frommy present self to that event or thought. Perhaps I appropriate
this event, as part of my self, on the basis of something other than consciousness of
the event; for instance, by being told by my parents that the kid in the photo is me,
the kid in the photo looks like a very youngme, etc. But we should approach this first
by asking of this sort of appropriation, Locke’s all-important question:What has this
to do with consciousness? If there is no link of consciousness between my present self
and the kid in the photo, then Locke’s theory entails that my present self is not the
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same person as the kid in the photo. It is just that simple. Second, because there is no
link of consciousness in this case, the most that can be said, concerning the basis for
thinking it is me (what my parent said, and the resemblance), is that I am the same
humanbeing ("man") as the kid in the photo. Third, because a linkof consciousness is
missing, what could connect my present self to the kid in the photo and whichwould
makeme certain that I am the same person as the kid? Frommy first-person perspec-
tive, evenmy being the same human being as the kid is not certain. Now, if therewere
a link of consciousness, I would be certain of my personal identity, and all the stuff
my parents told me andmy resemblance to the kid would be eliminated or ignored as
totally irrelevant: it is the consciousness, of which I am certain, that does the work.
Unfortunately, in the present case, I amnot the same person as that adorable little kid
in the cowboy boots.

12.10.2 Yaffe’s Proper Subject of Punishment Interpretation

According to a recent interpretation by GideonYaffe, Locke can be understood only if
we focus on the “forensick” aspect of personhood. Persons aremoral agents forwhom
moral appraisal for their actions is appropriate and, Yaffe thinks, the persistence con-
ditions for persons should reflect this forensic aspect. Accordingly, he reads Locke as
saying that x at t1 is the same person as y at t2 if it is proper to punish or reward y at
t2 because of an act performed by x at t1. Yaffe’s view is actually even more radical:
Locke should be understood so that the moral aspects of personhood determine and
ground the metaphysical fact of personal identity. As Yaffe states: “Who is identical
to whom depends on who is rightly rewarded or punished, rather than the reverse”
(2007, 226. Cf. Mackie 1976, 83).

There is certainly something right about this view: punishment and reward are
just only if the person punished/rewarded is the same person who performed the act
for which the punishment is given. Contrary to Yaffe, one of the more explicit and
transparent claims Locke makes is that the appropriateness of punishing a person
is grounded in the identity of that person with the perpetrator, and not vice versa
(see Thiel 2011, 214–15). As Locke claims: “In this personal Identity is founded all
the Right and Justice of Reward and Punishment” (2.27.18). Additionally, in a let-
ter to Molyneux from January 1694, Locke unequivocally reiterates this point: “I am
shewing that Punishment is annexed to personality, and personality to conscious-
ness: How then can a drunkard be punish’d for what he did [sic], whereof he is not
conscious?” (Letter 1693).

When all is said and done, it remains unclear howYaffe’s interpretation could pre-
serve the transitivity of identity. If anything, Yaffe’s interpretation would even more
strongly entail that the General is not the same person as the Boy because punishing
theGeneral forwhat the Boy did is completely inappropriate. It is just like a case stated
by Locke:
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For supposing a Man punish’d now, for what he had done in another Life, whereof he
could be made to have no consciousness at all, what difference is there between that
Punishment, and being created miserable? (2.27.26)

12.11 Conclusion: The Silver Lining

Whenweconsider the important relationship betweenpersonal identity, accountabil-
ity, reward, andpunishment, thenon-identity between theOldGeneral and theYoung
Boy strangely appears to be a welcome result of Locke’s theory. Indeed, more than
once in theEssay, Locke appeals to a person’s accountability for her actions – account-
ability to God and His Law. According to Locke, we need not worry about each person
getting their just deserts in this life; eventually, Godwill sort things out in accordance
with what a person is known by God to be conscious of. Locke’s God does not play an
active role in the consciousness of a person. God does not, on the Last Day, place the
consciousness of being flogged in the Old General. Rather, Locke’s God simply “reads
off ” a person’s evaluable acts from her own consciousness. As Locke states:

But in the great Day, wherein the Secrets of all Hearts shall be laid open, it may be rea-
sonable to think, no one shall be made to answer for what he knows nothing of; but
shall receive his Doom, his Conscience accusing or excusing him. (2.27.22) [T]he Apos-
tle tells us, that at the Great Day, when every one shall receive according to his doings, the
secrets of all Hearts shall be laid open. The Sentence shall be justified by the consciousness
all Persons shall have, that they themselves in what Bodies soever they appear, or what
Substances soever that consciousness adheres to, are the same, that committed those
Actions, and deserved that Punishment for them. (2.27.26)

In The Reasonableness of Christianity, published in 1695 (very close to the time he had
written 2.27), Locke delves into the issue of redemption and its necessity for personal
salvation: “Repentance is as absolute a Condition of the Covenant of Grace, as Faith;
and as necessary to be performed as that” (Works, vol. 7, 103). And “Repentance is
an hearty sorrow for our past misdeeds, and a sincere Resolution and Endeavor, to
the utmost of our power, to conform all our Actions to the Law of God” (Works, vol.
7, 105). Moreover, the “misery without demerit” of punishing a person for an action
of which she cannot be conscious is not reasonable or just. So, Godwould not punish
a person for an action that, due to no consciousness of the action, the person simply
could not ask for forgiveness. After all, no one should be expected to repent for the
actions of another person, andwithout consciousness of an action, that action is the
actionof another person. Locke’s theory, bymy lights, gets things rightwith respect to
the relationship between persons and their (ultimate) accountability to an eminently
reasonable God.
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Liberty and Suspension in Locke’s Theory
of theWill

DON GARRETT

No chapter of Locke’s An Essay Concerning Human Understanding is longer than
Chapter 21 of Book Two, entitled “Of Power,” and no chapter of the first edition was
revised more extensively by its author for the second and succeeding editions. Of the
73 sections of its final version, all but the initial four and the final two are devoted
in one way or another to the will and its exercise. Yet despite the considerable detail
of Locke’s treatment of the will and his repeated refinements to it – indeed, partly
because of them – few chapters of the Essay have produced greater consternation
or starker interpretive disagreement among his readers. The source of the greatest
difficulty lies in the seeming incompatibility between the claims he makes about lib-
erty and the will early in the chapter, mostly from the First Edition onwards, and the
claims hemakes about “suspending choice” in later parts of the chapter, added in the
second and subsequent editions.

Early in the chapter, for example, Locke writes:

ThequestionWhetherMan’sWill be free, orno [is] unreasonable, becauseunintelligible;
… Liberty… cannot be an attribute or modification of theWill. (2.21.14)

and:

This then is evident, That in all proposals of present Action, aMan is not at liberty to will,
or not to will, because he cannot forebear willing: Liberty consisting in a power to act, or to
forbear acting, and in that only…
The next thing demanded is,Whether a man be at liberty to will which of the two he pleases,
Motion or Rest. This Question carries the absurdity of it…manifestly in itself … [T]hey
who canmake a Question of it, must suppose oneWill to determine the Acts of another,
another to determine that; and so on in infinitum. (2.21.24–5; all italic in original)

A Companion to Locke, First Edition. Edited by Matthew Stuart.
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He nevertheless goes on later in the chapter to affirm:

But yet there is a case wherein a Man is at Liberty in respect of willing, and that is the
chusing of a remote Good as an end to be pursued. Here a Man may suspend the act of
his choice frombeing determined for or against the thing proposed, till he has examined,
whether it be really of a nature in it self and consequences to make him happy, or no.
(2.21.56)

and:

For the mind having in most cases, as is evident in Experience, a power to suspend the
execution and satisfaction of any of its desires, and so all, one after another, is at liberty
to consider the objects of them; examine them on all sides, andweigh themwith others.
In this lies the libertyMan has… This seems tome the source of all liberty; in this seems
to consist that, which is (as I think improperly) call’d Free will. (2.21.47)

Thus, Locke seems:

(1) both to deny and to affirm that the mind is at least sometimes at liberty with
respect to willing the performance of actions;

(2) to offer two different characterizations of what liberty is, first as consisting only
in the power to do and to forbear by volition, and then instead as lying in a power
to suspend the execution of desire in order to deliberate; and

(3) to insist that freedom cannot intelligibly be predicated of a will before going on
to affirm that having free will (in at least an “improper” sense) consists in the
power to suspend the execution of desire in order to deliberate.

As James Harris (2005) has documented, Locke’s own contemporaries and suc-
cessors, whether self-identified as necessitarians or libertarians, frequently hoped to
interpret him as an ally but often despaired of finding any consistent view of liberty
and the will in the Essay at all. Thus, Joseph Priestley stated:

It is universally acknowledged that [Locke’s] chapter on power is … remarkably con-
fused; all his general maxims being perfectly consistent with, and implying, the doctrine
of necessity, and being manifestly inconsistent with the liberty which, after writing a
long time like a Necessitarian, he attributes to man.

Dugald Stewart concluded with disappointment:

On the subject of Free Will, Locke is more indistinct, undecided, and inconsistent, than
might have been expected from his powerful mind, when directed to so important a
question.
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William Belsham put the matter more bluntly: “Surely the hypothesis of Philo-
sophical Liberty never had amore imbecile advocate!” The nature and consistency of
Locke’s views about liberty and suspension, as well as their bearing on what is now
called determinism, remain matters of controversy – and sometimes, despair.

While Locke freely acknowledges changing his account on one point for the sec-
ond and subsequent editions – namely, what it is that “determines the will” – he gives
no indication that he regards his final version of the chapter as inconsistent in any
respect. In order to assess the coherence of his position, however, it is necessary first to
understand several of his key concepts and doctrines. I will begin, therefore, by briefly
explaining some of the central terms he employs and the meanings he assigns them.
In doing so, I will be following Locke’s own lead, for he emphasizes in the chapter
that “to avoid… absurdities, nothing can be of greater use, than to establish in our
Mind determined Ideas of the things under Consideration” (2.21.26). Next, I will cite
and explain some of themain doctrines that he formulates using that terminology. In
light of these explanations, Iwill then critically examine two recent interpretations of
Locke’s doctrines about liberty, suspension, and the will. The first of these, offered by
Vere Chappell (1994), convicts Locke of inconsistency; the second, offered by Gideon
Yaffe (2000), proposes away to acquit him. Although each interpretation has attrac-
tions, neither is entirely satisfactory. Finally, drawing on the lessons of those exami-
nations, I will present and develop what I believe is a consistent and more satisfying
interpretation of Locke’s treatments of liberty and suspension in relation to the will.
I will conclude with brief reflections on Locke’s relation to determinism.

13.1 Locke’s Key Concepts

The key terms, or sets of terms, in Locke’s discussion are (i) “power”; (ii) “will,” “voli-
tion” (or “willing”), and “voluntary”; (iii) “liberty” (or “freedom”) and “necessity”;
and (iv) “good,” “evil,” “desire,” and “unease.”

13.1.1 Power

Although Book Two, Chapter xxi is entitled “Of Power,” Locke does not endeavor to
define the term. The reason is simple: he holds that only terms standing for complex
ideas are definable, and he classifies the idea of power as simple. He does, however,
explain in the first section of the chapter how the simple idea of power arises in the
mind. First, the mind observes causal activity or action – that is, it perceives alter-
ations being brought about by causes either in external bodies or in the mind itself.
Second, the mind concludes that “like Changes will for the future be made, in the
same things, by like Agents and by the LikeWays.” Third, in consequence of conclud-
ing this, themind “comes by” the idea of power. In fact, in his view, themind acquires
ideas of two kinds of power, “as able to make, or able to receive any change: the One
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may be called Active and the other Passive Power” (2.21.2). Thus, the mind observes
something producing a change either in itself or in something else; the mind infers
the existence of an enduring feature in the producerwhereby it is able to produce the
change, and an enduring feature of the second whereby it is able to undergo it; and
the mind thereby acquires the idea of “power,” both active and passive.

Hume objected to this derivation – with considerable apparent justice – on the
grounds that it violates Locke’s own principle that reasoning cannot give rise to any
new idea. Nevertheless, the inference is meant to be one that leads the mind to con-
ceive and recognize the existence of genuine modifications of substances, modifica-
tions that can play an essential role in causal explanation. Locke does not intend the
existence of all powers to be reducible to the truth of conditionals, as is sometimes
proposed – at least not if the truth of these conditionals is thought to be underwritten
ultimately just by laws of nature understood as a certain kind of universal general-
ization. The most fundamental powers, at least – such as the power to move parts of
one’s body or the power to call up ideas – are to be understood as real attributes of
the things that have them, attributes that can therefore explain the activity of those
things. Less fundamental powers, such as powers to produce further effects bymoving
one’s body or by calling up an idea – depend in turn on those fundamental powers. If
anything, it is the sharing of particular kinds of powers by objects of particular kinds
that explains the laws of nature for Locke, and not vice versa.

13.1.2 Will, Volition (Willing), and the Voluntary

The will, according to Locke, is a particular kind of power. He characterizes it, along
with its relation to volition (also calledwilling) and the voluntary, as follows:

[The] Power to begin or forbear, continue or end several actions of our minds, and
motions of our Bodies, barely by a thought or preference of the mind ordering, or as
it were commanding the doing or not doing such and such a particular action… is that
which we call the Will. The actual exercise of that power, by directing any particular
action, or its forbearance, is that which we call Volition orWilling. The forbearance or
performance of that action, consequent to such order or command of themind is called
Voluntary. (2.21.5)

“Volition” is another indefinable term standing for a simple idea, according to
Locke, and he emphasizes that such various and potentially broader or analogous
alternative terms as “preferring,” “ordering,” and “commanding” are liable to bemis-
understood if one does not know from one’s own experience what is distinctive about
volition. In particular, it is essential that volitions be distinguished frommere wishes
or even desires.

As the quoted passage indicates, Lockean volitions extend to forbearances as well
as to performances, to the withholding or prevention of changes as well as to their
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production; and he is explicit that, when discussing the will, he includes both perfor-
mances and forbearances within the scope of the term "action." A Lockean volition
may take as its intentional object (or its intentional “target,” as one might say) the
immediate motion or rest of some part of the body or the immediate initiation or
forbearance of some thought or other feature of the mind; or it may be directed to
one or more consequences of such immediate action, such as leaving a room or solv-
ing a puzzle. It is limited, however, to potential actions that are – whether rightly or
wrongly – “taken” by the mind to be within its power (2.21.15). Volition that suc-
cessfully results in action brings with it knowledge of the mind’s (or self ’s) activity
in doing so. Just as perception, for Locke, carries with it a “perceiving that [one] does
[oneself] perceive” ( 2.27.9), so too voluntary action bringswith it the perception that
one does oneself act. Both of these kinds of consciousness, by involving thoughts of
self , are crucial to personal identity, self-concern, and susceptibility to law as Locke
understand them.

13.1.3 Liberty (Freedom) and Necessity

Liberty (also called freedom) is for Locke a specific further power, and necessity is its
absence. Thus he writes:

The Idea of Liberty is the Idea of a Power in any Agent to do or forbear any particular
Action, according to the determination or thought of themind, whereby either of them
is preferr’d to the other; where either of them is not in the power of the Agent to be
produced by him according to his Volition, there he is not at Liberty, that Agent is under
Necessity. (2.21.8)

Liberty so understood requires two powers – a power to do and a power to forbear—
each of which depends for its exercise on volition. Because liberty is in the first
instance a power to do and a power to forbear some “particular Action” by means
of volition, one has at any given time liberty with respect to some particular actions
while lacking it with respect to others; and for any proposed action one simply has or
lacks the liberty to do it. Nevertheless, one can also speaking of having more or less
liberty overall insofar as there are more or fewer things, or more or fewer important
things, that one is at liberty to do. Similarly, one might have more or less liberty even
in relation to a particular action insofar as there are more or fewer other things, or
more or fewer important other things, that one is at liberty to do in relation to that
action.

13.1.4 Good and Evil, Desire, and Unease

Locke understands good and evil entirely in terms of pleasure and pain:

What has an aptness to produce Pleasure in us, is that we call Good, and what is apt
to produce Pain in us, we call Evil, for no other reason, but for its aptness to produce
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Pleasure and Pain in us, wherein consists our Happiness andMisery. (2.21.42; see also
2.21.60)

In a relative sense, Locke adds, a pain can also be called “good,” in comparison
with a greater pain, and a pleasure can be called “evil” in comparison with a greater
pleasure. The highest degree of “happiness” is “the utmost Pleasure we are capable
of,” as “misery” is “the utmost pain.” Theminimum degree of happiness, however, is
“contentment,” understood as a lack of any “unease.”

Locke then goes on to explain desire and unease in terms of good and evil:

Desire [is] an uneasiness of the Mind for want of some absent good. All pain of the body
of what sort soever, and disquiet of themind, is uneasiness. Andwith this is always join’d
Desire, equal to the pain or uneasiness felt; and is scarce distinguishable from it. For desire
being nothing but an uneasiness in the want of an absent good, in reference to any pain
felt, ease is that absent good; and till that ease be obtained, wemay call it desire, no body
feeling pain, that hewishes not to be eased of, with a desire equal to that pain, and insep-
arable from it. (2.21.151)

It is sometimes suggested that Locke contradicts himself by distinguishing between
desire and unease at some times while simply identifying them at other times. In fact,
however, he quite consistently treats desire and ordinary pain as two different kinds
of unease. Unlike the unease of ordinary pain (such as a throbbing toothache), the
unease of desire is always for, and involves the thought of, some absent good. It is for
Locke a basic fact of human psychology, however, that pain always produces a desire
for its cessation – that cessation itself being an absent good. In consequence, pain
always involves a further unease, besides itself, that is nevertheless effectively insepa-
rable from it. Many other passions besides desire, Locke indicates, are also themselves
kinds of unease, and these, too, often inspire desire (and hence a further unease) for
their satisfaction or removal.

13.2 Locke’s Key Doctrines

Among the key doctrines in Locke’s discussion of the will, three concern limits on
liberty; three concern the etiology of volition; and three concern values and conse-
quences.

13.2.1 Limits on Liberty

Locke’s first limitation on liberty is that it applies only to some but not all voluntary
actions. While voluntary action requires only that the agent possess and exercise the
power to perform the action in question by means of volition, acting with liberty
requires the possession of both a power to perform the action by volition and a power
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to forbear performing it by volition. In Locke’s own well-known example, a prisoner
may remain in what is (unbeknownst to him) a locked room voluntarily but without
liberty. As Locke puts it:

[Voluntariness without Liberty Doctrine] There may be Thought, there may beWill, there
may be Volition, where there is no Liberty. (2.21.8)

Locke holds that powers, as real attributes or modifications of things, can belong
only to substances, not to other powers. Because he defines both the will and liberty
as powers, he therefore also affirms:

[NoFreeWills Doctrine] Liberty,which is but a power, belongs only toAgents, and cannot
be an attribute or modification of theWill, which is also but a Power. (2.21.14)

Moreover, because it is only agents and not wills that can be free, Locke proposes
that what people really mean to ask when they dispute “whether the will be free” is
“Whether a Man be free to will” (2.21.22). In response to this question, he argues that
an action proposed for present actionmust then either be done or forborne, although
which of these occurs will depend on which the agent prefers and hence wills. To
this it might, of course, be objected that the agent to whom the action is proposed
for present action can allow it not to occur without willing either way; but Locke’s
view seems to be that when an action is under active consideration for present action
with the understanding that it will not be done unless willed, one cannot allow it to
pass undone without alsowilling (that is, preferring in an effective way) that it not be
done. Thus Locke propounds:

[Necessity of Willing Doctrine] A Man in respect of willing, or the act of Volition when
any Action in his power is once proposed to his Thoughts, as presently to be done, cannot
be free. (2.21.23)

13.2.2 The Etiology of Volition

Immediately after proposing and defending the Necessity of Willing Doctrine, Locke
takes up, as “the next thing to be demanded,” the question of “Whether a Man be at
liberty to will which of the two he pleases, Motion or Rest?”While this, too, is in a way a
question about the scope of liberty, it proves at the same time to have implications for
the etiology of willing. Rather than answer this question, however, he pronounces it
“absurd,” claiming both (i) that it amounts to asking “whether a Man can will what
hewills; or be pleased with what he is pleased with” and (ii) that “they who canmake
aQuestion of it, must suppose oneWill to determine theActs of another, and another
to determine that; and so on in infinitum.” On this basis, he asserts:
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[Absurd Question Doctrine]Whether aMan be at liberty towillwhich of the two he pleases,
Motion or Rest … carries the absurdity of it … manifestly in it self … [and] needs no
answer. (2.21.25)

Despite the dismissal of this question, however, there remains for Locke another
entirely legitimate question about the determinants of volition. Because the will is
a power, this question is improperly expressed as: “What determines the will?” It is,
strictly speaking, the agent that is determined to will, not the will itself (2.21.29).
Once this point is properly understood, however, Locke allows for the sake of brevity
the locution “ determination of the will” in place of “ determination of the agent
to will. ” His defense of the Absurd Question Doctrine implies that the will is not
determined by “another” will. In the First Edition version of the chapter, Locke
maintained that the will is determined instead by “the greatest good in view”
as judged by the agent. In the second and later editions, however, Locke argues
that an agent can fully acknowledge something to be a greater good (that is, as
noted, a greater source of pleasure to the agent) than any available alternative
and yet not be motivated to pursue it, so long as the agent is content without it;
it is only when the thought of some absent good makes the agent uneasy that he
or she is motivated to pursue it. Furthermore, since voluntary action must have
some intentional object, it is specifically the unease of desire that directly moti-
vates voluntary action; other uneases motivate indirectly by contributing to desires.
And since volition can extend only to what is “taken” to be in one’s power, Locke
concludes:

[Determination by Unease Doctrine] It is this uneasiness [i.e. “the uneasiness of desire”] that
determines theWill to the successive voluntary actions,whereof the greatest part of our
Lives is made up (2.21.33)… that ordinarily, which is the most pressing of those, that
are judged then capable of being removed. (2.21.40)

Locke limits the formulation of the Determination by Unease Doctrine in this way
to the “voluntarily actions, whereof the greatest part of our Lives is made up,” and
to what is “ordinarily” or “for the most part” the case, because from the Second
Edition on he holds that the mind also has a “power to suspend the prosecution of
this or that desire, as every one daily may Experiment in himself ” (2.21.47). Dur-
ing this suspension, the agent has “the opportunity to examine, view, and judge,
of the good or evil” of what he or she is going to do or pursue. Accordingly, he
endorses:

[Suspension Doctrine] In most cases a Man is not at Liberty to forbear the act of volition;
he must exert an act of his will, whereby the action proposed, is made to exist, or not
to exist. But yet there is a case wherein a Man is at Liberty in respect of willing, and
that is the chusing of a remote Good as an end to be pursued. Here a Manmay suspend
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the act of his choice from being determined for or against the thing proposed, till he has
examinedwhether it be really of a nature in it self and consequences tomakehimhappy,
or no. (2.21.56)

13.2.3 Values and Consequences

Locke identifies the use and value of liberty as lying in its allowing individuals to
obtain goods through volition:

[End of LibertyDoctrine] [T]he very end of our Freedom [is] thatwemight attain the good
we chuse. (2.21.48)

Given the end of attaining the good we choose, it is a “perfection” in a mind to
be “indifferent” to the performance of an act prior to finding any good or evil in its
performance; but given that same end, an “indifference” that remained even after one
had reached a final judgment about the goodwould clearly be a defect rather than an
enhancement:

[Imperfection of Indifference Doctrine] A perfect Indifferency of the Mind, not deter-
minable by its last judgment of the Good or Evil, that is thought to attend its Choice,
would be so far from being an advantage and excellency of any intellectual Nature, that
it would be as great an imperfection, as the want of Indifferency to act, or not to act, till
determined by theWill, would be an imperfection of the other side. (2.21.48)

Locke regards the ability to suspend choice (or the “prosecution of desire”) in order
to deliberate further about good and evil to be particularly conducive to achieving
the end of liberty because it enables the mind to acquire and develop (the unease of)
desire for absent goods that it would otherwise not be motivated to pursue. In addi-
tion, however, he holds that the liberty of suspension and deliberationmakes justified
punishment possible:

[No Excuse Doctrine] [A] Man may justly incur punishment, though it be certain that
in all the particular actions that he wills, he does, and necessarily does will that, which
he then judges to be good. For though his will be always determined by that, which is
judg’d good by his Understanding, yet it excuses him not; Because, by a too hasty choice
of his ownmaking, he has imposed on himself wrongmeasures of good and evil; which
however false and fallacious, have the same influence on all his future conduct, as if they
were true and right. (2.21.56)
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13.3 “Motivational Determinism” and the “Elusive Something”

13.3.1 “Motivational Determinism”

As remarked at the outset, Locke seems both to deny and to affirm that the mind is
at least sometimes at liberty with respect to willing the performance of actions. For it is
easy to read Locke’s statements of the Necessity of Willing Doctrine and the Absurd
Question Doctrine as denying that a person can be at liberty with respect to will-
ing, while his statement of the Suspension Doctrine explicitly includes the claim that
“there is a case wherein a Man is at Liberty in respect of willing.” Vere Chappell calls
the denial that a person canbe at libertywith respect towillingVolitional Determinism,
and he proposes that Locke ultimately came to concede, prior to the Fifth Edition and
as the result of correspondence with Phillippus van Limborch, that Volitional Deter-
minism, affirmed from the First Edition on, is incompatible with the Suspension Doc-
trine introduced in the Second Edition. As a consequence, Chappell (1994) argues,
Locke abandoned Volitional Determinism after the Fourth Edition, making changes
in the Fifth Edition (published posthumously) to reflect this fact. These changes did
not extend to the statement or defense of the Absurd Question Doctrine itself (in
2.21.25), however, with the result that the final text was left inconsistent, Chappell
holds, at least as Lockehimself understood it. Chappell explicitly restricts his attention
to this inconsistency and does not venture judgments about such further problems as
Locke’s apparent two definitions of liberty or his seeming ambivalence about “free
will.”

Chappell argues quite correctly that the Necessity of Willing Doctrine – in its final
form, as stated in sections 23–24of the chapter in the second and later editions – does
not in itself entail Volitional Determinism, in part because the former is explicitly lim-
ited to only a certain classof actions, namely, those proposed as “presently to be done,”
rather than those proposed for later action. It is because of this limitation that Locke’s
summary statement that “aMan is not at liberty, whether hewillWill or no” in intro-
ducing the Absurd Question Doctrine is likewise restricted to “most cases.” (For, he
claims, “of Voluntary actions… there are but few of them that are thought on or pro-
posed to theWill, ’till the time they are to be done.”) Instead, Chappell regards Locke’s
discussion of the Absurd Question Doctrine as the one clear remaining endorsement
of Volitional Determinism in the text. Locke’s paragraph is difficult to interpret, and
it is therefore worth citing in full:

Since then it is plain, that in most cases a Man is not at liberty, whether he willWill, or
no; the next thing demanded is, Whether a Man be at liberty to will which of the two he
pleases,Motion or Rest. This Question carries the absurdity of it so manifestly in it self,
that onemight thereby sufficiently be convinced, that Liberty concerns not theWill. For
to ask, whether a man be at liberty to will either Motion, or Rest; Speaking or Silence;
which he pleases, is to ask, whether a Man can will what he wills; or be pleased with
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what he is pleased with. A Question, which, I think, needs no answer: and they, who
canmake a Question of it, must suppose oneWill to determine the Acts of another, and
another to determine that; and so on ad infinitum. (2.21.25)

It is initially quite plausible to take Locke’s answer to the “absurd” question posed
to be “No, of course not,” as Chappell does and asmost readers have. That answer– or
perhaps the answer “Neither” – is naturally suggested by Locke’s characterization of
the question as “carrying an absurdity.” Nevertheless, as Samuel Rickless (2000) has
rightly observed, a question can also be characterized as absurd because the answer
to it is so obviously “Yes.” Locke’s further remark that the question “needs no answer”
is more suggestive of an obvious “Yes” – or perhaps of “Neither” – than of “No.” The
definitive key to interpreting the paragraph, however, lies in Locke’s assertion that the
question amounts to asking “whether aman canwillwhat hewills or be pleasedwith
what he is pleased with” – both of which are questions about the truth of tautolo-
gies, to which the answer is “Yes, obviously.” It might be possible, at a stretch, to read
the question “whether a man can will what he wills” as asking, non-tautologously,
whether a man can will that he wills; but it is quite impossible to read the ques-
tion “whether a man can be pleased with what he is pleased with” as asking, non-
tautologously, whether a man can be pleased with being pleased with something –
and even if it could be read that way, the answer would still be “Yes.”

What, then, does Locke mean when he continues the paragraph by writing: “they,
who can make a Question of it, must suppose one Will to determine the Acts of
another, and another to determine that; and so on ad infinitum”? As Rickless also
suggests, there are two ways in which someone who maintains that one can will to
will an action might think of the relation between willing an action and willing to
will that same action. If these are two distinct occurrences, then the willing of the
action would be supposed to be determined to occur through an earlier act of willing
that willing – contrary, wemight note, to Locke’s own Determination by Unease Doc-
trine. But if a volition is thus to be determined to occur, at least sometimes, by a prior
distinct volition having this subsequent volition as its object, then the prior volition
is an exercise of a power to produce volitions by volitions – in effect, another “will”
besides the original will that was a power to produce ordinary actions by volition.
Furthermore, such prior volitions are then themselves presumably capable of being
produced by yet prior volitions, and so on in infinitum, as Locke says. If, in addition,
a prior volition is actually required in order to produce any given volition, then vol-
untary action becomes impossible, and the point of appealing to volitions to explain
voluntary action is entirely lost.

To think that one can will to will, however, one needn’t regard the willing to will
as distinct from willing the action. Rickless himself proposes simply that, for Locke,
willing to will an action is “tantamount” to willing it, without suggesting why Locke
should think so. We can begin to render this idea more plausible, though, by observ-
ing that volitions take intentional objects – objects of the mind’s “preference” or

270



LIBERTY AND SUSPENSION IN LOCKE’S THEORY OF THEWILL

“ordering” – that may either be basic actions or necessary concomitants of basic
actions. For example, one may will to close one’s fingers and lift one’s arm; or one
may will the intended consequences of these actions, such as grasping and lifting
a glass, or making a toast. While beginners at some activity must often direct their
volition at basic actions, practiced experts typically will (that is, mentally “order,” as
Locke says) an outcome without even thinking of the specific basic actions involved.
In other cases, presumably, one may will multiple elements of a process with a single
act of thought: for example, one specifically wills or “orders” that one’s fingers close
and one’s arm rise so as to lift a glass.

In addition to willing basic bodily motions and their consequences, or basic kinds
of thinking and their consequences, however, one may also intend and will concomi-
tants that are thought to be necessary antecedents for a basic action. For example, if
one knows that one’s arm moves voluntarily only if the needed volition causes the
firing of motor neurons connected to themuscles of the arm, then one can voluntar-
ily produce the firing of motor neurons connected to the muscles of the arm – not by
trying directly to fire such nerves as a basic action, of course, but rather by trying to
move one’s arm so as also to firemotor neurons. Similarly, in the present case at issue,
if one knows that one can voluntarily move one’s arm only by willing to move one’s
arm, then one can alsowill to will to move one’s arm – again not by trying directly to
perform this willing as a basic action, but rather by directly willing tomove one’s arm
so as also to bring about that very willing as a known necessary antecedent of the
arm motion. Indeed, one can imagine a depraved but psychologically sophisticated
individual voluntarily committing a theft not at all from a desire to acquire the stolen
goods or even to perform an act of stealing, but rather just from a desire to taste the
illicit volition to steal. Likewise, one can voluntarily will to forbear an action just by
knowingly and voluntarily forbearing it. If this is right, then we can see how Locke
thinks it obvious that we have the liberty to will volitions just because we are able
to “will what we will” – especially in light of his view that we cannot act voluntarily
without being conscious that we are doing so.

A further question remains, however. How can it be that Locke thinks that we are
so obviously at liberty to “will which of the two we please,” as implied in his discus-
sion of the Absurd Question Doctrine, if we are usually not “at liberty to will,” as
implied in his treatment of theNecessity of WillingDoctrine? The answer is that these
two doctrines are responses to two quite different questions and concern liberty to do
quite different things. The question to which Necessity of Willing is the answer asks
whether, when an action is proposed for action, we are at liberty as to whether or not
to engage in willing concerning its performance or forbearance. To this, Locke’s answer is
“No” when the action is proposed specifically for present action, such as raising one’s
arm now: instead, onemustwill something, either the doing or the forbearing. And in
most cases, actions are proposed for present action. In at least some cases of an action
proposed for possibly subsequent performance, however, he thinks that one does have
the dual power either towill right now about ever doing it or to forbear willing right now
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about ever doing it; and since whichever of these occurs will itself be determined by
volition, the agent is at libertywith respect to it. In contrast, the question towhich the
AbsurdQuestionDoctrine is the answer iswhether,whenone is at libertywith respect
to doing an action, one is also at liberty with respect to willing to do it. The answer to
this question is always “Yes,” because one is then able to will or forbear willing the
action simply by performing or forbearing the actionwhile considering the volition as
necessary to it. Compare:When the question of firing one’smotor neurons by raising
one’s arm is proposed for present action, the choice is forced, so that one must nec-
essarily will something about it; nevertheless, one is still at liberty to will to fire them
whenever one is at liberty – even now – to fire them. I conclude that Locke does not
contradict himself by both affirming and denying that the mind is at least sometimes
at liberty to will.

13.3.2 The “Elusive Something”

Inhis provocative andoriginal 2000book,LibertyWorth theName, GideonYaffe offers
an overall interpretation of Locke’s treatment of liberty, suspension, and thewill that
seeks to reconcile its apparent inconsistencies. Its leading idea is that Locke regards
“full-fledged free agency” as demanding two things:

(1) libertyas Lockehimself originally defines it, namely, as thedual power toperform
an action by volition and to forbear it by volition (Yaffe also calls this “freedom
of action”); and

(2) a further Elusive Something that is not properly a kind of liberty at all (in terms of
Locke’s definitions) but is nevertheless what is oftenmistakenly called “free will”
by those who appreciate its importance to free agency but do not understand its
nature, and which we can therefore also agree to call “liberty” or “free will.”

This Elusive Something, on Yaffe’s reading, is not the liberty to suspend and delib-
erate ascribed by the Suspension Doctrine. Nor, he argues, is it to be identified with
the kind of conformity between one’s own volitions and one’s own judgments of the
good that suspension and deliberation promote. Rather, it is something an agent has
if and only if “either her volitions are determined by the good [itself], or she has the
power to bring it about that her volitions are determined by the good [itself]” (Yaffe
2000, 54). He emphasizes that this Elusive Something is not merely self-expression
– which consists simply in liberty itself, as Locke originally defines it – but is rather
a kind of self-transcendence, a further element of free agency that makes the agent
god- or angel-like in his or her voluntary action. According to Yaffe, the power to sus-
pend choice (the execution of desire) and deliberate is for Locke atmost ameans to the
achievement of this end of self-transcendence.

On the basis of this interpretation, Yaffe in effect proposes to reconcile the three
seeming contradictions or tensions in Locke’s treatment of liberty, suspension, and
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the will identified previously. The third of these (working backwards) was Locke’s
seeming ambivalence about the existence of “freewill.”AsYaffe interprets him, Locke
reluctantly agrees to call the Elusive Something “free will” because (a) it has been so
called by others who understood the need for it but misunderstood its nature and
(b) it is a genuine precondition for full-fledged free agency, even though (c) it is not
itself a kind of freedom (as freedom of action is) and (d) wills are themselves, by
the No Free Wills Doctrine, not the sorts of things that could themselves literally be
free.

The second seeming contradiction was Locke’s apparent recognition of competing
definitions of “liberty” – first as the power to do and to forbear by volition, and then
again as instead lying in a power to suspend the execution of desire and deliberation.
But although Locke may seem to refer (in 2.21.47) to the “liberty that Man has” as
lying in the power of suspension and deliberation, this is really, according to Yaffe, a
reference to the Elusive Something–namely, determinationby the goodor power to be
determined by the good – that this power of suspension and deliberationmerely facil-
itates, an Elusive Something that Locke is willing to call “liberty” for the same reason
that he is willing to call it “free will.” Finally, Yaffe seeks to defuse the apparent initial
contradiction between the SuspensionDoctrine and theAbsurdQuestionDoctrine by
denying that Locke has any investment in the question of whether themind has a lib-
erty towill. Locke’s references to a “liberty towill” in connectionwith the Suspension
Doctrine are interpreted as concerning instead the Elusive Something, now passing
under the name “free will,” while the discussion of the Absurd Question Doctrine is
interpreted simply as an argument that a literal liberty to will, even if possible, could
not satisfactorily be recruited to serve as the crucial Elusive Something needed to sup-
plement freedom of action, because the liberty to will would then simply generate an
infinite regress of prior volitions with respect to which the agent would presumably
also have to be free.

Yaffe cites at least seven passages to support elements of his interpretation, and
it is not possible to consider them all here. In his review of Liberty Worth the Name,
Rickless (2001) examines all of these passages and argues, persuasively to mymind,
that they are not best interpreted as requiring determination by the good or the power
to be so determined as a condition for free agency. (I would add to Rickless’s analysis
only that Yaffe sometimes interprets as claims about the need for his Elusive Some-
thing what are in fact claims about the disvalue there would be in having a will that
remained indifferent even after some determination of preference on the part of the
agent had been made.) Setting the details of the passages aside, however, there are
several more general reasons to be wary of this interpretation and to hope that a dif-
ferent reconciliation of the texts is possible.

First, it remains somewhat surprising that Locke should decide to call anything
by the name of “free will” and even “liberty” that (a) does not answer to any of the
versions of the question, “Is the will of man free?” that he has sought to formulate
earlier in the chapter and (b) does not qualify even as a kind of liberty according to his
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official and oft-repeated definition of that term (indeed, repeated even in the second
half of the chapter).

Second, Yaffe’s interpretation of Locke’s statement of the Absurd Question Doc-
trine must treat it as declaring to be absurd a specific answer to the question of what
could qualify as the Elusive Something, whereas the passage itself gives little indica-
tion that it is so intended. Rather, the passage directly affirms the absurdity of the ques-
tion itself of whether human beings do or do not have the liberty to will alternatives
that they have the liberty to perform – a question that on the present interpretation
is evidently not itself absurd.

Third, on this interpretation, Locke values the power of suspension and deliber-
ation as the “source” or “foundation” of liberty on the grounds that it bestows on
the agent the power to be motivated by the actual good, as required for the Elusive
Something. Yet while possession of the power to suspend and deliberate is certainly
conducive to being motivated by the actual good in many circumstances, it is by no
means sufficient for the power to be somotivated, evenwhen combinedwith the orig-
inal Lockean liberty that Yaffe calls “freedom of action”; for one who suspends judg-
ment to deliberatewill still oftenbe victimized by inadequate evidence,misleading evi-
dence, or even stupidity beyond his or her power to remove. This makes the interpre-
tation difficult to reconcile with the passages in which, as Yaffe acknowledges, Locke
seems to say that liberty lies in the power of suspension.

In addition, the Elusive Something, if incorporated into Locke’s theory of motiva-
tion, is not really a kind of self-transcendence at all, given that the “good” for Locke
consists in what promises most pleasure specifically for the agent, and it is specifically
this self-concerning feature of it that motivates, as Chappell (2004) notes. It is true,
as Yaffe observes, that God’s providential rewards and punishments guarantee that
what is in accordancewith divine law is also good for the agent, but it does not follow,
as he proposes (Yaffe 2000, 33), that what is good for one agent is also good for all
others – or even for any others. Loyalty to Jesus would have been both good for Judas
and in accordance with divine law, Locke would allow; but he could still hold that
Judas’ betrayal, while clearly evil for Judas, arguably resulted in far more good to oth-
ers in virtue of its essential role in bringing about the atonement and the availability
of salvation.

13.4 Just Punishment, Intellectual Freedom, and Freedom toWill

Fortunately, I believe, amore satisfying interpretation of Locke on liberty, suspension,
and thewill is possible, one that reconciles the three apparent contradictionswithout
being subject to the difficulties just surveyed.

We have already seen why there is no contradiction between the Suspension Doc-
trine and the Absurd Question Doctrine on the issue of whether one has liberty to
will what one has liberty to do: Locke’s consistent view is that one does have this
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liberty to will, although it is exercised not by performing a prior volition but rather by
acting so as to bring about the willing as a necessary antecedent of the action willed.
Nor is there any contradiction between the Suspension Doctrine and the Necessity of
Willing Doctrine. For although human beings lack the power to forbear willing alto-
gether in the case of actions proposed for present action, this leaves intact the power
to suspend or not to suspend the execution of desire for purposes of deliberationwith
respect to actions that are proposed for action at some time or other; and this implies
a dual power either to will now about the action as proposed for some time or to for-
bear willing now about the action as proposed for some time. Granted, voluntarily sus-
pending choice so as to deliberate now presumably implies willing to forbear willing
the action now (as well as positively willing the actual deliberation now); but this does
not constitute willing to forbear the action as proposed at some time or other. One can,
for example, forebear to will right now about whether to have lunch sometime this
afternoon, without thereby willing to forbear having lunch sometime this afternoon.

The second and third apparent contradictions concerned Locke’s remark about the
ability to suspend and deliberate that “in this lies the liberty Man has” that is (though
“improperly”) called “free will.” Why does he say this, given that he has already
defined “liberty” in a differentwayandargued against attributing freedom to thewill?
In order to answer this question, it is necessary to understand the main problem to
which Locke’s Suspension Doctrine is the solution and the positive contributions that
the doctrine makes to his theory of the will.

William Molyneux commented on the First Edition version of the chapter “Of
Power” in the letter that evidently motivated Locke’s most important revisions:

[Y]ou seem to make all Sins to proceed from our Understandings, or to be against Con-
science; and not at all from the Depravity of ourWills. Now it seems harsh to say, that a
Man shall be Damn’d, because he understands no better than he does. (Corr., 600)

Although Locke does not introduce the term “ depravity of will” into the Second
Edition, he does seek to explain the phenomenon of seeing the better but choosing the
worse (2.21.56–60), and he also seems sensitive to Molyneux’s second suggestion,
that it is unduly harsh to punish agents for actions that are determined directly or
indirectly by their understandings – at least if the agents are not also responsible for
their beliefs. We have seen this view of Locke’s in his No Excuse Doctrine: it is only
because an agent acting on false beliefs has done so “by a too hasty choice of his own
making” that he is “without excuse” and so subject to just punishment on Locke’s
final view.

By introducing the liberty to suspend and deliberate – about good and evil, and
about other topics as well – Locke makes belief itself , which is of course not under
one’s direct voluntary control, nevertheless a proper object of responsibility. This is
because responsibility for something, for Locke, requires making it a proper subject
of law (whether divine, civil, or social) by making the attachment of rewards or
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punishments motivationally effective for an agent, who must therefore be at liberty
with respect to what the law requires (2.28.4–20). Having the liberty to suspend and
deliberate makes agents responsible for many of their beliefs by putting them at lib-
erty either to continue accepting what now seems true or to replace it with what will
seem true after further deliberation. In making human beings responsible for their
beliefs, the liberty to suspend and deliberate at the same time acquits God of injustice
for punishing them for the actions they perform in consequence of their beliefs. It is at
least partly because he holds that the freedom of intellectual beings should extend to
their beliefs aswell as to their actions that Lockewrites of suspension and deliberation
as “the hinge upon which turns the liberty of intellectual Beings” (2.21.52).

While even non-human animals presumably have both volition and liberty, with
their wills determined by their greatest present unease, only human beings have the
kind of intellectual liberty that is constituted by the freedom to deliberate. In this way,
human beings have a wider range of liberty with respect to a given action: they have
liberty to perform it or not, but they also have liberty with respect to how they will
understand the good that will determine their wills to perform the action or forbear it.
God and “probably” the angels have all of their knowledge always fully present to
theirminds, in Locke’s view (2.10.9), and sohaveno need to deliberate.Human liberty,
in contrast – that, is the kind of “liberty Man has,” in Locke’s phrase in the passage
under consideration – is something going beyond animal liberty, but is also some-
thing falling short of the divine, and it indeed lies most distinctively in the freedom
to deliberate that puts human beings at liberty with respect to the beliefs that help to
determine their voluntary actions.

While the liberty to deliberate provides a kind of intellectual liberty with respect to
the beliefs that will lead to the determination of the will, the liberty to suspend choice
in order to deliberate is at the same time yet a further kind of liberty with respect to
the willing of actions. For in freely willing to suspend the execution of desires (that is,
willing to forbear for the present the next act to be suggested by one’s greatest present
unease), one also freelywills to forbearwilling the next act, as anecessaryantecedent of
that suspension. Because this is a kind of liberty that pertains specifically towilling, it
is entirely understandable that it should be improperly called “freewill.” For although
it is not literally the possession of a will that is free, it is a kind of freedomwith respect
to willing of precisely the kind that Locke claimed people actually have in mind in
asking about “free will” – namely, “whether a Man be free to will or no.”

In expanding the range of human liberty with respect to both belief and willing,
Locke’s SuspensionDoctrine allows him to deny in two differentways that the human
will is necessarily (that is, without liberty) determined by its greatest present unease.
First, ahumanagent is oftenat libertywhether ornot to act onamost pressingunease
at all; and second, a human agent often has liberty with respect to whether he or she
will be determined by the particular present unease or instead by whatever unease
will result from deliberation. It remains true, however, as Locke also emphasizes, that
human beings are not at liberty to change their basic psychology; that is, they are
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not at liberty with respect to whether or not they will be creatures whose wills, when
determined and not suspended, are determined by the greatest present unease.

Locke can regard the liberty to suspend and deliberate as the “source” of human
liberty, as well as that in which human liberty “lies,” both because it is distinctive
of our human liberty and because it concerns a stage of free judgment that precedes
free action. It is also, of course, a main source of the value of human liberty more
generally. For the Determination by Unease Doctrine notwithstanding, it allows us to
alignmore closely ourmotivating desireswithwhatwe judge to be the true good–and
thereby to attain “the goodwechuse,” in accordancewith theEndof LibertyDoctrine.
In this respect, it is at the same time also a “source” of all our liberty by serving as a
precondition for the decision of a providential God to give us any other kind of liberty
at all. Yaffe is right, then, that Locke requires more for “full-fledged free agency” than
merely freedomof actionwith respect to the act in question – butwhat Locke requires
is just a greater range of freedomwith respect to that act, encompassing other acts that
are related to its production.

If what I have argued is correct, Locke does not contradict himself in his dis-
cussions of liberty, suspension, and the will. Instead, he cleverly defines liberty as a
two-way power, with necessity as simply its absence, and then distinguishes in detail
exactly what is a matter of liberty and what is a matter of necessity in human belief
and action, arguing that what liberty we have is enough. There remains, nonethe-
less, one notable lacuna in his theory of the will: he neglects to specify exactly what,
if anything, determines the will to suspend the execution of desires and to deliber-
ate instead. The obvious suggestion would be that it is simply a greater second-order
unease: namely, unease at the thought that one might miss out on greater goods by
not stopping to deliberate. Yet not only does Locke not say this explicitly, he explic-
itly treats suspension and deliberation as exceptions to the Determination by Unease
Doctrine, a doctrine that he therefore limits to what is true “ordinarily” and “for the
most part.”

Thosewho characterize Locke as a compatibilist about liberty and determinismare
surely in the right, inasmuch as hemaintains that human beings are free and respon-
sible without ever denying causal determinism. In declining to offer any theory of
what determines the will to suspension and deliberation, he is not necessarily deny-
ing that something determines it, nor –what is a further claim – that what determines
it does so causally, in accordance with laws of nature. Nevertheless, if causal deter-
minism is the doctrine that every event is fully determined by the laws of nature plus
previous conditions, then Locke cannot be said to defend causal determinism about all
human actions.
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14

Language and Meaning

E.J. LOWE

Locke devotes an entire Book of the Essay – Book Three, “Of Words” – to the topic of
language and so my discussion of his views about it will inevitably have to be fairly
selective in order to avoid undue superficiality. However, one pervasive danger that
besets any twenty first-century philosopher looking at Locke’s views on language
is that our concerns and his were very different, as are our and his presumptions
regarding the relationship between linguistic inquiry andphilosophical investigation.
Philosophers trained in theAnglo-American analytic tradition are still inclined to see
language and linguistic analysis as providing key insights into philosophical prob-
lems. In contrast, Locke, in common with many other seventeenth-century philoso-
phers, tends to see language as a necessary but dangerous convenience: necessary as
ameans to clothe our thoughts in forms fit for others to apprehend them, but danger-
ous inbeing liable to abuse by those concerned to persuadeusmore by their eloquence
than by the cogency of their reasoning. On this view, language can serve quite aswell
to disguise the confusion or even the absence of thought, even to the person using
it, as to provide a vehicle for useful and informative communication. Indeed, Locke
devotes two lengthy chapters of the Essay to the “abuse of words” and its remedies.
Such healthy scepticism is, unfortunately, rather less often found amongst philoso-
phers today. However, rightly or wrongly, this aspect of Locke’s views concerning
language is now likely to be assigned to the field of rhetoric rather than to that of
the philosophy of language and I shall have relatively little to say about it in what
follows.

A Companion to Locke, First Edition. Edited by Matthew Stuart.
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14.1 Some Methodological Preliminaries

Before looking at Locke’s theory of language in any detail, it will be helpful to consider
more generallywhat onemight expect a philosophical theory of language to achieve.
A useful starting point is to see such a theory as primarily concerned to explicate
the nature of, and interconnections between, three different kinds of relation hold-
ing between three different classes of entities. The classes in question might aptly
be labelled, albeit with some caution, words, thoughts, and things. Abstracting from
distinctions within these classes, then, the key relations at issue are ones obtaining
between language, thought, and the world. Of course, language and thought are them-
selvesparts of theworld, but that just implies that our three classes overlap.Whatmat-
ters is that there are many more things in the world than just words and thoughts.
Now, word-to-world relations quite generally may be called semantic relations, while
thought-to-world relations quite generallymay be called cognitive relations. This, then,
just leaves thought-to-word relations, which I propose to call expressive relations. The
general picture is thus as follows. Words are, or can be, used by speakers to express
their thoughts about things in the world. In virtue of having such thoughts, thinkers
possess beliefs about such things, which may be true or false and may or may not
constitute knowledge. Finally, words, either singly or combined into phrases and sen-
tences, refer to or denote things in the world, about which users of those words are
thereby able to speak meaningfully. “Thing,” in this context, should be understood
in a very broad sense, of course, not just to mean object but also to include, if and
when appropriate, other entities such as properties and states of affairs. This picture is
inevitably somewhat crude and sketchy, butwill serve its limited purposewell enough
if used with care.

It is plausible to claim that it is only on account of the semantic properties of words
that language is a suitable vehicle for the expression of thought. However, even if
true, this still leaves it entirely openwhether languageacquires its semantic properties
by being used as a vehicle of thought, or whether thought itself, with the cognitive
relations that it involves between thinkers and the world, is wholly or partly rendered
possible precisely by the uses to which speakers put words. Semantic relations are
evidentlynon-naturaland in somebroad sense conventional, as are expressive relations.
But the status of cognitive relations is more controversial, depending as it does on
the degree to which such relations are made possible only through the mediation of
language. It seems reasonable to maintain, however, that at least some thought-to-
world relationsarenatural andnon-conventional in character, because it is difficult to
deny that higher mammals and prelinguistic human infants are capable of engaging
in thought at some level, even if “higher-level” or “abstract” thought is unavailable
to them.

The issue that we have just been discussing – often posed in terms of the ques-
tion does thought depend on language, or language on thought? – is just one of several
such issues concerning relationships of priority and dependence amongst the three
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types of relation defined earlier. Rival theories of language and cognition often dif-
fer precisely over which, if any, of these types of relation is explicable in terms of the
others. For example, a cognitive theory of meaningwould attempt to explain semantic
relations in terms of expressive and cognitive relations. On this sort of view, words
are meaningful because they have developed as an instrument for us to express our
thoughts about things in theworld. By contrast, a linguistic theory of thoughtwould try
to explain cognitive relations in terms of semantic and expressive relations. Accord-
ing to such an approach, thought itself is ultimately grounded in our capacity to use
language to talk meaningfully about things in the world. Finally, a semantic theory
of expressionwould endeavor to explain expressive relations in terms of semantic and
cognitive relations, holding that ourwords can serve to express our thoughts precisely
and only to the extent that their meaning reflects the contents of those thoughts. Of
course, it seems unlikely that any one of these approaches in its pure form could be
wholly correct. It is muchmore plausible to suppose that each of them correctly cap-
tures how some parts of language are related to some kinds of thought and some fea-
tures of theworld. Even so, this still leaves enormous scope for differences of emphasis
between different theories, generating conflicts whichwill need to be settled partly by
philosophical considerations and partly by reference to empirical data of a psycho-
logical, linguistic or anthropological character.

14.2 Locke on Language, Thought, and Linguistic Signification

It is with the foregoing framework in mind that I shall now examine the merits of
Locke’s approach to the nature of language and thought. We should note at once
that, in terms of the distinctions that I have just introduced, Locke’s interest in lan-
guage seems to focus first and foremost on its expressive character rather than on its
semantic relations and properties. This serves to distance him still further from the
typical concerns of present-day philosophers of language. We shall see, indeed, that
– as Ian Hacking (1975: 43–53) has also emphasized – there are grave dangers in
interpreting Locke as being primarily concerned to provide a “theory of meaning”
in anything like the modern sense, when he says that “The use… of Words, is to be
sensible Marks of Ideas; and the Ideas they stand for, are their proper and immediate
Signification” (3.2.1).

Locke, it seems clear, espouses what we may call an ideational theory of thought.
Indeed, he speaks of thoughts as being “made up of” ideas (3.2.1). Here we need to
recall his famous definition of an idea as being “Whatsoever the Mind perceives in
itself or is the immediate object of Perception, Thought or Understanding” (2.8.8).
In saying that thoughts are “made up of” ideas, then, he clearly does not intend
to suggest that thinking is in no way different from perceiving, just that they have
the same or similar “immediate objects.” However, for precisely this reason, he evi-
dently does want to represent thinking as being a process that is intimately related to
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perception. I suggest that what he believes is that thinking, at its most basic, involves
an exercise of the imagination. I also consider that there is a good deal to say in favor
of this view, despite certain limitations to which it may be subject. But what is “imag-
ination"? There is a serious danger of misrepresenting imagination as being, as its
very name suggests, an introspective scrutiny of mental images – a matter of some-
how generating a private picture showwithin the hidden theater of one’s mind, with
oneself as its sole spectator. To construe Locke’s ideational theory of thought in this
manner would be to impose upon him a view which is not only highly problematic,
but difficult to regard as having been adopted in all seriousness by Locke himself. The
mere fact that he speaks of ideas as being “objects” of perception, thought, andunder-
standing certainly does not commit him to an imagistic conception of them. I con-
sider that the most fruitful way to understand Locke’s ideational theory of thought,
whereby thinking is “made up of” ideas, is simply as follows. On this view, when we
think about some actual or possible situation in the world, we do so by imagining it;
and to imagine a situation is to represent it to ourselves rather as if wewere perceiving
it – something that we do by exercising discriminatory and recognitional capacities
which we have acquired in perceiving other situations previously. Much more can
and should be said about imagination, but this may suffice for present purposes.

Our next task is to examine what Locke believes to be the basic function of lan-
guage. Language, for Locke, is an artificially constructed system of signs. Here,
however, we have to be careful to understand correctly what Locke means by the
terms “sign” and “signification.” A “sign,” in its most general sense, is any phe-
nomenon whose presence provides reliable evidence for the presence of some other
phenomenon. For instance, dark clouds are a sign of impending rain and a footprint
in the sand is a sign of someone’s having walked there. In these cases, of course, the
relation of signification is a purely natural one, underwritten by causal laws connect-
ing the phenomena in question. But there can also be non-natural or artificial sign-
relations, generated by human or animal conventions. For example, if one is a cyclist,
extending one’s left armmay be a sign that one is turning left. Locke’s view of words
is that they are artificial signs of ideas and that this sign system has evolved for the
purpose of communicating ideas fromone person to another – that is, for the purpose
of communicating thoughts. On this view, a speaker’s utterance of a certain word in
general provides others with reliable evidence that he has, as we say, a corresponding
idea “in mind.” All of this is captured in the following famous passage:

God having designedMan for a sociable Creature… furnished him also with Language,
which was to be the great Instrument, and common Tye of society.Man therefore had
by Nature his Organs so fashioned, as to be fit to frame articulate Sounds, which we call
Words. But this was not enough to produce Language… Besides articulate Sounds…
it was farther necessary, that [Man] should be able to use these Sounds, as Signs of inter-
nal Conceptions; and to make them stand as marks for the Ideas within his own Mind,
whereby theymight be known to others, and the Thoughts of Men’s Minds be conveyed
from one to another. (3.1.1–3.1.2)
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Now, Locke insists that a speaker can properly use words only as signs of ideas in his
ownmind, although he concedes that people often mistakenly suppose that they can
use words as signs both of ideas in other people’s minds and of things in the world.
Here is what he says:

But thoughWords, as they are used byMen, can properly and immediately signify noth-
ing but the Ideas, that are in the Mind of the Speaker; yet they in their Thoughts give
them a secret reference to two other things. First, they suppose their Words to be Marks of
the Ideas in theMinds also of otherMen, withwhom they communicate… Secondly, because
Menwould not be thought to talk barely of their own Imaginations… they often suppose
their Words to stand also for the reality of Things. (3.2.4–3.2.5)

Locke condemns both of these alleged errors as “a perverting the use of Words,
[which] brings unavoidable Obscurity and Confusion into their Signification”
(3.2.5).

This remark of Locke’s may seem extremely strange, however, if we fail to respect
the distinction made earlier between expressive relations and semantic relations. If
one supposed, asmodern readers are apt to do, that Locke’s theory of linguistic signi-
fication was intended by him to be a theory of semantic relations, then it would seem
that he is offering us a radically subjectivist theory of meaning, according to which
the words that we utter refer to or denote our own ideas. But in fact, of course, Locke
is instead concerned to advance a theory of expressive relations. Seen in this light,
Locke’s contention that words can “properly and immediately” signify ideas only in
themindof the speakermakes perfectly good sense. In fact, it just amounts to the obvi-
ous truth that a person’s primary use of words must be to express his own thoughts,
not someone else’s. I can, of course, quote another person’s words and in this sec-
ondary sense “express another person’s thoughts": but that is only because this other
person originally used the quoted words to express his own thoughts. To the extent
that the function of words is to express thoughts, their primary usemust indeed be to
express the thoughts of those who use them; if words did not have this primary use,
no secondary use such as quotation could serve any expressive purpose. However, we
can grasp this crucial point about Locke’s doctrine only if we are clear that Locke’s
talk about the “signification” of words is not to be construed as talk about what we
would now call their semantic properties. This task ismademore difficult for us by the
fact semantics is understood to be the study of meaning, and “signify” and “mean”
are often used interchangeably.

Unsurprisingly, the sort of interpretation of Locke’s theory that I have just been
advocating has not gone unchallenged. Thus, in a 2007 paper, Michael Losonsky
undertakes to defend the “traditional view … that Locke’s theory of signification is
a theory of linguistic meaning” (289) against some of its opponents, such as Ian
Hacking (1975) andWalter Ott (2004). Speaking as someonewho sympathizes with
those opponents, I suggest that Losonsky is adopting an uncharitable interpretation
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of their position. Locke himself, of course, not infrequently uses the term “meaning”
in his discussion of language and its operations.

But one thing that Hacking and other opponents of the “traditional view” want
to emphasize is that it is anachronistic to view Locke’s account of language through
the lens of post-Fregean theories of meaning and, above all, to criticize it from that
perspective. It was Frege (1960) who, at the end of the nineteenth century, intro-
duced the distinction between sense and reference – a distinction that lies at the heart
of contemporary philosophical semantics, even for those who define themselves in
opposition to it (such as the advocates of so-called “direct” theories of reference).
Losonsky concedes that “it must be admitted that [Locke] does not sharply distin-
guish between sense and reference” but nonetheless contends that “[w]hen Locke
introduces the concept of signification, it seems that he has primarily sense in mind”
(Losonsky 2007, 306). However, I find it difficult to see how a seventeenth-century
philosopher really could have had “primarily inmind” a technical notion that wasn’t
even clearly articulated until shortly before the beginning of the twentieth century
andwhose characterization depends upon a sharp contrast with an equally technical
notion of reference. We shouldn’t be distracted by the fact that the words “sense” and
“reference,” like “meaning” itself, were already in the lexicon of seventeenth-century
English-speaking philosophers – for, of course, these are only the rather unsatisfac-
torymodern English translations of Frege’s own technical terms Sinn andBedeutung,
the latter of which, indeed, is sometimes even translated as “meaning” rather than
“reference."

It is true that, as we saw in a passage from the Essay quoted earlier (3.1.2), Locke
seems to regard talk of “ideas” and “internal conceptions” as being interchange-
able where thought is concerned. However, it is absolutely clear that by “concep-
tions” in this sense he does not understand what Frege means by “concepts,” that is,
Begriffe. For Frege is adamant that concepts are extra-mental entities serving as the ref-
erences of predicates just as, on his account, objects serve as the references of proper
names. In fact, Frege’s object/concept distinction is an ontological one, roughly cor-
responding to the traditional substance/property distinction. And, of course, Frege’s
sense/reference distinction is a semantic one which is entirely orthogonal to his
object/concept distinction.Moreover, it is equally clear that Frege roundly rejects any
suggestion that his senses are to be identifiedwith anything like Lockean ideas – once
again because he emphatically denies that senses are mental or psychological enti-
ties. All things considered, then, I find Losonsky’s defence of the “traditional view”
unconvincing and inherently implausible, although I don’t have space to examine it
further here.

Another philosopherwhohas criticizedmykindof interpretationof Locke’s theory
of linguistic signification is Alexander Miller (1995). Miller too rejects the proposal
that Locke’s theory is primarily concerned with what I call expressive (thought-to-
word) relations, rather than with semantic (word-to-world) relations, remarking on
an earlier claim of mine (Lowe 1995, 147–50) to the effect that:
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Locke’s theory about the expressive relation betweenwords and ideas is not separate from
his theory about how words refer to things in the way that Lowe envisages: rather, his
expressive theory is intended as part of his theory about the semantic relation. It is,
as Simon Blackburn might put it … a “dog-legged theory of meaning.” (Miller 1995,
154–5)

However, it has never beenmy intention to deny that Locke has the resources to con-
struct a “theory of meaning” in the semantic sense. Such a theory will indeed be a
“dog-legged” one inBlackburn’s (1984, 40) sense, because itwill involve combining a
theory of expressive (thought-to-word) relationswith a theory of cognitive (thought-
to-world) relations to produce a theory of semantic (word-to-world) relations. And,
of course, Locke himself does have much to say about cognitive relations. My chief
point is that, for a philosopher like Locke, the proper direction of explanation is from
expressive and cognitive relations to semantic relations, never the reverse. For Locke,
expressive and cognitive relations are of primary interest and they can, moreover,
be studied relatively independently of each other, because in his view thought is rel-
atively independent of language. But, while Locke certainly has the resources for a
fairly comprehensive theory of semantic relations, I also contend that he is not in fact
much concerned to frame such a theory himself – in which opinion I concur once
more with the verdict of Hacking (1975, 43–53). And in defending Locke against
certain of his modern critics, I just want to make it plain that they entirely miss their
target to the extent that they interpret what he has to say about expressive relations
as though it was meant to be about semantic relations, as they often do.

14.3 Linguistic Communication and the Problem of Privacy

To interpret Locke in the way that I do is not to imply that his account of the mech-
anisms of linguistic signification, construed as primarily serving the purposes of
expression, is completely problem free. In particular, the privacy of ideas may appear
to create a serious difficulty for him. Locke himself insists on this privacy, saying that
ideas are “invisible, andhidden fromothers” (3.2.1). The apparent difficulty concerns
the very process of communication which Locke sees as central to language use. As
we have just noted, Locke believes that, in order for words to serve as a successful
means of communication, it is:

necessary that [Man] should be able to use [words] as signs of internal Conceptions; and
to make them stand as marks for the Ideas within his own Mind, whereby they might
be made known to others, and the Thoughts of Men’s Minds be conveyed from one to
another. (3.1.2)

But what can Locke mean by talking in this way of thoughts being “conveyed from
one [mind] to another"? Thoughts are supposed to be “made up of” ideas, but an idea
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surely cannot literally migrate from one mind to another. The obvious reply to this is
to say that Locke is concerned only with the qualitative – not the numerical – iden-
tity of ideas, when what is at stake is success in communication. The proposal, thus,
would be that a speaker communicates successfully by using a word when the idea
which this word signifies in his own mind is “the same,” in the qualitative sense, as
the idea which this word evokes in the mind of his auditor. But the evident problem
with this proposal is that, given the privacy of ideas, no one can possibly ever know
whether or not an idea in one person’s mind is qualitatively the same as an idea in
another person’s mind, since it is impossible to compare two such ideas “directly."

Fortunately for Locke, however, it seems clear that he did not in fact think that
success in communication requires the production in the auditor’smind of ideas that
are qualitatively the same as those in the mind of the speaker. For, in the course of
criticizingwhat he takes to be the common butmistaken belief that a speaker’s words
can be signs of ideas in another person’s mind, Locke says the following:

[Men] suppose their Words to be Marks of the Ideas in the Minds also of other Men, with
whom they communicate: For else [they suppose] they should talk in vain, and could not
be understood, if the Sounds they applied to one Idea, were such, as by the Hearer, were
applied to another, which is to speak two Languages. But in this, Men stand not usually
to examine, whether the Idea they, and those they discourse with have in their Minds, be
the same. (3.2.4)

Locke is here implicitly rejecting the model of successful communication suggested a
moment ago on his behalf, although he is conceding that it is amodel that wemay be
strongly tempted to adopt, because we may be tempted to suppose that two speakers
can be speaking the same language only if it enables them to communicate in accor-
dance with this model. However, language L and languageM are the same language
if and only if L andMhave the samewords and syntax and thosewords have the same
semantic properties. Thus, sameness of language is a semantic notion and hence not
one whose application is determined merely by facts concerning linguistic significa-
tion in Locke’s sense, if I am right in regarding his theory of linguistic signification as
being primarily concerned with expressive rather than semantic relations.

What Locke does, or at least should, understand by successful communication is a
matter that I shall turn to in amoment. Before that, it is worth observing that further
clear evidence of his rejection of the problematic model of successful communica-
tion just proposed is provided in his discussion of the notorious “inverted spectrum”
example, when he remarks:

Neither would it carry an Imputation of Falshood to our simple Ideas, if by the different
Structure of our Organs, it were so ordered, That the same Object should produce in several
Men’s Minds different Ideas at the same time; v.g. if the Idea, that aViolet produced in one
Man’s Mind by his Eyes, were the same as that aMarigold produced in another Man’s,
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and vice versa. For since this could never be known…neither the Ideas…nor theNames,
would be at all confounded. (2.32.15)

Of course, Locke is restricting his attention here to simple ideas, but since he takes
complex ideas to be compounded out of simple ones, it surely follows that, for Locke,
there could also be radical qualitative differences between the complex ideas of dif-
ferent people, without this in any way hindering successful communication between
them.

Now,wemight applaud Locke for his astuteness in recognizing the fact that radical
qualitative differences between the ideas of different speakers of the same language
would be no bar to successful communication between them, but then we may won-
der how room could remain for any role to be assigned to “ideas” in an account of
linguistic communication. Doesn’t any appeal to ideas in this connection now simply
dropout as an idlewheel?Notnecessarily. Locke doesnothave to giveuphis ideational
theory of thought, nor his account of linguistic communication as involving the
“conveying” of thoughts, provided that what this process is supposed to involve is
defined appropriately. All that Locke has to say is that a thought is successfully com-
municated by means of certain words when the ideas evoked by those words in the
mind of an auditor are correctly correlated with the ideas of which those words are
signs in themind of the speaker.We can define the relation of “being correctly corre-
lated” as follows, restricting ourselves initially to the basic case of simple ideas. This
definition can thenbe extended to the case of complex ideas in anobviousway. (1) The
simple ideas, IA and IB, of which a word,W, is the sign in the minds of two different
speakers, A and B, are correctly correlated just in case the same perceptible quality,
Q, gives rise to ideas qualitatively the same as IA inA’s mind and to ideas qualitatively
the same as IB in B’s mind. (2) If IA and IB are complex ideas of which a word,W, is
the sign in the minds of two different speakers, A and B, then IA and IB are correctly
correlated just in case they are compounded out of simple ideas that are correctly
correlated in accordance with (1).

Now we just have to show that it is possible in principle to provide intersubjective
confirmationof the fact that the simple ideas of twodifferent speakers are indeed “cor-
rectly correlated” in the foregoing sense. Suppose, then, that the word “yellow,” say,
signifies a certain simple idea, IA, in the mind of one person, A, and that it signifies
another simple idea, IB, in themind of another person,B. IA and IBmust, of course, be
numerically different ideas, simplybecause theyare ideas in themindsof twodifferent
people. We must also accept, as Locke himself does, that we can have no guarantee
that IA and IB are even qualitatively the same, since it is impossible even in principle
to compare ideas in different people’s minds. However, IA and IB will be correctly cor-
related, according to (1) above, just in case there is some perceptible quality,Q, which
gives rise to ideas qualitatively the same as IA in A’s mind and to ideas qualitatively
the same as IB in B’s mind. We can check whether this is so by presenting A and B
with a range of perceptible objects, O1 to On, differing from one another in respect of
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all but one of their perceptible qualities, Q, and asking both A and B this question: Is
the simple idea that is signified in your mind by the word “yellow” qualitatively the
same as some simple idea that you experience whenever you perceive one of these
objects? If A and B both answer this question positively, then we have confirmation
that the simple ideas IA and IB are indeed “correctly correlated,” and that “yellow” as
used by both A and B is a name for the same perceptible quality, Q. Wemay presume,
of course, that A can tell whether IA, the simple idea that is signified in his mind by
the word “yellow,” is qualitatively the same as some simple idea that he experiences
whenever he perceives one of the objects in question, since these are ideas in themind
of the same person, A. And the same applies, mutatis mutandis, to B. I conclude that
the problem of privacy is by no means fatal to Locke’s view. He has the resources to
explain perfectly well precisely why it is that in successful linguistic communication,
on this model, “neither the Ideas… nor the Names, would be at all confounded.” We
can thus understand his insouciance in the face of the inverted spectrum example.

I should remark that Miller, for one, has expressed doubts about this kind of solu-
tion to the problem of privacy that seems to beset Locke’s theory of linguistic com-
munication. This is what he says, criticizing an earlier attempt of mine (Lowe 1995,
150–3) to defend such a solution:

[E]ven on Lowe’s newmodel, the privacy of ideas still leaves an insurmountable problem
for Locke. On the new model, in order to know that his attempt at communication has
been successful, A does not have, per impossibile, to compare [IA] with [IB]; but he does
nevertheless have to know that IB is the ideawhich is regularly produced inB’s mind on
his confrontations with [yellow] objects, since that fact is what constitutes the success
of the attempt at communication. And how is he supposed to be able to know that, given
the admittedly private nature of ideas? Even on the newmodel it is utterly impossible for
A to know that his attempt at communication has been successful – the old problem of
privacy remains, albeit in a slightly different guise. (Miller 1995, 155)

However, as should by nowbe clear,A does not have to knowwhat kind of simple idea
is “regularly produced in B’s mind on his confrontations with [yellow] objects,” only
that some simple idea is so produced and that a simple idea which is qualitatively the
same as this is signified in B’s mind by the word “yellow” as used by B. And, as we
have just seen, there can be intersubjectively available evidence that precisely this is
the case – evidence towhichAhimself can have access and thereby receive assurance
that his attempt at communication has been successful.

Now, it might be objected that the intersubjective “checking” procedure that I
described a moment ago involves A and B answering a question that is put to them
– a question that is inevitably framed using some language. So the objection is that
it is futile to try to check in this way whether an attempt at linguistic communica-
tion has been successful, because the very checking procedure itself relies upon the
success of another attempt at linguistic communication. However, in the first place,
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I am not trying to refute global linguistic scepticism, which is a species of doubt that
can arise for any theory of language and is as difficult as any other species of philo-
sophical scepticism to refute conclusively. Secondly, it is not in fact crucial for the
checking procedure to involve the posing of a verbal question. Suppose that A is an
adult trying to teach the correct use of the word “yellow” to a young child, B. A
can amass evidence that B has learnt this if, whenever one of the objects O1 to On
is presented to B, B volunteers the verbal response “yellow” – recalling that O1 to On
have been carefully selected so that they have only one perceptible quality, Q, in com-
mon, this being a quality which gives rise in A’s mind to simple ideas that are qual-
itatively the same as those that are signified by A’s uses of the word “yellow.” Given
such evidence, A has good reason to be confident that any simple idea in his mind
that is signified by his use of the word “yellow” is correctly correlated (in the sense
defined earlier)with any simple idea inB’smind that is signified byB’s use of theword
“yellow.”

14.4 Locke on General Terms and Abstraction

Locke’s theory of abstraction is a theory which he advances in order to explain how
the general terms in a language play their distinctive roles. General terms – or, as
Locke calls them, general “names” – fall into two major classes, the first embracing
sortal terms, such as “horse,” “man,” and “gold,” and the second so-called abstract
nouns which are the nominalizations of adjectives and verbs, such as “whiteness,”
“justice,” “wisdom,” and “hatred.” (The epithet “sortal” is Locke’s own coinage
(3.3.15) and since the first of these two classes is the more important, in Locke’s esti-
mation as well as in my own, I shall concentrate on it.) Now, Locke is a nominalist
or – as we may more perspicuously put it – a particularist, emphatically maintain-
ing that “All Things, that exist, [are] Particulars” (3.3.1) and “General and Universal,
belong not to the real existence of Things; but are the Inventions and Creatures of the
Understanding” (3.3.11). If one adopts such a position, it is natural to ask why lan-
guage should contain any general terms at all, since one is apparently committed to
holding that there is nothing for them to name. This question must not, of course,
be confused with the silly one of why language does not just consist of names for
particular things. Evidently, names alone cannot suffice to make a language. A lan-
guage needs the resourceswithwhich to construct sentences and sentences are never
merely strings of names: we require in addition predicative expressions, such as verbs
and adjectives. But it is certainly not silly to ask why, in addition to verbs and adjec-
tives and names for particular things, languages contain general names, especially if,
like Locke, one does not believe that the role of general names can be to name general
things, that is, universals.

Locke advances three reasons to explain why all languages contain general names
(3.3.2–3.3.4). First, there are too many different particulars in the world for each of
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them to receive its own proper name. Second, different speakers are acquainted with,
and thus have proper names for, different particulars and yet they still need to con-
verse with each other about particulars known to only one of them. And third, we
need to be able to convey general knowledge about the world, which requires expres-
sion in the form of general statements such as “Gold is valuable” and “Horses are
herbivores.” The point behind the first two reasons is that we use general names in
constructing terms for particulars which either lack proper names of their own or
whose names we do not know – terms such the definite description “the horse that
Wellington rode at Waterloo” and the demonstrative noun phrase “that gold ring on
your finger.” All three of Locke’s reasons for the inclusion of general names in lan-
guage seem to be perfectly cogent ones, even for a particularist.

We must recall, however, that for Locke the basic function of words is to signify
ideas in the minds of speakers, in order to facilitate the communication of thoughts
from one speaker to another. So the next two questions arising for him are the follow-
ing. What manner of ideas do general terms signify? And how do we acquire those
ideas? His answers are that the ideas in question are abstract general ideas and that
we acquire them through the process of abstraction from experience. But before we
attempt to examine that process, as Locke conceives of it, it is vital to appreciate that
when Lockemaintains that general terms signify abstract general ideas, he is not for-
getting his dictum that “All Things, that exist, [are] Particulars.” Any abstract general
ideamust itself be a particular. If a speaker uses the general term “gold” on two differ-
ent occasions, then each time it must signify a numerically different abstract general
idea in the speaker’s mind – although it would be natural and reasonable for Locke to
assume that these particular ideas are usually very similar and often, indeed, quali-
tatively exactly the same.

The following famous passage captures the core of Locke’s doctrine of abstraction,
by means of a vivid example:

[Children],when time and a largerAcquaintance hasmade themobserve, that there are
a great many other Things in the World, that in some common agreements of Shape,
and several other Qualities, resemble their Father and Mother… frame an Idea, which
they find those many Particulars do partake in; and to that they give… the nameMan
… And thus they come to have a general Name, and a general Idea. Wherein they make
nothing new, but only leave out of the complex Idea they had of Peter and James,Mary
and Jane, that which is peculiar to each, and retain only what is common to them all.
(3.3.7)

The suggestion is, thus, that the process of abstraction consists in our comparing our
ideas of various particulars which we encounter in experience, noting their similar-
ities and differences, ignoring the latter and retaining in mind only the former as a
sort of pattern or template, whichwemay then go on to employ in classifying further
particulars thatwemeet: and these patterns or templates are our abstract general ideas.
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Thus one’s abstract general idea of amanwill include the idea of a bodywith a head,
two arms and two legs, but will not include the idea of any specific color, sincewe find
in experience that particulars having such bodies can vary enormously in coloration.

Locke’s theory of abstraction has been the target of a great deal of philosophi-
cal criticism, and even ridicule, almost from its first appearance. Some of these crit-
icisms are stronger than others and some miss their mark by misconstruing Locke’s
position. Limitations of space constrain me to focus on just one or two of the more
interesting or more notorious ones. First of all, then, there are criticisms to the effect
that abstract general ideas, as Locke conceives of them, are just logically impossible,
because they conflictwith oneor bothof two fundamental logical laws: the law of non-
contradiction (that nothing can both have and not have a given property) and the law
of excluded middle (that anything must either have or not have a given property). The
conflict with the first law almost appears to be conceded by Locke himself in a well-
known passage, in which he speaks of the abstract general idea of a triangle as being
one “wherein some parts of several different and inconsistent Ideas are put together”
(4.7.9) – a passage that was quickly pounced upon by Locke’s younger contempo-
rary and critic, George Berkeley (1975, 70). And Locke does actually say of certain
properties, such as obliqueness and equilaterality, that the abstract general idea of a
triangle must both have and not have them: “it must be neither Oblique, nor Rectan-
gle, neither Equilateral, Equicrural, nor Scalenon; but all and none of these at once”
(4.7.9). (Strictly, of course, he shouldn’t in any case say that the idea has or lacks
these properties, but that it includes or fails to include the ideas of these properties.) I
think that the best we can do on Locke’s behalf here is simply to dismiss the passage
in question as being unrepresentative of his considered opinion concerning abstract
general ideas. In many other passages, such as the one concerning children quoted
earlier, Locke makes it plain that he understands abstraction simply to be a process
of leaving out various ideas that are not “common” to all of the complex ideas that
one has of a number of different particulars, such as “Peter and James,Mary and Jane”
(3.3.7).

However, this still leaves Locke with the threatened conflict with the law of
excludedmiddle. How, for instance, can the abstract general idea of a triangle include
only the ideas that are common to the complex ideas of every particular triangle?
Won’t it then be the idea of a triangle which is, for example, neither scalene nor
not scalene? But the law of excluded middle implies that there can be no such tri-
angle, in which case, it seems, the abstract general idea in question cannot be the
idea of a triangle. The obvious way out of this apparent difficulty for Locke is to
draw a clear distinction between those properties which are properties of ideas them-
selves and those properties which ideas represent things as having. This is a distinc-
tion that must always be drawn where representation of any kind is at issue, since
the properties of representations are in general different from the properties of the
things that they represent. The law of excluded middle demands that the abstract
general idea of a triangle must itself either have or not have any given property.
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However, the property of being scalene is not one that this idea can have, but only
one that a triangle can have. At the same time, the abstract general idea of a trian-
gle can lack the property of representing a scalene triangle and also lack the prop-
erty of representing a non-scalene triangle. It lacks both properties because the only
properties of triangles that it represents are ones that are common to all triangles,
such as triangularity and trilaterality. I don’t believe that this way out of Locke’s
apparent difficulty need involve imposing an “imagist” conception of ideas on him,
since the point about representation to which it appeals is not restricted to pictorial
representation.

The last and perhaps most interesting problem for Locke’s theory of abstraction
that I want to discussmay be called the problem of recognition. This has to dowith the
fact, emphasized earlier, that abstract general ideas are, for Locke, themselves partic-
ulars, albeit mental ones. The problem is that Locke appeals to abstract general ideas
to explain how we recognize particulars as belonging to this or that general sort or
kind – for instance, howa child recognizes some individual that it encounters as being
a man. Locke’s answer is that we perform such feats of recognition by noticing the
“agreement” between newly encountered particulars and various abstract general
ideas that we have already formed from past experience. As he puts it, we:

make abstract general Ideas, and set them up in [our] mind, with Names annexed to
them, asPatterns, or Forms… towhich, as particular Things existing are found to agree,
so they come to be [regarded by us as] of that Species. (3.3.13)

Themodel suggested here is of abstract general ideas functioning rather like patterns
in a wallpaper pattern-book: to know what sort of thing we are confronted with, we
compare it with a pattern in ourmental pattern-book. But the patterns – our abstract
general ideas – are themselves particulars, so how do we recognize them as being of
a certain sort or kind? How do I recognize the particular abstract general idea with
which I am comparing a newly encountered object as being an abstract general idea
of aman, say, rather than some other sort of abstract general idea? It looks as though
Locke’s theory of recognition faces a dilemma: either it fails to explain how we rec-
ognize certain particulars – namely, our abstract general ideas (AGIs) themselves –
or else it threatens to generate a vicious infinite regress, in the form of AGIs of AGIs
of AGIs… ad infinitum. Locke clearly cannot opt for the second horn of the dilemma,
but if he opts for the first, then it seems that he must allow that recognition of par-
ticulars can be achieved without recourse to AGIs, in which case their invocation for
this purpose seems to be superfluous.

Fortunately for Locke, it can plausibly be denied that the dilemma really arises.
It would indeed be fatal for his theory if he had to suppose that we need to recog-
nize and classify our own abstract general ideas before they can serve as “patterns”
enabling us to recognize and classify the perceptible objects that we encounter in our
experience of the world. But he needn’t suppose this, it seems to me. If an analogy
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is wanted, a better one than that of the pattern-book would be that of an automatic
vending machine, which “recognizes” a coin because the coin matches a slot inside
the machine. The machine does not require a further mechanism to “recognize” the
slots, so that it can “compare” a particular slot with a particular coin in order to
determine whether they match. Rather, the slot which matches is the one which the
coin goes through. Locke, it seems to me, ought to say that the “matching” of newly
encountered particulars to abstract general ideas is similarly an “automatic” process,
unmediated by further processes of “recognition.” How such a model might be actu-
ally implemented in the human mind or brain is more a matter for empirical psy-
chology than for philosophical speculation. But the important point is that no logical
objection stands in the way of such a theory.

14.5 Propositions and particles

There are many more aspects of Locke’s philosophy of language that merit detailed
examination, but limitations of spacemean that I can discuss only onemore here. An
obvious point to raise concerning Locke’s account of language is that it seems to focus
onwords rather than on sentences. Sentences are, of course, composed of words, but
not just in any haphazard fashion. Present-day philosophers of language working in
the shadow of Frege and Wittgenstein are likely to share their view that a word has
meaning only in the context of a sentence of which it is a part and thus that sentence-
meaning is prior toword-meaning, counter-intuitive though thismay seem (counter-
intuitive because it is natural to suppose that parts are prior to any whole that they
compose). Even if it is accepted that Locke’s concern with language is not primarily
a semantic one in the modern sense, his approach may still be thought to be prob-
lematic to the extent that it seems tomake individual words prior to whole sentences.
One aspect of the problem is that the lexicon of a language cannot be exhausted by
words which, with any plausibility, can be regarded as signs of ideas, in Locke’s sense
– words such as names, adjectives, and verbs. Syntax requires in addition what logi-
cianswould call “connectives” and “operators” – in the case of English, suchwords as
“is,” “not,” “or,” “and,” “but,” “possibly,” and “necessarily.”Without suchwords, it is
not possible to construct sentences expressing the full range of propositional thought
of which human beings are capable – such as this very sentence.

Unsurprisingly, ideational theories of language like Locke’s are apt to be criticized
on this score, the presumption being that they are simply incapable of explaining the
linguistic function of such words (see, for example, Taylor 1970, 132–5). Thus, for
instance, it is supposed that an ideationistmust hold that theword “not” is the sign of
an idea of absence or non-being – and it is, supposedly, hard to see how having such
an idea could differ from not having any idea at all, that is, how an idea of absence
could differ from the absence of an idea. Now, in point of fact – and recalling that, as I
am interpreting Locke’s theory of thought, it involves an exercise of the imagination
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rather than the introspective scrutiny of mental images – it is not at all difficult to
imagine the absence of something (not just the absence of something, but the absence
of some specific thing, such as one’s friend in a restaurant or water in a bucket). After
all, it is perfectly possible to perceive the absence of something and our powers of
imagination are, for an empiricist like Locke, ultimately founded upon our powers of
perception. However, we do not need to appeal to this sort of fact in order to defend
Locke, because it is quite clear that he did not believe that a word like “not” serves
to signify an idea in the mind of its user. Indeed, he offers a brief but quite different
account of the linguistic function of what he calls “particles” – words like “not” and
“but” – in Book Three, Chapter 3 of the Essay, “Of Particles.” Here is what he says
concerning them:

Besides Words, which are names of Ideas in the Mind, there are a great many others
that aremade use of, to signify the connexion that theMind gives to Ideas, or Propositions,
one with another. The Mind, in communicating its thought to others, does not only need
signs of the Ideas it has thenbefore it, but others also, to shewor intimate someparticular
action of its own, at that time, relating to those Ideas. This it does several ways; as, Is, Is
not, are the general marks of the Mind, affirming or denying. (3.3.1)

Locke’s suggestion in this passage is that the word “not” is used by English speakers
to express the mental act of denial, as opposed to that of affirmation. And this has
some plausibility, even if it faces certain difficulties when advanced as a comprehen-
sive account of the use of theword. One problem is that theword “not”may appear in
the antecedent clause of a conditional sentence, such as “If the train does not arrive
soon, I"ll be late for my meeting.” A speaker who asserts this sentence is making an
affirmation, albeit a conditional one. But such a speaker is not denying that the train
will arrive soon: rather, he is leaving it open whether or not it will. Consequently, it
appears that he cannot in this case be using the word “not” to express the mental
act of denial. However, although we cannot agree fully with what Locke himself has
to say concerning the linguistic function of the word “not,” the important point is
that he recognized that an ideational theory of thought and language need not, and
should not, suppose that this word and other such “particles” stand for specific ideas.
All things considered, I believe, such a theory has a lotmore to be said in its favor than
Locke’s critics commonly allow.
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15

Locke on Knowledge and Belief

ANTONIA LOLORDO

15.1 Introduction

Locke’s Essay Concerning Human Understanding is largely a work of epistemology, but
it is hardly the sort of pure epistemology typically done today. Rather, it provides the-
ories of knowledge and belief that are intended to help regulate and improve the
human cognitive faculties and their deliverances. For, Locke thinks, understanding
the nature of the human cognitive faculties will “bring us great Advantage, in direct-
ing our Thoughts in the search of other Things” (1.1.1).

In fact, Locke thinks that the study of human understanding brings several dif-
ferent advantages. For one, his investigation of the origin of human knowledge
rebuts the doctrine that human beings have innate knowledge. Locke takes this doc-
trine to be harmful because it puts propositions alleged to be innate outside the
scope of legitimate scrutiny and disagreement. This is particularly worrisome with
respect to moral propositions. For if a particular moral principle such as the sovereign
rules by divine right is innately known, then no legitimate disagreement with it is
possible.

For another, delineating the proper scope of human understanding is a valu-
able prophylactic against skeptical disillusionment with reason. Locke suggests that
such disillusionment often results from failed inquiry – and that failed inquiry often
results from investigating things the human cognitive capacities are not capable of
grasping.

A Companion to Locke, First Edition. Edited by Matthew Stuart.
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LOCKE ON KNOWLEDGE AND BELIEF

Since we are creatures of a benevolent God, there is a perfect correspondence
between what we are capable of knowing and what we need to know. Locke remarks
that:

If we can find out those Measures, whereby a rational Creature put in that State, which
Man is in, in thisWorld, may, and ought to govern his Opinions, and Actions depending
thereon, we need not be troubled, that some other things escape our Knowledge (1.1.6)

Again:

Men have Reason to be well satisfied with what God hath thought fit for them, since he
has given them…Whatsoever is necessary for the Conveniences of Life, and Informa-
tion of Vertue… they have Light enough to lead them to the Knowledge of their Maker,
and the sight of their own Duties… (1.1.5)

The knowledgewe need to possess, then, is primarily ethical and religious: the knowl-
edge of God and the proper conduct of human life.

We know that Locke’s original motivation for writing the Essaywas an ethical and
religious one. In the “Epistle to the Reader,” Locke explains that the Essay’s genesis
was a discussion with friends in which they decided they needed to study the human
understanding before they could resolve their original question. Locke’s friend James
Tyrrell reports that the discussion in question concernedmorals and revealed religion
(Cranston 1957, 140–1).

However, fewworks of philosophy are less single-minded than theEssay, and Locke
has important epistemological interests beyond the two just discussed.Healso intends
his epistemology to contribute to scientific knowledge of nature. Here the proposed
contribution is somewhat more modest:

… in an Age that produces such Masters, as the GreatHuygenius and the incomparable
Mr. Newton … ’tis ambition enough to be employed as an Under-Labourer in clearing
Ground a little, and removing some of the Rubbish, that lies in the way to Knowledge
(Epistle to the Reader).

The rubbish Locke has in mind is scholastic: “frivolous use of uncouth, affected,
or unintelligible Terms” which “have so long passed for Mysteries of Science” (ibid).
A great deal has been written about Locke’s self-portrayal as an “Under-Labourer” to
the new science (see, for example, Alexander 1985). The mention of Huygens and
Newton is sufficient to showwhere Locke’s scientific alliances lay. Unlike many other
early-modern philosophers, Locke made no positive contribution to scientific knowl-
edge of nature. However, there is no doubt that it was important to him that his the-
ory of humanunderstandingwould support the new science in general and theRoyal
Society’s version of it – which emphasized observation heavily – in particular.
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Thus in the Essay, Locke is attempting to articulate a theory of the origin and gov-
ernance of knowledge and belief that serves the needs of science on the one hand and
ourmoral lives on the other. In this essay, I placemore emphasis on themoral dimen-
sions of Locke’s epistemology than on its scientific dimensions. For one thing, Locke’s
epistemology of science has received rather more scholarly attention than his moral
epistemology. For another, his contributions to moral epistemology are more origi-
nal and more significant than his contributions to the epistemology of science. By
treating moral beliefs and knowledge as acquired through experience and reasoning
about it, Locke sets forth a notion of morality as something that can and indeedmust
be debated and investigated rather than simply taken for granted. He thereby puts a
new set of questions on the table (Wilson 2007).

15.2 The Varieties of Knowledge

Locke famously defines knowledge as “the perception of the agreement or disagree-
ment of two ideas” (4.1.2). The emphasis here is on the element of perception: prob-
ability or opinion, in contrast, is “the appearance of such anAgreement, or disagree-
ment” (4.15.1). We can perceive four respects in which ideas agree or disagree.

(1) Identity, as “whenwe perceive, that equality to two right [angles] does necessar-
ily agree to, and is inseparable from, the three angles of a triangle” (4.1.2).

(2) Coexistence or necessary connection, as when we see that gold is fixed, which
“amounts to no more but this, that fixedness, or a power to remain in the
fire unconsumed, is an idea that always accompanies and is joined with that
particular sort of yellowness, weight, fusibility, malleableness, and solubil-
ity in aqua regia, which make our complex idea signified by the word gold”
(4.1.6). The claim that we can have knowledge of the necessary connection
between gold and fixedness derives from Locke’s account of essences (4.3.9–14;
cf. 4.8.5).

(3) Relation, as whenwe see that “two triangles upon equal basis, between two Par-
allels are equal” (4.1.7). Identity and coexistence are relations aswell, but Locke
notes that they are “so peculiar… that they deserve well to be considered as dis-
tinct Heads, and not under Relation in general” (4.1.7).

(4) Real existence, as when we know that God exists (4.1.7).

It is often objected that (4) does not seem like the perception of the agreement or
disagreement of ideas at all but rather the perception of the agreement or disagree-
ment between an idea and existence itself (e.g. Ayers 1991, 1.199). However, Locke’s
claim that “themind hath no other immediate Object but its own Ideas… [and that] it
is evident, that our knowledge is only conversant about them” (4.1.1) rules that out.
I return to this issue below, in connection with sensitive knowledge.
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Locke classifies knowledge in a number of ways. He distinguishes actual knowl-
edge from two degrees of habitual knowledge; intuitive knowledge from demonstra-
tive knowledge from sensitive knowledge of real existence; and real knowledge from
what he sometimes calls imaginary knowledge (4.5.6). I shall take these distinctions
in turn.

First, actual and habitual knowledge. If at this moment I am contemplating my
idea of a triangle and my idea of internal angles summing 180 degrees and seeing
that they agree, I have actual knowledge.When I turnmymind to other things, I have
a second sort of knowledge that Locke calls “habitual knowledge.” It admits of two
degrees, the higher of which is “of such Truths laid up in the Memory, as whenever
theyoccur to theMind, it actually perceives theRelationbetween those Ideas” (4.1.9).
The lower degree of habitual knowledge is when the mind has retained a truth in
memory but forgotten its demonstration.

Locke expresses some initial reluctance to countenance the second degree of habit-
ual knowledge: on first examination, it seems more like believing the testimony of
memory thanperceiving the agreement of ideas (4.1.9).However, two considerations
overcome this reluctance. First, denying that the second degree of habitual knowl-
edge is genuinely knowledge would have absurd implications. For instance, it would
imply that Newton did not know all the propositions demonstrated in his Principia
(assuming he could no longer call up each individual demonstration). Second, Locke
came to believe that the second degree of habitual knowledge still involves perceiv-
ing the agreement or disagreement of two ideas, albeit not via the same “proofs” or
intermediate ideas as originally. Rather, the knower:

remembers, i.e. he knows (for remembrance is but the reviving of some past knowledge)
that hewas once certain of the truth of this Proposition…The immutability of the same
relations between the same immutable things, is now the Idea that shews him. (4.1.9)

In other words, the knower now provides a new demonstration, using as his proofs
the fact that he was certain in the past and that two immutable things immutably
have the same relations.

This is a strange argument. It expands the scope of habitual knowledge, and thus
makes Locke’s account of knowledge somewhat more consistent with the common-
sense view of knowledge. However, it does not expand the scope of knowledge nearly
as widely as is intuitively plausible. For it implies that I only have the second sort of
habitual knowledge when my reasoning process makes use of the claims that I once
perceived that the relevant ideas agree and that relations of ideas do not change over
time. But even cognitively sophisticated adults rarely perceive these claims explicitly,
and given the commitments of Book One of the Essay, Locke would be on extremely
shaky ground suggesting that we implicitly perceive them.

Of course, Locke might not mind narrowing the scope of habitual knowledge
drastically. He might well agree that the second degree of habitual knowledge is rel-
atively uncommon and only possessed by those with a certain degree of intellectual
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sophistication – not, for instance, by “children and idiots.” This is consonantwith the
Newton example, and would fit well with both the Essay’s epistemic individualism
and its suggestion that we have rather less knowledge than we imagine. However,
there is another respect in which the argument does not fit well with views expressed
elsewhere in the Essay. For it assumes that whenever we seem to remember having
once perceived that two ideas agree, we really did once perceive that. In other words,
it assumes that misremembering never happens in the relevant range of cases. There
are few philosophers less sympathetic to skepticism than Locke, but one need not
have the temperament of a skeptic to accept that humanmemory is fallible: we have
all experienced situations where an apparent memory turned out to be false. And
there is no obvious way for a thinker to distinguish genuine from merely apparent
memories at the time she is having them. Thus there is no way for the knower to tell
when she has the second degree of habitual knowledge and when she has merely
pseudo-memories.

Locke’s main argument for the second degree of habitual knowledge, then, is diffi-
cult to square with the picture of memory provided elsewhere in the Essay. (Memory
is also of central importance in constituting personal identity. See Chapter 12 in this
volume.) Nor does it obviously derive fromanything said elsewhere in theEssay. I sus-
pect, in fact, it is intended simply tomitigate the intuitively implausible consequences
of the picture of knowledge Locke has just provided.

Locke draws a second taxonomic distinction between what he calls three degrees
of knowledge. We have intuitive knowledge when we perceive the agreement or
disagreement of two ideas immediately, without recourse to any intervening ideas.
This knowledge is “the clearest, and most certain, that humane Frailty is capable of”
(4.2.1): “aMan cannot conceive himself capable of a greater Certainty, than to know
that any two Ideas wherein he perceives a difference, are different, and not precisely
the same” (4.2.1). Locke gives a number of examples of intuitive knowledge: that
white is not black, that three are more than two (4.2.1) and, more interestingly, that
two bodies cannot be in the same place at the same time (4.7.5). In a passage that
shows the influence of Descartes, Locke tells us that we have intuitive knowledge
of our own existence and offers as justification that “In every Act of Sensation,
Reasoning, or Thinking, we are conscious to our selves of our own Being” (4.9.3).
The self is the only thing whose existence we know intuitively, although we are
capable of a great deal of intuitive knowledge concerning identity, relation, and
necessary connection.

In contrast, we have demonstrative knowledge when the mind perceives the agree-
ment between two ideas by means of some intervening ideas – known as proofs –
which are themselves immediately seen to agree (4.2.2). Thus demonstrative knowl-
edge is a sort of chain, all of whose links are intuitive knowledge. As a result, Locke
explains, demonstration is less certain than intuition:

This intuitive Perception of the Agreement or Disagreement of the intermediate Ideas,
in each step and Progression of the Demonstration, must also be carried exactly in the
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Mind, and aManmust be sure that no part is left out; which because in longDeductions,
and the use of many Proofs, the Memory does not always so readily and exactly retain:
therefore it comes to pass, that this ismore imperfect than intuitiveKnowledge, andMen
embrace often Falshoods for Demonstrations. (4.2.7)

Notice that here, Locke is clearly not assuming that memory is infallible.
The paradigm of mathematical knowledge is demonstration. However, Locke

remarks,

to have such an agreement or disagreement, as may intuitively be perceived… [is] not
the privilege of the Ideas of Number, Extension, and Figure alone … whatever Ideas we
have, wherein the Mind can perceive the immediate agreement or disagreement that
is between them, there the Mind is capable of intuitive Knowledge; and where it can
perceive the agreement or disagreement of any two Ideas, by an intuitive perception of
the agreement or disagreement they have with any intermediate Ideas, there the Mind
is capable of Demonstration, which is not limited to Ideas of Extension, Figure, Number,
and their Modes. (4.2.9)

One example of demonstrative knowledge that Locke provides is demonstrative
knowledge of the existence of God. Beginning with our intuitive knowledge of our
own existence (4.10.2), we proceed through premises such as nothing can no more
produce any real Being, than it can be equal to two right Angles, which “Man knows by an
intuitive Certainty” (4.10.3).

Many readers have wondered how either our intuitive knowledge of our own exis-
tence or our demonstrative knowledge of God’s existence can count as the percep-
tion of the agreement of ideas. Don’t we need to perceive that the idea of God agrees
with existence itself, notwith the idea of existence? Similarly, readers have oftenwon-
dered how Locke’s third degree of knowledge – sensitive knowledge of real existence
– fits with his definition of knowledge. Sensitive knowledge is simply the knowledge
provided by our senses that external objects currently perceived as present really do
exist, and Locke counts it as knowledge simply because of its certainty. For instance,
he says, my certainty that the paper I am writing on exists is “as great, as humane
Nature is capable of, concerning the Existence of any thing, but a Man’s self alone,
and of GOD” (4.11.2). However, since Jennifer Nagel’s essay in this volume (see Chap-
ter 16) discusses sensitive knowledge in general and the problem of accommodating
knowledge of existence to Locke’s definition of knowledge in particular, I shall say no
more about these topics here.

Finally, let us consider the reality of knowledge. “All ourKnowledge,” Locke tells us,
consists “in the view the Mind has of its own Ideas” (4.2.1). Does it not then follow
that:

… the Visions of an Enthusiast, and the Reasonings of a sober Man, will be equally cer-
tain. ’Tis no matter how Things are: so a Man observe but the agreement of his own

301



ANTONIA LOLORDO

Imaginations, and talk conformably, it is all Truth, all Certainty. Such Castles in the Air,
will be as strong Holds of Truth, as the Demonstrations of Euclid. (4.4.1)

Locke responds to thisworry bynoting that “[o]urKnowledge… is real, only so far as
there is a conformity between our Ideas and the reality of Things” (4.4.3). But while
this response seems true, it also seems unhelpful: how can we be sure whether our
ideas correspond to the reality of things?

Locke grants that it is not always easy to tell whether an idea corresponds to reality,
and that in the case of ideas of substances, we can never be sure they correspond to
reality but can often be sure they do not. However, we can be sure that two other sorts
of ideas are real: simple ideas and the complex ideas of mixed modes and relations.
The reasons for our certainty are different in the two cases.

Locke’s argument for the reality of simple ideas starts with the near-tautological
claim that simple ideas “must be suitable to those Powers, [God] has placed in exter-
nal Objects, or else they could not be produced in us” (2.32.14). This is all their corre-
spondence to reality amounts to, in his view: “being nothing but the effects of certain
Powers in Things, fitted and ordained by GOD, to produce such Sensations in us, they
cannot but be correspondent, and adequate to those Powers” (2.31.1). Thus the sim-
ple idea of a secondary quality such as sweetness or blueness can correspond to the
reality of things even though “[t]here is nothing like our Ideas, existing in the Bod-
ies themselves” (2.8.15). In the case of simple ideas of primary qualities – which do
resemble something in the bodies themselves – the correspondence relation is some-
what more robust.

This relies on somewhat less tautological premises than Locke himself suggests.
For he apparently means that types of ideas correspond to types of powers in bodies,
and this only holds if we assume the regularity of the world and the beneficencewith
which God disposed our sense organs. However, Locke is clearly quite happy to make
such assumptions all the way through the Essay; the sort of skeptical thinking that
renders them problematic is not something he sees any need to take seriously.

Locke’s argument for the reality of mixedmode ideas is rather different, beginning
as it does from the metaphysics of modes. Locke’s ontology is limited to substances,
qualities, and modes (2.12.3). Thus anything that is not a substance or a quality is a
mode: an inch (2.13.4), a triangle (3.3.18), amurder (2.12.4), a tune (2.18.3), and a
duel (2.28.15) are among his examples. The crucial feature of ideas of mixedmodes,
for our purposes, is that they are “not… intended for Copies of Things really existing,
but for Archetypes made by the Mind, to rank and denominate Things by” (2.31.2).
The “real thing” that a mixed mode idea is supposed to correspond to is something
“madeby themind.”Thusmixedmode ideas cannothelp but correspond to the reality
of things.

This does not imply, as some readers might suspect, that it is irrelevant which
mixed mode ideas we have. Mixed mode ideas are “made by the mind to rank and
denominate things” (2.31.3), and thus are answerable to the things they rank and
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denominate as well as the purposes we put them to. For out of the multitude of
possible collections of qualities that could be grouped together, we pick out those
that are useful to us, given our needs and interests:

Though these complex ideas, or essences of mixed modes, depend on the mind, and are
made by it with great liberty; yet they are not made at random, and jumbled together
without any reasonat all. Though these complex ideas benot always copied fromnature,
yet they are always suited to the end for which abstract ideas are made. (3.5.7)

This account of the reality of knowledge concerning mixed modes has implica-
tions formoral andmathematical knowledge, since themost importantmixedmodes
pertain to morality and mathematics.

15.3 The Two Demonstrative Sciences

Locke famously tells us that there are only two substantive bodies of demonstrative
knowledge: mathematics and morality. Contemporary readers may be surprised by
the omission of logic, but Locke dismisses the discipline of logic entirely. For instance,
he attacks the notion that maxims like the whole is equal to its parts are “the Principles
and Foundations of all our other Knowledge” (4.7.9). This is part of Locke’s dismissal
of scholastic philosophy; he does not even consider the possibility that scholastic logic
should be supplanted by another sort of logic rather than abandoned altogether. And
while Locke has a great deal of respect for natural science, given our ignorance of the
real essences of substances he thinks we cannot in our current state have a demon-
strative science of bodies.

It is easy to seehowwecanhave demonstrative knowledge of mathematics. Locke’s
claim that mixed modes are the subject matter of mathematics is controversial, but
if we grant him that, the possibility of demonstrative knowledge follows immedi-
ately. Moreover, as Locke remarks, it “has generally been taken for granted, that
Mathematicks alone are capable of demonstrative certainty” (4.2.9). The novelty of
Locke’s account of demonstrative knowledge lies in his suggestion that theremaybe a
demonstrative science of morals paralleling the demonstrative science of mathemat-
ics. Locke does not, of course, think that we have a complete demonstrative science of
morality, but he does think we have the beginnings of such knowledge.

Locke gives two different explanations of how a demonstrative science of moral-
ity might progress. One is that moral truths can be known by analyzing moral ideas;
the other, that they can be derived from premises about the nature of human beings
and the God who created them. First, let us consider how moral knowledge can be
obtained by analyzing moral ideas. Locke provides two examples of this:Where there
is no Property, there is no Injustice, which follows from the idea of injustice as depriv-
ing someone of his property; andNoGovernment allows absolute Liberty,which follows
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from the idea of government as setting up a society with certain rules or laws that
must be obeyed (4.3.18). Grant (1991, 22) suggests – correctly, in my view – that
Two Treatises provides more substantive examples: the definition of usurpation as “a
change only of persons, but not of the Forms and Rules of the Government” is one
(TT, 2.197). This type of moral demonstration relies on the claim that ethical ideas
are mixed modes and therefore capable of grounding real knowledge (3.11.16). It is
worth noting that although Locke remained committed to the possibility of a demon-
strative science of morality, he became less sanguine about his ability to construct it
as timewent on (see for example the letter toMolyneux of 20 September 1692; Goldie
2002, 172).

The second avenue Locke suggests for achieving moral knowledge is rather differ-
ent:

The Idea of the supreme Being, infinite in Power, Goodness, andWisdom, whoseWork-
manship we are, and on whom we depend; and the Idea of our selves as understand-
ing, 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 Demonstration. (4.3.18)

The demonstration is supposed to go roughly as follows.We know by intuition that
we exist as rational beings, and we know by demonstration that there is an omnipo-
tent, omnibenevolent God. It follows that God issues rules for our behavior that con-
duce to happiness and then – although the intermediate steps are less than clear –
that the fundamental moral rule is one should do as he would be done unto (1.3.4–6; cf.
4.17.4).

How are the two sorts of demonstrative knowledge supposed to fit together?What,
for instance, guarantees that the mixed mode ideas we form correspond to the rules
God lays down for us? It seems that Locke cannot rule out the possibility of a mis-
match and indeed, given the anthropological differences he cites when attacking
innatemoral knowledge, he likely would say that some societies do have the “wrong”
moral ideas.However, it also seems that he iswilling to assume that he andhis readers
havemore or less the “right”moral ideas, that is, the ones necessary to yield principles
corresponding to God’s will.

Here is another way to put the problem of reconciling Locke’s two suggestions
about demonstrative knowledge of morality. Analysis of moral ideas yields knowl-
edge, no matter what the ideas are, and to this extent Locke’s theory of morality looks
conventionalist. However, Locke also has strong realist intuitions according to which
morality must be tied down by religion: “the true ground of Morality… can only be
theWill and Law of a God” (1.3.6). Does he then have no coherent theory to offer us?

The problemmay at first seem insuperable but in fact, we already have the materi-
als needed to overcome it. Recall the distinction between real and imaginary knowl-
edge, where both are certain but only in real knowledge is there “a conformity
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between our Ideas and the reality of Things” (4.4.3).We saw earlier that mixedmode
ideas always conform to “the reality of things” because the things they are intended
to conform to are archetypes in our ownmind. However, this does not make it irrele-
vantwhichmixedmode ideaswehave:we designmixedmode ideas for a purpose, and
the best ones are the ones that will best help us achieve that purpose. It is pretty clear
that for Locke, the purpose of morality is the overall good of the moral community
(2.28.11). Hence although any consistent set of moral ideas could yield knowledge,
the most useful set for us to have is the one that best conduces to the overall good of
the moral community. And once we know that God exists and will punish vice and
reward virtue, it becomes obvious that this set is the set of moral ideas yielding rules
like those handed down by God.

15.4 “The Twilight… of Probability”

Although the Essay provides grounds for knowledge of ethics, Locke tends not to be
concerned with the ethical dimension of our epistemic practices. Things are quite
different when it comes to the sort of assent that constitutes probability, for Locke’s
account of probability is fully saturated with ethical considerations. As a result, he
takes great pains to ensure that (at least in some circumstances) we can choose
whether to assent to a certain proposition.

This is of enormous practical as well as theoretical significance. Because Locke
envisages only two substantive areas of knowledge, he holds that most of our actions
are not and cannot be guided by knowledge:

He that will not eat, till he has Demonstration that it will nourish him; he that will not
stir, till he infallibly knows the Business he goes about will succeed, will have little else
to do, but sit still and perish. (4.14.1)

Instead, the vast majority of human actions must be governed by opinion or prob-
ability: “the appearance of … Agreement, or Disagreement, by the intervention of
proofs, whose connexion is not constant and immutable, or at least is not perceived
to be so” (4.15.1).

As this quotation makes clear, the distinction between knowledge and opinion is
not drawn in terms of their objects: a given proposition – the Pythagorean theorem,
for instance – may be knowledge for me and opinion for you. Indeed, Locke thinks
that people quite often have mere opinion of things that could be known, typically
out of “Laziness, Unskillfulness, orHaste” (4.14.3). Presumably he ismost concerned
about people having mere opinion about moral and religious truths such as the exis-
tence of God and a natural law – but it would also hold for various mathematical
truths. It is also worth noting that the distinction between knowledge and opinion
does not imply different levels of subjective certainty. Opinion can carry just as much
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conviction as knowledge, and inmost cases Locke does not object to treating opinions
as certain. When something accords with our own experience and the testimony of
others (Locke’s example is that it froze in England last winter), “we reason and act
thereupon with as little doubt, as if it were perfect demonstration” (4.16.6). Never-
theless, the claim is still a matter of probability, for we do not perceive that the ideas
involved agree.

Locke’s guiding principle throughout his discussion of probability is that “[o]ur
Assent ought to be regulated by the Grounds of probability” (4.16.1). This claim
raises a number of questions. First,what are the grounds of probability? Second, since
ought implies can, in what sense can we regulate assent? In other words, in what
sense is assent voluntary? Finally, what practical advice can Locke offer to help us
regulate our assent by the grounds of probability and escape error? I discuss the first
of these questions in this section, and the second and third in the following two sec-
tions respectively.

Probability can be grounded either in “conformity … with our own Knowledge,
Observation, and Experience” (4.15.4) or in the testimony of others. Locke says sur-
prisingly little about how we should regulate probability that is based on our own
observation. In contrast, he devotes a great deal of attention to the way assent based
on testimony is and should be regulated. His emphasis on testimony over direct
experience is notable. Locke is often taken as a champion of epistemic individual-
ism, but unlike other epistemic individualists such as Descartes, he also recognizes
how much of our structure of beliefs inevitably derives from the word of others.
Thus he tries to provide some guidance as to how best to regulate and assess such
beliefs.

It is interesting to speculate aboutwhy testimony plays such an unusual role in the
Essay. We noted at the beginning that in the Essay Locke is attempting to articulate a
theory of knowledge and belief that serves the needs of science on the one hand and
religion on the other. And figuring out how testimony ought to be regulated is crucial
to both projects. Interest in religious testimony – and in particular the alleged testi-
mony of God – is evident from Essay 4.18–19. And Locke’s occasional involvement
with the Royal Society must havemade clear to him howmuch the developing enter-
prise of science required canons for evaluating scientific testimony, although there is
not much trace of this in the Essay.

Locke is adamant that the mere fact that others believe something is no reason at
all for me to believe it, and he is concerned about the extent to which his fellow men
act as though it is a reason:

There is another … which though it by it self be no true ground of Probability, yet is
often made use of for one, by which Men most commonly regulate their Assent, and
upon which they pin their Faith more than any thing else, and, that is, the Opinion of
others; though there cannot be a more dangerous thing to rely on, nor more likely to
mislead one. (4.16.6)
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Rather, justified belief on the basis of testimony requires a reason to believe that
the testimony is true. Locke’s basic rule for assessing testimony is this: I should believe
that p on the basis of S’s testimony that p just in case it ismore likely that p is true than
that S is lying or mistaken. Deciding which is more likely is, of course, where all the
work lies. Locke lists a number of fairly obvious factors to take into account such as
the number, skill, integrity, and intentions of testifiers; the internal consistency of the
testimony; and any available contrary testimony.

The last of the factors he lists – the intrinsic likelihood of p, that is, p’s conformity
with one’s ownexperience – raisesmore issues. Locke gives the example of theKing of
Siam,who,when told by theDutchAmbassador that inHollandwater became solid in
winter, replied, “Hitherto I have believed the strange Things you have toldme, because I look
upon you as a sober fair man, but now I am sure you lye” (4.16.5). Locke’s explicit claim
here is the purely descriptive one that when testimony opposes direct experience, the
hearer will not accept the testimony. But he apparently also thinks that it is rational
not to accept testimony in such circumstances, and that direct experience can only
be overcome by multiple testifiers with great credit and no self-interest involved.

Notice that as Locke sees it, onemust have evidence to accept each individual piece
of testimony; one cannot, for instance, simply decide to accept the testimony of the
New York Times or one’s mother. It is clear that none of us actually weighs up the evi-
dence for testimonial belief in everyday cases. Locke hands down rules for the legit-
imate acceptance of testimony that are far stricter than the ones we actually live by.
His suspiciousness about testimony is a natural one for someone in his milieu. The
Royal Society placed a great deal of emphasis on epistemic individualism, as its slo-
gan, nullius in verba (on no one’s word), implies. However, it has been pointed out –
most prominently by Shapin (1994) – that despite this individualism, in practice it
depended heavily on accepting testimony. (Indeed, it is hard to see how any scientific
community could avoid doing so.) And the same could be said of Locke. Consider, for
instance, the strange anthropological data Locke describes with apparent confidence
in Book One of the Essay.

However, Locke himself recognizes this discrepancy between what we ought to
accept on testimony and what we do in fact accept. For he grants that we do not
always regulate our assent by the grounds of probability. Indeed, he thinks we very
rarely do so, and this is the basis of one of his famous arguments for religious tolera-
tion:

… those who have not thoroughly examined to the bottom all their own tenets, must
confess they are unfit to prescribe to others; and are unreasonable in imposing that as
truth on other men’s belief, which they themselves have not searched into, nor weighed
the arguments of probability, on which they should receive or reject it. Those who have
fairly and truly examined, and are thereby got past doubt in all the doctrines they pro-
fess and govern themselves by, would have a juster pretence to require others to follow
them: but these are so few in number, and find so little reason to be magisterial in their
opinions, that nothing insolent and imperious is to be expected from them: and there
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is reason to think, that, if men were better instructed themselves, they would be less
imposing on others. (4.16.4)

In fact, this is one of the chief ways in which Locke thinks that a proper under-
standing of the scope and limits of the human cognitive capacity can have salutary
effects.

What does having “fairly and truly examined” one’s beliefs “to the bottom” entail? I
doubt that Locke is so optimistic as to suppose that properly regulated assent is always
true. Thus “the grounds of probability” cannot include all relevant factors: Locke is
not suggesting that our epistemic obligations can only be satisfied by aGod’s-eye view.
But Locke also does notmean thatwe should regulate our assent by the grounds actu-
ally available to us (Passmore 1998, 284). For that, as I explain below, is how our
assent is always determined, whether or not it is properly regulated. (Cases of inferen-
tial mistakes are an exception.) Rather, Locke has in mind an intermediate position.
To regulate one’s assent by the grounds of probability is to take into account all the
evidence that would be available to you were you to investigate appropriately. This
at first might seem utterly unhelpful: isn’t all the work being done by the note that
one must investigate appropriately? However, it is pretty clear that what constitutes
appropriate investigation will vary from case to case: some matters are so trivial that
only minimal investigation is appropriate, others so important that all people ought
to investigate at length. Let us see how this works in a little more detail.

15.5 The Regulation of Assent

It is central to Locke’s project that we have a moral obligation to regulate our assent
by the grounds of probability. So doing does not guarantee that the opinion we form
is true, but it does guarantee that we are not worthy of blame for having formed it.
This conception of themoral dimension of opinion presupposes that opinion is, either
directly or indirectly, within our control.

Locke makes it quite clear that we do not always have voluntary control over our
opinion:

where the Proofs are such as make it highly probable… aMan… can scarcely refuse his
Assent to the side, on which the greater probability appears…

However:

In other less clear Cases … it is in a Man’s Power to suspend his Assent … But that a
Man should afford his Assent to that side, on which the less Probability appears to him,
seems to me utterly impracticable, and as impossible, as it is to believe the same thing
probable and improbable at the same time. (4.20.15)
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Thus although one can never assent to the side that seems less probable, one can
choose to suspend one’s assent altogether in most cases. What is voluntary about
opinion, then, must be the decision to suspend or not to suspend. The point of sus-
pending one’s assent is to avoid making a judgment until one has investigated appro-
priately.While we are accumulating andweighing the grounds of probability, we can
– and should – suspend our assent. This ability is central to Locke’s ethics of belief:
“we can hinder both Knowledge and Assent, by stopping our Enquiry… If it were not so,
Ignorance, Error, or Infidelity could not in any Case be a Fault” (4.20.16).

I said earlier thatwhile Locke’s account of opinion is fully saturatedwith ethics, his
account of knowledge is not: there is nothing parallel to the injunction to regulate our
assent by the grounds of probability. Why is this? We can hinder knowledge by stop-
ping enquiry, just aswe can hinder probability.Why then is Locke not concernedwith
the ethical dimension of knowledge? Two possible answers come to mind. First, one
can form opinions that are either true or false – but knowledge is always true. Thus
there is no need to provide guidelines for knowledge parallel to those intended to pre-
vent us from forming false opinions. Our only obligation with respect to knowledge,
then, is to inquire sufficiently to perceive the agreement or disagreement of ideas. In
the case of opinion, in contrast, we are obliged to form opinions but also obliged to
avoid forming them on inadequate evidence, and this is clearly a more difficult task.
Second, knowledge is fairly strictly limited on Locke’s account: as we have seen, he
envisages only two substantive bodies of demonstrative knowledge,mathematics and
morality. Andwhile there is no shortage of inquiry in the case of mathematics, Locke
does chastise his readers about the shortage of inquiry into moral matters, writing
that such inquiry:

is not to be expected, whilst the desire of Esteem, Riches, or Power, makes Men espouse
the well endowed Opinions in Fashion, and then seek Arguments, either to make good
their Beauty, or varnish over, and cover their Deformity. (4.3.20)

So Locke pretty clearly thinks that we ought to investigate knowledge of morality
more thanwe do: there aremoral imperatives for knowledge as well as for probability.

I said above that Locke’s injunction to regulate one’s assent by the grounds of
probability amounts to the injunction to suspend assent until one has investigated as
much as is appropriate, and that what constitutes appropriate investigation depends
on the subject of inquiry and the circumstances of the inquirer. It is, of course,
impracticable for anyone to suspend judgment on all the matters he has not fully
investigated – and men vary greatly in their time, capacity, and training for inves-
tigation. “’Tis not to be expected,” Lockewrites, “that aMan, who drudges all his Life,
in a laborious Trade” (4.20.2) should have well-founded opinions on most worldly
matters. Thus “a great part of Mankind are, by the natural and unalterable State of
Things in thisWorld, and the Constitution of humaneAffairs unavoidably given over
to invincible Ignorance of those Proofs, on which others build” (4.20.2).
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At the same time, however, he argues that some sorts of belief are so important that
all men, even the poorest of peasants, are obligated to weigh the reasons for belief
carefully. These are, of course, moral and religious beliefs – which are precisely the
sort of beliefs God has equipped us to investigate:

That GOD has furnished Men with Faculties sufficient to direct them in the Way they
should take, if they will but seriously employ them thatWay, when their ordinary Voca-
tions allow them the Leisure. No Man is so wholly taken up with the Attendance on the
Means of Living, as to have no spare Time at all to think of his Soul, and inform himself
in Matters of Religion. (4.20.3)

Locke grants that most people do not do this. But by failing to do so, they are, on
his account, violating a genuine moral imperative.

15.6 Practical Advice on Improving One’s Opinions

The injunction to regulate our assent by the grounds of probability amounts to the
injunction to investigatematters as fully as is appropriate.Onewaywecan fall into the
sort of error for which we are culpable, then, is by failing to investigate fully enough.
And, Locke suggests, many of us do fail to investigate moral and religious matters
sufficiently. But failure to investigate these and other matters appropriately can have
many causes: want of proofs or of the skill or motivation to use them, for instance,
or wrong measures of probability (4.20). Some of these sources of error, Locke sug-
gests, may be congenital: not all men, for instance, have the same natural ability to
reason (4.20.5). However, most are not, and hence most sorts of error are in princi-
ple avoidable. Locke delineates twomainways to cure error. One is through the study
of human understanding, in particular the study of correct and incorrect measures
of probability. This is one of themainways in which studying human understanding
yields the sort of practical advice that was one of its advertised advantages. The other
is proper education and upbringing, a subject close to Locke’s heart. I discuss the two
in turn, to the extent they are separable.

Using wrongmeasures of probability leads to forming false or unjustified opinions
even when all the appropriate evidence is there. One main ground of probability, as
Locke has described it, is conformitywithwhatwe already knowor believe. Of course,
Locke recognizes that what we already know or believe may be misleading or even
false. Thus he is concerned to leave open the possibility that new evidence can make
us revise what we already believe. However, Locke argues, some people treat certain
of their beliefs as certain and unrevisable principles, so that no testimony or direct
evidence that conflicts with themwill ever be accepted.

Where does suchbelief in principles come from?One source is the doctrine of innate
principles:we treatwhatever principleswehold to be innate as certainand irrefutable.
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This, remember, is why Locke holds that belief in innate principles is pernicious. And
thus, by attacking the doctrine of innate knowledge, Locke takes himself to be putting
us in a position to form better opinions in the future. Another source of principles –
especially religious principles (Locke’s example is the Catholic belief in transubstanti-
ation) – is early childhood education, and here an education that aimsmore at devel-
oping skills of inquiry than at learning truths will be helpful.

Another source of error, also pertaining to wrongmeasures of probability, is emo-
tion: even with all appropriate evidence in front of us, we are apt to believe what we
want to believe, simply by refusing to consider the evidence carefully enough for it to
influence themind. However, Locke thinks that themost fundamental source of error
in measuring probability is mere conformism: believing what one’s community gen-
erally accepts, without ever investigating either the matter or the veracity of the tes-
timony for oneself. The rules discussed above for evaluating testimony are, of course,
supposed to help with that.

This is about as far as theEssay itself will takeus.However, bothSomeThoughts Con-
cerning Education andOf the Conduct of the Understanding give further practical advice
on the improvement of human understanding. Education is a somewhat digressive
work, but its main theme is, broadly speaking, moral education – how to bring chil-
dren up to be virtuous men and women and, indeed, possessors of cognitive virtues
as well. Locke initially intended Conduct as a new and very long chapter to be added
to the Fourth Edition of the Essay (see the letter to Molyneux of 10 April 1697: letter
#2243 in de Beer 1976–1989–1989). However, it was never finished and was pub-
lished posthumously as a somewhat unordered sequence of articles on topics such as
“Bias,” “Haste,” and “Perseverance.” The general thrust of Locke’s discussion is that
by becoming aware of common sources of error such as bias and haste, we will learn
to guard against them, and that by becoming aware of the conditions underwhichwe
reasonwell, wewill bemore likely to reasonwell in the future. In otherwords,Conduct
argues that studying the conditions underwhich humanunderstanding tends to rea-
son well and those under which it tends to reason badly will improve our reasoning
capacity in the future. See Chapter 23 in this volume.

15.7 Conclusion

Locke’s Essay can be considered the first work of modern epistemology, but through-
out this article I have emphasized a respect inwhich Locke’s epistemology differs from
that of the twentyfirst century. For Lockeanepistemology is overwhelmingly practical
in orientation. The study of human understanding is supposed to increase religious
toleration; prevent skepticism; focus scientific inquiry in productive directions; make
clear to us the overwhelming importance of moral and religious inquiry; and yield
direct improvements in future reasoning. Locke begins the Essaywith the claim that
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“Inquiry into the Understanding” is “pleasant and useful”: I hope that I have made
clear why he supposes enquiry into the human understanding to be useful.
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16

Sensitive Knowledge: Locke on Skepticism
and Sensation

JENNIFER NAGEL

Anyone accustomed to thinking of external world skepticism as one of the core prob-
lems in philosophy is bound to be surprised by Locke’s jaunty approach to this topic
in the Essay Concerning Human Understanding. Is there a printed page before you now,
or might you merely be dreaming that there is? Does anything exist beyond the idea
of this page now in yourmind, and can you infer with certainty the existence of “any
thingwithout [you], which corresponds to that Idea” (4.2.14)?When Locke describes
this skepticalworry as “that,whereof someMen think theremaybe a questionmade”
(ibid.), it seems he does not take himself to be one of those men; indeed, he goes on
to deride the skeptic and to say that “no body can, in earnest, be so sceptical, as to be
uncertain of the Existence of those Things which he sees and feels” (4.11.3). Nev-
ertheless, Locke also provides a brief substantive answer to the skeptic’s challenge,
asserting that the senses really do informusof the existence of outer objects. The label
“sensitive knowledge” is introduced to cover our grasp of the existence of the particu-
lar outer objects we encounter in experience. This choice of label in fact makes Locke
a bold anti-skeptic: in his system, knowledge, unlikemere judgment, entails certainty
(4.14.4).

Locke’s introduction of sensitive knowledge is quite puzzling, however, not least
because it seems to conflict with his general definition of knowledge, supplied just a
few pages earlier. Knowledge was supposed to be “nothing but the perception of the
connexion and agreement, or disagreement and repugnancy of any of our Ideas” (4.1.2).
Many critics of Locke haveworried that restricting knowledge to relationships among
ideas would bar knowledge from extending to the outer reality which “corresponds
to” these ideas. The question of how well Locke can answer such concerns leads us
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into a number of peculiar and intriguing passages on knowledge and the relation-
ships between perception, reality, pain, and pleasure.

The present chapter aims to examinewhat Locke has to say about sensitive knowl-
edge, to investigate several ways in which his remarks on this topic can be reconciled
with what he says elsewhere, and to assess the merits of Locke’s conception of sensi-
tive knowledge both as a response to skepticism and as a part of the larger picture of
human understanding painted in the Essay.

16.1 Definitions and Distinctions

Before examining the specifics of Locke’s account of sensitive knowledge, some atten-
tion should be given to Locke’s definition of knowledge as consisting in “the percep-
tion of connexion and agreement, or disagreement and repugnancy” of ideas. (For
ease of presentation “connexion and agreement”will be abbreviated to “agreement";
what holds for agreement with respect to positive claims generally also holds for dis-
agreement with respect to the corresponding negative ones.)

To begin, one might wonder what is meant by “perception” in this particular con-
text, whether the term is meant to register a merely subjective impression of a sort
that might sometimes be mistaken, or a successful apprehension of objective fact.
The verb “perceive” can now carry either the subjective sense of “perceiving as” ("I
initially perceived him as hostile towards me, but it turned out he was not"), or the
objective sense of “perceiving that” ("A good judge of character, she perceived that
he was friendly"). In the former sense it is a contingent matter whether perceiving
itself gets things right, although it might be the case that for certain kinds of objects
– say, agreements of ideas – perceiving must succeed. On this subjective reading of
“perception,” it would have to be something about the particular character of the
objects of perception that explains why knowledge has the boundaries that it does:
perhaps perceptionmay be fallible, but perception of certain agreements of ideas, for
example “that white is not black,” must always hit the mark.

Meanwhile, if we take the term “perception” in the latter (objective) sense, percep-
tion itself is already a significant cognitive achievement: it is because what we are
doing with those agreements of ideas is perceiving them that we count as knowers.
When directed at a proposition, this objective sense of perceiving is classified by con-
temporary epistemologists as a factive attitude. The distinctive characteristic of fac-
tive attitudes is that they entail the truth of their complement clauses: a person can
perceive that p only if p is true. Like “perceives that,” mental state attitudes such as
“is aware that,” ’sees that,” and “realizes that” are all factive attitudes; by contrast,
“judges that,” “hopes that,” and “doubts that” are not. It has been argued that all
ascriptions of factive mental state attitudes require not only the truth of the com-
plement proposition but also knowledge of this proposition on the part of the sub-
ject to whom the attitude is ascribed (Williamson 2000). If this view is right, then a

314



SENSITIVE KNOWLEDGE: LOCKE ON SKEPTICISM AND SENSATION

subject’s perceiving that p already entails her knowing that p, for any proposition p;
or in other words, perceiving that is itself simply a particular way of knowing that.

There is some evidence from historical patterns of usage that Locke would have
had the second (objective) sense of “perception” in mind: the Oxford English Dictio-
nary cites many instances of this sense dating back as far as 1330, while the first
citation of the subjective sense of “perceiving as” is from 1884.More directly, Locke’s
own description of the contrast between knowledge and mere judgment makes it
clear that his definition of knowledge must employ the objective or factive sense
of perception. What distinguishes knowledge from judgment is whether an agree-
ment of ideas is perceived or presumed, where presumption is fallible and percep-
tion a clear success term (4.14.4). Where we perceive such an agreement, we have
certainty and knowledge; where we presume it, we lack certainty and have mere
judgment.

It might be objected that Locke’s definition of knowledge speaks of perceiving an
agreement of ideas rather than “perceiving that” anything is the case; however, given
Locke’s understanding of the nature of propositions, perceiving an agreement of
ideas actually is perceiving that a certain proposition is true, a point stressed by Ruth
Mattern in her treatment of sensitive knowledge (Mattern 1978). Although vari-
ous qualifications to Mattern’s interpretation have been suggested (for example, in
Owen2007, Rickless 2008), it is still widely agreed that in setting out his definition of
knowledge Locke is concernedwith propositional knowledge rather than, say, knowl-
edge by acquaintance. Lockemaintains that knowledge “all consists in Propositions”
(2.33.19), or, in an even stronger formulation from the Stillingfleet correspondence:
“every thing which we either know or believe, is some Proposition” (1697c, 245).

Now, if the sense of “perception” employed in Locke’s definition of knowledge is
itself a special term for epistemic success with respect to a proposition, and espe-
cially if the sense of “perceiving” in play already entails knowing, Locke’s definition
of knowledge as perception of the agreement of ideas is – for better or worse – not a
reductive definition: it does not analyze knowledge into non-epistemic constituents.
One might then worry that no ground has actually been gained by defining knowl-
edge in terms of this special notion of perception. If perceiving is itself already a form
of knowing, then what the definition really does is just introduce a restriction on
knowledge: there can be no knowledge beyond the particular kind of propositional
knowledge that is constituted by the perception of agreement of ideas. The fact that
Locke’s definition does not explain but only restricts knowledge constitutes one rea-
son to think that he meant his restriction of knowledge to agreements of ideas to be
taken seriously. And while this definition may not do much to clarify the underlying
nature of knowledge, it can still constitute a step forward in our understanding of
knowledge if it is helpful to restrict and individuate the objects of knowledge or per-
ception in the way that Locke does.

Locke’s next move is exactly directed at identifying the objects of knowledge. In
the passage immediately following the definition of knowledge as consisting in “the
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perception of connexion and agreement, or disagreement and repugnancy” of ideas,
Locke claims that the relevant agreement or disagreement falls into four types: (i)
identity/diversity, (ii) relation, (iii) coexistence or necessary connection, and (iv) real
existence. Sensitive knowledge fits into this last category, although as we shall see
shortly, not all knowledge of existence is sensitive knowledge – Locke thinks one can
know of one’s own existence intuitively, rather than sensitively, and of the existence
of God through demonstration or proof. But from the division of knowledge into the
four basic types, it seems Locke considers knowledge of existence to be something
distinctive however it is attained.

The fourth type of knowledge differs in several ways from the other three. Locke
notes that the first three types of knowledge have something in common; in fact, he
grants that the first and third members of the list could be subsumed under the sec-
ond. Observing that identity/diversity and coexistence or necessary connection “are
truly nothing butRelations” (4.1.7), Lockemaintains that the distinctive character of
these particular relations still earns them special separate mention. The last member
of Locke’s list of types of knowledge, knowledge of “real existence,” then stands out
as something of a different sort altogether, something Locke chooses not to charac-
terize here as the perception of some further kind of relation.Within Locke’s general
framework, it is certainly possible to describe knowledge of real existence as involv-
ing the apprehension of a relation between ideas; indeed, we shall see that Locke
draws attention to this pointwhendiscussing sensitive knowledge in laterwork.How-
ever, in his primary description of our knowledge of the existence of things in the
Essay, Locke does not speak directly of agreement between ideas: this type of knowl-
edge is of “actual real Existence agreeing to any Idea” (4.1.7). Locke’s choice of the
emphatic “actual real” modifying “existence” seems to suggest that something more
than the mere idea of existence is perceived to figure in the agreement here. Even if
relations of ideas are in fact perceived when experience yields knowledge of the exis-
tence of objects, here Locke seems to want to stress the extent to which this sort of
knowledge involves being oriented towards things in the world as well as ideas in the
mind.

One radical proposal for reconciling knowledge of existence with the definition of
knowledge as perception of the agreement of ideas should bementioned at this junc-
ture. John Yolton observes that talk of an “agreement of ideas” might be ambigu-
ous. Of course ideas must be involved in an agreement of ideas, but perhaps Locke
thought the agreement in question was not always between ideas and other ideas;
Yolton suggests that we may sometimes perceive agreements between ideas and an
extra-mental reality (1970, 110–1). Such a proposal would make it unproblematic
for Locke to speak of knowledge of “actual, real Existence” agreeing to an idea. How-
ever, as a number of commentators have pointed out, there are many textual pas-
sages in the Essay that cut directly against such a view, starting quite conspicuously
with the heading of the section in which the official definition appears: “Knowledge is
the Perception of the Agreement or Disagreement of two Ideas” (4.1.2). Detailed textual
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arguments against the Yolton proposal have been presented in a number of places
(see especially Mattern 1978, Newman 2007, Soles 1985). Unless one is prepared to
disregard a very considerable body of textual evidence, one cannot reconcile Locke’s
remarks on knowledge of existence with his definition of knowledge by broadening
the notion of agreement in this manner.

Having divided knowledge into four sorts, Locke’s nextmove is to distinguish three
degrees of knowledge, having different levels of certainty on account of the “differ-
ent way of Perception” involved in each. Intuitive knowledge is “the clearest, and
most certain” type of knowledge we can have: it consists in the perception of “the
Agreement or Disagreement of two Ideas immediately by themselves, without the
intervention of any other” (4.2.1). Our knowledge that white is not black or that
three is greater than two requires no reasoning or effort once the relevant ideas are in
view; it “forces it self to be immediately perceived” and is psychologically compelling
or “irresistible,” excluding the possibility of doubt (ibid.). Locke maintains that our
grasp of our own existence is a particularly clear case of intuitive knowledge, regis-
tered inescapably at every turn. According to Locke, we have an “internal infallible
Perception that we are” because “in every Act of Sensation, Reasoning, or Thinking,
we are conscious to our selves of our own Being; and, in this Matter, come not short
of the highest degree of Certainty” (4.10.3).

Moving down the scale to the next degree of knowledge, demonstrative knowledge,
the mind perceives the agreement or disagreement between ideas only by means of a
proof, or a series of rational steps, each of which is intuitive in character. Requiring
“pains and attention” (4.2.4), this type of knowledge can extend to propositions we
are psychologically capable of doubting (4.2.5), and although a successful demon-
strationwill remove this doubt, it does not provide quite the same level of certainty or
clarity as intuitive knowledge. One reason for the lower degree of certainty is given at
4.2.7: particularly in the course of a long proof, it is possible for us to omit a step or
miscalculate, and at the end embrace an incorrect result, thinking we have demon-
strative knowledge where we do not. Bad attempts at demonstration can remove
doubts where these doubts should have been retained. Intuitive knowledge, by con-
trast, concerns what could never have been doubted in the first place, and is self-
certifying, in that it is not possible to be mistaken about whether one knows some-
thing intuitively. Even to entertain an agreement of ideas that is intuitively knowable
is already to know it intuitively.

Intuition and demonstration are two of the three “degrees” of knowledge Locke
identifies; the third is sensitive knowledge. The passage in which sensitive knowledge
is first introduced reads like a postscript to themain story about intuition and demon-
stration:

These two, (viz.) Intuition and Demonstration, are the degrees of our Knowledge; what-
ever comes short of one of these, with what assurance soever embraced, is but Faith,
or Opinion, but not Knowledge, at least in all general Truths. There is, indeed, another
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Perception of the Mind, employ’d about the particular existence of finite Beings without
us; which going beyond bare probability, and yet not reaching perfectly to either of the
foregoing degrees of certainty, passes under the name of Knowledge. (4.2.14)

The claim that this perceptionof themind just “passesunder thenameof Knowledge”
might suggest that for Locke, sensitive knowledge is not in fact a form of knowledge,
strictly speaking. In this spirit, Samuel Rickless maintains that “what Locke honorif-
ically calls ’sensitive knowledge’” is not really a form of knowledge at all, but rather
“a kind of less-than-certain judgment –what Locke calls ’assurance’ – founded in the
highest degree of probability” (2008, 85). Such an interpretation makes it easier to
reconcile Locke’s claims about sensitive knowledge with the evident fallibility of our
judgments of external existence.

However, the Rickless proposal also carries certain costs. Seeing sensitive knowl-
edge as really a form of less than certain judgmentwill oblige us to explainwhy Locke
doesnot overtly classify ourgraspof the existenceof outer things as akindof probable
judgment from the start, and to explain away various passages in which Locke does
describe this awareness of outer things as involving certainty. Rickless contends that
Locke is loose on these points because the degree of probability in judgments founded
onpresent sensation ishighenough toapproximate knowledge for practical purposes.
However, there are some reasons to resist the suggestion that Locke is deliberately
blurring the line between knowledge andmere judgment: from the first chapter of the
Essay, he states that an aim of the book is “to search out theBounds between Opinion
and Knowledge” (1.1.3), and we are reminded of the significance of this distinction
at the start of the later discussions of knowledge (4.1.2) and judgment (4.14.1). One
might also question Rickless’ claim that Locke always uses the term “assurance” to
designate less than certain judgment grounded in high probability. David Owen has
suggested that Locke sometimes uses “assurance” as an umbrella term covering both
knowledge and judgment (Owen 2008). To complicate matters, there are also pas-
sages in the Essay where “assurance” seems to denote the feeling of subjective con-
fidence that may accompany various types of opinion (1.1.2), action (1.3.13), faith
(4.16.14), and knowledge (4.3.3). One such passage appears in Locke’s discussion of
the epistemic status of apparent divine revelation. Locke contends that what really
matters is knowing that one’s impressions came from God as opposed to some other
source, adding that, “If I know not this, how great soever the Assurance is, that I am
possess’d with, it is groundless” (4.19.10). In the following discussion, Locke is clear
that assurance might be produced in various more or less rational ways, by sources
ranging from the warmth of enthusiasm to the probability of a proposition, or even
to the self-evident truth of a proposition. If assurance can be generated in this last
manner, it clearly does not exclude knowledge: recognition of the self-evident truth
of a proposition would produce not highly probable opinion but knowledge in the
highest degree. It is possible that Locke may be shifting between various technical
and non-technical meanings of “assurance” in the Essay, but any such shifts would
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make it harder to defend Rickless’ claim that Locke’s claims about assurance provide
uncontroversial evidence that he meant to exclude sensitive knowledge from count-
ing as knowledge, strictly speaking.

As another possible reservation about the Rickless proposal, those critics of Locke
whowere concerned about themediation of ideas in our grasp of outer existencewill
still be unsatisfied if Locke is read asmaintaining that experience gives us highly prob-
able judgment of the existence of outer things. Like knowledge, judgment for Locke
also invariably involves a cognitive relation to ideas rather than bare outer objects
or real existence; the distinctive feature of judgment is just that the agreement of
ideas is presumed, rather than perceived (4.14.4). Lastly, the confrontation with the
skeptic about the external world is not going to be settled simply by softening the
claim that we know external objects exist into the claim that we are highly justified
in believing that external objects exist. Many skeptics will be equally happy to chal-
lenge our claims to justification. Sextus Empiricus, for example, took pains to develop
many arguments against theAcademic skepticswho gaveup claims to knowledge but
sought to substitute softer claims about what is probable or persuasive; according to
Sextus’s Pyrrhonian skepticismwe lacknot only knowledge but also rational grounds
to find any impression more probable or credible than any other (Sextus Empiricus
1985, 1.33; cf. Wright 1991). Given both the costs of demoting sensitive knowledge
to the status of judgment and the problems left unsolved by this approach, it may be
worth attempting to find away of construing sensitive knowledge as a kind of knowl-
edge, strictly speaking.

16.2 The nature of sensitive knowledge

There are two passages in the Essay in which Locke describes sensitive knowledge in
some detail, both of which begin with a description of the skeptical problem. In the
chapter on degrees of knowledge Locke writes:

There canbenothingmore certain, than that the Ideawe receive froman externalObject
is in our Minds; this is intuitive knowledge. But whether there be any thing more than
barely that Idea in our Minds, whether we can thence certainly inferr the existence of
any thing without us, which corresponds to that Idea, is that, whereof some Men think
there may be a question made, because Men may have such Ideas in their Minds, when
no such Thing exists, no such Object affects their Senses. (4.2.14)

Whatever reluctance Locke shows towards accepting the legitimacy of the skeptic’s
worries, the problem is not that the skeptic has introduced a separation between the
occurrence of an idea and the existence of an outer thing; in a later chapter devoted
to sensitive knowledge, Locke again countenances the possibility of this separation,
but in his own voice, and more vividly:
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For the having the Idea of any thing in our Mind, no more proves the Existence of that
Thing, than the picture of a Man evidences his being in the World, or the Visions of a
Dreammake thereby a True History. (4.11.1)

In both places Locke’s subsequent response to the skeptic exploits the difference
between merely having or entertaining an idea in one’s mind and actually receiving
that idea through sensation. So at 4.11.2, Locke claims that it is not simply having
an idea in mind but rather “the actual receiving of Ideas from without, that gives us
notice of theExistence of other Things, andmakes us know, that something doth exist
at that timewithoutus,which causes that Idea inus, thoughperhapsweneither know
nor consider how it does it.”

That last remarkmayat first appear to conveywhat a contemporary epistemologist
would call an “externalist” outlook, where externalism counts the third-person per-
spective as decisive in ascriptions of knowledge. If I in fact receive ideas from an outer
world in sensation, and form beliefs about the world accordingly, the externalist can
count me as having knowledge of outer things in virtue of the causal origin of these
ideas, however little I as a subjectmayknowabout theprocesses bywhich these sensa-
tions were produced in me. In strong forms of externalism about perceptual knowl-
edge, the subject need not even recognize that she is having sensations in order to
gain knowledge from the world; what matters is just that reliably true beliefs about
the world be produced by these sensations. Some commentators are inclined to read
Locke as espousing an externalist view of perceptual knowledge. Martha Bolton, for
example, sees Locke as committed to a “roughly reliabilist” view of warrant, inwhich
ideas “represent only by virtue of their causal origin” (2004, 301). On this reading,
Locke seeks no rational basis for dispelling the skeptic’s worries: the reliability of “our
faculties, operating properly in their natural setting” is, according to Bolton, simply
“taken for granted” in the context of Locke’s main discussion of perceptual warrant,
although elsewhere supported with an argument which invokes the benevolence of
God (2004, 305).

However, if Locke is an externalist about perception, he is not a straightforward
one. As Bolton herself acknowledges, Locke also draws attention to the perspective of
the subject in the context of his answer to the skeptic. It is not just the bare fact that he
is enjoying “the actual receiving of Ideas fromwithout” that justifies the subject in his
claims about outer objects; apparently the subject also gains some kind of warrant or
evidence for these claims in his awareness that he is receiving ideas of objects in this
manner, rather than, say, conjuring up those ideas throughmemory or imagination.
However, it is a live question whether Locke succeeds in showing how the subject’s
perspective on the character of his mental activity could contribute to his warrant;
Bolton thinks not, but one might attempt to dispute that finding on Locke’s behalf. A
review of the relevant passages is in order.

When Locke grants that we may fail to consider the exact workings of the “actual
receiving” of ideas, he does not mean that the knowing subject could be unaware
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of the fact that he is having sensation: his point there is not that the self-conscious
perspective is unimportant but that the specific details of the processes underpinning
sensation do not have to be understood by the subject. Responding to the skeptical
worry, he says:

But yet here, I think, we are provided with an Evidence, that puts us past doubting: For I
ask any one,Whether he be not invincibly conscious to himself of a different Perception,
when he looks on the Sun by day, and thinks on it by night; when he actually tastes
Wormwood, or smells a Rose, or only thinks on that Savour, or Odour? We as plainly
find the difference there is between any Idea revived in our Minds by our own Memory,
and actually coming into our Minds by our Senses, as we do between any two distinct
Ideas. (4.2.14)

Just as the existence of the self is known at every waking moment (in the “internal
infallible Perception that we are"), so Locke claims here that the character of our
present mode of thought, whether sensation or recollection, is always available to
us: we are “invincibly conscious” of the way in which any given idea is presenting
itself to us, as well as the content of the idea presented. Earlier in the Essay Locke had
advanced the milder claim that “the operations of our minds, will not let us be with-
out, at least some obscure Notions of them” (2.1.25); it now seems that even these
obscure notionsmust always be distinct enough that there is no risk of ourmistaking
recollection for sensation. The perception one enjoys when seeing the sun is differ-
ent from the perception involved in recollecting it, not in virtue of any of the sensi-
ble qualities the sun is represented as having, but in virtue of one’s awareness of the
character of one’s owncurrentmode of thought, of the operations of one’smind. The
operations of one’s mind generate what Locke calls ideas of reflection; the difference
between the ideas of reflection generated in sensation and recollection constitutes
evidence the subject cannot fail to notice. Locke is emphatic on this point, claiming
in the later chapter elaborating the concept of sensitive knowledge that “there is no
bodywhodothnot perceive the difference inhimself, between contemplating the Sun,
as he hath the Idea of it in his Memory, and actually looking upon it” (4.11.5). This
perceptible difference is then supposed to give the subject “certain knowledge, that
they are not both Memory, or the Actions of his Mind, and Fancies only within him;
but that actual seeing hath a Cause without” (ibid.).

Locke seems to think that the skeptic has made the mistake of underestimating
what is available to consciousness, failing to notice that we are aware not only of the
sensible qualities of outer objects – say, the brightness and warmth of the sun – but
also of the manner in which these ideas are being presented to us. Consciousness
involves having ideas of the ways in which our minds are affected by (or how our
minds affect or produce) these ideas of objects, although we might not often have
occasion to attend self-consciously to those ideas of our modes of thought, any more
than we have occasion to attend self-consciously to the idea of the existence of the
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self which is also supposed to be present “in every Act of Sensation, Reasoning, or
Thinking.” A conscious person is not simply struck by a bare idea of an object, say a
rose; a conscious person will feel that he is presently seeing the rose, or remembering
it, or deliberately visualizing it. The same idea of a rose is present whether the rose is
now recollected or sensed but a further idea of the mind’s current mode of operation
– an idea of reflection – is also present to consciousness. If these ideas of reflection
can be taken at face value, a person can tell whether his occurrent idea of the rose
does or does not indicate the existence of a real rose before him now.

It is worth mentioning at this point that in drawing attention to the distinction
between sensation and recollection, Locke does notmean to imply thatmemorynever
yields knowledge of existence. In fact, his discussion of memory extends the scope
of sensitive knowledge beyond what is immediately present to us in sensation: in his
more detailed treatment of the topic, he contends that memory of past perception
yields sensitive knowledge of the past existence of the object, of its existence at the
time itwas sensed (4.11.11). Recollection of a past experience feels different from rec-
ollection of a past episode of imagining, and different again fromcurrent imagination
or sensation. Something about the character of recollection of past experience, like
something about the character of present sensation, is supposed to yield some war-
rant or evidence for our claims about the past existence of outer objects, just as the
special felt character of current sensation yields warrant for claims about the present
existence of what we are sensing.

Locke is not alone in thinking that the way our experiences feel to us – what James
Gibson calls “the peculiar tang of reality” (1931, 174) – is itself a source of warrant
for beliefs about the world. This very notion continues to circulate in contemporary
epistemology. So James Pryor, for example, argues that sensations and memories of
sensations can justify beliefs about theworld because of the way it feels to have them:
when we see or remember what we have seen, we enjoy a special “feeling of seeming
to ascertain that a given proposition is true” (2004, 357). This feeling, which Locke
would classify as a feature of certain ideas of reflection, is not always a feature of
conscious representation: like Locke, Pryor notes that it is also present in memory
but absent in daydreaming and visualization.

Empirically, philosophers such as Locke and Pryor are on solid ground in claiming
that a conscious personwill always have some idea of hismode of cognition aswell as
the object of his thought. Contemporary empirical researchers agree that conscious-
ness does not present us with information that is undifferentiated as to source, and
for good reason: as the psychologist Marcia Johnson puts it, “it seems unlikely that a
cognitive system would be viable if all information from all sources were simply rep-
resented in a jumble of amodal, abstract, propositional statements with no clue at
all as to their origin” (1998, 181–2). The contemporary psychologist shows broad
agreement with Locke in saying that “the cognitive system represents information
in ways that preserve its history” (1998, 181); Johnson dubs this capacity “source
monitoring” and argues that it is an integral part of our conscious experience.
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However clear it is that Locke has succeeded in identifying a genuine feature of
our conscious mental lives, this appeal to our mental representations of informa-
tion source does not seem terrifically compelling as an initial response to skepticism
(although, as we shall see in the next section, Locke does have a further move to
make). If the skeptic is wonderingwhether any of our ideasmatch outer reality, it will
be little further effort for him to wonder whether our ideas of the present workings of
our mind are trustworthy. Perhaps we only feel that we are sensing, when in fact we
are dreaming or subject to the machinations of an evil genius. We do not even need
to contemplate outlandish scenarios to find difficulties here: everyday experiences of
source confusion are not hard to find. A ringing inmy ears might bemistaken for the
sound of an outer bell, or I might feel I remember what I only imagine having experi-
enced. Psychologists who examine sourcemonitoring are agreed that this capacity is
fallible. So, despite her emphasis on the importance of source monitoring capacities,
what Johnson says about the reliability of these capacities is not that they provide
us with infallible evidence but rather – more modestly – that through these capac-
ities we are “able to make better than chance attributions about the epistemologi-
cal status of our mental experiences” (1998, 181). If our grasp of our present mode
of cognition is known to be fallible, the skeptic will urge, then in any given case we
have some reason for doubt, and must fall short of the certainty Locke requires of
knowledge.

If Locke is overlooking the possibility of erroneous ideas of our present mode of
thought, this is consistent with a general carelessness on his part about the problem
of error. For example, it is often noted that Locke pays very little heed to the problem
of perceptual errors involving simple ideas, such as the misperception of a distant
square tower as round, and thathewould face great difficulty explaining suchcases in
light of his view that simple ideas – like ideas of shape, for example –are invariably real
and true (2.30.2). Doubts about simple ideas of sensation are generally supposed to
be assuaged by the observation that sensation is a passive process; presumably Locke
would alsowant to drawattention to the fact that reflection is passive aswell (2.1.25).
On the side of sensation, it has been argued that passivity does not support a fully sat-
isfactory response to the problem of error (Bolton 2004; LoLordo 2008); one might
reasonably have similar worries concerning reflection.

One way of understanding Locke’s failure to be concerned with the possibility of
occasional error about current cognitivemode is to read him as having a rathermod-
est goal at this point in the argument: perhaps his aim is not yet to showwhy the skep-
tic’s doubts are unreasonable, but rather to explain why they do not ordinarily affect
us in practice. When Locke claims that in our consciousness of our present mode of
cognition “we are provided with an Evidence, that puts us past doubting,” perhaps
he wants to present the reasons why as a matter of fact we do not suffer from skep-
tical doubts in ordinary life. Our ordinary consciousness of ideas as originating from
some particular source – memory, visualization, present experience – is what ordi-
narily bars us from suffering doubts about the outer existence of sensed objects as

323



JENNIFER NAGEL

we are sensing them. Doubts are not inconceivable in principle, but unlikely in prac-
tice. Perhaps the task of establishing that these doubts are unreasonable has yet to be
undertaken at this point in the text.

We recall from the discussion of the fallibility of demonstrative reasoning that
Locke allows that sometimes doubts can be removed where they should have been
retained; the skepticmight be happy to grant that our ordinary sense of our cognitive
activity tends to remove doubts about the existence of outer objects without thereby
granting that these doubts ought to have been removed in this manner. In order to
credit Locke with an argument that skeptical doubts are unfounded, or, equivalently,
that our sense of our owncognitive activity gives us goodgrounds to accept the appar-
ent testimony of the senses, as opposed to merely compelling us psychologically to
accept this testimony, we need to examine more closely what he has to say about the
content of our ideas of ourowncognitive activity, and the circumstancesunderwhich
these ideas are activated. How exactly is the idea of present sensation different from
the idea of visualization or recollection? And how can we be assured that it is acti-
vated appropriately?

Locke is unequivocal that we have a firm grip on the differences between the vari-
ous modes of thought. We have seen that he considers the distinctions here to be as
sharp as any we can draw: “We as plainly find the difference there is between any
Idea revived in our Minds by our own Memory, and actually coming into our Minds
by our Senses, as we do between any two distinct Ideas” (4.2.14). Indeed, a particu-
larly strong claim about the strength of our understanding of our modes of thought
appears in the second reply to Stillingfleet, in response to a worry about “a want of
connexion betweenour Ideas and the things themselves.”Here Locke is explicitly con-
cerned to defend the conformity of sensitive knowledge to his general definition of
knowledge as the perception of agreement of ideas. Although the passage is some-
what controversial (scholars fromYolton to Rickless have been concerned that it may
represent a shift from the position espoused in the Essay), it bears on all our main
themes and is worth quoting at length:

In the last place your Lordship argues, that because I say, That the Idea in the Mind
proves not the Existence of that thing whereof it is an Idea; therefore we cannot know
the actual Existence of any thing by our Senses; because we know nothing, but by the
perceivedAgreement of Ideas. But if youhadbeenpleased tohave consider’dmyAnswer
there to the Scepticks … you would, I humbly conceive, have found, that you mistake
one thing for another, viz. The Idea that has by a former Sensation been lodged in the
Mind, for actually receiving any Idea, i.e. actual Sensation, which I think I need not
go about to prove, are two distinct things, after what you have here quoted out of my
Book.Now the two Ideas, that in this Case are perceived to agree, and do thereby produce
Knowledge, are the Idea of actual Sensation (which is an Action whereof I have a clear
and distinct Idea) and the Idea of actual Existence of somethingwithoutme that causes
that Sensation. (1697c, 249–50)
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Here we see again the appeal to consciousness of one’s mode of thought as a line of
defense against skepticism, now enriched with the claim that the idea of actual sen-
sation is itself a clear and distinct idea. It is worth resolving a potential ambiguity in
the expression “idea of actual sensation” here. Taking the “of” to indicate origin, one
might read the “idea of actual sensation” as an idea – say, of a rose – whose source
is current sensation and whose content is whatever is sensed. On the other hand,
taking the “of” to indicate representational content, one might take “idea of actual
sensation” to be an idea whose content is the mode of thought we call sensation, an
idea of the particular mode of cognition in which experiences are produced by outer
objects. Here Locke’s meaning is clearly the second: it is the mode of thought that
counts as “an Action,” and if Locke’s reply is to meet Stillingfleet’s objection on this
point, it has to be the idea of “actually receiving any Idea” that is what Stillingfleet
failed to consider. After Locke glosses “actually receiving any Idea” as “actual Sensa-
tion,” the subsequent more explicit formulation makes it clear that Locke means to
refer to “the Idea of actual Sensation.” The idea of actually receiving any idea is – given
its generality – not an idea of something like a rose presented in a special manner;
the idea of actually receiving any idea is an idea of a general manner in which the
subject is affected, an idea of reflection. Now, if Locke is claiming that the process of
sensation gives us an idea of the cognitive mode of sensation as well as an idea of
what is sensed, this much is entirely consistent with his position in the Essay. In the
chapter on modes of thinking, Locke says that being appropriately affected by exter-
nal objects “furnishes the mind with a distinct Idea, which we call Sensation; which
is, as it were, the actual entrance of any Idea into the Understanding by the Senses”
(2.19.1).

It is not hard to see how the general idea of actual sensation, understood this way,
is perceived to agree with the idea of the existence of an external cause. A vital ele-
ment in taking oneself to be having a sensation as opposed to, say, a mere daydream
is taking oneself to be affected by a really existing external cause (cf. Newman 2007,
342). Locke himself explains our grasp of the relationship between the idea of sensa-
tion and the idea of an external cause as follows:

For thoughwhenmy Eyes are shut, orWindows fast, I can at Pleasure recall tomyMind
the Ideas of Light, or the Sun, which former Sensations had lodg’d in my Memory; so
I can at pleasure lay by that Idea, and take into my view that of the smell of a Rose,
or taste of Sugar. But if I turn my Eyes at noon towards the Sun, I cannot avoid the
Ideaswhich the Light, or Sun, then produces inme. So that there is amanifest difference
between the Ideas laid up in my Memory; (over which, if they were there only, I should
have constantly the same power to dispose of them, and lay them by at pleasure) and
thosewhich force themselves uponme, and I cannot avoid having.And therefore itmust
needs be some exteriour cause, and the brisk acting of some Objects without me, whose
efficacy I cannot resist, that produces those Ideas in my Mind, whether I will, or no.
(4.11.5)
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We sense our own power over the ideas conjured in daydreaming, and our own lack
of power over the ideas actually received in sensation: the “Action whereof I have a
clear and distinct idea” in sensation is an action which involves the production of
ideas in my mind which “I cannot avoid having,” and our lack of control over the
ideas of sensation is something we learn empirically, or so this passage suggests. It is
then integral to our conception of thismode of thought that the relevant experiences
are produced by some really existing outer object.

On the present understanding of sensitive knowledge, in veridical experience of a
rose one is aware of the same idea of the rose that is present in memory or imagi-
nation, and one is furthermore aware of oneself as sensing rather than remember-
ing or imagining; that is, one has an “Idea of actual Sensation,” where this latter
reflective idea of one’s current mode of thinking represents the real existence of an
external cause. There is nothing in the idea of the object alone – the rose in this case
– that itself points to real existence. Knowledge of the existence of the rose is not
like the intuitive knowledge one has of one’s own existence, in which any contem-
plation of the idea of the self obliges us to recognize the self as existing. Further-
more, the connection between the idea of the rose and the idea of an outer cause
is not made by a sequence of rational steps; this is not like the demonstrative reason-
ing that is supposed to lead us from the idea of God through considerations of the
cause of being to a recognition that God must exist. There is nothing in the idea of
the rose itself from which one might deduce through a series of steps that the rose
is actual rather than imagined. The connection between the idea of the rose and
the idea of existence is made rather only through their simultaneous presentation
to the mind, with the latter idea coming into play as part of one’s reflective idea of
sensation.

If Locke were a straightforward externalist, he could allow that sensitive knowl-
edge is founded directly on the “actual entrance” of ideas from external objects; what
he says instead is that we know particular external objects exist “by that perception
andConsciousnesswehaveof the actual entrance of Ideas from them” (4.2.14).What
makes knowledge of ordinary external things possible is not just sensation but con-
sciousness of sensation as such: it matters that we are conscious not only of the idea
of the rose, but also of the “actual entrance” of this idea. Because there is a perceived
agreement of ideas here – an agreement between the reflective idea of sensation and
the idea of the real existence of an outer cause – sensitive knowledge counts as a form
of knowledge. Because the connection between the central content presented to one’s
mind (in this case, the idea of the rose) and one’s idea of one’s mode of thought (in
this case, the idea of actual sensation) is not intuitive agreement but mere temporal
coincidence, sensitive knowledge yields a lower degree of certainty than intuition or
demonstration. On this view, we know that the things we sense exist because as we
sense them we are – and feel ourselves to be – in a mode of thought that is known to
be directed at outer objects. Sensitive knowledge is enabled by the joint functioning
of sensation and reflection.
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Anumber of objections could bebrought against this type of view.One is the classic
“binding problem”: it is not clear how Locke would account for a situation in which
I am presently sensing a rose while remembering a daffodil (or worse, while remem-
bering the same rose, as seen earlier this day). But the problemof howgroups of ideas
are bound together is a quite general problem within Locke’s system, not something
particular to the problem of sensitive knowledge, and this is not the place to explore
the question of whether or not the resources available to him are sufficient to address
it.

Another problem concerns the activation of the idea of sensation. It might seem
that the modal idea of what I can or cannot do with a given idea somehow has to
make a manifest difference in a single moment of perception. But Locke is not say-
ing that I will take myself to be sensing rather than merely imagining the sun only
after I attempt to dispel the idea of light and discover I cannot; he thinks that one is
invincibly conscious of the mode of one’s perception at every moment. Fleshing out
Locke’s position, it must be that the reflective idea of a mode of thought – say, of sen-
sation – could now be represented to the subject in an instant even if that complex
idea originally took time and pains to acquire. Perhaps the very young child will need
to experiment with her control over her ideas; once we have acquired the appropriate
ideas of our modes of thought, these distinctions may be represented in a flash, at
least in a rudimentaryway. Presumably an adult with the appropriate track record of
reflection can see herself as powerless over an idea (or as the result of “the brisk act-
ing of some Objects without me") without running through a test of her powers over
the idea. It is a consequence of the view suggested here that very young childrenwith
no ideas of reflectionwhatsoeverwill not have sensitive knowledge; to the extent that
very small children are poor judges of the distinction between reality and fantasy, this
might not be an unwelcome result. In any event, even if Locke is ready to claim in the
correspondence with Stillingfleet that he has a clear and distinct idea of the action
of sensation, it does not follow that appreciation of such a clear and distinct idea –
which would presumably require self-conscious attention to one’s mode of thought
– must be involved in every moment of sensitive knowledge. As long as one’s aware-
ness of oneself as sensing includes at least the minimal appreciation of sensation as
involving the impact of an outer cause, one can have knowledge of the existence of
the things one is sensing. Recalling Locke’s claim that “the Operations of our minds,
will not let us be without, at least some obscure Notions of them” (2.1.25), as long as
the obscure notion of sensation includes the idea of an outer cause, sensitive knowl-
edge should remain possible.

It would be good to have an account of exactly what activates the idea of sensation
rather than the idea of some othermode of thought at any instant, if it cannot always
be the temporally extended exercise of flexing my power over my current ideas. Per-
haps sensation is somehow a default mode for me, whose ordinary force is quelled
when awareness of my own efforts to visualize or recollect naturally dispels the idea
of sensation; perhaps awareness that I am, say, attempting to recall something will
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naturally prime me to understand what comes then to mind as recalled rather than
presently sensed.Orperhapsperceptible factors suchas richer phenomenal detail play
a part in inclining us to believe that we are presently sensing rather than recollecting
or visualizing. Some further details concerning the activation of the idea of sensation
could aid Locke in establishing that recognition of sensation as such yields warrant
for our claims about the world, rather than just happening to dispel doubts as a mat-
ter of psychological fact. However, the basis of our taking ourselves to be in onemode
of thought rather than another is even now considered a difficult problem in cogni-
tive psychology; Locke cannot be faulted for supplying us with only some fragments
of the solution to this subtle empirical question.

There is a further problem with the suggestion that skepticism can be defused by
recognition that the idea of sensation incorporates the idea of an external cause:
appeal to external causes is much too generic to satisfy the skeptic. The skeptic typi-
cally does not press us on whether sensation can be distinguished from active modes
of thought such as recollection and visualization; the skeptic typically worries about
distinguishing sensation from other passive modes of thought, modes such as hallu-
cination and dreaming. Noticing that I am powerless over an idea does not establish
that the idea is the product of a resembling cause rather than a dream or evil demon.
Of course, in insisting that the idea of sensation incorporates the idea of an external
cause, Locke is not saying that the idea of sensation has nothing more to it than that
notion of passivity; there may be other features of this mode of cognition that fur-
ther distinguish it from states such as hallucination or dreaming, and perhaps at least
some of these features are evident to us evenwhenwe have only an “obscure notion”
rather than a clear and distinct idea of our present mode of thought. But close atten-
tion to these other passive modes raises the obvious worry that in these modes, one
of the many things we are confused about is our current mode of thought: we take
ourselves to be sensing things when we are not.

There are two distinct problems here. The milder problem concerns the possibility
of occasional errors concerning one’s presentmental state, considered in a context in
whichmost of one’s mental state evaluations are assumed to be accurate. The objec-
tion is that if occasional failure is possible, oneought todoubt inany instancewhether
one has succeeded. Notice that a parallel problem could be raised with respect to
demonstrative reasoning: if we occasionally go wrong in a proof, perhaps we ought
always to worry that we have failed to reason correctly in the present instance. How-
ever, one might respond on Locke’s behalf that the demand that we not only connect
our ideas correctly but also know that we have done so is a demand for second-order
rather than first-order knowledge. Knowing that one has reasoned correctly (or even
dwelling on the nature of one’s reasoning) is not obviously a requirement for know-
ing the solution to amathematical problem. Knowing that I know that there is a rose
in front of me at the present moment might require higher-order reflection on the
accuracy of my current self-ascription of mental state, but just knowing that there is
a rose there need not. In any event, the claim that knowing always requires knowing
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that one knows promises to launch a vicious regress, and is for that reason an unde-
sirable feature of any epistemological theory (for more argument on this point, see
Williamson 2000).

The harder problem involves a more radical skepticism, in which one worries not
about occasional failures taken against a background of success, but about accord-
ing any legitimacy at all to our supposed capacity to distinguish modes of thought.
Perhaps we are lodged in some extended dream and only feel that we are sometimes
sensingand sometimes imagining. Locke expresses doubts that this formof skepticism
is really psychologically possible for us, but grants that someone might “be resolved
to appear so sceptical, as to maintain, that what I call being actually in the Fire, is
nothing but a Dream” (4.2.14). To respond to this deeper skeptical challenge, Locke
changes his tactics.

16.3 Pleasure, Pain, and Certainty “As Great as Our Happiness,
or Misery”

Locke’s first answer to the more radical form of skepticism runs as follows:

That we certainly finding, that Pleasure or Pain follows upon the application of certain
Objects to us, whose Existence we perceive, or dream that we perceive, by our Senses,
this certainty is as great as our Happiness, or Misery, beyond which, we have no con-
cernment to know, or to be. (4.2.14)

In the more detailed treatment of sensitive knowledge in chapter 11, Locke appeals
again to pain and pleasure in response to the hypothetical radical skeptic:

As to my self, I think GOD has given me assurance enough of the Existence of Things
without me: since by their different application, I can produce in my self both Pleasure
and Pain, which is one great Concernment of my present state. (4.11.3)

Later in the same chapter, in response to the skeptic who says that all our experiences
are nothing more than “the series and deluding appearances of one long Dream,
whereof there is no reality,” Locke jovially remarks that the skeptic “may dream that
I make him this answer”:

That the certainty of Things existing in rerum Naturâ,when we have the testimony of our
Senses for it, is not only as great as our frame can attain to, but as our Condition needs. For
our Faculties being suited not to the full extent of Being, nor to a perfect, clear, compre-
hensive Knowledge of things free from all doubt and scruple; but to the preservation of
us, in whom they are; and accommodated to the use of Life: they serve to our purpose
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well enough, if they will but give us certain notice of those Things, which are conve-
nient or inconvenient to us.… So that this Evidence is as great, as we can desire, being
as certain to us, as our Pleasure or Pain; i.e.Happiness orMisery; beyondwhichwe have
no concernment, either of Knowing or Being. Such an assurance of the Existence of
Things without us, is sufficient to direct us in the attaining the Good and avoiding the
Evil, which is caused by them, which is the important concernment we have of being
made acquainted with them. (4.11.8)

These passages are surprising in twoways. The first surprise is that Locke is suddenly
willing to engage the skeptic on the skeptic’s own terms: in characterizing the objects
we think we sense to be things that we either “perceive, or dream that we perceive,
by our Senses,” Locke indicates a willingness to suspend his ordinary assumptions
about the reliability of our capacity to discriminate our currentmode of thought. The
second surprise is the identification of a special relationship between the evidence for
the existence of an object and the pleasure or pain it can produce in us.

Locke’s claims on the latter point might at first seem to depend on some empirical
confusion: surely one can experience pleasure or distress while dreaming, without
later seeing this as any reason to take the apparent objects of one’s dreams to be real.
However, Locke does not say that pleasure or pain is invariably a direct sign of the
existence of an object. An idea that happens to have been accompanied by pleasure
or pain need not be the idea of a really existing object: what matters is our “certainly
finding” pleasure or pain to “follow upon” our encounters with an object. To avoid
begging any questions about the reality of the objects being encountered, we would
need to construe these encounters from the subject’s perspective, say, as constituted
by the experience of suitably related ideas. We gain assurance that some set of ideas
originates in something that exists if pain and pleasure are reliably found to follow
upon this set of ideas – it is not enough that some random occurrence of this set of
ideas shouldhappen tohave sparkedpleasure or pain.Whenwe lookbackonadream,
we no longer expect its objects to serve as reliable sources of future pleasure or pain,
and can safely dismiss them as unreal.

One can of course deliberately and reliably produce pleasure or distress in oneself
by conjuring up a familiar comforting or frightening fantasy, some idea of an object
taken to be wholly unreal. But here the object upon which one acts in conjuring up
the fantasy is the invented idea, not the object represented by that idea, and the real
existence of ideas is unproblematic for Locke. Ordinarily, our pursuit of pleasure is
not so much under our control: we take ourselves to act on objects whose natures
lie outside the scope of our powers, with the expectation that they will satisfy us as
they have in the past. Setting aside anyHumeanworries about the legitimacy of such
expectations, themodeof thinkingwecall sensation instructsus concerning theways
in which these particular objects can be expected to behave.

There is something to be said for setting pain and pleasure as an Archimedean
point against which one will apply pressure to the skeptic. It is not obviously
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unreasonable to hold, as Locke does, that the appearance/reality distinction does not
apply to pains and pleasures. Locke never expresses a concern that something might
seem to be pleasure but not be pleasure, or that something might appear to be pain
but not be pain: pain and pleasure are simple ideas, and as such are invariably real,
adequate, and true (2.20.1; 2.31.2; 4.4.4). The radical skeptic who contends that all
is a dream – even “the glowing heat of a glass Furnace” – will still suffer pain as a
consequence of putting his hand in it (4.11.8): whether or not the skeptic is ready
to grant that he is faced with a real furnace, he will find himself experiencing real
pain. If he acts in response to the pain, as Locke expects he will, the skeptic displays
some kind of certainty concerning the reality of the furnace: he takes it to be real for
practical purposes.

Locke anticipates that the skeptic might attempt to insist on a distinction between
what is taken to be real for practical purposes and what is actually known to exist.
Locke resists this move by insisting that the purpose of our knowledge of outer exis-
tence is in any event practical. If the whole point of classifying objects as existent and
non-existent is to guide our actions, and if Locke is right to hold that our actions are
guided by considerations of pain and pleasure, then we cannot be faulted for identi-
fying objects as existent or non-existent according to whether they do or do not serve
as reliable sources of pleasure and pain.

Looking back on this Lockean move after the emergence of Humean skepticism,
Locke seems highly vulnerable to the charge that our past experiencemay not be any
guide to whether an object is now or will in future be a reliable source of satisfaction
or frustration. However, in the context of the forms of skepticism alive for Locke, in
particular the seventeenth-century revival of Hellenistic skepticism, the appeal to the
practical purposes of our rational faculties is not out of place. For the ancient skep-
tics, the practice of skepticism itself had a pragmatic justification: achieving com-
plete suspension of belief was supposed to result in mental tranquility. If Locke is
able to show that our practical purposes are well served by our ordinary empirical
methods of discerningwhich objects are real and unreal, then the skeptic whose ulti-
mate aim is tranquility will be hard-pressed to demand a higher form of certainty
here.

In refusing to demandmore of our rational faculties than that they serve our prac-
tical purposes, Locke is maintaining a course charted early in the Essay. In the intro-
duction, he suggests that one aim of surveying the natural limits of the understand-
ing is to reconcile ourselves to our inability to answer questions which lie beyond
the range of our practical concerns (1.1.6). He goes on to argue that skepticism
arises from a failure to understand the natural limits of the human understanding
(1.1.7), a consequence which may be averted if we are willing “to take a Survey of
our ownUnderstandings, examine our ownPowers, and see towhatThings theywere
adapted” (1.1.7). In his final confrontation with the more radical form of skepticism,
however, Locke simply states what one might wish him to prove: he relies very heav-
ily on an assumption about the things to which our understandings were adapted.
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Locke’s argument that the radical skeptic is asking for an unreasonable level of cer-
tainty depends on the premise that our knowledge of external objects must serve a
practical function; any radical skeptic who does not share Locke’s views about the
function of human rationality will be unmoved. If Locke suffers from an incapacity
to refute the most radical skeptic, however, he is not alone in this. If his real aim is to
move the non-skeptical reader, then a reminder of the practical inefficacy of skepti-
cism is reasonable enough.

Locke’s account of sensitive knowledge has a number of gaps in it: in particu-
lar, the reader is left wanting a fuller explanation of the special kind of perception
involved in perceiving the agreement of ideas, more details on the nature of our
awareness of sensation as such, and more discussion of cases in which we are mis-
taken about whether we are sensing or merely imagining. Locke arguably makes
more progress on the question of why we are not ordinarily affected by skeptical
doubts than on the question of how such doubts could be rationally dispelled. But if
a lasting inclination towards skepticism is as psychologically difficult for us as Locke
seemed to think, the decision to address an audience not already inclined to skep-
ticism is not a bad one. If “no body can, in earnest, be so sceptical, as to be uncer-
tain of the Existence of those Things which he sees and feels” (4.11.3), then there
may be more value in exploring exactly why this is so than in attempting to con-
struct new arguments to bolster a certainty that is already “as great as our frame can
attain to.”
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17

Locke on Thinking Matter

MARTHA BRANDT BOLTON

The theory of human understanding propounded in the Essay grew from a seminal
thought that occurred to Locke while at Oxford, that humans might often struggle
to acquire knowledge of things which their powers of understanding are incapable
of penetrating. The project had, right from the start, the practical aim of determin-
ing the boundaries of what humans might usefully seek to know. Nearly 20 years
later, when the Essaywas published, its British critics took offense at the limits it set.
To them, the most significant ones stemmed from the denial of innate knowledge
and included (inter alia) a deep agnosticism about the specific nature of substance.
Because substanceswerewidely assumed to be themost basic things that exist, beings
on which everything else there is depends, restrictions on our ability to understand
what substance is are limitations on our prospects of comprehending the natural
world, and also the moral world, according to Locke’s critics. The sensitive question
whether humanminds, or souls, are immaterial substances, hence naturally immor-
tal, is one of those issues on which we cannot arrive at natural certainty according
to the Essay. Although Locke says it is very probable that our minds are immaterial
substances (Works, 4.33 which refers to 4.10.16), it is nonetheless “impossible for
us, by the contemplation of our own Ideas, without revelation, to discover, whether
Omnipotency has not given to some Systems of Matter fitly disposed, a power to per-
ceive and think…” (4.3.6). Because revelation ensures immortality, in any case, the
interests of morality and religion are unharmed by this limitation on what we can
know by natural means, he urges.

At first look, Locke’s skepticism regarding the nature of the human mind seems
a straightforward consequence of his account of how we acquire ideas and knowl-
edge. Two basic reasons are offered in support of the agnostic conclusion: one stems
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from the theory that human minds have no basis but experience for their ideas of
and beliefs about substances; the other identifies particular barriers to our fathom-
ing psycho-physical causal powers, difficulties that count equally against material-
ism and immaterialism about thinking substances. So far, skepticism about thinking
matter fits nicely with the project of mapping the prospects of human knowledge.
We cannot demonstrate the immateriality of the soul as Cartesiansmaintain, andwe
cannot attain certainty of it fromwhatwe perceive by sense and introspection. But at
closer look, it has seemed to some readers that Locke is committed to other doctrines
inconsistent with his claims to the effect that we cannot be certain that thinking is
not carried on in a suitable system of matter.

One source of alleged inconsistency is Locke’s own demonstration that the eternal
creator of the universe is necessarily thinking and non-material. Further, to declare
that any corporeal phenomena are inexplicable to us is alleged to conflict with the
Essay’s apparent adherence to the mechanist explanatory program advocated by
Boyle, Descartes, and others. Even if these two commitments of Locke are not incon-
sistent with the claim that the immateriality of our souls cannot be known with cer-
tainty, as I will argue, it is difficult to see how he envisages thinking matter: how are
conscious thought and the properties of matter supposed to be unified in one sub-
stance? Is thinking supposed to be carried on by attributes of matter alone? How can
laws of motion be reconciled with the order of thought?

The first section of this chapter discusses reasons why we have no prospect of
knowing whether or not matter thinks. The second section concerns the mechanist
hypothesis, its purported explanatory scope, and Locke’s commitment to it. The third
section takes up the demonstration of God’s immateriality and its implications for the
possibility that God has given perception and thought to some material things. The
final section addresses the notion of divine superaddition elaborated in letters to Still-
ingfleet and considers how thinking, extension, solidity, andmotion are connected in
case they do coexist in the same substance.

17.1 The Uncertain Nature of Thinking Substance

The seventeenth century inherited the Aristotelian substance-accident ontology but
only in outline. Early-modern thinkers reject the traditional account of the form-
matter composition of substance and the doctrine of “real accidents.” The latter puts
the notion of inherence in question because, although naturally apt to exist in sub-
stances, real accidents were said to exist apart in the Eucharistic sacrament. Early
moderns disagree about how these twomatters ought to be understood. Still in addi-
tion to the abstract ontological scheme, they accept a long-standing epistemic view,
that a substance and its accidents are known in different ways. Accidents are per-
ceived by our senses, but the substance to which they belong was thought to have
no direct effects on our cognitive system. Substances can only be known by some
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inferential process based on sensory apprehension of accidents. As one systematic
scholastic philosopher of the period sums it up: “Accidents are known before sub-
stances. The reason is: because accidents are the thingsmost open to the senses; sub-
stances are concealed, not per se sensible, and thus not very quick nor easily known”
(Eustachio 1648, 335). A popular English logic manual puts it more plainly:

… for we cannot see the substance of any thing with our bodily eyes, but only with the
eyes of ourminde andunderstanding, butwemay see the shape, the quantity, the colour
and such like accidents cleaving to the substance, without the which those accidents
have no being at all, and therefore in seeing such accidents, we may assure ourselves
that there is a substance sustaining those accidents… (Blundeville 2005, 17)

Descartes, who is no Aristotelian, still agrees that substance is discovered by an infer-
ence from perceived attributes:

…we cannot initially become aware of a substancemerely through its being an existing
thing, since this alone does not of itself have any effect on us. We can, however, easily
come to know a substance by one of its attributes, in virtue of the common notion that
nothingness possesses no attributes, that is to say, no properties or qualities. Thus, if we
perceive the presence of some attribute, we can infer that there must also be present an
existing thing or substance to which it may be attributed. (Descartes 1644, 52)

Perception of attributes or qualities is bymeans of conceptswhich imply the presence
of a substance and determine its nature according to Descartes. The more attributes
of a substance we know, the “more perfectly we understand its nature” (Descartes
1641, 249). Locke’s account of our idea of substance follows this pattern, but with
this significant difference – the ideas of accidents which indicate the presence of sub-
stance provide no information about its specific nature.

Above all, Locke aims to make clear that all our ideas are either simple ideas –
delivered directly by the senses or by reflection within ourselves – or else ideas we
construct from such simple ideas by variousmental operations. Simple ideas of sense
are caused by qualities of external objects and represent those qualities in ourminds.
Simple ideas of reflection represent acts of the spirit that is oneself. Ideas of sorts of
substances such as gold, water, and human being are complex. They contain, first,
several simple ideas which are found to “go together and are presumed to [represent
qualities which] belong to one thing . . . and called . . . so united by one name” and
second, a rudimentary inference, or “supposition”: “. . . not imagining how these
[qualities represented by] simple Ideas can subsist by themselves, we accustom our
selves, to suppose some Substratum, wherein they do subsist, and fromwhich they do
result, which therefore we call Substance” (2.23.1 and note). Explaining the second
component to Stillingfleet, Locke says we perceive a “necessary connection” between
a quality and “inherence or being supported”; that is, what we suppose to be the
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case is validly inferred (Works, 4. 21, 33, 447). But although observed clusters of
qualities prove the existence of substance, they leave us ignorant of anything other
than abstract formal properties of the substance in which they subsist: “of substance
we have no idea of what it is, but only a confused one of what it does” (2.13.19).

In the two sections that immediately follow the one just quoted (2.23.2–3), the
case for our ignorance of the specific nature of substance is made in a different way.
According to the first section, if asked what the color andweight of a thing inhere in,
one might say its solid extended parts. But then there would be need to ask what the
solidity and extension of the parts inhere in, and to this, we can only echo the baffled
Indian philosopher: “something I know not what” (2.23.2). This focuses attention
on those substances out of which gold, horses, and the like are composed; all sen-
sible material things are composed of insensible particles, parts of matter, as Locke
maintains. The supposition regarding solidity and extension points to “the idea of
substance in general,” as Locke puts it. Although not mentioned just here, the idea
of solid extended substance is the idea of matter, according to Locke (3.10.15; W 4.
460). The upshot of this line of reasoning is thatwith regard to the basic all-pervasive
substance, matter, we know what it does but not what it is. Philosophers who pre-
tend to knowwhat does the supporting are blowing smoke, as Locke sees it (especially
2.13.18–20).

The second section (2.23.3) further specifies the original supposition. Here, we are
said to form ideas of particular kinds of substances, such as gold, water, and horse, by
combining ideas of qualities observed to exist together and, for that reason, “supposed
to flow from the particular internal Constitution, or unknown Essence of that Sub-
stance” (2.23.3).What the coexistenceof several qualities implieshere is thepresence
of an inner constitution, or essence, which is the source and, in some sort, explana-
tion of the qualities and their union. It is “such, though unknown, Cause of their
Union, as makes the whole subsist of itself ” (2.23.6); it is metaphysically sufficient
for the collection of qualities.

If we knew the inner constitutions or essences of substances like gold or a horse,
as Locke seems to think may not be entirely beyond us (2.23.11–12), we would have
gone someway toward knowing that these substances are by contrastwithwhat they
do. Even so, we would not know what matter is, i.e. the substance of the particles
which compose substances such as horses. Locke goes on to say, there are several
opinions about what the essences or inner constitutions of such substances are. He
disparages the scholastic Aristotelian doctrine of essences and favors the theory that
constitutions are made of insensible particles (3.3.17; also 3.3.6). But in either case,
the immediate inner source of the qualities of gold, for example, is hidden from us.

Some scholars take the texts about ideas of substanceswe just reviewed (2.23.1–3)
to show that substances are familiar things to which we ascribe properties (Broackes
2006; Korman 2010; Pasnau 2011, 159–72). What we “suppose” is just that coex-
isting qualities belong to something; the inference expresses our natural view that
colors, motions, and other properties belong to gold, trees, etc. in a way that needs no
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explanation. On this interpretation, substances are not mysterious; we know a good
deal about gold and horses inasmuch as we knowmany of their qualities, traits, and
ways of behaving. Locke insists we don’t know what substance is partly because we
don’t know all the qualities of gold, for example, but largely because we don’t know
its inner constitution, or real essence. In other words, although a substance and its
real essence are distinct, ignorance of the essence is expressed by the claim that we
are ignorant of the substance. To support the distinction between substance and real
essence, somedefenders stress a passage in the inadequacy of our ideas of substances.
All of them are inadequate because the qualities represented in the idea of a sub-
stance are not “the real Essence of that Substance, but depend on it… Besides, aMan
has no Idea of substance in general, nor knowswhat Substance is in itself ” (2.31.13).

This interpretation is not entirely correct, as I see it. There is not space for a full dis-
cussion here. In connection with thinking matter, the most important point is that it
divorces Locke’s basic account of ideas of substances from commitment to any view
of what it is for a substance to “have” a combination of qualities. It treats the notion
of inherence as primitive. It takes inherence to be whatever relation is common to
a substance and all its accidents and properties. Yet the only category of accident
which flows from substance is quality, according to Locke, and qualities either are
or have causal powers (2.23.37; 2.8.23). More important, as we saw, ideas of sub-
stances such as gold and horse include the supposition of an inner constitution, or
essence, which does offer an abstract account of what it is for qualities to exist in a
substance (2.23.3); that is, qualities inhere in a substance just in case they flow from
an inner constitution in virtue of which the whole (including qualities) subsists by
itself. I would also urge that the interpretation in question misunderstands Locke’s
remarks about the inadequacy of our ideas of substances (2.31.13, just quoted). It is
not that saying “besideswe are ignorant of substance in general” expresses ignorance
of their inner constitutions. Instead, it means that we are ignorant of inner constitu-
tions and also ignorant of the matter, or substance in general (Ayers 1975, 17); that
is, the substance of the particles of which the constitutions of gold, horses, and the
like are composed (Bolton 2014).

When framing ideas of particular kinds of substances, we correctly suppose the
qualities found to coexist in several particular things flow from inner constitutions
which are the “cause of their union.” Locke denies there is something in the consti-
tutions of all and only particular horses, say,which exactly corresponds to the combi-
nationof qualities specified, e.g. in the ideaof ahorse, that is an equine general nature
(3.3.11). Particularmaterial things are not constituted asmembers of kinds. Instead,
every particular thing has its wholly particular real internal constitution which is
the source of all its discoverable qualities (3.6.13). For example, the parcel of matter
that forms the ring on Locke’s finger gives rise to many sensible qualities and pow-
ers, only some of which are represented in the idea of gold. In the practice of framing
general ideas of substances, we find that several things have combinations of coin-
stantiated qualities which are quite similar, yet sufficiently different that the decision
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to include some rather than others is at the discretion of those who frame the idea
(e.g. 3.6.28–32).

Accordingly, Locke maintains that kinds, insofar as we have anything to do with
them, are established as kinds by human practices. Our idea of gold, for instance, is
called the “nominal essence” of gold – “nominal” because it is signified by a name,
“gold,” “essence” because it sets the conditions necessary and sufficient for some-
thing’s being gold as Locke has it (3.6.2, 7; Losonsky 2007). It might be, for exam-
ple, the idea of a substance that is yellow, shiny, fusible, and soluble in aqua regia. It
is the idea that defines the kind, not some kind-determining entity intrinsic to all and
only samples of gold. Still each specimen of the metal has the qualities signified by
the idea in virtue of certain features of its own particular inner constitution. Locke
calls these features, or perhaps a disjunction of several such features (see 3.10.20),
the “real essence of gold.” The real essence of a kind, by contrast to the real essence
of a particular substance, is relative to and dependent on the nominal essence of the
kind (3.6.6; Ayers 1981a; Bolton 1992; Guyer 1994).

This sets the stage for an argument that we have little, if any, prospect of knowing
the nature of things in the kind spirits, or thinking substances. We are said to have
ideas of two kinds of basic substances: bodies and finite spirits (2.27.2). Although the
text mentions no inner constitutions in this case, it posits a substance in which the
powers represented in our ideas of these kinds subsist. As if in response to a quar-
rel between materialists and immaterialists, it undertakes to show that our ideas of
body and spirit are equally clear and equally obscure. The idea of spirit contains ideas
of thinking and willing, or the power of moving a body, joined with the idea of sub-
stance; the idea of body contains ideas of solidity, extension, the power to be moved
and substance. The ideas of thinking, willing, extension, solidity, and mobility are
deemed equally clear. The idea of substance is equally obscure in both: “it is but a
supposed I know not what support of those Ideas, we call Accidents" (2.23.15).

The text goes on at length about this. Spirits think, but no one can even begin
to explain the operation of thinking, even granting that it is the performance of an
immaterial substance (2.23.23). As for the power of spirits to move their bodies by
will, its difficulty is so notorious it scarcely needsmention (2.23.28). Turning to bod-
ies, it is in virtue of the coherence of their solid parts that they communicate motion
by impact, yetwedonot knowhowsolid parts cohere together. Severalways to explain
cohesion are considered and found wanting ( (2.23.23–7). The whole comparative
exercise is in the service of modesty about our ability to comprehend the substantial
source of the powers and operations of bodies and spirits, alike.We are in no position
to knowwhether or not their powers flow from one and the same substance. Many of
Locke’s contemporaries were persuaded by Descartes’ argument that it is conceptu-
ally impossible that a material substance should think. But Locke states that he can
find no contradiction in the assertion that some systems of matter think (4.3.6).

His second argument for the claim that thinkingmatter is possible, for all we know,
is that both materialism and immaterialism imply something “inconceivable to us.”
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By this, he does not mean something we conceive to be impossible (we do not), or
something we can’t explain, but something we can’t even imagine how to explain.
Assuming immaterialism, we cannot conceive how an immaterial substance thinks.
Moreover, if human souls are joined with human bodies, they causally interact, as
Locke maintains. But how they do so is inconceivable:

Body as far as we can conceive being able only to strike and affect body; and Motion,
according to the utmost reach of our Ideas, being able to produce nothing but Motion,
so that when we allow it to produce pleasure or pain, or the Idea of a Colour, or sound,
we are fain to quit our Reason, go beyond our Ideas, and attribute it wholly to the good
Pleasure of our Maker. (4.3.6, first emphasis added; also 4.3.13, 29)

Admittedly we can’t conceive how matter might think, but the materialist theory is
hardly at a disadvantage for that. “It being, in respect of our Notions, not muchmore
remote from our Comprehension to conceive, that GOD can, if he pleases, superadd
to Matter a Faculty of Thinking” (4.3.6; 541: 1–5).

God’s wisdom, will, and omnipotence are repeatedly invoked in connection with
things inconceivable to us.Why? It sometimes seemsmerely to draw on the common-
place that everything comesultimately fromGod. In other places, divine omnipotence
is a place holder for a natural explanation of things we can conceive, but do not so far
know how to explain. Some scholars maintain it can also imply that God attaches
some powers to substances in a way entirely different from their naturally explicable
powers. Scholars disagree about whether all superadded powers are related to sub-
stances in the sameway, and if so, what it is. But the paramount question is what the
relation is in case the faculty of thought is superadded to matter (4.3.6; 541:1–8).
According to some authors, Locke’s commitment tomechanism holds the key to this.

17.2 Mechanism and The Possibility of Thinking Matter

One main aspect of this interpretative controversy turns on the rather different
accounts of seventeenth-century “mechanism” that frame the discussion. The dis-
crepancy is due, in part, to the fact that early moderns with very different ontologies
and theories of knowledge are classified as mechanists: Hobbes, Gassendi, Descartes,
and Boyle, to name some. The historical figures broadly agree that natural phenom-
ena are to be explained in terms of matter andmotion alone; they disdain the scholas-
tics’ mode of explanation. But their positive programs differ on questions of doctrine,
method, aim, and scope. Robert Boyle’s “corpuscular philosophy” was intended to
distill main tenets onwhich such similarlymindedmoderns could agree, while ignor-
ing more controversial matters (Boyle 1666). Boyle promotes mechanism on strictly
empirical grounds, assembling numerous observations and experiments, arguing in
each case that mechanism provides a more general and intelligible explanation than
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the available alternatives. Locke’s view of mechanism seems to be heavily influenced
by Boyle (e.g. Alexander 1985).

On themechanist hypothesis, the qualities and powers of bodies are to be explained
on the basis of the relatively fewattributes that are common to all bodies, as such, and
the diverse ways in which those attributes can be determined. At least at first look, it
would seem that the attributes belonging to all bodies, as such, are the “mechani-
cal affections”: extension, solidity (impenetrability), mobility; these attributes admit
innumerable determinate sizes, figures, velocities, positions, and mutual arrange-
ments. These are Locke’s “primary qualities.” The program is reductive: all powers
and operationswhich are less than universally distributed amongmaterial things are
to be explained on the basis of nothing but the determinate primary qualities of the
insensible particles which compose them. (For more detail, see, for example, Alexan-
der 1985;Wojick1997.) Boyle uses a key’s capacity towork a certain lock to illustrate
the explanatory model (Boyle 1666, 23–4). The works inside a clock and the visible
motion of its hands are another favorite illustration of how we can aspire to explain
sensible phenomena in terms of insensible mechanisms.

The Essay presumes on corpuscularian theory in expounding two related doc-
trines. Most notable is the doctrine of primary and secondary qualities, and mech-
anism is also assumed in descriptions of the real essences and inner constitutions of
kinds of substances (e.g. 2.23.8; 3.6.9; 4.3.26, 28). This leads several scholars to
maintain that Locke invokes themechanist reduction of all other qualities to the uni-
versal primary qualities of matter to explicate what it is for qualities to flow from, or
inhere in, substance (2.23.1, 3, 6). But Locke’s attitude toward Boylean theory may
seem unstable. A passage contending that a natural science of body is beyond our
cognitive reach assumes we have nothing but mechanist resources of explanation
(4.3.10–15). Yet a disclaimer follows at once:

I have here instanced in the corpuscularian Hypothesis, as that which is thought to go
farthest in an intelligible Explication of the Qualities of Bodies; and I fear theWeakness
of humane Understanding is scarce able to substitute another, which will afford us a
fuller and clearer discovery of the necessary Connexion, and Co-existence, of the Pow-
ers,which are to be observedunited in several sorts of them…whicheverHypotheses be
clearest and truest, (for of that it notmybusiness to determine)… (4.3.16; also4.12.13)

Although Locke uses corpuscularian principles when engaged in “Physical
Enquiries” (2.8.22l 140: 1–2), he stops short of certifying their literal truth
(see 4.3.11 on secondary qualities). Moreover, mechanism notwithstanding, the
Essay mentions several phenomena likely to remain inconceivable to us, above all,
psycho-physical powers (4.3.12–13, 28–9).

Margaret Wilson alleges that this exposes an inconsistency in Locke’s attitude
toward mechanism (Wilson 1979). Like several other scholars, she holds that Locke
invokes mechanism to explicate the inherence relation. But unlike them, she finds
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that Locke reneges his official mechanism when confronted with psycho-physical
powers. By backing away in this case, he robs himself of a ground in material sub-
stances for their powers in relation to perception and thought, in case theyhave them.
Thus if thinking is carried on in matter, it is an inexplicable fact. However, several
ways of dissolving the apparent inconsistency with regard to mechanism are sug-
gested in the literature.

One influential interpretation was first proposed by Michael Ayers and developed
by Lisa Downing (Ayers 1981b, 210; 1991, 135–53; Downing 2007, 368). It dis-
tinguishes between “ideal mechanism” and the explanatory program that takes the
so-called “mechanical affections,” extension, solidity, andmobility to exhaust the list
of attributes basic in explanation. The ideal doctrine is the more abstract principle
that all powers of bodies can, in principle, be deduced from and explained in terms of
the intelligible primitive attributes of bodies. The primitive attributes might, or might
not, turn out to be all, or even some, of the classical mechanical ones. In this way,
ideal mechanism is said to exclude all occult qualities and unintelligible inherence
relations (Ayers 1981b, 210; 1991, 136–7). According to advocates of this interpre-
tation, Locke mentions less than ideal explanations without certifying their factual
correctness in order to illustrate the intelligibility of the general mechanist explana-
tory model (Downing 2007, 356–9).

This interpretation is attractive, but it is difficult to find clear textual basis for it
(Bolton 1998; Stuart 1998). Passages alleged to illustrate ideal mechanism are just
instances of Boyle’s corpuscularianism with no indication of pointing to anything
more abstract (e.g. 4.6.11).Nor does the immediate historical context lendmuch sup-
port to the interpretation. Boyle makes the case for corpuscular theory partly on the
basis of its explanatory success, but he, too, points to its lapses (Wojick 1997, 185).
While he stresses virtues of the theory such as intelligibility, generality of basic prin-
ciples, simplicity, and consistency with observed facts, he does not insist on the cer-
tain truth or accuracy of mechanist explanations (Boyle 1674, 1997; Wojick 1997,
166–84). When Locke voices reservations about the truth and scope of corpuscu-
lar explanation, he is only agreeing with Boyle. Moreover, Boyle explicitly exempts
psycho-physical powers from the purview of corpuscularianism. But ideal mecha-
nism, as described by Ayers, would eliminate all inexplicable powers of corporeal
substances. Finally, as I want to suggest, the difficulties purportedly resolved by the
ideal mechanist interpretation can be defused equally well by one or another alterna-
tive interpretation (Bolton 1998; McCann 1985; Rozemund and Yaffe 2004; Stuart
1998).

Still, the view that quality inherence is mechanist reduction is attractive to sev-
eral scholars. On this interpretation, a quality belongs to a material substance just
in case the quality can be explained on the basis of the primary qualities of the sub-
stance in accord with mechanist theory. The plausibility of this account depends, in
part, on a controversial question aboutwhatmechanist explanation involves. Assess-
ing the prospects of a physical science, the Essay lists several barriers to our strictly
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knowing general truths to the effect that such-and-such powers belong to all partic-
ular substances of a given sort, e.g. all gold is ductile. First on the list is our inability to
observe the primary qualities of the minute corpuscles on which “most of the Natu-
ral operations” of bodies depend.With this information in hand, our prospects would
be different:

…we should knowwithout Trial several of their Operations one upon another, aswe do
now the Properties of a Square, or a Triangle. Did we know the Mechanical affections
of Rhubarb, Hemlock, Opium, and Man, as aWatchmaker does those of aWatch…we
should be able to tell before Hand, that Rhubarb will purge, Hemlock kill, and Opium
make a Man sleep; as well as a Watch-maker can, that a little piece of Paper laid on the
Balance, will keep theWatch from going, till it be removed… (4.3.25)

Our knowledge of geometrical figures and the watchmaker’s predictions are said to
be analogous, but in virtue of what (Stuart 1996)?

Mathematical entities have real essences identical to our ideas of them (their nom-
inal essences), according to Locke (3.3.18). (Mathematical entities are modes as
opposed to substances.) Our knowledge of the properties of geometrical figures has
the following characteristics: because the real essence of a triangle, for example, is an
idea (the nominal essence), we know what the properties of the figure depend upon.
Theorems are conceptually necessary; they are demonstrable;we come to know them
by discovering relations among the relevant ideas (4.2.2–4; 4.3.18). In what respect
is the watchsmith’s knowledge before the fact supposed to be like this?

Three interpretations have been offered. (1) On one view, the conceptually neces-
sary connection between the idea of a triangle and its properties pertains to the con-
nection between the primary qualities of insensible particles and the explicable pow-
ers of a body; this is to say, for Locke, the connection is necessary, conceptual, and at
least prospectively demonstrable. Proponents of the ideal mechanist interpretation
of the inherence relation are among advocates of this interpretation (Ayers 1981,
1991; Downing 2007; Wilson 1979). (2) On another view, the connection between
the primary qualities of bodies and their causal powers ismediated by God-given con-
tingent laws to which substances of various kinds are subject (McCann 1985) or by
virtue of which insensible primary qualities have the effects they do (Stuart 1998).
The geometrical analogy is, then, said to consist in nothing but the deductive form of
mechanical explanations which require contingent causal laws as premises. On this
view, both the powers of a substance that are conceivable to us and those that aren’t
depend on contingent causal laws. Althoughwe don’t knowwhat the laws are, there
is no specialmystery about those governing inconceivable powers.Accordingly, if God
gives matter the faculty of thought, He just establishes laws according to which the
corpuscular constitutions of certain beings cause them to have thoughts. (3) A third
type of account, on which the intelligibility of mechanist explanations is sui generis,
is worth mention (Bolton 1998; Rozemund and Yaffe 2004). But our interest in
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mechanism concerns the view that quality inherence is mechanist reduction.
Among those scholars who hold this sort of view, readings (1) and (2) have found
favor.

Although the issues raised by the debate between (1) and (2) cannot be thoroughly
aired here, we can briefly suggest three points. To begin, onemain line offered in sup-
port of the contingent law account is the contention that the ideal mechanist view
is untenable. It is not only said to lack textual support, but also said to conflict with
Locke’s pessimism about our attaining a science of body (McCann 1985, 249; Stuart
1998, 354). Yet we should expect a gap between our prospects of knowledge and the
ideal science if Locke subscribes to it. Another consideration is that there are alter-
natives to both the ideal mechanist and contingent law interpretations (as above).
Finally, althoughBoylemaintains that laws of nature are contingent (McCann1985,
248–60; Stuart 1998; Stuart 2013, 372–3), I am aware of no clear textual evidence
that Locke agrees with Boyle on this point of metaphysics and theology (for more
detailed discussion, see Bolton 1998; Downing 2007).

We need not decide this issue. There is a consideration which counts heavily
against any view onwhich the inherence of qualities is identified with their mechan-
ical reduction as I see it. Although we know very little about substance, we do know
what experience teaches us. We naturally, and correctly, infer that various combina-
tions of qualities subsist in a substance which is their source and together with them
makes a self-subsistent whole. This metaphysical structure is represented in all our
ideas of substances. The very idea of substance ensures that a substance provides a
foundationmetaphysically sufficient for its qualities andpowers; it is intrinsically con-
stituted in such a way that the qualities which inhere in it cannot fail to flow from it.
The view that the relation between substance and its inherent qualities has any expla-
nation intelligible by our lights, let alone one of a certain type, has no comparable
basis in what we know about a substance. Accordingly, Locke’s tentative adherence
tomechanism implies very little about howGod does, or could, connect inconceivable
powers to the substances in which they inhere.

17.3 The Intelligence and Immateriality of God

To Locke’s mind, the primary task of a demonstration of the existence of God is prov-
ing that the eternal creator is a knowing immaterial being by contrast with an insen-
tient material one (Deus, King 1991, II.133–9). The Essay includes a (purported)
demonstration of this desired result. Stillingfleet may have been the first to suspect
it is inconsistent with his claim that we cannot be certain that God has not given the
power to think to some systems of matter (Works, 4.468–9, 459–60). As we will see,
this is not correct.

The demonstration begins with a familiar, but dubious, form of the cosmologi-
cal argument said to prove the existence of an eternal being that is the cause of
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everything else. Locke goes on to show that it is necessary that this being has thought
and intelligence. Two arguments for this are offered. According to one:

It being impossible, that Things wholly void of Knowledge, and operating blindly, and
without any Perception, should produce a knowing Being, as it is impossible, that a Tri-
angle should make it self three Angles bigger than two right ones. (4.10.5; also 10)

A strong conclusion: it is not highly improbable that unthinking and impercipient
matter should produce a thinking being, but strictly impossible. This is a claim about
the essence of matter as it is, rather than matter as represented in our idea of it (its
nominal essence). We might ask how Locke, who professes ignorance of the specific
nature of any substance, can claim to know it is strictly impossible that matter has
the power to produce perception and knowledge; triangles are in an entirely differ-
ent case. A plain answer is forthcoming: we know from experience that some parts of
matter lack perception and thought. But if matter has these properties “originally in
and of itself,” they must be “eternally inseparable from Matter and every particle of
it” (4.10.10; 624: 12–15). The attributes of the eternal being are essential to it; per-
ception and knowledge are not essential to matter, as experience shows; so matter is
not the eternal being. The conclusion is similar to the geometrical theorem inasmuch
as both are claims about essential properties of a subject and in that both follow from
valid arguments. But unlike the theorem, the conclusion about the eternal being has
an empirical premise (similarlyAyers 1981b, 238–49; 1991,43–4, 169–83, 174; for
different views seeDowning2007,362–3; Stuart2013,250–64). The same is trueof
the cosmological argumentwhich depends on experiential “knowledge of ourselves”,
that we think (4.10.6).

Just after the argument just quoted, the text continues: “For it is as repugnant to the
Idea of senseless Matter, that it should put into it self Sense, Perception, and Knowl-
edge, as it is repugnant to the Idea of a Triangle, that it should put into it self greater
Angles than two right ones” (410.5). This claim concerns our idea of matter (nom-
inal essence), not matter itself. The idea represents solidity and extension because
these are the qualities we have observed in all material things (as above); observation
shows that solidity and extension do not necessitate perception or knowledge. What
is said to be repugnant is that it is necessary that a thing which is solid and extended
has perception and knowledge in light of the fact that observation shows it does not.
Plainly enough, this is consistentwith Locke’s thesis that it is not a contradiction that
certain systems of matter (contingently) perceive and think.

The secondargument supposed to show thatmatter is not the eternal being invokes
a version of the ex nihilo causal principle framed in terms of the notion of relative
perfections:

Since therefore whatsoever is the first eternal Being must necessarily contain in it, and
actually have, at least, all the Perfections that can ever after exist; nor can it ever give
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any perfection that it hath not, either actually in itself, or at least in a higher degree; It
necessarily follows, that the first eternal Being cannot be Matter. (4.10.10)

Locke evidently believes that attributes of perceiving and knowing are more perfect
than the attributes in terms of which we conceive matter. But no definition or crite-
rion of relative perfection is provided. Without it, this reasoning has no grip on the
distribution of solidity, extension, and thought among substances.

To return to the first argument, similar reasoning shows that it is impossible that
matter moves itself, since we find that some parts of matter are at rest. Yet it is easy to
see that it is possible for matter to move if something pushes it. The claimed impossi-
bility of matter’s perceiving and knowing concerns only what matter can do if left to
itself, as itwill forever be if it is the sole eternal being (Ayers 1981b, 241; for a different
view see Stuart 1998).

To elaborate his reasoning, Locke assumes he has shown that the eternal being
is necessarily thinking, knowing, and wise and undertakes to prove it is not (nec-
essarily) material (4.10.14–17). To begin with, it is not plausible that all particles
of matter think or that only one of them does; the most plausible option is that a
“certain System of Matter duly put together” is the thinking eternal being. This is
said to be absurd because “unthinking Particles of Matter, however put together,
can have nothing thereby added to them, but a new relation of Position, which ‘tis
impossible should give thought and knowledge to them” (4.10.16). Taken in con-
text, this places restrictions on what material particles can do in virtue of their
essence alone (other such restrictive claims are made in 4.10.10; 623: 20–1 and
624: 6–7; 4.10.17; 627: 25–6). Evidence for such claims is drawn from experi-
ence. With regard to what spatial configuration cannot do, think of the collection
of grains of sand in an hourglass or the wine in a bottle; no matter how you shake
it up, the collection neither thinks nor knows. Notice that our inability to conceive
how mere spatial configuration can confer thought on the assembled particles is
beside the point (for a different view, see Stuart 1998). Locke needs evidence that
the unknown nature of configured particles existing alone cannot be the source of
thinking, whereas what we can conceive matter to do is a function of nothing deeper
than our idea of matter. It is relevant to the capacities of material particles them-
selves only if conjoined with an empirical premise. The point is nicely illustrated
by Locke’s reaction to learning about universal gravitational attraction. The first
three editions of the Essay contain the claim that “bodies cannot operate at a dis-
tance”; this apparently concerns the essential capacities of a body. When Locke was
subsequently convinced that all particles of matter attract each other even at great
distances, which falsifies the claim, he omitted it from the Fourth Edition. Yet he
inserted the remark that we cannot conceive bodies to operate in any way other
than by impulse, because he did not change his account of our idea of body (see
W 4.467–8 and the minor Fourth Edition changes to 2.8.11). Locke makes no neg-
ative claim about what it is possible for matter, as such, to do which he does not
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implicitly or explicitly offer to justify by empirical considerations of the sort men-
tioned above.

Themost important argument in this series has to dowithwhat particles inmotion
might cause:

If it be the motion of its parts, on which its Thinking depends, all the Thoughts there
must be unavoidably accidental, and limited; since all the Particles that byMotion cause
Thought, being each of them in it self without any Thought, cannot regulate its own
Motions, much less be regulated by the Thought of the whole; since that Thought is not
the cause of Motion, (for then it must be antecedent to it, and so without it,) but the
consequence of it, whereby Freedom, Power, Choice, and all rational and wise thinking
and acting will be quite taken away… (4.10.16)

This introduces Locke’s notion of “active powers” (22.12.11–16, 25–9). Active pow-
ers of a substance contrast with powers which a substance passively receives. The
latter belong to a thing in virtue of the agency of something else acting upon it; for
example, a moving body has the power to cause motion by impact but its efficacious
motion was received from a cause extrinsic to it. It cannot give motion to itself. By
contrast, some things have the power to put themselves in motion. These are powers
of a thing which originate within it as a result of several acts within that same thing;
for instance, an animal’s power tomove its limbs is active because the efficacious state
of the animal is caused by a train of events within the organism itself (2.27.5, 72).
Locke makes a point of saying that reflection on ourselves gives us a clearer idea of
active power than we derive from the senses (2.21.4). But he recognizes that a dog
is not moved about as dust by a broom; like other animals, it has the power of spon-
taneous motion (see 3.38). Many of its bodily movements are caused by a causally
related sequence of states internal to the animal, whichwemay suppose to be its per-
ceptions, needs, appetites, and the like. Human freedom is another active power, the
power to suspend present desire, deliberate, and act as one consequently desires.

The argument just quoted is meant to contrast what can be caused by a system
of moving particles, in virtue of its essence alone, with a genuine thought which has
active power. Themainpoints seem tobe these. Independentlymovingparticlesmight
cause a thought-like episode – a state of consciousness of green, say – which belongs
to the system as a whole, and this state might affect the subsequent motions of the
particles, but it would have this power directly from the motions that cause it. This is
because the cause, which is of course antecedent to the thought-like state, is nothing
other than several independently acting agents. Locke apparently has in view a con-
trasting case inwhich there are thoughtswith active powers. In such a case, a system
of particles causes itself to have stateswith causal power to influence subsequent acts
of the whole; this power is caused by previous states of the system; and exertions of
this power cause a series of changes in the systemwhich conform to a pattern of reg-
ulation. We might state the argument as follows: (a) by definition, nothing properly
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called a “thought” can take place in a system without active power, or the ability to
regulate its acts; (b) it might be possible that a system of independently moving par-
ticles causes a thought-like state which belongs to the system and has the power to
effect immediately subsequent motions of the particles; (c) it is impossible that a sys-
tem of independentlymoving particles causes a thoughtwhich belongs to the system
and has an active power to regulate the acts of the system; so (d) it is impossible that
the eternal being is a material system that has the power to think.

The crucial premise is (c), but it may not be entirely clear just what its evidential
ground is supposed to be. Because the issue is what a system of particles can do in
virtue of its essence alone, empirical evidence of the sort by which other premises
restricting the possible effects of bodies, as such, would fit the bill. What is needed
here are actual systems of moving particles which change in accord with a regular
pattern but not because they act on themselves. Although no example is mentioned
in the exposition of this argument, one can be found elsewhere in the text. A watch
is described in just these terms:

If we would suppose this Machine [a watch] one continued Body, all of whose orga-
nized Parts were repair’d, increas’d or diminish’d, by a constant Addition or Separation
of insensible Parts, with one Common Life, wewould have something very like the Body
of an Animal, with this difference, That in an Animal the fitness of the Organization,
and the Motion wherein Life consists, begin together, the Motion coming from within;
but in Machines the force, [comes] sensibly from without… (2.27.5)

This provides justification for (c). No system of moving particles regulates itself in
virtue of the essence of moving configured bodies alone. Animals are functionally
organized systems of particles which are self-regulating, evidently, but this must be
invirtue of something inaddition to the essenceof the particleswhich compose them.

Butmany readers assume the claim that a systemof particles cannot think is based
on purely conceptual considerations (Ayers 1981b, 248–9; Downing 2007, 362–3;
Stuart 2013, 258–64; for a suggestion as to the argument, see Bennett 2005, 170–
1). Stillingfleet, for instance, assumes such claims are backed by the intuition that
thinking is a substantial attribute logically incompatible with the attributes solidity
and extension. Hence his charge of inconsistency. Locke simply denies this, associat-
ing the doctrine with Descartes (Works, 4. 468–9). To clarify his own position, Locke
puts the demonstration in nutshell:

Perception and Knowledge in that one Eternal Being, where it has its Source, ‘tis visible
must be essentially inseparable from it; therefore the actual want of Perception in so
great part of the particular parcels of Matter is a Demonstration, that the first Being…
is notMatter: How far thismakes thewant of Perception an essential property of Matter
I will not dispute. (Works, 4. 468–9)
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The empirical premise is obvious. Locke’s declining to endorse the Cartesian doctrine
that the essence of matter excludes thought is an expression of his epistemic attitude
regarding the specificnatureof any substance. It licenses epistemicmodestyabout the
possibility of thinkingmatter. Accordingly, he does not know that it is impossible that
some parts of matter think, but he is certain that if they do, thinking has its source in
matter contingently combinedwith another factor affecting the powers of thewhole.
Because this argument plainly depends on the observed fact that some portions of
matter lack thought, it clears all suspicion of conflict between Locke’s modesty about
the contingent possibility of matter’s thinking, his certainty that it is not essential to
matter to think, and consequent certainty that it is impossible that God is a material
being.

17.4 Divine Superaddition

Thewhole difference between Locke and his opponents on the epistemic possibility of
thinking matter comes down to this. He maintains, and they deny, that we know the
fixed nature of substances of various kinds, a constituent of a substance that deter-
mines the powers it necessarily has and those it necessarily lacks. Locke unveils his
epistemically modest alternative to Stillingfleet in a series of gradual steps.

The idea of matter is an extended solid substance; wherever there is such a substance,
there ismatter, and the essenceof matter;whatever other qualities, not contained in that
essence, it shall please God to superadd to it. For example, God creates an extended solid
substance, without superadding anything else to it, and so wemay consider it at rest: to
some parts of it he superadds motion, but it has still the essence of matter: other parts
of it he frames into plants, with all the excellencies of vegetation, life, and Beauty, which
are to be found in a rose or a peach-tree, &c. above the essence of matter in general.
Hitherto it is not doubted but the power of God may go … But if one venture to go on
one step further, and say, God may give to matter thought, reason, and volition, as well
as sense and spontaneous motion, there are men ready presently to limit the power of
the omnipotent Creator, and tell us he cannot do it; because it destroys the essence [of
matter]. (Works, 4. 464)

His opponents object that we cannot conceive howmatter can think. Locke concurs,
and proceeds to discredit any rule to the effect that human powers of conception limit
what divine omnipotence can do, short of making a contradiction true.

What is divine superaddition? The word “superadded” merely means that some-
thing is added, in some fashion or other, to something considered as already in place
(see, for example, Locke’s usage in Works, 4.21). The passage just quoted mentions
the idea of matter, the essence of matter, and matter as it is the world. Relative to the
idea, or nominal essence, a power is superadded if it is not represented in our idea
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of matter. The “real essence” of matter is just a function of its nominal essence, as
explained above. Relative to matter, as it is, a power is superadded if it is not essential,
but contingent that matter has it. Does superaddition add to the nominal essence (or
corresponding aspects of inner constitutions) or add to the essence of matter, as it is?
Experience shows that the superadded powers enumerated in the quotation are con-
tingent attributes of matter. But in another passage, the power of gravitational attrac-
tion is ranked among superadditions (Works, 4. 464–5) and, because gravitational
attraction is universal among parts of matter, there is no empirical evidence that it
is a contingent attribute of matter. It is best to say, then, that some powers are super-
added relative to our idea of matter (e.g. gravity) and some, relative to the essence
of matter as it is in the world (e.g. life, and perhaps thought) (for different views, see
Downing 2007, 371; Stuart 1998). Locke is entitled to say that God bestows grav-
itational attraction on matter relative to our idea, but not relative to the essence of
matter; but he is entitled to say that God superadds life, and perhaps thought, to cer-
tain systems of matter relative to the essence of matter as it is in the world.

Leibniz takes the passage just quoted to say that God gives some material sub-
stances powers inexplicable by the nature of matter and, for that reason, without
foundation in the substances to which they are superadded (similarly Wilson 1979;
for a different reason Stuart 2013, 264–93). They would be pseudo-powers, he com-
plains, like saying “God exalts fire to the point where it is able, without any inter-
mediary, to burn spirits separated from bodies” (Leibniz 1996, 69). The substance
supposed to have such a power cannot really exert it at all. In fact, as I have argued,
Locke, too, has a fixed, if highly abstract, account of what it is for a substance to have
a power; as we said, the powers of a substance flow from it necessarily, but perhaps
not in ways explicable by our lights. Leibniz misses this crucial account of inherence
because it abstracts fromany specific theory of the essential attribute, or nature, from
which qualities of a substance flow. As he sees it, Locke claims God superadds powers
to an inherent nature which, according to Leibniz, already precludes the possibility
that the powers inhere in it.

To what extent do the premises of the demonstration of God’s immateriality con-
strain Locke’s speculations about what it is possible that God might do in case He
superadds thought to matter? To scholars who maintain that Locke intends to jus-
tify the restrictive premises of the demonstration by conceptual considerations, they
seem to impose considerable constraints. Downing argues that Locke cannot suppose
God simply configures somematerial systems in such a way that they regulate them-
selves, because then the possibility that God is such a system could not be eliminated
(Downing 2007, 361 and note 15; also Stuart 2013, 264–80). In fact, as we saw,
Locke goes out of his way to point out that animals have active powers at the same
time that he opines that they are nothing but systems of particles with functional
organizations. This is no threat to the evidence which eliminates the possibility that
God is material, because the fact that some organized collections of moving parti-
cles lack active power suffices for that. As far as I can see, the argument that God is
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(essentially) immaterial places no significant constraint onwhatGoddoes if He super-
adds thought to certain systems of matter. It is consistent with the proposal that it is
possible for God to give some systems of particles the power to think by doing some-
thing not so very different from what He does in giving them the power to conduct
animal life. But this is not to say very much, because Locke is not committed to the
doctrine that mechanism can fully account for life (as above).

Downing argues that thought can be given to matter only by means of contingent
alterations at the level what she calls the “inner constitution” of matter; this is by
contrast with the collections of insensible particles which are found in the inner con-
stitutions of gold, horses, etc. (Downing 2007, 369–73). The proposal is that either
a particle of matter consists of several elements which can be reorganized in a way
that affects its powers or alternatively that matter can be combined with some non-
material element which affects the powers of the compound. These are viable possi-
bilities, it seems to me. Because Locke’s modesty with regard to the nature of matter
prevents his making any claims about how it might be modified, he could suppose
that either of these internal modifications is possible without violating his epistemic
stance, as far as I can see. But I cannot agree that Locke is forced to one of these two
accounts of how thought is given to some portions of matter, if it is. Regarding the
connection between a substance and its powers, Locke is committed to this and noth-
ingmore: the existence of a substance, constituted as it is, is metaphysically sufficient
for the powers that inhere in it.

There are, I am well aware, many further questions about the possible materialist
theory of mind Locke envisages. I doubt answers can be wrung from the texts. Here
our inability to conceive howmattermight thinkholds sway. To Stillingfleet, hewrites
thatwehaveno reason todeny thatGodcan, atHis pleasure, give someparts of matter
perfections which matter in general wants, “though we cannot conceive howmatter
is investedwith them, or how it operates in virtue of these new endowments” (Works,
4. 462–3). Locke is under no obligation or need to say how thinking arises from a
suitably contrived system of particles in case it does so.
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The Correspondence with Stillingfleet

MATTHEW STUART

18.1 The Origins of the Controversy

Locke professed to be no lover of controversy, but when his Essay was criticized by a
prominent Anglican divine, and charged with threatening important religious doc-
trines, his response was speedy and public. The critic was Edward Stillingfleet, the
Bishop of Worcester, a man three years Locke’s junior. Stillingfleet had risen to his
lofty position after a long and steady march up the church hierarchy. He had first
taken charge of a parish in 1657, at the age of 22. Eight years later, Samuel Pepys
would record in his diary that he had gone to Whitehall Chapel to hear “the famous
young Stillingfleete, who I knew at Cambridge.” Pepys relates that the Archbishop
of Canterbury and the Bishop of London had declared Stillingfleet to be “the ablest
young man to preach the gospel of any since the Apostles” (Latham 1985, 484). By
1673, Stillingfleet was a canon of St Paul’s, involved in overseeing the cathedral’s
rebuilding by ChristopherWren. Five years later, he was Dean of St Paul’s, a position
he occupied until 1689, when he was made Bishop of Worcester in one of William
III’s first appointments. Throughout this ascendancy, Stillingfleet had produced pro-
lix and learned works on church politics, church doctrine, theology, and church his-
tory. In addition, he had published many hundreds of pages in public controversies
about church unity, idolatry, the authority of the Roman church, deism, and the
grounds of the Protestant faith.

Bishop Stillingfleet had long suffered from gout, and by 1696 seems to have been
too ill to visit the parishes in his diocese. Yet he was rarely too ill to write, and in the
closingweeks of that year he publishedADiscourse in Vindication of the Doctrine of the
Trinity. In thefinal chapter of thatwork, heattempted to reply to someanti-trinitarian
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writers. One of his primary targets was John Toland, who was an acquaintance of
Locke’s and the author of Christianity NotMysterious, a book published just that year.
In his book, Toland had made free use of some Lockean epistemological principles
while arguing that the teachings of the Gospel contain nothing that is either above
reason or contrary to it. Stillingfleet recognized the source of the principles, and used
the occasion of his book to attack Locke as well. He argued that Locke’s principles
cannot account for our possessing the idea of substance, and that they cannot justify
certainty about the existence of spiritual substances within us. He found fault with
Locke’s approach to demonstrating the existence of God, took issue with his account
of real and nominal essences, and disputed his definition of “person.” Locke penned
a reply within weeks. It is dated 7 January 1697. Two weeks after that date, he had
showed it to some friends and got it into his publisher’s hands (Corr., 2179). By mid-
March it was in print, filling 227 pages in a small octavo book.

What seems to have provoked Locke to reply was not the attacks on specific philo-
sophical positions, but the fact of his being lumped together with avowed anti-
trinitarians despite his care to avoid touchy theological matters. He had also begun
to feel a bit besieged. Two years earlier, an Anglican clergyman named John Edwards
had attacked Locke’s Reasonableness of Christianity just weeks after its appearance.
The Reasonableness had been published anonymously, but Locke’s secret had not sur-
vived long. Edwards maintained only a thin pretense of Locke’s anonymity, saying
that he could not persuade himself that “the Gentleman who writ of Humane Under-
standing and Education” was also the author of the Reasonableness because he had
too high an opinion of that “ingenious Gentleman” (Edwards 1695, 113–15). He
charged the author of the Reasonableness with socinianism and with abetting the
cause of atheism. Locke’s anonymous reply, A Vindication of the Reasonableness of
Christianity, was published that same year, 1695. Two more attacks from Edwards
followed: SocinianismUnmask’d in 1696 and The Socinian Creed in 1697. Thus it came
to be that at about the same time that Locke was composing his first letter to Still-
ingfleet, hewas alsowritinghis SecondVindication of the Reasonableness of Christianity.
That too was published in March of 1697, and ran to 480 pages.

Nor were Edwards and Stillingfleet the only clergymen going after Locke in print.
In February of 1697, he confided toWilliamMolyneux that althoughhisEssay “crept
into the world about six or seven years ago, without any opposition… it is agreed by
some men that it should no longer do so” (Corr., 2202). He would later say that he
had been warned to prepare himself for a storm coming against the book, “it being
resolved by someMen, that it was necessary that Book of mine should, as ‘tis phrased,
be run down” (Locke 1697d, 1–2). That they were part of an organized campaign
seems doubtful, but the number of Locke’s vocal critics was growing. They included
two more Anglican divines, Thomas Burnet and John Norris, and a Catholic priest,
John Sergeant. In the end, he would respond to each in one way or another. With an
antagonist of Stillingfleet’s stature, it seemed particularly important that hemount a
serious defense.As Lockewrote toMolyneux, “What he says, is…not of thatmoment
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much to need an answer; but the slye design of it I think necessary to oppose; for I
cannot allow any one’s great name a right to use me ill” (Corr., 2202).

18.2 Locke’s First Letter

The title of Locke’s first letter to Stillingfleet is A Letter to the Right Reverend Edward Ld
Bishop of Worcester, Concerning some Passages Relating to Mr. Locke’s Essay of Humane
Understanding: in a Late Discourse of his Lordships, in Vindication of the Trinity. One per-
vasive theme in it is the difficulty that Locke has in discerningwhenhe is Stillingfleet’s
intended target and why. He notes that his Essay does not contain a single argument
against the doctrine of the Trinity (Locke 1697a, 2), and indeed, he says that he
wrote the entire book “without any Thought of the controversy between the Trini-
tarians and Unitarians” (Locke 1697a, 150). He protests that on several occasions
Stillingfleet seems to be attacking an unspecified number of opponents for holding a
certain view, and yet Locke’s is the only name mentioned and the view in question is
one that he does not recognize as his own.

Locke addresses a number of important philosophical topics in his first letter,
including the idea of substance, knowledge without clear and distinct ideas, the exis-
tence of spiritual substances, the ontological argument for the existence of God, and
the real essences of things. Considerations of space preclude our considering all of
these in any worthwhile level of detail. I begin with the first, and will touch on some
of the others later on.

In his Vindication of the Doctrine of the Trinity, Stillingfleet portrays Locke as one
among “the Gentlemen of this new way of reasoning [who] have almost discarded
Substance out of the reasonable part of theWorld” (Stillingfleet 1697a, 234). In say-
ing this, he means to be questioning the seriousness of Locke’s commitment to the
thesis that modes or accidents require a substratum in which to subsist. Stillingfleet
is committed to that thesis, and is troubled by Locke’s disparaging comments about
the idea of substance. He also challenges Locke on whether he has the resources to
explain how we acquire the idea of a substratum in which modes inhere. He under-
stands Locke to have said that all of our ideas must come either from sensation or
reflection, and he sees neither of these sources as a promising candidate for the ori-
gin of the idea of substratum. Responding to Locke’s observation that “we accustom
our selves, to suppose some Substratum, wherein [simple ideas] do subsist” (2.23.1),
he asks whether that custom is grounded in reason or not. He argues that if it is
grounded in reason, then we have an idea that does not enter by sensation or reflec-
tion. If it is not, then modes must subsist by themselves, and “these simple Ideas need
no Tortoise to support them” (Stillingfleet 1697a, 237).

In response to the suggestion that he discards substance from the reasonable part
of the world, Locke says that he had raised doubts about our idea of substance, but
not about the existence of substance itself. Yet in defending himself on this point, he
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seems to conflate the general idea of a kind of substancewith the idea of substance in
general – the very conflation that, a few pages earlier, he had accused Stillingfleet of
making in the latter’s misreading of 2.23.1. He tells Stillingfleet that “having every-
where affirmed and built upon it, that a man is a substance; I cannot be supposed to
question or doubt of the being of substance, till I can question or doubt of my own
being” (Locke 1697a, 32). If it were understood that the existence of a substance of
some kind entails the existence of a substratum in whichmodes subsist, then Locke’s
point would stand; but whether he is sufficiently committed to the thesis that any-
thing entails the existence of a substratum in which modes subsist is the very point
at issue. Elsewhere in the letter, Locke does make it clear that he is committed to the
substratum thesis, and for the same reasons as Stillingfleet is committed to it (Locke
1697a, 22, 34). Our belief in substratum is not an unfounded custom. It is a belief
founded upon our inability to conceive that modes might exist or subsist of them-
selves.

In reply to the worry about how we make our idea of substance, Locke says that
the general idea of substance is not a simple idea of sensation or reflection, but that it
is ultimately founded upon those. It is “a complex idea,made up of the general idea of
something, or being, with the relation of a support to accidents” (Locke 1697a, 35).
He then describes what leads us to this idea:

To explain myself, and clear my meaning in this Matter: all the Ideas of all the sensible
Qualities of a chery come into my Mind by Sensation; the Ideas of Perceiving, Thinking,
Reasoning, Knowing &c. come into my Mind by Reflection: the Ideas of these Qualities
and Actions, or Powers, are perceived by theMind to be by themselves inconsistent with
Existence; or, as your Lordship well expresses it,We find that we can have no true Concep-
tion of any Modes or Accidents, but we must conceive a Substratum or Subject, wherein they
are; i.e., That they cannot exist or subsist of themselves. Hence the mind perceives their
necessary Connexion with Inherence or being Supported; which being a relative Idea
superadded to the red Colour in a Chery, or to Thinking in a Man, the Mind frames the
correlative Idea of a Support. (Locke 1697a, 39–40)

It might be better to say that Locke is here describing not the process by which we
make the general idea of substance, but rather the reason why we are prompted to
make it. The process bywhichwemakeanygeneral idea is abstraction,which involves
startingwith the fully detailed idea of a particular thing and then taking away certain
of its constituent parts by selectively attending to the others (2.11.9; 3.3.6–9). Here
Locke tells us that the idea of substance in general is the idea of one relatum of a two
place relation, the other relatum of which is a collection of sensible or introspectible
features. He does not explain howwe perceive that those features are “by themselves
inconsistentwith existence” or necessarily connectedwith inherence. Perhapswe are
supposed to perceive a disagreement between the idea of a quality (or a cluster of
qualities) and the idea of existence by itself. Or perhaps we are suppose to perceive

357



MATTHEW STUART

an agreement between the idea of a quality (or a cluster of qualities) and the idea of
inherence.

If Locke is saying a bit more than he does in the Essay about the genesis of our idea
of substance, he still leaves plenty of unanswered questions. Some of these point to
the limitations of his theory of ideas, and to his sketchiness about the operations that
we are supposed to perform upon ideas. For instance, he tells us that the general idea
of something is one of the constituents of the idea of substance, but it is unclear how
onhis account of abstractionwe are supposed tomake the general idea of something.
If abstraction involves removing parts of a complex idea by selectively attending to
other parts, then it would seem that the “smallest” andmost general ideas that could
be produced by abstractionwould be the smallest parts of complex ideas, namely sim-
ple ideas of sensation or reflection. Yet the idea of something would seem to be still
more general than those. Locke’s simple ideas of sensation and reflection seem to be
ideas of particular sensible qualities and of particular mental events or operations.
Yet the most general idea of “something” needs to be so general as to include both
modes and substances.

Also notice that there is a difference between having an idea of something that is
a relatum and having an idea of something as a relatum. Locke thinks that when we
have the idea of substance, we have the idea of something as that in which various
features subsist or inhere. This makes that idea not only a general idea, but “a gen-
eral, relative” one (Locke 1697a, 40). What is it that is supposed to account for the
fact that our idea of substance is not just the idea of something but the idea of some-
thing “with the relation of a support to accidents”? Though he does not say so, he
may be thinking that the idea of substance includes the idea of support as one of its
constituents. In that case, although the idea of substance might be made by abstrac-
tion, one of its constituents is made by comparing, since Locke seems to think that
all ideas of relations are complex ideas made by comparing. Locke’s account of com-
paring is woefully underdeveloped. He gives us no hint about which simple ideas of
sensation or reflection might be the constituents of the idea of support, or how any
arrangement of simple ideas of sensation or reflection could add up to the idea of a
relation.

18.3 Stillingfleet’s First Answer

Locke probably hoped that his initial letter to Stillingfleet would be the end of it. In
that case, he was disappointed: the Bishop replied almost immediately. Stillingfleet’s
first answer to Locke is titled The Bishop of Worcester’s Answer to Mr. Locke’s Letter,
Concerning Some Passages Relating to his Essay of Humane Understanding, Mention’d in
the late Discourse in Vindication of the Trinity. Its main text is dated 27 March 1697,
but there is a postscript dated 26 April. It was being advertised by the second week of
May. Even before then, Locke learned that a reply from Stillingfleet was in the press.
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“So,” he tells Molyneux, “I perceive this controversie is a matter of serious moment
beyond what I could have thought” (Corr., 2254).

In his first answer to Locke, Stillingfleet continues to pursue him on many of the
topics that they had already tangled over: whether Locke can account for the idea
of substance, whether he avails himself of the strongest argument for the existence
of God, and the adequacy of his conceptions of real essence and of personhood. He
also expands upon a concern that he had mentioned in passing in his Vindication of
the Doctrine of the Trinity: the worrisome implications of Locke’s suggestion thatmat-
ter might think. In the Vindication, Stillingfleet had suggested that if matter might
think, then it will be impossible to prove the existence of a spiritual substance within
each of us. Locke had replied that we can prove it, because we are aware of ourselves
thinking, and we see that the “action or mode of thinking” must inhere in some sub-
stance. That shows that there is a thinking substance within us, which is what Locke
understands “spirit” to mean (Locke 1697a, 65–6). However, Locke suspected that
Stillingfleet meant something different by “spiritual substance.” About that, he was
proved right: the Bishop’s real concern was whether Locke could prove that there is
an immaterial thinking substance within each of us.

In his first letter, Locke had conceded thatwe cannot prove the immateriality of the
soul but he insisted that “all the great ends of morality and religion are well enough
secured” nonetheless (Locke 1697a, 67). In his answer to Locke, Stillingfleet disputes
this last point.He says that if we cannot prove that the thinking substancewithinus is
immaterial, then the case for the soul’s immortality is undermined: “I do not question
whether God can give Immortality to aMaterial Substance; but I say it takes off very
much from the evidence of Immortality, if it depend wholly upon God’s giving that,
which of its ownNature it is not capable of” (Stillingfleet 1697b, 55). To suppose that
we are wholly material is to treat the soul as life, he says. It is to treat it as a process
that is constituted by the arrangement and motion of our organs and other material
parts, and so one that naturally ceases when death comes. Stillingfleet also contends
that if we arewhollymaterial, thenwe cannotmake sense of ourselves as free agents,
which in turn threatens “what Foundation there is in nature for a Day of Judgment”
(Stillingfleet 1697b, 65). Locke had said that bodies operate only by impulse (2.8.11).
Yet the idea of freely determining our own thoughts and that of beingmoved only by
impulse from other bodies are, Stillingfleet says, “two Ideas as disagreeing with one
another, as we can well imagine” (Stillingfleet 1697b, 73–4).

In his answer to Locke, Stillingfleet also develops some more general complaints
about Locke’s approach. He says that the talk of ideas is voguish, but in the end
superfluous: “the World has been strangely amuzed with Ideas of late, and we have
been told, that strange things might be done by the help of Ideas, and yet these Ideas
at last come to be only common Notions of things, which we must make use of in
our Reasoning” (Stillingfleet 1697b, 93). Citing a passage in which Locke spoke of at
one point adopting “commonWords and known ways of Expression” (Locke 1697a,
127), Stillingfleet expresses the wish that he had done so throughout his book. And
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yet, he says, “you might have enjoy’d the satisfaction of your Ideas long enough,
before I had taken notice of them, unless I had found them employ’d in doing Mis-
chief” (Stillingfleet 1697b, 93).

Another serious charge inStillingfleet’s first answer is that Locke’s philosophy leads
to skepticism. Stillingfleet complains that Locke gives us “no reasonable Satisfaction
in the way of Ideas, as to the plainest Evidence of Sense concerning the Existence of
external Objects” (Stillingfleet 1697b, 129). Although he tries to make room for a
kind of “sensitive knowledge” of the existence of the things we currently perceive,
Locke does not show how we can prove from the ideas we find within us that there
are corresponding things outside us. Stillingfleet insists that this is not just a problem
about distinguishing dreams fromwaking experiences, for even if we are sensible that
we are awake there is the problem of whether there are objects corresponding to our
ideas. He suggests that this problem is especially difficult for Locke, “since you grant,
that there is no conceivable Connexion in Reason, between the Powers in the Objects and the
Ideas in us” (Stillingfleet 1697b, 130). The Essay tells us that it is “the actual receiv-
ing of Ideas fromwithout” (4.11.2) that informs us of the existence of things outside
us, but Stillingfleet complains that this is a departure from Locke’s official account
of knowledge. To say that it is the entrance of ideas that tells us of the existence of
things outside us is “to remove the Certainty from the Idea to the mere Act of Sensa-
tion” (Stillingfleet 1697b, 131). It is not to explain sensitive knowledge in terms of the
perception of agreement or disagreement among ideas.

18.4 Locke’s Second Letter

Locke’s second letter to Stillingfleet was published in early in September 1697 and
titledMr. Locke’s Reply to the Right Reverend the Lord Bishop of Worcester’s Answer to his
Letter, Concerning some Passages Relating to Mr. Locke’s Essay of Humane Understand-
ing: in a late discourse of his Lordships, in Vindication of the Trinity. It is understand-
able that Stillingfleet’s answer, with its growing list of charges against him, increased
Locke’s annoyance about being a target in the first place. We get some hint of this
in his remark to his friend Philipp van Limborch, in a letter written at the end of
October:

Since a debate has arisen between the bishop of Worcester, who has attacked me on a
far-fetched pretext, andmyself, the cassocked tribe of theologians has been wonderfully
excited against my book, and that dissertation that had hitherto been commended now
teems throughout with errors or at least contains the latent foundations of errors or
scepticism, which must now at last be laid bare by the pious diligence of learned men.
(Corr., 2340)

Perhaps it is Locke’s waxing irritation that prompts the striking change in strat-
egy that we find between his first letter to Stillingfleet and his second. Rather than
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continuing to defend himself on a growing list of issues, he turns nearly all of
his attention to showing that the pretext for involving him in the first place was
flimsy, and to demonstrating that Stillingfleet’s arguments against him are frequently
obscure and sometimes contradictory. He says nothing more in defense of his han-
dling of the idea of substance, nothing more about his approach to arguing for the
existence of God. He does not respond to Stillingfleet’s new charges about the danger-
ous consequences of his admission that God might superadd powers of thought to
material substances. Nor does he take up the issue of our grounds for believing in the
existence of things outside us. However, this does not mean that he has little to say.
His second letter is shorter thanhis first, but still it fills 174 pages in the same smallish
octavo format. Appended to that is another seven pages in response to Thomas Bur-
net’s anonymous Remarks Upon An Essay Concerning Humane Understanding, which
had been published earlier that year.

One episode in Locke’s second letter that nicely illustrates its overall character is a
48-page discursion inwhichhe recounts conversations that he hadwith some friends
about Stillingfleet’s efforts to explain certain key concepts. In his Vindication of the
Doctrine of the Trinity, theBishophadcomplained that Locke’s view that all ideas come
from sensation and reflection left him unable to give a satisfactory account of the
distinction between nature and person, something that wemust do if we are to make
sense of the doctrine of the Trinity. He then tried to shed some light of his own upon
that distinction. In response, Lockedevotedmuchof his first letter toa close inspection
of what Stillingfleet said about the various meanings of “nature” and “person.” His
conclusionwas: “I learnednothing out of your lordship’s elaborate discourse but this,
that I must content myself with the condemned way of ideas” (Locke 1697a, 218).
Stillingfleet responded with a lengthy discussion of Locke’s own treatment of related
topics. In his second letter, Locke again sets out to explain why he finds Stillingfleet’s
remarks about nature and person so unilluminating. This time, he does it with a little
help from his friends.

In his Vindication of the Doctrine of the Trinity, Stillingfleet had said that nature is
“sometimes taken for the Essential Property of a thing,” and sometimes for “the Thing
it self in which those Properties are” (Stillingfleet 1697a, 252). The second of these
is, he claimed, the sense that Aristotle has in mind when he identifies nature with a
corporeal substance containing internal principles of self-motion. Stillingfleet then
drew another distinction between two senses of “nature.”

1.As it is in distinct Individuals, as theNature of aMan is equally inPeter, James and John;
and this is the common Nature with a particular Subsistence proper to each of them…
2. Nature may be consider’d Abstractly, with respect to individual Persons, and then it
makes and entire Notion of it self. For however, the same Nature may be in different
Individuals, yet the Nature in it self remains one and the same… otherwise every Indi-
vidual must make a different kind (Stillingfleet 1697a, 253–4)
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Promising to explore how far “these things” can be seen as coming from simple
ideas of sensation and reflection, the Bishop then paraphrased several Lockean theses
about real and nominal essences. After this, he drew a number of conclusions, some
of them Lockean and some not. He contended that we have “sufficient certainty” of
the real essences of things; that these essences are “founded on the natural Consti-
tution of things”; that the general idea of a real essence is not made by abstraction
but “from Reason and Consideration of the true Nature of Things”; and that “Real
Essences are unchangeable… because they do not depend upon the Ideas of Men, but
on theWill of the Creator” (Stillingfleet 1697a, 255–9).

As Locke relates in his second letter, he and his friends find much of this obscure
even after the Bishop’s attempts at clarification in his first answer. One friend says
that he understands “nature” as standing for essential properties, but that he does
not understand the sense of “nature” that Stillingfleet contrastswith it (Locke 1697c,
118–19). Nor is hemuch helped by the reference to Aristotle. If nature is a corporeal
substance, he points out, then it should sometimes make sense to say that a body
is nature. Yet that does not make sense. If a nature is a corporeal substance with
an internal principle of motion, would this not mean that there might not be any
natures, since bodies might not have internal principles of motion? This friend also
professes to being puzzled on two points about which Locke had raised questions in
his first letter (Locke 1697c, 127): how is the second distinction between two senses
of “nature” supposed to be related to the first? Does the Bishop mean us to conclude
that one and the same nature is in Peter and John, or that the natures in Peter and
John are distinct? The friend goes on to say that he also has doubts on points that
Locke had not raised. Locke confesses that he had such doubts too. The two conclude
that if the Essay is a threat to the doctrine of the Trinity because it fails to furnish
uswith clear and distinct apprehensions about nature and person, then Stillingfleet’s
book is equally a threat. Locke’s friend puts it bluntly: “I know no book of more dan-
gerous consequence to that article of faith, nor more necessary to be writ against by
a defender of that article, than that part of his lordship’s Vindication which we are
now upon” (Locke 1697c, 130).

After a lengthy andunsuccessful attempt at diviningwhat Stillingfleetmightmean
by the claim that the common nature of man is in distinct individuals “with a partic-
ular subsistence proper to each of them,” Locke and his friends turn their attention to
what he says about persons. Here an unnamed friend does almost all of the speaking.
At first, his fire is directed at this passage from Stillingfleet’sVindication of the Doctrine
of the Trinity:

For, although the common Nature in mankind be the same, yet we see a difference in
the several Individuals from one another: So that Peter and James, and John are all of
the same kind; yet Peter is not James, and James is not John. But what is this Distinction
foundedupon?Theymaybedistinguished fromeachother byourSenses, as to difference
of Features, distance of Place, &c. but that is not all; for supposing there were no such
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external difference; yet there is a difference between them, as several Individuals in the
same common Nature. (Stillingfleet 1697a, 259–60)

Locke’s friend understands the supposition that Peter, James, and John are three ani-
mals of the sort we call men, and so that they are of the same kind. He understands
that Peter, James, and John are supposed to be different men, distinguishable by our
senses by virtue of their features and their spatial locations.What he does not under-
stand is the suggestion that there would be a difference between them even if there
were no such “external” differences. Locke’s friend contends that it is a contradiction
to suppose that Peter and James are distinct and yet located at the same place (Locke
1697c, 149). He also argues that Stillingfleet has failed to explain what the distinc-
tion betweenPeter and James is grounded in if it is not grounded in such “external dif-
ferences.” The phrase “external differences” seems intended to cover everything but
the fact of Peter and James being different individuals of the same common nature.
Locke’s friend cannot see “any other Ground of the Distinction between those, that are
several Individuals in the same commonNature, but this, That they are several Individuals
in the same common Nature” (Locke 1697c, 152).

18.5 Stillingfleet’s Second Answer

Bishop Stillingfleet was not one to let moss grow under his feet. His second answer to
Locke is dated 22 September 1697, just a few weeks after the publication of Locke’s
second letter. It appeared in print later that year, but bearing the date 1698 and this
provocative title: The Bishop of Worcester’s Answer toMr. Locke’s Second Letter:Wherein
hisNotion of Ideas Is prov’d to be Inconsistentwith it self, Andwith theArticles of the Chris-
tian Faith. As the title suggests, Stillingfleet gives little ground in what would prove to
be his final salvo. His tone is, if anything, more aggressive and personal than before.
Originally he had argued only that Locke’s theories were inadequate. Now he directly
challenges Locke’s orthodoxy:

Suppose I had born a little too hard upon you in joyning your Words and anothers Inten-
tions together; had it not been an easie and effectual way of clearing your self, to have
declared to theWorld, that you owned theDoctrine of the Trinity, as it hath beenReceived
in the Creeds and Articles of Religion? This had stopt the Mouths of the Clamorous, and
had removed the Suspicions of the Doubtfull, and would have given full Satisfaction to
all reasonable Men. But when you so carefully avoid doing this, all other Arts and Eva-
sions do but leave theMatter more suspicious among themost Intelligent and Impartial
Readers. (Stillingfleet 1698, 4–5)

Fortunately, the Bishop does not dwell on the subject of Locke’s own beliefs.
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Much of Stillingfleet’s second answer to Locke is occupied with issues about cer-
tainty. He gave attention to such questions in his previous efforts, but here they are
pursued inmore directions. He explores the question of whether certainty can be pos-
sible in the absence of clear and distinct ideas, and contrasts the account of “certainty
by ideas” with his own account of “certainty by reason.” He raises the topics of cer-
tainty by sense and certainty by remembrance. He contrasts the “knowledge of cer-
tainty” with the “knowledge of faith,” and probes Locke’s account of the certainty to
be gained by intuition and demonstration. He renews his complaints about how little
certainty of any sort is possible on Locke’s epistemology.

One of Stillingfleet’s original complaints about Locke’s Essay was that it fostered
uncertainty about the existence of substance in general, and about the existence of
spiritual substance in particular. Locke had insisted that his disaparaging remarks
were directed only at our idea of substance, and that the existence of substance
remained “safe and secure” (Locke 1697a, 33). Yet one might wonder whether a
philosopherwho puts ideas at the center of his theory of knowledge should have con-
fidence in his reasoning about substance when he concedes that his idea of it is so
flawed. In his Discourse in Vindication of the Doctrine of the Trinity, Stillingfleet made
just that point. He noted Locke’s claim that we can be certain that there are both spir-
itual and bodily substances, but wondered how to reconcile this with Locke’s theory
of ideas:

But, if our Reason depend upon our clear and distinct Idea’s [sic]; how is this possible?
We cannot reason without clear Ideas, and yet wemay be certain without them: Can we
be certain without Reason? Or doth our Reason give us true Notions of things without
these Ideas? (Stillingfleet 1697a, 239)

In his first letter, Locke said that he placed certainty not in the clarity and distinctness
of ideas, but in clear andvisible connections between ideas (Locke1697a, 56–7). This
prompted Stillingfleet to charge that he was offering a “new Method of Certainty”
(Stillingfleet 1697b, 39), and one even more prejudicial to certainty than the view
that founds it uponclear anddistinct ideas (80). Lockedemurred. “[I]f I havedoneany
Thing New,” he said, “it has been to describe to others, more particularly than that
had been done before, what it is theirMinds do, when they perform that Actionwhich
they call Knowing” (Locke 1697c, 90). If Stillingfleet thinks the Essay’s account of
knowledge a threat to any article of Christian faith, he has an easy remedy: offer a
better one (94).

In Stillingfleet’s second answer, he presses Locke onwhether he can really account
for our being certain in cases where our ideas are confused and obscure:

How can I clearly perceive the Agreement or Disagreement of Ideas, if I have not clear and
distinct Ideas? For how is it possible for a Man’s Mind to know whether they agree or dis-
agree, if there be some parts of those Ideas, we have only general and confused Ideas of ?
(Stillingfleet 1698, 7–8)
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To talk of certainty by obscure and imperfect ideas is, the Bishop says, like expecting
someone to describe the similarities and differences in habit, features, and stature of
twomenhe cannot see clearly (14). Stillingfleet then points to four places in theEssay
where, he says, Locke supposes that clear ideas are necessary for certainty.

The most significant new accusations in Stillingfleet’s second answer concern the
doctrine of resurrection. He argues that Locke’s principles threaten the grounds for
faith in that doctrine, and even contends that they are inconsistent with it. In his sec-
ond letter, Locke had said that if his theory of knowledge implies that we cannot have
certainty about the truth of some proposition, this “shakes not at all, nor in the least
concerns the assurance of Faith” (Locke 1697c, 96). Stillingfleet disagrees. He says
that those who follow the “Way of Ideas” shall find themselves unable to preserve the
“Certainty of Faith” once they have given up on “Certainty by Ideas” (Stillingfleet
1698, 31). His argument for this begins with the claim that the “Reason of believing
the Resurrection of the same Body upon [Locke’s] Grounds is from the Idea of Identity”
(32). He then briefly summarizes what the Essay says about the identities of masses,
organisms, and persons, and argues that this, together with the suggestion that mat-
ter might think, undermines confidence in the article of the resurrection. He reasons
that if we are wholly material, and if personal identity depends upon continuity of
consciousness, then personal identity will depend upon the preservation of a func-
tioning, organized body. In that case, he says:

[T]he Resurrectionmust be giving a new Life. Towhom? To aMaterial Substance which
wholly lost its Personal Identity by Death. So that here can be no Personal Identity at all;
unless you say the very same Life which was long since at an end can be Reproduced.
Which I suppose you will not assert. (Stillingfleet 1698, 36)

Stillingfleet goes on to argue that Locke’s account of personal identity is inconsistent
with the doctrine of resurrection, because that doctrine requires that the samemate-
rial substance be raised up again, whereas Locke’s account entails that “any Mate-
rial Substance being united to the same Principle of Consciousness makes the same
Body” (44). Yet though Stillingfleet says that resurrection involves God raising the
same material substance again, he also says that this does not mean that God raises
the same collection of particles as earlier constituted the person.

18.6 Locke’s Third Letter

On 6 April 1698, Locke wrote to Molyneux with the news that he had composed a
third letter to Stillingfleet:

If that could be any spur to you to hasten your journy hither, I would tell you that I have
an answer ready for the press, which I should be glad you should see first. It is too long:
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The plenty of matter, of all sorts, which the Gentleman affords me, is the cause of its
too great length, tho’ I have pass’d by many things worthy of remarks: But what may
be spared, of what there is, I would be glad should be blotted out by your hand. But this
between us. (Corr., 2414)

It would seem that nothing was blotted by Molyneux’s hand. The published version
of Locke’s third letter ran to 452 pages, and is dated 4May1698.Molyneux’s visit did
not take place until August. (Itwas the two correspondents’ first face-to-facemeeting,
and also their last: Molyneux died that October, at the age of 42.) Locke’s letter was
published around November, though its title page bore the date 1699. It proved to be
the last word in the exchange between Locke and Stillingfleet. The Bishop died at his
house inWestminster on 27 March 1699.

The full title of Locke’s third letter gives an indication of the strategic about-face
that it represents:Mr. Locke’s Reply to the right Reverend the Lord Bishop of Worcester’s
Answer to his Second Letter:Wherein, besides other incidentMatters, what his Lordship has
said Concerning: Certainty by Reason, Certainty by Ideas, and Certainty of Faith. The Res-
urrection of the same body. The immateriality of the soul. The Inconsistency of Mr. Locke’s
Notions with the Articles of the Christian Faith, and their Tendency to Scepticism, is exam-
ined. Locke’s second letter had focused mainly on Stillingfleet’s muddledness, and on
the thinness of the pretext for involving Locke in the first place. Now he returns to
defending himself point by point against all of the Bishop’s most important accusa-
tions.

Stillingfleet argued that Locke has a problem explaining howwe can reason about
substance, given that he thinks that our idea of it is so confused and obscure. Locke
concedes that where ideas are confused and obscure, we cannot perceive their agree-
ment or disagreement with all other ideas as wemight like; but he insists that we can
perceive some of their features and some of their relations to other ideas. In partic-
ular, the idea of substance is “clear and distinct enough, to have its agreement with
actual Existenceperceived: but yet it is so far obscureandconfused, that therebeagreat
manyother ideas,withwhich, by reasonof its obscurity and confusedness,we cannot
compare it so, as to produce such a perception” (Locke 1699, 72). Locke renews his
claim that his own grounds for believing in substance are the same as Stillingfleet’s
(Locke 1699, 375–6).

At one point the Bishop had accused Locke of neglecting the difference between
“the bareBeing of a Thing, and its Subsistence by it self ” (Stillingfleet 1697b, 13). Locke
now turns that against him. He says that Stillingfleet makes the mistake of conclud-
ing that because we have a clear idea of the manner of subsistence of substance, we
have a clear idea of substance itself. Yet the idea of a thing and that of its manner
of subsistence are different ideas, and the latter may be clear and distinct when the
former is not. A blindmanmay have the clear and distinct idea of themanner of sub-
sistence of scarlet, knowing that it must inhere in another thing, though he lacks a
clear and distinct idea of scarlet itself (Locke 1699, 382).
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In responding to Stillingfleet on the subject of resurrection, Locke first makes the
point that his reason for believing in resurrection is not – as Stillingfleet had suggested
–derived fromhis idea of identity.His reason for believing in resurrection is that it is “a
part of Divine Revelation” (Locke 1699, 165). He then goes on to spend 36 pages on
the question of whether scripture does or does not support the claim that resurrection
involves the raising of the same body a person had earlier. He argues that it does not.
Let us consider one of the passages that he discusses. At John 5:28–9, Jesus says, “All
that are in theGraves shall hear his voice; and shall come forth.” Stillingfleet reasoned
that those coming forth from the graves must have the bodies that had been in the
graves, and that those bodiesmust be the samematerial substances as had once been
vitallyunitedwith their immaterial souls.Yethealso said that thebodies coming forth
from the graves need not be confined to “those Particles of Matter only which were in the
Grave” (Stillingfleet 1698, 37).

Locke first replies that if Stillingfleet’s argument proves anything, it also proves that
the soulsmust have been in the graves alongwith the bodies that come forth. He obvi-
ously means to be debunking the argument; we are not to suppose that the souls of
the dead remain with their bodies. However, he does not spell out how hewould have
us understand the passage. Perhaps hewould say that it tells us only that personswho
died will emerge from their graves, and not which substances will constitute them. If
God can resurrect a person by restoring an old material substance to life and (per-
haps) reuniting it with his soul, then God can resurrect a person by creating a new
material substance and (perhaps) uniting it with his soul.

Locke also argues that Stillingfleet’s readingof John5:28–9 is at oddswith itself. For
if the substances that come out of the graves must have been the ones in the graves,
then the collections of particles that come out of the graves must have been the ones
in the graves (Locke 1699, 171). There are really two points here. First, the principle
that whatever comes out of the graves must have been in them would seem to apply
to collections of particles as well as to bodies. Second, the substances that we call
bodies are nothing over and above collections of particles.When the Bishop says that
Christ’s words are to “to be understood of the Substance of that Body to which the
Soul was united; and not to those Individual Particles” (Stillingfleet 1698, 37–8), he
seems to be thinking of the substance of a body as something other than the body’s
constituent particles. He seems to be thinking that the particles could be changed,
while thematerial substance remains the same. Locke does admit the need to suppose
a substance underlying and supporting a body’s qualities, but he does not identify
the body with that substratum. Nor does he see that substratum as something that
might exist independently of the particles that constitute the body. The best sense
that he canmake of Stillingfleet’s remark about Christ’s words is that it amounts to a
contradiction: “our Saviour’sWords are to be understood of those Particles only that
are in the Grave, and not of those Particles only that are in the Grave” (Locke 1699,
171).
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If scripture does not tell us that the resurrected body must be the same mate-
rial substance as had previously constituted the resurrected person, then Locke’s
account of personal identity is not inconsistent with that doctrine merely because
it allows for the possibility that the resurrected person gets a new body. Locke would
nothaveus try to decidewhether resurrectionwill involve the sameor different bodies
(Locke 1699, 177–8). This is amatter for faith, rather than certainty. This distinction
between knowledge and faith is of great importance for Locke. It provides him a way
of fending off the charge that his modesty about the extent our knoweldge amounts
to skepticism of any but the mildest sort.

In both of Stillingfleet’s answers to Locke, he argued that to admit that God might
superadd powers of thought to a material substance is to undermine the evidence
for life after death. The problem is that “if the Soul be a material Substance it is really
nothing but Life,” and it is absurd to think that God could preserve a life that has
already ended (Stillingfleet 1697b, 55; see also Stillingfleet 1698, 36). In reply, Locke
points out that it cannot be right to say that if the soul is amaterial substance, then it is
life. For life is not a substance at all, but anaffection of a substance (Locke1699, 423).
If we are really entertaining the possibility that the soul is a material substance, it is
no harder to suppose that God can preserve amaterial soul than that He can preserve
an immaterial one. Locke has another card up his sleeve, one that he does not play
here. Elsewhere, he hints that he is open-minded about the possibility that we do go
out of existence altogether whenwe die, only to be brought back into existence at the
general resurrection (RC, 13, 115).

Stillingfleet had argued that the possibility of thinking matter threatens our con-
ception of ourselves as free agents.When Locke finally does address this question, his
initial comments are brief and not very enlightening:

How can my Idea of Liberty agree with the Idea that Bodies can operate only by Motion and
Impulse? Answ. By the omnipotency of God, who canmake all things agree, that involve
not a Contradiction. (Locke 1699, 408)

However, he also goes on to retract the claim that all bodies operate by impulse, saying
that he has been convinced by “Mr. Newton’s incomparable Book” that it is too bold
to limit the powers that God can give bodies to those thatwe can understand. Though
Newton’s account of gravitation convinced him that bodies might operate by forces
other than impulse, there is in this passage at least the suggestion that Godmight also
give powers of free will or self-motion to some material things.

Toward the end of his third letter, Locke makes a cutting observation about Still-
ingfleet’s argumentative strategy. The Bishop had been arguing that Lockean princi-
ples imply that we cannot have certainty about various articles of the Christian faith,
and he concluded from this that Lockean principles threaten the credibility of those
articles. Locke points out that this is to assume that “Divine Revelation abates of its
Credibility in all those Articles it proposes proportionably as Humane Reason fails to
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support the Testimony of God” (Locke 1699, 418–19). He points out that this is a sur-
prising assumption to be made by one who originally set out to defend the mysteries
of faith against those who held that Christianity is not mysterious. It is also, he says,
a strange way to promote religion.

The correspondence with Stillingfleet sometimes makes for dull reading. Portions
of bothmen’s contributions were probably written in haste, and in a bad temper. The
texts themselves are long-winded, repetitive, and pedantic. They also represent a con-
test between a great philosopher and a considerably less than great one. Frequently
progress is stymied by the Bishop’s obscurity, hismisquotation, andhis non sequiturs.
Nevertheless, Locke’s letters to Stillingfleet are an important source for those who
want to better understand key doctrines of his Essay. They can be read with profit
by themselves, since Locke quotes liberally and accurately from his adversary’s con-
tributions. They shed some light on his account of substance, his conception of real
essence, and his account of knowledge. They also make it clear which themes his
contemporaries found most provocative. The picture of Locke that emerges from his
letters to Stillingfleet is a familiar one, but those letters do tell us more than we could
have gleaned from the Essay alone.
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Locke on the Law of Nature and Natural Rights

S. ADAM SEAGRAVE

As controversial as Lockean interpretation relating to the ideas of the law of nature
and natural rights has always been, few would dispute the inextricable connection
between them in the context of Locke’s thought. This is, firstly and most simply, a
consequence of the intellectual historical contextwithinwhich Lockewrites. Regard-
less of how one ultimately characterizes Locke’s understanding of either the law
of nature or natural rights, this understanding should be viewed – at least to some
extent – as the tip of an intellectual iceberg that stretches from Locke back to Fran-
cisco Suarez and the Spanish Thomists of the sixteenth century, including inter-
mediate thinkers such as Pufendorf, Hobbes, Grotius, and Hooker, among others.
These preceding philosophers all treated natural rights in conjunction with the law
of nature (or the natural law), and this was itself a linguistically and conceptually
path-dependent consequence of the original growth of natural rights language out
of natural law language as early as the twelfth century (Tierney 1997, 2005, 2006).

This historical development of natural rights language out of the natural law tra-
dition is, in fact, mirrored to a certain extent in the order within and between Locke’s
own writings. Locke’s earliest written published work, Questions Concerning the Law
of Nature, deals more or less exclusively – as one might guess from the title – with the
law of nature. Evenwithin the Second Treatise itself, moreover, which contains Locke’s
most important statement of his natural rights doctrine, he foregrounds the idea of
the law of nature and only subsequently treats of natural rights (TT, 2.6).

Although Locke’s thought thus appears to begin with the law of nature, his treat-
ment of this law is extraordinarily difficult to decipher. As Michael Zuckert puts it,
“The problem par excellence of Locke’s political philosophy is his doctrine of the law
of nature” (2002, 25). Peter Laslett remarks in his introduction to the Two Treatises
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that it was “always ‘beside his present purpose’ for Locke to demonstrate the exis-
tence and content of natural law” (TT, Introduction, 82), and speculates that Locke
declined to publish the Questions Concerning the Law of Nature during his lifetime (it
was finally published for the first time in the later part of the twentieth century)
because he knew that it didn’t contain a consistent and coherent doctrine.

TheQuestions do provide a number of readily identifiable characteristics of Locke’s
doctrine of the law of nature, including (1) that such a law exists, (2) that it is “know-
able by the light of nature,” (3) that reason can come to know it “through sense expe-
rience,” (4) that it is “binding on men,” and (5) that it is “perpetual and Universal.”
More than half of the questions regarding the law of nature that Locke poses in this
work are, however, answered negatively, suggesting that perhaps the work is really
more about determining what the law of nature is not – and confronting preceding
natural law theorists such as Aquinas and Grotius – than it is about setting forth a
positive doctrine of its own. Robert Horwitz, one of the twentieth-century editors of
Locke’s Questions, and Michael Zuckert go even further than Laslett in arguing not
only that Locke fails to provide a coherent doctrine of the law of nature in the Ques-
tions, but that this failure actually indicates Locke’s ultimate denial of the existence
of such a law (Horwitz 1992; Zuckert 1994, 187–215, 272–5; 2002, 187–93).

Most of Locke’s interpreters, however, take his early Questions Concerning the Law
of Nature to be evidence of the importance of the law of nature to Locke’s thought
in general, whether or not he offers anything approaching a coherent or complete
doctrine of this law. The shortcomings of the work, both in terms of its circuitous
question–answer style and the apparent clumsiness that occasionally surfaces in its
content, may simply be attributed to the immature stage at which it was written. The
fact that Locke neglected to return to this work later in life to remedy whatever he
perceived to be its faults – and persistently refused to publish it despite the urging
of his close friend Tyrrell – is, however, an important point to keep in mind when
interpreting Locke’s other works.

The most widely known of these other works, the Two Treatises of Government,
sheds additional light on Locke’s doctrine of the law of nature. In Chapter II of the
Second Treatise, Locke provides one of his most well-known statements regarding this
law:

The State of Nature has a Law of Nature to govern it, which obliges every one: And Rea-
son, which is that Law, teaches all Mankind, whowill but consult it, that being all equal
and independent, no one ought to harm another in his Life, Health, Liberty, or Posses-
sions. (TT, 2.6)

Locke here provides an exceptionally concise definition of the law of nature – “rea-
son” – and indicates some of the more important, urgent, and/or obvious content
of this law, consisting in the injunction to refrain from harming others. Locke also
states along similar lines that the law of nature “willeth the Peace and Preservation
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of all Mankind” (TT, 2.7) and that “the great Law of Nature” consists in the dictum
“Who so sheddethMans Blood, byMan shall his Blood be shed” (TT, 2.11). Locke’s high-
lighting of the commands of the law of nature relating to refraining from harming
others lends support to the common interpretation, advanced by Tully, that Locke’s
purpose in the Second Treatise is to “reestablish natural law as a basis for his rights
theory” (Tully 1980, 55).

Amore controversial interpretation of Locke’s doctrine of the law of nature in the
Two Treatises, one originated by Leo Strauss and continued in significantly revised and
morenuanced formbyMichael Zuckert, holds that Locke introduces the lawof nature
in the Second Treatise only to subtly indicate his rejection of it (Strauss 1953; Zuck-
ert 1994). Proponents of this interpretation note certain apparent inconsistencies in
Locke’s discussions of the law of nature, including his assertion in consecutive para-
graphs that, on the one hand, the lawof nature is “writ in theHearts of allMankind,”
and on the other that only “a Studier of that Law” can come to know it (TT, 2. 11–
12). Furthermore, although Locke asserts in the famous passage quoted above that
“The State of Nature has a Law of Nature to govern it, which obliges every one,” he
later says that this same state of nature “wants an establish’d, settled, known Law”
since individuals tend to be either biased towards themselves in applying this law or
“ignorant for want of study of it” (TT, 2.124).

Proponents of this interpretation of Locke’s doctrine of the law of nature tend to
agree on a certain level with C.B. Macpherson’s well-known interpretation of Locke
as amodern theorist of “individualism” rather than a traditional natural law theorist
(Macpherson 1962). Strauss, for example, views Locke’s doctrine of natural rights as
akin to Hobbes’ in its emphasis on self-assertion within a context devoid of any natu-
ral duties or obligations. Zuckert, while he is in broad agreement with Strauss’ inter-
pretation of Locke’s law of nature, disagrees with Strauss’ interpretation of Locke’s
natural rights doctrine. According to Zuckert, Locke’s doctrine of natural rights is
crucially different fromthenormatively empty self-assertion characteristic of Hobbes;
for Locke, “the foundation or ground of rights is … self-ownership” (2002, 194).
Human beings possess rights to life, liberty, and property as a direct consequence of
the fact that they own themselves. As a result of the exclusivity associated with the
idea of ownership, Locke’s natural rights, though they do not “derive from some pre-
existing law or duty, natural or otherwise,” do “imply a subsequent duty – a duty of
forbearance” (2002, 196).

As this overview discussion of Locke’s Questions and Two Treatises indicates, the
position one takes on Locke’s doctrine of the law of nature is usually determinative
of one’s interpretations of most other aspects of Locke’s political philosophy, includ-
ing most importantly his doctrine of natural rights. If Locke’s understanding of the
law of nature fits within the Christian natural law tradition extending back to the
twelfth century, he becomes a very different thinker – and a very different natural
rights theorist – than if his understanding of the law of nature is a novel, more
modern one. The idea of a Locke who combines a traditional natural law doctrine
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with a Hobbesian, modern natural rights doctrine is, among scholars who engage
extensively with the preceding intellectual history of the law of nature and natural
rights in their interpretations, inconceivable.

According to Strauss, for example, Locke follows Hobbes’ rigid distinction between
“right” and “law,” placing the former at the center and foundation of his political the-
ory in contradistinction to and at the expense of the latter (Strauss 1953, 226–7). Far
from deriving natural rights from the natural law in the benign Thomistic manner of
Suarez, Locke in fact reverses the order of priority by grafting a novel understanding
of the law of nature onto a natural rights-based framework. According to the more
conventional interpretation propounded by scholars such as JohnDunn, James Tully,
andBrianTierney, on the other hand, Locke is in fact a traditional natural law thinker
in the line of the Spanish Thomists (Dunn 1969; Tierney 2005; Tully 1980). His nat-
ural rights, in stark contrast to Hobbes’, are mere shorthand expressions for the per-
missions of this traditional natural law (Tierney 2002; 2005, 39). Existing scholarly
debates, rightly sensitive to the significance of the Hobbesian “aberration” from the
preceding medieval natural law tradition, tend to place Locke entirely on one or the
other side of this divergence (Tierney 2005, 25).

I would suggest, however, that this either/or is too stark, and that there is in fact
yet another way to view Locke’s doctrine of the law of nature and natural rights;
namely, as the complex and novel product of both (1) constructive innovations by
fundamentally traditional natural law thinkers and (2) the destructive rejection of
this tradition by Hobbes. Pufendorf, Grotius, Hooker, and Suarez trace a continuous
pathway, however circuitous at points, between Locke’s doctrine and the medievals;
Hobbes, on the other hand, opens the door to a radically new understanding that
turns the medieval doctrine on its head.

How, one might ask, could Locke’s doctrine be viewed as the joint offspring of
the Christian medieval tradition and the radical Hobbesian break from this tradi-
tion without itself being an incoherent monster? The key lies, I argue, in attending
to Locke’s reconciliation of the parallel – and similarly apparently incommensurable
– ideas of divine ownership and self-ownership. These two ideas respectively serve as
the foundations for Locke’s understanding of the law of nature and natural rights:
the law of nature follows from God’s ownership of creation, and natural rights are,
as in Zuckert’s account, a consequence of human beings’ ownership of themselves.
When they are viewed in terms of these fundamental proprietary relationships, the
tension between the ideas of the law of nature and natural rights is only clarified
and heightened: the paradigmatic Lockean articulation of the idea of divine owner-
ship, consisting in the “workmanship argument” in Chapter II of the Second Treatise,
seems to directly contradict his repeated assertions of human beings’ self-ownership
in Chapter V. How could someone be both “Master of himself, and Proprietor of his
own Person,” and “his Property, whoseWorkmanship [he is]” (TT, 2.44; 2.6)? In care-
fully piecing together Locke’s solution to this conundrum – a solution that first takes
shape in the earlyQuestions Concerning the Law of Nature and extends through the Two
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Treatises and the Essay – the meaning and significance of Locke’s doctrine of the law
of nature and natural rights will clearly emerge.

19.1 Locke’s “Potter-God”

Locke’sQuestions Concerning the Law of Nature contains the seeds of many of his later
andmore familiar writings, and particularly so with respect to the ideas of the law of
nature and natural rights. Locke’s Questions is, as Robert Horwitz accurately notes,
“uncommonly complex and perplexing, evenwhenmeasured by the standards set by
his other works” (Horwitz 1992, 252). As a result of such difficulties in interpreta-
tion, this early text provides pliable material which may be molded in support of a
variety of interpretations of Locke’s more mature works. On the one hand, Locke’s
Questions may be plausibly cited as evidence for the fundamental place of the tradi-
tional natural law in his political thought (Tully 1980, 38–50, 63). On the other,
it may in fact lend support to arguments that depict a more Hobbesian Locke who
abandons the traditional natural law framework in favor of the natural rights one
that prominently emerges in his later writings (Horwitz 1992; Zuckert 2002, 169–
97). Alternatively, the complexity and interpretive difficulties present in Locke’sQues-
tionsmay simply reflect his ultimate confusion regarding the status of a natural law
frameworkwhichhe stubbornly holds despite the insuperable difficulties of rationally
establishing its existence (Dunn 1969, 25).

The most plausible interpretation of Locke’s Questions possesses elements of each
approach. In his Questions, Locke sets forth a particular version of the law of nature
that he finds more persuasive than preceding versions (i.e. those of Grotius and
Aquinas). Locke’s own version, however, is undoubtedly heterodox in its retreat to
a minimalist conception of the Creator as little more than a necessary supposition
for human existence and the ordered regularities of nature. This conception of the
Creator in Locke’s preferred version of the law of nature, besides introducing poten-
tial difficulties in establishing it as a law,1 leaves sufficient philosophical “room” for
the robust doctrine of natural rights and self-ownership that emerges in his later
works. Thus, while the Questions does evidence the importance of the law of nature
to Locke’s political philosophy, it is a relatively controversial, minimalist, and unde-
veloped conception that does not preclude the emergence of a strong natural rights
doctrine alongside it.

Throughout theQuestions, Locke almost entirely avoids any reference toRevelation
or the distinctively Christian conception of God as he explores the central elements of
the law of nature. Indeed, he explicitly removes Revelation from his discussion of this
law as a possible “means of knowledge which… does not concern our present argu-
ment” (Questions, fol. 23). Locke’s God in the Questions is, in fact, little more than a
“potter-God” who originally forms creatures as from “clay” and possesses the power
to destroy His “vessels.”2 In Question V, Locke presents his strongest argument for
the existence of God, whose “superior will” is required for the existence of the law
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of nature, by asserting simply that “all the multitude of inanimate beings or ani-
mals other than man cannot produce man, who is far more perfect than they; nor
canman produce himself ” (Questions, fol. 12; fol. 54). Therefore, according to Locke,
“there exists some creator other than ourselves, more powerful and wiser, who at
his pleasure can bring us into being, preserve, and destroy us” (Questions, fols 55–
6). Within Locke’s account, this creator is not identifiable as the God of the Old or
NewTestaments; it is simply “some superior power” or “somepowerful andwise being
who has jurisdiction and power over men themselves” (Questions, fol. 58). Although
Locke explicitly invokes the analogy of the “potter” and “clay” at the conclusion of
the argument, he does not quote or provide any reference to its Biblical source (Ques-
tions, fol. 58). The important point, for Locke’s purposes, is that the “potter-God”
possesses a “will” and the power to enforce obedience to this will (cf. Questions, fol.
87).

This argument possesses remarkable similarities both with Locke’s argument for
the existence of God in the Essay Concerning Human Understanding and with the
“workmanship” argument in the Two Treatises. In the Essay, Locke grounds his argu-
ment for God’s existence in the proposition that “Non-entity cannot produce any
real Being” or that “what had a Beginning, must be produced by something else”
(4.10.3). Locke goes on to argue that the necessary eternal Being “must be also the
most powerful” since “what had its Being and Beginning from another, must also
have all that which is in, and belongs to its Being from another too. All the Powers
it has, must be owing to, and received from the same Source” (4.10.4). These state-
ments closely parallel Locke’s assertions in the Questions that (1) “nothing might be
the cause of itself ” and that (2) “we owe to him (the creator) and to him alone our
body, soul, life, whatever we are, whatever we possess, and also whatever we can be”
(Questions, fol. 54; fol. 88). The Essay and the Questions present a remarkably sim-
ilar conception of the natural (i.e. abstracting from a consideration of superadded
grace) relationship between God and humankind: (1) God is the necessary supposi-
tion for the fact that human beings are something rather than nothing, and (2) His
will is the only explanation for why human beings possess the particular arrange-
ment of powers, abilities, and characteristics that distinguish them fromother created
beings.

In the “workmanship” argument of the Second Treatise, Locke states that since
humanbeings are “all theworkmanship of oneomnipotent, and infinitelywisemaker
… they are his property, whose workmanship they are, made to last during his, not
one another’s pleasure…” (TT, 2.6). Locke’s use of the term “workmanship” and the
particular phrase “made to last” when speaking of the relationship between God and
humankind evokes an image strikingly similar to that of the “potter-God” presented
in the Questions. The God of the “workmanship” argument makes human beings to
last “during his… pleasure,” just as the “potter-God” of theQuestions “at his pleasure
can bring us into being, preserve, and destroy us” (Questions, fol. 56). The God of the
Questions, the Essay, and the “workmanship” argument of the Second Treatise does
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little beyond giving existence to human beings and furnishing them with a particu-
lar arrangement of powers or “like faculties” (TT, 2.6).

19.2 Concurrent Univocal Property

In addition to providing the clearest account of Locke’s conception of the propri-
etary relationship between humankind and their Creator, an account which recurs
in both the Essay and the Second Treatise, the Questions also intimates the manner
in which God’s property in humankind may coexist with human beings’ property in
themselves and external objects. In an important passagewithinQuestionVIII, Locke
asserts that:

Since god is superior to all things, and he holds as much right and authority [jus et
imperium] over us as we cannot hold over ourselves… it is right that we live according
to the prescription of his will. God has created us out of nothing and, if it is his pleasure,
he will return us to nothing again. We are, therefore, subject to him by supreme right
[summo jure] and absolute necessity [summa necessitate]. (Questions, fols 88–9)

Although Locke is attempting to describe God’s “right and authority” over
humankind, he begins by defining it negatively in terms of human beings’ right and
authority over themselves. God’s right and authority over humankind is simply what
is left over after the limit of human beings’ right and authority over themselves is
reached; or, alternatively, it is the difference between the total “amount” of right and
authority under which human beings exist and that portion which they hold over
themselves. The sentence that follows clarifies this understanding by restating in con-
cise form the central attribute of the “potter-God”; the ability to create ex nihilo and to
preserve or destroy created beings at “his pleasure.” This unique ability is the source
of God’s portion of right and authority over human beings, and introduces a rela-
tion of dependence in addition to the independence that follows from human beings’
right and authority over themselves. Locke concludes by characterizing God’s right
and authority over humankind, which has been described in both negative and pos-
itive terms in the preceding two sentences, as “highest,” “supreme,” or “absolute”
(summum).

Later in the Questions, Locke returns to the problematic issue of the coexistence of
divine and human ownership or property with respect to the same object in refuting
an objection drawn from the Bible. The argument Locke opposes claims that the obli-
gation of the law of nature “can be suspended by the command of god,” and there-
fore that this law is not binding in a “perpetual and universal” manner (Questions,
fol. 102). In the particular Biblical example provided, Locke’s objector claims thatGod
may suspend the lawof nature prescribing that “to each should begivenwhat belongs
to him or that no one should seize what belongs to another…” (Questions, fol. 102).
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Locke answers this objection by asserting that “were god to command a person not
to return a thing he has received as a loan, the obligation of the law of nature would
not cease, but the ownership [dominum] of the thing itself.” Locke goes on to explain
how this is possible: “For the goods of fortune are never ours in such a way that they
cease to belong to god. He is the supreme master [supremus dominus] over all things
…” (Questions, fol. 102).

This passage indicates two important features of Locke’s understanding of the
coexistence of divine and human ownership of particular objects. First, the “thing
… received as a loan” is not in anyway conceived to be owned by the receiver prior to
God’s special command; the receiver’s mere use of the thing loaned does not give him
aproperty right in it. The lender possesses exclusive ownership (vis-à-visother human
beings) of the thing prior to God’s command, and the receiver possesses exclusive
ownership of it after God’s command. Second, Locke’s depiction of the concurrent
ownership of God and human beings in particular objects significantly differs from
the lender/user structure of ownership. While the user of a thing loaned does not in
any way own the thing, the lender himself does despite the “supreme” ownership of
God.

It is clear fromboth of these passages in theQuestions thatwhen divine and human
ownership coexist with respect to the same object, the object is God’s property to a
higher degree than or in a superior sense to that in which it is the property of the
human being. What is not immediately clear, however, is precisely how this hierar-
chical structure of ownership ought to be understood or described. Perhaps themost
widely accepted interpretation is the following: “man’s property is the right to use
and preserve what is essentially God’s property, similar to a tenant’s property” (Tully
1980, 114; cf. Tierney 2006, 177).

This common interpretation of Locke’s “property” does indeed accurately repre-
sent the relationship between God’s property and that of humankind as a whole in
creation considered also as a whole. The text which the proponents of this interpre-
tation arewont to cite is Locke’s statement in the First Treatise that “In respect of God,
the Maker of Heaven and Earth, who is sole Lord and Proprietor of the whole World
Man’s Propriety in the Creatures is nothing but a Liberty to use them, which God has
permitted…” (TT, 1.39; cf. Tully 1980, 62; Tierney 2006, 177). The terms of Locke’s
statement here are (1) God, the Maker of Heaven and Earth; (2) the wholeWorld; (3)
Man in general, or humankind; and (4) Creatures in general, or Creation. While the
conventional interpretation of Lockean property adequately handles the proprietary
relationship between these four terms, it noticeably falters once the terms of the pro-
prietary relationship are altered to reflect other aspects of Locke’s doctrine of property
that emerge in the Second Treatise.

How, for instance, does this relationship look once the four terms are expressed as
(1) God, the Maker of Heaven and Earth; (2) the whole World; (3) a particular human
being; and (4) himself ? This is anotherway of asking how the property right of Locke’s
“potter-God” of the Questions or the “workmanship” argument coheres with Locke’s
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assertion of a particular humanbeing’s property right in or ownership of a particular
object, such as himself or his “person.” Many scholars simply apply Locke’s charac-
terization of the “inclusive” or general proprietary relation to the “exclusive” or par-
ticular case (Tully 1980, 60–1). Just as the property of humankind in creation as a
whole (“inclusive” property) is nothing but a “liberty to use” creation in an inclusive
manner, so the property of a particular human being in a particular object (“exclu-
sive” property) is nothing but a “liberty to use” the particular object in an exclusive
manner. This simple application of the general to the particular case, however, leads
to conclusions that both are at variancewithmanyof Locke’s texts and lack themoral
implications of exclusive property or private rights.

First, the application of a distinction between ultimate or “real” ownership and
use-ownership to particular or exclusive property is nowhere indicated by Locke him-
self. Indeed, even the term “exclusive property” is redundant in the context of Locke’s
doctrine; Locke’s “property,” which remains undifferentiated and univocal through-
out his writings, consistently implies exclusivity. In discussing proprietary claims in
particular objects, Locke distinguishes between the relative nobility of the owner-
ship attributed to God and to human beings as well as the object of the ownership
of each. These are distinctions of quality and relation; neither occurs at the level of
the kind of ownership. The distinctions between “ultimate” ownership and “tenant”
ownership, or “inclusive” and“exclusive” property, on theotherhand, dooccurat this
higher-order level. Locke’s distinction with respect to the relative nobility of owner-
ship emerges most clearly in the Questions, while his distinction with respect to the
object of ownership is primarily treated in the Essay and the Two Treatises.

In the Questions, Locke divides the “right and authority” under which human
beings exist into two portions: God’s, or that portion which we “cannot hold over
ourselves,” and ours (that portion which we can hold over ourselves) (Questions,
fols 88–9). He then designates God’s portion as the higher or more noble one by
attributing the “supreme right” over human beings to God. Locke could, at this
juncture, have introduced the standard distinction between ultimate ownership and
use-ownership, or essential ownership and derivative ownership. Instead of utilizing
these more rigid distinctions and marking out God’s ownership as the “essential” or
“real” kind, however, Locke describes God’s ownership as somehow different in degree,
or “thehighest.” Similarlywith respect to particular objects other thanhumanbeings
themselves, Locke designates God as the “supreme master over all things” without
either denying the concurrent dominion of a human being or invoking a clear essen-
tial/derivative or owner/user distinction (Questions, fol. 102). In these passages, Locke
affirms the simultaneous or concurrent ownership by God and human beings of
particular objects, including human beings themselves, and distinguishes between
higher and lower (or more and less noble) forms of ownership. Far from drawing a
distinction in kind between the ownership attributed to each, Locke’s text indicates
that the concurrent ownership of God and human beings ought to be understood
univocally.
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The proprietary claims of two distinct entities, such as God and a human being,
can only be both concurrent (in the same object) and univocal (identical in kind or
meaning) if there is a way in which the object owned may be understood to be two
within one. In other words, if an object may be divided into two by the understand-
ing while remaining unified in its concrete existence, each conceptual “object” dis-
tinguished by the understanding may have a different owner. It is in this way that
concurrent univocal ownership becomes possible. In the present case, if a particular
human being may be divided into two by the understanding, the concurrent univo-
cal ownership of a human being by God and the human being himself is possible.
Such a division is, in fact, implied throughout Locke’s texts, and especially within the
Essay and the Second Treatise. Locke consistently employs a twofold consideration of
human beings, in terms of (1) the particular arrangement of powers or faculties that
distinguishes humankind from other creatures (and simple non-being), and (2) the
self-consciousness and personhood that distinguish one human being from another.
Considering the human being in light of (1), he is owned by God; considering the
human being in light of (2), he owns himself (cf. Tully 1980, 105–10).

In the Second Treatise, the “workmanship” argument presents a clear instance
of Locke’s consideration of human beings in light of the powers that distinguish
humankind in general from other creatures. Locke begins the argument by identi-
fying the “law of nature”with “reason,” i.e. a power or faculty specific to humankind
but not unique to any particular human being. Immediately after the assertion that
human beings are “his property, whose workmanship they are,” Locke refers to the
“like faculties” with which human beings are similarly “furnished” (TT, 2.6). The
“workmanship” argument speaks only of human beings as particular members of
a species or kind and endowed with the powers or faculties proper to this kind. Con-
sidered in this way, and leaving aside the ways in which one particular human being
is distinguished from another, human beings are clearly owned by the “potter-God”
of the Questionswho originally fashioned them out of nothing.

In Chapter V of the Second Treatise, Locke moves away from the common and
towards the particular. He first reiterates that “the earth, and all inferior creatures,
[are] common toallmen” (TT, 2.27), i.e. humankind ingeneralhasbeengivendomin-
ion over the earth and inferior creatures by the grant of God and the duty of self-
preservation. Thus far, humankind is the property and workmanship of God and
human ownership is, if it exists at all, a simple use-ownership. “Yet,” Locke contin-
ues, “every man has a property in his own person: this no body has any right to but
himself. The labour of his body, and work of his hands, we may say, are properly his”
(TT, 2.27). This brief passage encapsulates Locke’s overall point in this pivotal chapter
of the Second Treatise: namely, that exclusive property may be extracted by individual
“persons” from the inclusive commons in a particular way, by means of “labor” (cf.
2.28, 2.29, 2.32).

This interpretation of Locke’s purpose in Chapter V of the Second Treatise is, more-
over, supported by a proper interpretation of the passage from the First Treatise upon
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which proponents of the common, “tenant” interpretation of human ownership typ-
ically rely. The passage, whose latter section is widely quoted in isolation, reads as
follows:

… however, in respect of one another, Men may be allowed to have propriety in their
distinct Portions of the Creatures; yet in respect of God the Maker of Heaven and Earth,
who is sole Lord and Proprietor of the whole World, Mans Propriety in the Creatures is
nothing but that Liberty to use them, which God has permitted… (TT, 1.39)

The second section of this passage corresponds to the first section of the passage
in Chapter V of the Second Treatise (TT, 2.27); although Locke appears to be defin-
ing “Mans Propriety” as a “Liberty to use,” he is in fact rejecting human property in
favor of the property of “God the Maker of Heaven and Earth.” This second section,
“in respect of God…,” expresses the relationship (as noted above) between God and
humankind in general with regard to “the whole World.” Considering this relation,
God is “sole Lord and Proprietor” (emphasis added), and humankind’s supposed prop-
erty in other creatures is “nothing but” a liberty to use in accordance with God’s per-
mission.

The first section of the First Treatise passage just quoted similarly corresponds to
the second section of the passage in Chapter V of the Second Treatise quoted above (TT,
2.27). Locke indicates that human beings in fact do “have propriety in their distinct
Portions of the Creatures” when they are considered as individuals, i.e. “in respect of
one another…” Thus, with respect to one another as individuals and with regard to
“distinct Portions of the Creatures” rather than “the whole World,” a human being
may have property which “no body has any right to but himself ” (TT, 2.27). It is in
this manner that Locke speaks of human property and natural rights throughout
Chapter V of the Second Treatise, in explicit contradistinction to the “liberty to use”
of the First Treatisewhich humankind in general enjoys with respect to creation as a
whole.

From the Second Treatise it is clear that a human being’s relationship to “himself,”
“his own person,” and “the actions or labour of it” (TT, 2.44) is an instance of human
property as opposed to the mere “liberty to use” them. Just as Locke introduces the
discussion of Chapter V by distinguishing every man’s property “in his own person”
from what is “common,” so he concludes by reiterating that the particular external
property founded upon one’s property in himself, his own person, and his actions or
labor is “perfectly his own, and did not belong in common to others.” (TT, 2.44; cf.
2.28, 2.29, 2.32). Throughout Chapter V, Locke treats of human beings “in respect
of one another” and as individuals; considered in thisway, humanbeings clearly have
a property in themselves, their “persons,” and their actions as opposed to amere “lib-
erty to use” them.

The “workmanship” argument, on the other hand, treats of human beings “in
respect of God theMaker of HeavenandEarth.” Considered in thisway, humanbeings
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are not isolated individuals possessing private property and rights; they are, rather,
members of a wider community of beings who are “furnished with like faculties,”
are under a “law of nature,” are the property of God rather than themselves, and are
given a “liberty to use” the earth and inferior creatures. This argument, like those
in the Questions, does not ground Locke’s doctrine of natural rights or the exclusive
property of an individual in himself; it does, however, ground Locke’s version of the
law of nature. Moreover, the workmanship model provides the key to understanding
how human beings, considered as individuals, may acquire a property in their per-
sons and actions similar to the manner in which God’s workmanship engenders His
property in humankind in general (cf. Tully 1980, 35–8; 116–24; Ashcraft 1986,
259).

19.3 Divine Versus HumanWorkmanship and Self-Ownership

The source of God’s title to property in humankind and creation as a whole is not
difficult to surmise in Locke’s texts; God’s “workmanship” has caused their very exis-
tence. A more difficult question to answer is how Locke understands the source of
individual human beings’ title to property in their “persons” or selves. Since (1) Locke
appears to affirm a univocal meaning of property in both instances, and (2) differ-
ences in the justificatory source of property constitute differences in the meaning of
the term, it would seem that human beings could only possess a property in their per-
sons or selves if they somehow caused the very existence of these entities. From the
conception of the “potter-God” developed throughout Locke’s texts, God only directly
or immediately causes the existence of the various powers or faculties that distinguish
humankind from other creatures. He does not, however, immediately cause the full
individuation of human beings into distinct persons with distinct consciousnesses of
themselves. This task is directly accomplished by a form of human “workmanship”
that grounds the exclusive title of individual humanbeings to property in themselves.

By marking out the object of the property described in Chapter V of the Second
Treatise as the “person” or the “self ” (TT, 2.27, 2.44), Locke directs the reader to his
developed discussion of these particular terms in the Essay Concerning Human Under-
standing. In Book Two of the Essay, in his treatment “Of Identity and Diversity,” Locke
carefully distinguishes between four terms: (1) “Substance,” (2) “Man,” (3) “Person,”
and (4) “Self .” (1) Substance, according to Locke, is that which “we take to be the sub-
stratum, or support, of those Ideaswe do know” (1.4.18). “Substance” establishes the
most basic level of distinction between something and nothing, being and non-being.
(2) Man, by Locke’s definition, is “an Animal of such a certain Form” or a particu-
lar “Shape andMake” (2.27.8). “Man,” therefore, establishes the distinction between
beings of a certain kind or type and other creatures of different “shapes and makes.”
(3) “Person,” according to Locke, is “a thinking intelligent Being, that has reason and
reflection, and can consider it self as it self, the same thinking thing in different times
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and places;which it does only by that consciousness,which is inseparable from think-
ing, and as it seems to me essential to it” (2.27.9). “Person” establishes the distinc-
tion between particular individuals, or “thinking things,” of a common “shape and
make.” (4) “Self,” finally, is defined as “that conscious thinking thing, which is sen-
sible, or conscious of Pleasure and Pain, capable of Happiness or Misery, and so is
concern’d for it self , as far as that consciousness extends” (2.27.17). “Self ” is thus
Locke’s term for a “person” (a “thinking thing” which can “consider it self as it self ”)
which actually does “consider it self as it self … by consciousness.”3

The first two of these entities, “substance” and “man,” are the products of God’s
workmanship and are thus His exclusive property. These in fact correspond closely
to the two characteristic activities of Locke’s “potter-God” that appear in the Ques-
tions, the Essay, and the Two Treatises: original creation ex nihilo and the determi-
nation of a particular arrangement of powers or faculties that distinguishes one
kind of being from another. The latter two, however, “person” and “self,” are the
immediate products of human workmanship and are thus the exclusive property of
individual human beings. These entities come into being as a direct result of “that
consciousness, which is inseparable from thinking, and … essential to it” (Essay,
2.27.9). According to Locke, this consciousness is thatwhich “makes every one to be,
what he calls self ; and thereby distinguishes himself from all other thinking things.”
Therefore, it is the individual human activity of “thinking,” and the state of self-
consciousness that necessarily accompanies this activity, which actually make the
“self ” and “person” and fully individuate particular human beings.

During the course of this discussion in the Essay, Locke clearly establishes the
direct relevance of the notions of “person,” “self,” and “consciousness” to his dis-
cussion of particular human property in the Second Treatise by explaining how the
interrelationship of these ideas establishes individual ownership of one’s actions. In
a passage whose similarity to those found in sections 27 and 44 of Chapter V in the
Second Treatise is remarkable, Locke states:

That with which the consciousness of this present thinking thing can join it self, makes
the same Person, and is one self with it, andwith nothing else; and so attributes to it self ,
and owns all the Actions of that thing, as its own, as far as that consciousness reaches,
and no farther; as every one who reflects will perceive. (Essay, 2.27.17)

In this passage, Locke argues for the ownership of one’s external actions such as
labor on the basis of a prior or more fundamental act of “labor,” i.e. workmanship
or “making,” accomplished by consciousness (cf. Simmons 1992, 273–4). In the Sec-
ond Treatise Locke asserts that labor is “the unquestionable property of the labourer”
because “every man has a property in his own person” (TT, 2.27). One’s property in
one’s own person or self stems, in turn, from the appropriating or “joining” ability
of self-consciousness described in the Essay. The appropriating, extending, and join-
ing activity or “labor” of self-consciousness thus makes the individual human being
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“master of himself, and proprietor of his own person, and the actions or labour of it” (TT,
2.44), in a manner analogous to that in which God is “sole Lord and Proprietor” of
creation as a whole (cf. TT, 1.30).

19.4 “Nesting” Property, The Law of Nature, and Natural Rights

Locke thus intimates a persuasive account of the concurrent univocal property of
God and the human being in the particular human being herself. The particular
human being is the property of God and herself in the very same sense of the word
“property,” i.e. the product of workmanship or labor. The conflict or contradiction
which this situation appears to present is circumvented by Locke’s division of the
particular human being into two conceptual “objects” by the understanding: the
human being (as a combination of “substance” and “man”) and the unique self
(defined by self-consciousness). Insofar as the individual is a human being, she is the
exclusive property of God whose workmanship she is; insofar as the individual is a
unique self, she is the exclusive property of herself in virtue of the activity of her self-
consciousness.When Locke speaks of humanbeings as theworkmanship or property
of God, he is speaking of human beings as substances and as members of a kind or
type of creature. When he speaks of human beings as the workmanship or property
of themselves, he is speaking of them as persons and as reflective or conscious selves.

Although the particular human being is concurrently and univocally owned by
God and the human being himself, there is nevertheless an order of nobility and ulti-
mate causality between the two “workmen” of the human being. Within the partic-
ular human being, humanity is prior to and a necessary precondition for the produc-
tion of unique selfhood. Without first existing, and possessing the powers of “rea-
son and reflection” (Essay, 2.27.9), the unique self cannot be produced by the indi-
vidual activity of consciousness. Moreover, the human being is originally produced
by Locke’s “potter-God” ex nihilo, whereas the unique self is fashioned out of the
pre-existing materials furnished by the senses and reflective experience. Therefore,
although theunique self is immediately and directly produced by the individual activ-
ity of self-consciousness, it is mediately and indirectly produced by God as a first
or ultimate cause. As a result of these considerations, Locke affirms the “supreme
right” of God over human beings and His supreme ownership over all existing
things.

The supremacy of God’s proprietary claim or right in the human being does not,
however, render self-ownership merely derivative or insignificant. Self-ownership
does not thereby become a matter of God’s (or the law of nature’s) permission or of
Divine Grace considered in the narrow sense. On a Lockean understanding, God cre-
ates the humanity of the individual in such a way that the human individual shares
in His creative activity bymaking, in turn, the unique self. God does not allow human
beings to own themselves, but creates them as potential self-owners.
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The picture of property in the particular human being that emerges from Locke’s
complex treatment is thus a kind of “nesting” property. The property that the human
being possesses in himself is identical in kind with the property that God possesses
in the human being. God’s property in the human being, however, is more noble or
higher than thehumanbeing’s property inhimself. Both rights of property,moreover,
coexist in a single human being. Although this understanding of the compatibility
of divine and self-ownership of the human being is difficult to perceive in Locke’s
texts, the idea of “nesting” property rights both makes sense of Locke’s apparently
contradictory assertions and, more importantly for our particular purposes, goes far
towards explaining Locke’s complex doctrine of the law of nature and natural rights.

By applying the Lockean notion of concurrent and univocal “nesting” property to
the relationship between the law of nature and natural rights in Locke’s political phi-
losophy, themanner inwhich Locke’s doctrinemaybe viewed as anoriginal combina-
tion of medieval and modern, Christian and secular, and traditional and innovative
comes into focus. If the law of nature and natural rights may be derived in a manner
parallel to that of divine ownership and self-ownership, i.e. according to the twofold
structure of the individual as a human being and a unique self, they similarly need
not be rigidly ordered as primary and secondary or original and derivative.

Suchaparallel is, in fact, suggested by the frequent association of divine ownership
with the law of nature, and self-ownership with natural rights, in many of Locke’s
texts. Perhaps the clearest single example of the association between divine owner-
ship and the lawof nature occurs in the “workmanship” argument of the Second Trea-
tise (TT, 2.6). In this passage, Locke substantiates his affirmation of the existence of
the law of nature by means of the “workmanship” argument that follows: “for men
being all the workmanship of one omnipotent, and infinitely wise maker …” Why
would one be inclined to affirm the existence of a law of nature? Because humankind
is “his (God’s) property, whose workmanship they are …” Human beings are under
a law of nature insofar as the “workman” God exercises his proprietary claim over
them.This right of propertypossessedbyGod is immediately inhumankind, i.e. human
beings considered as a “community of nature” sharing in “like faculties,” or as a
species rather than as individuals. Throughout this passage Locke refers to human
beings in the plural and in terms of what is common: “mankind,” “all,” “they,” “we,”
and “us” are the primary terms of his argument. Insofar as the individual is a being
withmembership in a particular species, he is dependent on or exists under the cause
of his being andhumanity.He is therefore obligated by amoral rule or “lawof nature”
to act in accordance with the given hierarchical arrangement of his natural powers
or faculties, i.e. in accordance with the superiority of “reason.”

A clear example of the association of self-ownership and natural rights, on the
other hand, occurs in Chapter V of the Second Treatise. The term “law of nature” is,
remarkably, almost entirely absent from this chapter, which is concerned with the
mechanisms by which “any particular man” acquires “a property in several parts of
that which God gave to mankind in common” (TT, 2.25–6). This particular property
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is,moreover, described as a “private right” (TT, 2.28). Such a private right is possessed
by an individual human being in his “person,” “self,” “labour,” “work,” “actions,” and
the external objects withwhich “labour” is “joined” or “mixed” (TT, 2.27, 2.44). Each
of these private rights finds its “great foundation” in the fact that the individual is “pro-
prietor of his own person” (TT, 2.44). In this discussion of natural rights, it is the indi-
vidual human being who is explicitly marked out as the “workman” (TT, 2.43), indi-
cating the similar or analogous basis of divine and self-ownership of the individual
human being.Whereas the law of nature stems from the humanity of the individual,
in respect of which he is God’s “workmanship,” natural rights stem from the unique
selfhood of the individual, in respect of which the individual is himself a “workman.”

This association of divine ownership with the law of nature, and self-ownership
with natural rights, is also evident from Locke’s discussion of the executive power of
the law of nature immediately following the workmanship argument in the Second
Treatise. In his discussion of this power, which both Locke himself and recent com-
mentators agree is one of the most novel or “strange” points in his entire political
theory (TT, 2.9; cf. Zuckert 1994, 234–40), Locke distinguishes between twodifferent
purposes for exercising this power: “Reparation” and “Restraint” (TT, 2.8). The exer-
cise of the executive power of the law of nature is justified in general by the fact that
“In transgressing the Law of Nature, the Offender declares himself to live by another
Rule, than that of reasonand commonEquity,which is thatmeasureGodhas set to the
actions of Men, for their mutual security” (TT, 2.8). Transgressing the law of nature
involves “a trespass against thewhole Species, and thePeace and Safety of it, provided
for by the Law of Nature” (TT, 2.8).

In this discussion, as in the workmanship argument, Locke describes the law of
nature as God’s measure, a measure that applies to all “Men” in common and exists
for the preservation of the “whole Species” rather than any particular individual. The
lawof nature follows fromGod’s proprietary claim inhumankind, a proprietary claim
stemming from His original creation of human beings and His equipping them uni-
formly with a determinate supply and organization of capacities.

While the law of nature is thus clearly associated with divine ownership, the sorts
of violations of this law that Locke has in mind generally involve not only a trans-
gression of the normative consequences of divine ownership, but also “injury done to
some Person or other …” (TT, 2.10). This particular injury justifies a correspond-
ing “particular Right to seek Reparation” which is distinct from the generalized or
“common” right to punish and “Restrain” (TT, 2.10). Although Locke, unlike Hobbes,
begins with the law of nature and divine ownership at the level of humankind rather
than natural rights at the level of the individual, he also differs significantly from
the preceding natural law tradition – and injects a noticeably Hobbesian dimension
into his political philosophy – by recognizing and emphasizing this distinct individual
level associated with a “Right of Self-preservation” (TT, 2.11). In cases of transgres-
sions of the law of nature that involve individual injury, Locke interestingly suggests
that there are two distinct crimes and two distinct injured parties: (1) there is the
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transgression of the law of nature, which is an offense against God and mankind in
general; and (2) there is the transgression of the individual’s natural rights, which is
an offense against that individual considered in isolation.

In addition to underscoring the correspondence between Locke’s treatment of
divine and self-ownership and his treatment of the law of nature and natural rights,
Locke’s discussion of the executive power of the law of nature is also significant for
the manner in which it extends this parallel to include the sort of “nesting” relation-
ship subsisting between the component parts of each. On the one hand, Locke treats
the law of nature as all-encompassing in its generality: the criminality of all crimes
may be traced to transgressions of the law of nature. On the other hand, however, he
recognizes a distinct basis for the criminality of actions that involve an injury to a par-
ticular individual, a basis he describes in terms of natural rights and self-ownership.
This combination of (1) clear distinction with (2) concurrence in single actions and
(3) differing levels of generality provides us with the same sort of “nesting” relation-
ship seen in the case of divine ownership and self-ownership.

19.5 Slavery and Suicide

During the course of the preceding discussion it will have become clear, as has been
indicated in passing, that both slavery and suicide fall foul of Locke’s doctrine of
the law of nature and natural rights: slavery is a violation of self-ownership, and
suicide is as direct a violation of divine ownership as one can imagine. In light of
this, Locke’s approval – albeit heavily qualified – of both in the Second Treatisewould
seem to present a significant difficulty for the interpretation advanced above. Why
would the same Locke who so carefully crafted a doctrine of “nesting” divine and
self-ownership condone practices that clearly violate these principles? Locke’s “wind-
ing” – and closely intertwined – comments on slavery and suicide have long per-
plexed scholars, severely testing the interpretive powers of Locke’smost astute readers
(Zuckert 1994, 244).

Locke’s approval of suicide occurs in the context of his discussion of slavery. Locke
asserts that if the hardships or pain of slavery come to outweigh the value or plea-
sure of his life, the slave has it “in his Power, by resisting the Will of his Master, to
draw on himself the Death he desires” (TT, 2.23). Locke’s approval of slavery stems,
in turn, from his account of the executive power of the law of nature; since certain
crimes against this law – namely, ones that involve a violation of others’ natural
rights – entail a forfeiture of one’s own natural right to life, they a fortiori entail a
forfeiture of one’s other natural rights, including that to liberty (TT, 2.23). Because
one has committed an act that violates the law of nature in a particularly egre-
gious way, one has forfeited all of one’s natural rights; only such an individual may
be permissibly enslaved, and only such an individual may permissibly take his own
life.
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Locke’s approval of both slavery and suicide thus derive directly from his doctrine
of the forfeiture of rights upon the commission of egregious violations of the law
of nature. This doctrine of the forfeiture of natural rights is, however, itself in ten-
sion with Locke’s treatment of such rights as inalienable – that is, not transferable
to another by agreement or consent. If one doesn’t have “the Power of his own Life”
available to contract away to another to begin with, how could he lose this power
throughhis actions (TT, 2.23)? If natural rights are a necessary concomitant of one’s
humanity, as they generally seem to be for Locke, how could someone actually disjoin
the one from the other through his actions?

Locke indicates an answer to these difficulties by repeatedly comparing an egre-
gious violator of the law of nature to a non-human animal such as “a Lyon,” “a
Tyger,” or “a Wolf ” (TT, 2.11; 2.16). According to Locke, such a criminal “declares
himself to quit the Principles of Human Nature, and to be a noxious Creature …”
(TT, 2.10). These passages suggest that certain criminals forfeit their natural rights
because they have actually forfeited, or “quit,” their humanity itself. Somehow, these
criminals actually cease tobehuman through their inhumanactions, leaving entirely
the moral realm defined by the law of nature and natural rights. This might seem an
evenmore strange doctrine than that of the forfeiture of natural rights until one con-
nects Locke’s discussion here with the empiricism and nominalism of the Essay.

In reacting against extreme versions of scholastic essentialism in the Essay, Locke
shifts the object of knowledge away from external things themselves and towards the
mind of the knowing subject (Essay, 1.1.1; 1.4.18; 2.1.1–5; 2.8.7). Our understand-
ing of things, such as human beings, doesn’t reach all the way to the essences of
the things themselves but rather goes as far as our sense experience takes us (Essay,
1.2.15; 2.1.1–5; 2.8.2; 2.8.7–10). Locke thusmoves in a nominalist direction byway
of an empiricist approach, an approach and direction that were subsequently carried
much further by others after him. Locke’s aversion to the idea of knowable essences
that are sufficiently independent of the knowing subject to resist contrary empirical
experience already leads, however, to a less stable and definite idea of humanity than
that of medieval or classical philosophers.

It is this relatively unstable and indefinite conception of essences in general, and
of human nature in particular, that leads Locke to admit the possibility of a human
being actually – and notmerelymetaphorically – “quitting” or forfeiting her human-
ity through her observable actions. In declaring her rejection of the “rule” that has
been set up for human action by God and following instead the rule for action of
some other animal, such a person becomes, onemight say on Locke’s view, a human-
looking lion, tiger, orwolf. For Locke, in otherwords, the common saying about ducks
strictly holds: one is how one acts. Bringing Locke’s epistemology in the Essay to bear
in interpreting Locke’s puzzling discussion of slavery and suicide thus indicates his
consistent rejection of both for human beings. Natural rights cannot be disjoined
fromhumanity, but an individual human beingmay through certain actions become
disjoined from both.
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19.6 Conclusion

Through his ingenious account of the analogous, side-by-side and “nested” work-
manship of God and individual human beings, Locke illuminates the possibility of
fitting important elements of the Hobbesian “aberration” within a doctrine of the
law of nature that shares important elements with its medieval and classical prece-
dents. After Hobbes had severed the idea of natural rights from that of the law of
nature, Locke stitched them back together in a new way. Thus the final product
that emerges from Locke’s writings clearly bears the markings both of the origi-
nal medieval doctrine and of Hobbes’ radically new one. Locke’s natural rights are
not derived from the law of nature in the way they were for the Spanish Thomists,
but neither are they divorced from the law of nature in the way they were for
Hobbes.

It is in large part because of this hybrid character that Locke’s doctrine of natu-
ral rights and the law of nature became, and has remained, the most influential and
persuasive basis for modern politics since his time. Although the story is far from a
simple one, most would agree thatWestern liberal democracy owes as much or more
to Locke than to any other single thinker. This Lockean legacy is, however, itself a sort
of double-edged sword; as scholars have often noted, the Two Treatises and the Essay
seem to be working at cross-purposes, and even if they should be read in conjunc-
tion with one another, it is far from clear that they present a consistent and coherent
portrait of morality and political life. Locke’s qualified concessions to the practices of
slavery and suicide are a clear case in point: if the relatively mild nominalism and
empiricism of Locke’s epistemological approach as expressed in the Essay open the
door to the ostracism of certain individuals from our “community of nature” and its
concomitantmoral boundaries definedby the lawof nature andnatural rights,where
are we now?Although the Lockean principles of the law of nature and natural rights
continue to inform modern political life in innumerable and crucial ways, can these
principles continue to thrive in the radically nominalist and empiricist epistemolog-
ical context that has emerged since Locke’s time through the efforts of Hume, Kant,
and Darwin?

Such questions indicate the pressing contemporary relevance of studying and
understanding Locke’s doctrine. With respect to his intellectual historical predeces-
sors, the notoriously cautious Locke may initially appear to be sitting on the fence;
as has been argued, however, Locke was in fact boldly blazing a new trail. Where this
trail will ultimately lead us – and evenwhetherwe can continue to follow it – remains
to be seen.

Notes

1. See Zuckert 2002, 188–91.
2. The reference here is drawn from Romans 9:21, Isaiah 29:16 and Isaiah 30:14.
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3. Locke also describes the relation between “person” and “self ” in the following manner in
2.27.26: “Person, as I take it, is the name for this self . Where-ever a Man finds, what he calls
himself , there I think anothermay say is the same Person. It is a Forensick Term appropriating
Actions and their Merit …” These two formulations are related and consistent, though this
consistency will not be fully explored here.
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Locke on Property and Money

RICHARD BOYD

20.1 Introduction

Private property is one of the most enduring – and vexing – concepts in the history
of Western political thought. Not only has the nature of property ownership evolved
throughout modern European history, but as Alan Ryan has observed, private prop-
erty can be justified according to philosophical considerations as different as utility,
natural rights, the promotion of personality, and the safeguarding of liberty (Ryan
1987). As Karl Marx saw quite clearly, “bourgeois” private property and the osten-
sibly “natural” laws that sanction it are anything but universal (Marx 1978, 40–6,
154–5,172–5).Onemight quibblewithMarx’s assertionof the law-like “ideological”
rigidity with which philosophical conceptions of property are determined by under-
lyingmaterial conditions, but his insights into the historically contingent and perpet-
ually evolving character of private property are worth taking seriously.

Not surprisingly, John Locke’s account of private property lends itself particularly
well toMarxian analysis. FromC.B.Macpherson’s provocative critique of Locke as the
apostle of bourgeois capitalism and “possessive individualism” (Macpherson 1962)
to Neal Wood’s nuanced historical account of Locke as progenitor of “agrarian cap-
italism” (Wood 1984) to Richard Ashcraft’s discerning treatment of Locke as a rad-
ical theorist of proletarian revolution (Ashcraft 1986), Locke’s defense of property
has proven congenial toMarxian treatments – both critical and admiring. Conversely,
even those suchasWillmooreKendall (Kendall 1941), JohnDunn (Dunn1969),Alan
Ryan (Ryan 1971), and James Tully (Tully 1980), who have distanced themselves
from portrayals of Locke as an early defender of capitalism, have based their inter-
pretations on a different, albeit more communitarian reading of Locke’s theories of
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property. So too for John Simmons and others who enthusiastically embrace Locke as
one of the intellectual forefathers of modern liberal individualism (Simmons 1992).
It seems virtually impossible to fathom Locke’s true character without reference to
his views on private property.

I cannot hope in the space of this chapter to reconcile all the disparate scholar-
ship on Locke’s theory of property. Instead, I will explore themoremodest suggestion
that Locke is susceptible to such a wide range of interpretations precisely because of
his positionmidway between premodern andmodern conceptions of property rights.
Lockean property represents an uneasy hybrid of classical or Christian theories of
distributive justice – in which property was limited by conditions of just usage and
correlative responsibilities to improve and cultivate – and modern capitalist theories
of procedural justicewhich have succeeded in the intervening centuries in displacing
them. Because of Locke’s intermediary position – with one foot in both worlds – it is
virtually impossible to assimilate him into any single interpretive framework. As we
will see, Locke’s defense of private property is at once natural and positive, utilitarian
and grounded in natural rights, secular and theological, hedonistic and custodial.

20.2 The Nature and Extent of Lockean Property

Property rights are usually understood to confer an absolute power to use a good as
one sees fit, to alienate it for present or future considerations, or even to destroy it
altogether. Locke is often described as one of the intellectual forefathers of this mod-
ern “bourgeois” conception of property rights, but his own sense of a qualified or
“stewardship” right to property differs considerably. Like Christian or classical theo-
ries, Locke assumes that the right to private property is subject to moral conditions
of reasonable enjoyment. God’s original donation of the earth to the human race is
premised on the divine imperative to cultivate and improve. Consequently, an individ-
ual’s property is conditioned by the “bounds, set by reason of what might serve for his
use” (TT, 2: 31). This condition of “just usage” qualifies property rights in two distinct
ways. First, the “largeness of [one’s] Possession” is limited to “asmuch as any one can
make use of to any advantage of life before it spoils.” Locke admonishes that “if either
the Grass of his Inclosure rotted on the Ground, or the Fruit of his planting perished
without gathering,” the appropriation was invalid and “might be the Possession of
any other” (TT, 2: 46, 38). Secondly, regardless of the extent of one’s holdings, prop-
erty ownership entails an ongoingmoral obligation to cultivate and improve. “[I]f the
Fruits rotted, or the Venison putrified, before he could spend it,” the appropriator has
“offended against the common Law of Nature” (TT, 2: 37).

From the vantage of modern capitalism, Locke’s custodial understanding of prop-
erty rights may seem counterintuitive. Is something really my property if I cannot
use it however I please? Yet upon further reflection, the notion of a qualified prop-
erty right is neither oxymoronic nor totally unfamiliar. Rather than assuming that
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property rights aremonolithic – they either exist or don’t exist – the Lockean concep-
tion disentangles what are at least potentially distinct and separable rights of acqui-
sition, exclusive control, fair use, and exchange. Depending on how property rights
are theorized, ownership may confer some or all of these rights, but not others.

First and absolutely central is the right to physical control of one’s possessions. Pri-
vate property rests on a legitimate authority to exclude others from using or taking
something away. In order for this right to be either morally meaningful or practically
enforceable, however, others have to acknowledge a reciprocal obligation to respect
the moral relationship between proprietors and their possessions. In this way, prop-
erty rights and others’ duties are correlative. Nonetheless, the general proposition
that a property right obliges others to respect my private ownership is fully compat-
ible with the idea that my use of that object may be qualified by superogatory duties
or responsibilities. To allow, as Locke surely does, that we have a right to exclude
other people from our private property, and to use that property for most reasonable
purposes, stops far short of conferring an absolute, arbitrary power to use a good
in any way we please, especially if this means that the property in question will be
squandered or destroyed. Moreover, beyond just proscribing unreasonable or waste-
ful uses of property, Lockean proprietorship generates affirmative responsibilities of
good stewardship. The “right” to property is inextricably bound up with a correlative
moral duty to care for, and even to improve, land or goods in our possession. All this
is to say that Lockean property rights convey reciprocal entitlements and responsibil-
ities.

This Lockean conception is merely an extension of property’s theological origins
in the self-ownership of our physical bodies. As James Tully has importantly noted,
according to the “workmanshipmodel,” human life is defined by our God-given prop-
erty in our selves (Tully 1980, 35–50, 108–10). We own ourselves in the sense
that no one else owns us, i.e. we are naturally free from the dominion of any other
human being, but this self-ownership is ultimately conditional: “For Men being all
theWorkmanship of one Omnipotent, and infinitelywiseMaker… they are his Prop-
erty, whose Workmanship they are, made to last during his, not one anothers plea-
sure (TT, 2: 6). Nothing is given to man to squander or destroy, especially the gift of
human life. Self-ownership is subject to limitations,most notably prohibitions against
murder, suicide, or voluntary bondage: “For a Man, not having the Power of his own
Life,” cannot alienate or destroy what does not properly belong to him alone (TT, 2:
23). It seems to follow logically, then, that if our self-ownership is subject to these
moral side-constraints, and private property stems from the mixing of some part of
ourselves with the natural world through our labor, the resulting physical property
would be subject to all the same custodial terms according towhichwe originally own
ourselves (TT, 2: 27).

Our qualified self-ownership means that we cannot commit suicide or voluntar-
ily sell ourselves into bondage, but Locke does allow that there are certain actions
by which individuals might forfeit their God-given ownership of themselves (TT, 2:
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23–4). As a limiting case, the peculiar institution of slavery sheds interesting light on
Locke’s equation between life and self-ownership and the custodial understanding
of property rights to which it gives rise. According to Locke, a slave is someone who
has “forfeited his own Life, by some Act that deserves Death” (TT, 2: 23). By “quit-
ting reason” and renouncing the laws of nature that govern the relationship between
humanbeings,malefactors are liable to extermination like lions, tigers, foxes, polecats
or other “noxious Creatures” (TT, 2: 10–11). Slavery originates in the right of the vic-
tim (or any othermember of the human race) to act as executor of the laws of nature
and punish the criminal for his misdeeds. Nonetheless, the waste of killing a human
life can be avoided by sparing the criminal and making him a slave. Because a slave
has already forfeited his life and self-ownership, he can draw the suspended death
sentence down upon himself whenever the condition of slavery becomes unbearable
(TT, 2: 23). So long as he chooses not to do so, his life and labor belong to the master,
and he is subject to the latter’s despotical authority.

Locke’s enigmatic discussionof slavery raises interpretive difficulties for his defend-
ers and critics alike, and I cannot enter into these debates here. The relevant point is
that the conceptual category of slaves, who are physically alive despite having for-
feited their self-ownership by their crimes, serves to underscore two distinctive fea-
tures of Locke’s more general theory of property outlined above. First, because slaves
no longer own themselves, they have nothing of their own to mix with the physi-
cal world through labor. Slaves are by definition, then, incapable of owning property.
And because property is one of the defining characteristics of civil society, slaves exist
outside the bonds of humane society (TT, 2: 85, 172, 11). Secondly, and in stark con-
trast to our ownership of any other kind of property, which is limited by custodial
obligations of just usage, the ownership of slaves is categorically unique in consisting
of an unconditional “despotical authority.” Despotical authority over slaves is, quite
literally, a right to kill or “despoil.” Masters exercise a degree of authority over slaves
that no property owner has over any other category of property (TT, 2: 23, 172–4).
As such, the master’s “Absolute, Arbitrary Power” over slaves represents the extreme
and limiting case of property ownership againstwhich the qualified andmorally con-
strained ownership of any other class of private property comes vividly to light.

20.3 The Labor Theory of Appropriation

Self-ownership is given by God to every individual in Locke’s theological worldview,
but originally the state of nature belonged to thehuman race as awhole. The “natural
commons,”where everything is owned jointly, is an admittedly curious starting point
for a thinker concerned to justify the right to private property. In part, Locke inher-
its this dilemma from his anti-patriarchal critique of Sir Robert Filmer in the First
Treatise. According to Filmer, the world and all of its possessions belong to latter-day
sovereigns as a consequence of God’s donation to Adam and his posterity. Absolute
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dominion over the earth has been passed down through the generations to the first-
born descendents of Adam. In this view, any “private property” we hold comes at the
sovereign’s behest, and the putative “liberty” of property ownership may be revoked
whenever the sovereign deems it necessary.

To counter these claims about the patriarchal origins of both political authority
and private property, Locke offers an alternative reading. Rather than being granted
exclusively to Adam and his descendents, the earth was given by God to the whole
human race, to be enjoyed jointly and collectively (TT, 1: 21041; TT, 2: 1, 25). But
this account raises further questions that Locke must subsequently resolve. If nei-
ther political authority nor private property can be traced back to God’s donation to
Adam, thenwhere do they come from? Locke’s answer in the case of political author-
ity is famously that only the free and voluntary consent of individuals can legitimate
political obligation. But given the conspicuous role played by consent in the stories
Locke tells about the foundations of both government and religion, it is striking that
he resists an analogous, consensual account of the institution of private property.
Despite the fact that his own starting point of a natural commons where everything
is owned jointly seems logically to require some invocation of universal consent, the
bulk of Chapter V of the Second Treatise is devoted to denying a consensualist theory
of property rights.

How does Locke satisfactorily resolve the challenge presented by his own starting
point? If everything in the world is owned jointly, then how can I legitimately take
something out of the natural commons without securing the unanimous consent of
the human race? The putative answer to this objection is Locke’s celebrated “labor
theory of appropriation.” Labor serves as the conceptual bridge between our initial,
anthropological ownership of our selves and the dominion particular persons come
to have privately over the earth and its resources.

20.3.1 Labor as Marking Private Property Off from the Commons

At the most basic level, labor gives title bymarking off a particular object as our own,
distinguishing it from everything else in the unclaimed natural commons. Although
the object itself may be physically unchanged – nothing tangible having been added
to or subtracted from it when someone picks it up off the ground – it belongs to the
appropriator by the mere fact that he has taken trouble to claim it. Anything that
“he hath mixed his Labourwith, and joyned to it something that is his own” thereby
becomes his private property (TT, 2: 27). Appropriation by labor has “annexed” or
“joyned to” an object something that gives it a different identity, even if the precise
nature of what has been added may be intangible. This metaphysical relationship
between subject and object seems to have more to do with a change in the appro-
priator, who has expended the labor to pluck an apple from a tree, than any physical
transformationof the apple being appropriated. “[‘T]is plain,” Locke insists in describ-
ing the primitive consumption of acorns and apples, “That labour put a distinction
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between them and common. That added something to them more than Nature, the
commonMother of all, had done; and so they became his private right” (TT, 2: 28).

Butwhat does this “distinction” consist of ?What, precisely, is the “something” that
gets “added” to the proverbial apples or acorns that hereafter separates them from the
natural commons? If adding something is all that is required, Robert Nozick won-
ders why pouring a can of tomato juice into the ocean does not make it my private
property (Nozick 1974, 174–5). At first blush, Locke implies that the distinction has
something to do with physical improvement. And yet any change or improvement in
the apple or acorn seems to bemetaphysical rather than physical. Unlike all the other
acorns or apples that remain untouched, those I have harvested are mine by dint of
a moral relationship of entitlement, sanctioned by the laws of nature, between me
and some particular objects. Entering an empty lecture hall or a crowded restaurant,
I stake claim to a seat by placing my briefcase on top of the chair. I have “annexed”
something to the chair by claiming it as my own, but this does not mean that the
chair has been physically transformed in any way. When I leave the restaurant, the
chair is exactly as it was before. Particularly in a hypothesizedworldwithout scarcity,
where there is no danger that my taking the last chair will deprive anyone else of a
seat, many of the appropriative activities Locke describes consist of little more than
marking or putting a “distinction” on something that separates it from the common
pool.

In part, the distinction stems from the fact that I have added something intensely
personal to the property in question. It is mine not only in a legal or juridical sense,
but “mine” insofar as it reflects or objectifies something of my moral personality
or essence. It is a bit of a stretch – both analytically, and historically – to attribute
Hegelian or phenomenological understandings of property to Locke, but hints of the
so-called “personality” theory of property are lurking in Locke’s defense of private
appropriation. At minimum, as Karl Olivecrona and others have suggested, the cen-
tral notion of mixing or adding something uniquely personal to the physical world is
not inconsistentwith Locke’s descriptions of the labor theory of appropriation (Olive-
crona 1974a, 1974b).

20.3.2 Labor as a Subtractive Taking from the Natural Commons

Human industrymay be the ultimate source of wealth, as Locke suggests, but at least
at the outset, labor is directed not so much toward improvement as removing extant,
God-given things from the natural commons. Property is most fundamentally an act
of appropriation. Locke’s second gloss on the question of how we come to enjoy an
exclusive property in things originally owned jointly by the entire human race focuses
on themore controversial subtractivenature of private property,which consists of tak-
ing something from the “spontaneous hand of Nature” (TT, 2: 26). The act of gather-
ing up apples or acorns, hunting down rabbits or deer, enclosing a plot of land, catch-
ing fish, and even taking a draught of water from the river “removes [the object] out
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of the common state Nature left it in” and makes it the property of the appropriator
(TT, 2: 28–30).

Locke is adamant that taking something out of the natural commons “does not
depend on the express consent of all the Commoners” and repeatedly dismisses
the objection that any individual appropriation necessitates the “Consent of all his
Fellow-Commoners, all Mankind” (TT, 2: 25, 28–9, 32). Nonetheless, the fact that
private property originates in takings – especially the enclosure of land, which obvi-
ously depletes the natural commons – runs squarely up against the objections of sub-
sequent critics of private property such as Jean-JacquesRousseau andhis nineteenth-
century disciple Pierre-Joseph Proudhon. The gist of their critique is that while I
might hardly notice the taking of a single draught of water or a tract of land from
my common inheritance as a human being, there being somuch natural abundance,
I am in some sensemarginally worsened by this private appropriation of my common
share. Even if someone else’s taking leaves “enough, and as good” for my private use,
I am still worse off in my public capacity as joint co-owner, along with the rest of the
human race, of the natural commons.

Rousseau laments that if mankind had been able to foresee the untoldmiseries and
inequalities to which the institution of private propertywould lead, they neverwould
have consented to private appropriation. Private property originates in a “clever
usurpation” on the part of the proprietor and credulity on the part of those who con-
doned it: “The first person who, having fenced off a plot of ground, took it into his
head to say this is mine and found people simple enough to believe him, was the true
founder of civil society” (Rousseau 1964, 141, 160). And yet because this original
appropriator “needed express andunanimous consent of thehumanrace to appropri-
ate… anything from common subsistence,” these “crude, easily seducedmen” ought
to have torn up the stakes and rejected the claim (Rousseau 1964, 158–9). As Pierre-
Joseph Proudhon repeats more emphatically in his notorious 1840 screed “What is
Property?,” the fact that these simple souls failed to do so cannot legitimate the orig-
inal theft. Even if consent were mistakenly given to the original appropriators, the
human race retains a moral claim on the co-operative share of social property and
the right to reclaim its common inheritance (Proudhon 1994, 74–86). Nor should
we be persuaded by Locke’s assertion that labor generates a justifiable entitlement
to private property. As Rousseau insists: “In vain might [the appropriators] say: But
I built this wall; I earned this field by my labor. Who gave you its dimensions, they
might be answered, and by virtue of what do you presume to be paid at our expense
forworkwe did not impose on you?” (Rousseau 1964, 158). Particularlywith respect
to the original appropriation of land, enclosure may generate a temporary right in
possession to what one has cleared and improved, but this is far from an absolute and
perpetual dominion for one’s ancestors (Proudhon 1994, 35–46, 84–6).

Chapter Five of the Second Treatise anticipates these objections that universal con-
sent is required to legitimate any taking from the natural commons. By my reading,
there are three discrete levels of Locke’s efforts to carve out successively larger spheres
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of private appropriation that are absolved of the universal consent requirement. The
first and most minimal of these builds upon Hobbesian foundations. Because private
appropriation is essential to the survival of the human race, subsistence-level tak-
ings are self-evident corollaries of the right of self-preservation. As Locke suggests in
the First Treatise, the Hobbesian right of self-preservation generates a “Right to the
Surplusage” of the “Plenty” of others (TT, 1: 42). An individual’s right to preserve
his own life trumps the property rights of others more fortunate. More generally, the
need for universal consent is abrogated by the mere fact that we could not reason-
ably seek and obtain the “consent of all mankind” every time we needed to gather up
acorns or apples. “If such a [universal] consent as that was necessary,” Locke argues,
“Man had starved, notwithstanding the Plenty God had given him” (TT, 2: 28–9).
The natural law of reason “tells us, that Men, being once born, have a right to their
Preservation, and consequently to Meat and Drink, and other such things, as Nature
affords for their Subsistence” (TT, 2: 25).

The right of self-preservation trumps the necessity of universal consent, estab-
lishes aminimal right of private appropriation, and produces a correlativemoral duty
to share with others in need. But self-preservation alone is obviously inadequate to
underpin a full-fledged theory of property rights. As Rousseau duly objected in the
passage cited above, the right of self-preservation does nothing to justify appropria-
tions above and beyond the primitive level of “common subsistence.” Strictly speak-
ing, on these grounds we can appropriate nothing more superfluous than what is
required to preserve our life without securing the consent of our fellow commoners.
In addition, the claim of self-preservation does not deal with acquisitions that preju-
dice others. What if my acquisition (justified by my own self-preservation) threatens
someone else’s life? Clearly, then, something other than the right to self-preservation
is necessary to justify a more extensive right to private property.

The second thrust of Locke’s attempt to get around the universal consent require-
ment is his stipulation of what is commonly known as the “enough, and as good”
proviso (TT, 2: 33–4, 36). The appropriation of any commodity – even a relatively
scarce and valuable commodity such as land – could never be “any prejudice to any
other Man, since there was still enough, and as good left” for others (TT, 2: 33). Even
if the commons are diminished by private appropriation, this is of no consequence,
“for he that leaves as much as another can make use of, does as good as take nothing
at all” (TT, 2: 33). By this reasoning, universal consent does not actually need to be
secured because “No Body could think himself injur’d” so long as there is more left
in the natural commons than he could personally use (TT, 2: 33). We should notice,
however, that Locke’s argument rests on several key assumptions.

The first assumption is purely empirical. Rather than being a scarce commodity
whose private appropriation inevitably leaves someone else worse off, land is more
akin to those “valueless” natural commodities such as air, water, or sand whose
almost infinite abundance renders others indifferent to their private appropriation.
The vastness of lands in the Americas and other uncharted parts of the world makes
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it highly unlikely that anyone would object to the private appropriation of any par-
cel.Whywould they care, when there are countless other plots still left for the taking?
Accordingly, because wemay reasonably infer that this consent would freely be given
(“No Body could think himself injur’d”), just as no one frets over the air another per-
son breathes or quarrels with someone taking a drink from a fountain, there is no
need to secure the actual unanimous consent of the human race. This consent may
simply be hypothesized. So long as these conditions obtain, the assumption is that
if we were to consult the whole human race, every person would of course consent
to the acquisition, or if they did not do so, their refusal could only be motivated by
irrational jealousy or misanthropy.

The fact that Locke feels compelled to hypothesize such agreement in order to dis-
pose of the universal consent requirement seems to imply that consent (whether
hypothetical or actual) is really necessary. Indeed, it is hard to see why universal
consent would not be necessary given Locke’s starting point of a natural commons.
But this raises a further question: what if these empirical assumptions about nat-
ural superabundance (and the universal consent it allegedly renders unnecessary)
do not obtain? What if land, water, or other natural resources – commonly owned
by the entire human race – are not infinite but instead are in short supply? Can we
still assume that universal consent is unnecessary for any private appropriation? As
Jeremy Waldron has interestingly suggested, Locke is by no means explicit on this
point of whether scarcity – if it were to occur – would invalidate a taking (Waldron
1979; Waldron 1988, 209–18). However, Locke’s argument, rooted in an original
model of common ownership, seems to imply that if anyone actually were inconve-
nienced – either because the next taking would deprive him of his own opportunity
to take a piece of land or if, forwhatever reason, he simply came to regard land,water,
and air not as infinite like sand on a beach but as something potentially scarce and
valuable, in which it behooved him to take an interest in his common inheritance
– then such a taking would be illegitimate, incapable of garnering the hypothetical
universal consent otherwise required from all of humanity.

Thus far we have seen how Locke appeals to self-preservation, first, and the
“enough, and as good” proviso, second, in order to constrain the bounds of natu-
ral acquisition such that any given appropriation is unlikely to raise objections on the
part of mankind. By doing so, he manages to carve out a sphere of private appropri-
ation absolved of the need to secure the universal consent of the whole human race.
There is a third assumption built into Locke’s argument that further circumscribes
the bounds of human acquisitiveness, thereby helping to suspend the requirement
for universal consent. Appropriation under the original conditions of nature is lim-
ited not just by the immediate needs of self-preservation (which trumps the universal
consent requirement) or the “enough, and as good” proviso (which satisfies it hypo-
thetically) but also bywhat amounts to both a practical andmoral prohibition against
waste. Because natural goods like acorns and apples will spoil, it is a “foolish thing,
as well as dishonest” for someone to hoard them up (TT, 2: 46). Taking more than
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what can be immediately consumed or exchanged is to be guilty of wasting some-
thing given by nature. Under these original conditions, Locke repeats emphatically,
the laws of nature and the “Rule of Propriety” placed anatural “measure” or “extent”
on man’s accumulation (TT, 2: 36, 31). Along with the “enough, and as good” pro-
viso, the prohibition against spoilage sets modest natural limits to private appropri-
ation, such that it is almost impossible to construe any taking as prejudicial to the
interests of another member of the human race. This strategy is at the very heart
of Locke’s efforts to circumnavigate the universal consent requirement that emerges
logically from his own starting point of the natural commons.

20.3.3 The Additive or Generative Features of Labor

Aswehave seen, the dilemmaof universal consent ismost acutewhen the acquisition
of private property is regarded as purely subtractive. My taking is most likely to prove
objectionable from the standpoint of others when it merely appropriates the spon-
taneous products of nature. However, as Locke appreciates, only the most primitive
modes of accumulation are of this sort. Under conditions of capitalist appropriation,
labor generates a moral entitlement to private property not because it has removed
something already given by the “spontaneous hand of Nature” from the common
stock, but because it has given birth to something altogether new that would never
have existed in thefirst place if not for theappropriator’s efforts. In cases suchas these,
where individual labor has improved the natural commons, it seems only fair that the
appropriator should be rewarded in proportion to the value his labor has created. This
is all the more legitimate because labor’s contribution to the wealth of the world is
preponderant, according to Locke.Without human industry, unimproved land is vir-
tually worthless, “for ‘tis Labour indeed that puts the difference of value on every thing”
(TT, 2: 40). Bread, wine, and clothing – all products of human labor – are exponen-
tially more valuable than spontaneous and unimproved products of nature such as
acorns, water, leaves, and skins (TT, 2: 42–3). “If we will rightly estimate things as
they come to our use,” Locke notes, “what in them is purely owing to Nature, and
what to labour, we shall find that in most of them 99/100 are wholly to be put on the
account of labour” (TT, 2: 40).

This assumption about the generative power of human labor does an enormous
amount of justificatorywork in Locke’s subsequent defense of private property, allow-
inghim to skirtmanyof the thornydistributional problemsof inequality and scarcity.
While insisting that the state of nature is a world of “Plenty,” the vast majority of
things necessary for the “Condition of Humane Life” require industry, trade, and
development. But without private property, there is no incentive to improve the vast
natural commons. Even if the division and cultivation of the natural commons ulti-
mately result in both a scarcity of certain kinds of natural resources such as land
and foodstuffs, and an inequality of status among the appropriators, these negative
externalities are more than offset by the newfound wealth and prosperity enjoyed by
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the human race as a whole. Locke observes that in parts of the world such as the
Americas blessed by an abundance of land, the inhabitants live in much ruder ways
due to the lack of improvement and cultivation:

There cannot be a clearer demonstration of any thing, than severalNations of theAmer-
icans are of this, who are rich in Land and poor in all the Comforts of Life; whomNature
having furnished as liberally as any other people, with the materials of Plenty… yet for
want of improving it by labour, have not one hundreth part of the Conveniencies we
enjoy. (TT, 2: 41)

We know that just because a society gets wealthier in the aggregate does not nec-
essarily mean that the condition of every individual has improved, either in absolute
or relative terms. Yet Locke insists that even the least advantaged member of a civi-
lized and developed society – the proverbial “day Labourer in England” – is better fed,
clothed, and shod than the hypothetical “King of a large and fruitful Territory” in
the Americas (TT, 2: 41). There is something to Locke’s claims, as generally speak-
ing, societies with developedmarket economies and well-defined systems of property
rights tend to be wealthier than those that lack them. We will consider this argu-
ment in more detail below in our discussion of the invention of money. But for now,
suffice it to say that Locke’s empirical claim about the abundance created by human
industry is perhaps the most important bulwark in his argument that the universal
consent requirement ought to have no bearing on the private appropriation of things
that were not naturally common or given, but resulted from the industry of individ-
ual persons. At a purely intuitive level, this makes perfect sense. How can I credibly
claim to deserve a share of someone else’s property when those goods would never
have existed in the first place had he not labored to create them?

Even some of Locke’s radical critics, notably Proudhon and Marx, buy into the
general principle that at least with respect to things which were not given to human
beings in common, but which were wholly products of labor, the individual has a
moral entitlement to whatever she has worked to create. Labor does generate a rough
sense of moral desert. Ironically, this general point of agreement with Locke on the
issue of labor’smoral entitlement iswhat fuelsMarx’s damning if ultimately confused
critique of wage labor in Capital. Capitalism is unjust precisely because it fails to give
the worker the full value of the product his labor has generated, and it is immoral for
those who do not labor to live parasitically on the surplus value of others. Nonethe-
less, Locke’s argumenthas an interesting shortcoming exposed byProudhon.Assum-
ing the starting point of a natural commons, someone who clears and improves a
piece of land is manifestly entitled to “possess” the land (for no one else has as much
right to it as he) and to receive the product of his labor in the form of its harvest
(which would not have existed but for the labor of the cultivator). But it is unclear
why this tangible improvement entitles the original appropriator (not to mention his
descendants) to the underlying value of the unimproved land, which according to
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Proudhon ought to become the social property of the human race upon the death
of the original possessor. Even if some of the value of improved land is attributable
to the sufficient condition of the cultivator’s labor (but is this really as much as the
999/1000ths Locke alleges?), at least part of it derives from the necessary condition
of the land itself, which was given by God to the human race and thus can never be
permanently appropriated (Proudhon 1994, 68–86, 88, 90–1, 93, 114–15, 176).

Locke’s rejoinder, of course, is that land is all but worthless in parts of the world
where it lies unimproved. Not only are nature’s bounties paltry without human cul-
tivation, but left to her own devices, Mother Nature may be the greatest spoiler of all
(TT, 2: 37, 42). But even if Locke is right in the case of land, we may wonder exactly
what share labor ultimately contributes to the value of most objects in a capitalist
society. In a passage that anticipates Adam Smith’s fabled division of labor, Locke
acknowledges that no single individual is wholly responsible for the production of
even the simplest object such as a loaf of bread (TT, 2: 43). If this is the case, as Proud-
honwonders, thenwhy should the co-operative or social share of the product’s value
– which is immediately attributable neither to the laborer nor the capitalist but to
the efficiencies of the social division of labor – become his personal property rather
than being shared equally with the human race as a whole? Even if labor generates
9/10ths, 99/100ths, or 999/1000ths of the value of an object, as Locke asserts, the
remaining 1/10th, 1/100th, or 1/1000th properly belongs to the rest of humanity.

20.4 Money and the Origins of Inequality

Thus far, we have considered labor’s contribution to the wealth and abundance of
a civil society. More than any other feature of Locke’s argument, these utilitarian
assumptions about the generative aspects of labor allowhim to brush aside objections
to private appropriation. And yet before the forces of human industry can be fully
unleashed, Locke has to dispose of another difficulty created by the terms of his origi-
nal argument, namely the barriers that thenatural laws themselves present towhole-
sale capitalist appropriation. We have already seen how Locke’s laws of nature play
a crucial role in justifying the institution of private property. And yet, paradoxically,
these same laws of nature, particularly the natural law prohibition against spoilage,
place checks on human acquisitiveness by setting an appropriate “measure” to the
“bounds” of private property. “The same Law of Nature, that does by this means give
us Property, does also bound that Property too,” Locke enjoins (TT, 2: 31, 36).

Fromadistributional standpoint, themost portentous decision in all of Locke’s Sec-
ond Treatise is mankind’s prepolitical decision to assign value to “some lasting thing
that Men might keep without spoiling” and which by mutual consent men agree to
“take in exchange for the truly useful” (TT, 2: 47). Arguably, even more than our
political consent to a particular form of government through the social contract, the
movement fromapremonetary toapostmonetary society generates themost pressing
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distributional dilemmas – inequality, scarcity of natural resources, and the advent of
wage labor – that Locke’s political theorymust subsequently grapplewith.Mankind’s
“tacit agreement” to put a value on money not only “introduced (by Consent) larger
possessions,” but it “altered the intrinsick value of things, which [originally] depends
only on their usefulness to the Life of Man” (TT, 2: 36–7).

We are initially prompted to exchange perishable commodities such as apples or
acorns for imperishable gold and silver out of practical considerations. The natural
law prohibition against allowing anything to spoil generates a powerful disincen-
tive (practical as well as moral) to laboring beyond a subsistence level. Trade is lim-
ited to bartering perishable goods we may happen to have at any particular moment
for goods someone else happens to have. Not only is a barter economy temporally
unco-ordinated (how to exchange half of a cow for two barrels of grain yet to be
harvested?), but it also does nothing to remedy the underlying problem of spoilage.
There is only somuch that any humanbeing can store up or barter away. By contrast,
money’s ability to serve as a proxy for the good itself, and to be stored up indefinitely
and infinitely, not only resolves the problem of spoilage but facilitates an extended
market order based on production for exchange rather than immediate consumption.
Moneyunleashes thenatural drive to labor, allowingus to improve our owncondition
as well as to heed the divine injunction to improve the earth (TT, 2: 48, 26).

The broader consequences of a monetary economymay be less salutary, however.
Human industry rapidly exhausts the natural commons, magnifies social inequal-
ity, and transforms the nature of property from use value to exchange value. We are
presented with the specter of scarcity, and the landless many are left with only their
property in themselves (TT, 2: 44). Given all of this, why wouldn’t the masses who
are least advantaged under the postmonetary distribution consider the invention of
money to have been a colossal and short-sighted blunder? Whether we look at this
event as a felicitous liberation or a tragic fall, it seems clear that humanity got much
more than it bargained for when the first person agreed to accept a shiny piece of
metal in exchange for a barrel of apples.

Chapter Five of the Second Treatise attempts to demonstrate why individuals would
find it in their interests – even retrospectively, and with full knowledge of their rel-
atively disadvantaged position in a postmonetary society – to consent to the inven-
tion of money. According to Locke, money is the product of a “tacit and voluntary
consent” by which humans have “found out a way, how a man may fairly possess
more land than he himself can use the product of, by receiving in exchange for the
overplus, Gold and Silver, which may be hoarded up without injury to anyone, these
metalls not spoileing or decaying in the hands of the possessor.” Based on this agree-
ment to money, “it is plain,” Locke notes, “that Men have agreed to disproportionate
and unequal Possession of the Earth” (TT, 2: 50). We should emphasize that Locke’s
argument here is not just that mankind has grudgingly decided to put up with the
inequalities that money brings into the world in consideration of its practical advan-
tages. Themore radical claim is that human beings actually desired these inequalities,
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and that this ambition (rather than the pragmatic benefits of money) iswhat led them
to invent money in the first place. Locke notes that “as different degrees of Industry
were apt to give Men Possessions in different Proportions, so this Invention of Money
gave them the opportunity to continue and enlarge them” (TT, 2: 48). Rather than
inequality being a lamentable andunintended side-effect of an ill-considered decision
to accept money, as Rousseau and others would have it, the innate desire for inequal-
ity becomes its raison d’être.

This “tacitAgreement of Men to put a value on”moneyneeds to be examinedmore
closely (TT, 2: 36). What does our “tacit as well as voluntary consent” to money con-
sist of ? At first blush, our agreement to money looks to be fully and consciously “vol-
untary,” at least with respect to the paradigmatic decision to trade a perishable barrel
of apples for an imperishable piece of silver. Whereas it would seem to be only “tacit”
with respect to the social and structural changes – scarcity, wage labor, inequality,
commodification, etc. – that the invention of money carries in its wake. On one level,
we are happily consenting to take a shiny bar of metal in exchange for a rapidly decay-
ing barrel of apples, while on another we are ratifying momentous changes such as
the “disproportionate andunequal possession of the Earth,” the extinction of thenat-
ural commons and surplus lands, and the replacement of a system of rudimentary
accumulation with an economy based on wage labor. Which of these two rationales
for consenting to money – the immediate and pragmatic, or the long-term and dis-
tributional – was merely “tacit,” and which is supposed to have been “voluntary”?
So far as the imprecision of Locke’s language allows us to sort this out, the argument
looks to be precisely the opposite of whatwewould expect. Our agreement to accord a
value tomoney is twice described as a kind of “tacit agreement,”whereas the broader
distributional consequences of “larger possessions” are described by Locke in terms
more suggestive of a deliberate and affirmative “consent” or “agreement” to the “dis-
proportionate and unequal Possession of the Earth” (TT, 2: 36, 50; cf TT, 2: 47).

The distinction here between our “tacit” and “voluntary” consent to money is
reminiscent of Locke’s better known discussion of the role of “express” and “tacit”
consent in political obligation. An “express” consent to government binds one more
firmly by virtue of our deliberate agreement,whereas amerely “tacit” consent to obey
the laws can be triggered by something as seemingly inconsequential as “travelling
freely on the Highway” (TT, 2: 119). Unlike express consent, tacit consent is revoca-
ble. Someone born into a political community is bound to obey its laws only insofar as
they choose to remain within it, ordinarily signified by the choice to inherit land (TT,
2: 120). If at any point they choose to revoke their consent, they are free to exercise
their right to exit and leave. One can only gesture at the possible relevance of this dis-
tinction for Locke’s discussion of our “tacit as well as voluntary consent” to money.
If I am correct about the “tacit” acceptance of money as referring to our agreement,
ongoingandobviously revocable, to acceptmoney in exchange for goods and services,
then individuals have an easy recourse for opting out of monetary society: namely,
by simply refusing to take money in trade. As Locke was well aware, during the
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currency crisis of the 1690s, many people did exactly this when faced with a
widespread loss of confidence in the value of clipped bullion currency (Kelly 1991,
16–66). However, the allegedly “voluntary” consent that the human race has given
to the broader structural inequalities of a capitalist society seems not only more diffi-
cult to undo in practice (could one ever really exit from a capitalist society even if one
wished?), but insofar as we have putatively consented voluntarily to these structural
inequities, Locke’s treatment raises serious questions about the moral legitimacy of
revoking our express consent.

20.5 FromMoney to Political Society

After Locke’s painstaking treatment of the origins of money and private property in
ChapterVof theSecondTreatise, theadvent of political society appears a rather belated
innovation. Instead of being natural or spontaneous, the social contract follows only
in the wake of a community’s assent tomoney and its attendant inequalities. Indeed,
one might argue that political society arises specifically to remedy the practical and
moral problems generated by mankind’s earlier agreement to money.

Much has been written about the similarities and differences between the Hobbe-
sian and Lockean social contracts. Themost obvious difference is that Locke’s descrip-
tion of the social contract as a relationship of “trust” between sovereign and subjects
leaves room for a liberal right of revolution that Hobbes’ theory apparently precludes
(TT, 2: 221–42). More subtly, Locke departs not just from Hobbes’ stark views on
human nature, the terms of the social contract, and the parameters of political obli-
gation but also with respect to the question of whether any rudiments of civil society
could exist before the establishment of government. Where Hobbes famously argued
that human society – indeed life itself – was impossible outside the safe confines of
civil association, Locke posits at least a tentative distinction between civil society and
the state, or, in his terms, between the intermediary stage of a prepolitical “Commu-
nity” or “Society” and the establishment of a “Political Society” or “Common-wealth”
(TT, 2: 95–9, 132–3, 211, 243).

The existence of a prepolitical stage of civil society has a direct bearing on Locke’s
account of the origins of private property. According toHobbes, there can be no “pro-
priety” outside the bounds of government. In the state of nature we may hold a plot
of land or a bushel of apples, but because “all men ha[ve] right to all things,” our title
lasts only so long aswe canmaintain physical control. Nothing is either just or unjust
in the state of nature, and there can be no “meum and tuum” (Hobbes 1994, 114).
Any title to “propriety” ultimately derives its moral authority and political enforce-
ability from the “civil law” of the sovereign (Hobbes 1994, 160–3, 213). Because
there is no natural entitlement to property, and whatever possessions we have are
surrendered to the sovereign with the creation of civil association, private prop-
erty ultimately exists at the leave of the sovereign. Property rights are among those
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liberties that remain within the “silence of the law,” a liberty given back to subjects
at the sovereign’s discretion (Hobbes 1994, 143). Buying, selling, and practicing a
trade are ordinarily among those liberties the “sovereign hath praetermitted,” but
if the sovereign ever deems our property necessary for the defense of the common-
wealth, we must surrender it (Hobbes 1994, 138). A property right “excludes the
right of every other subject,” but not the sovereign from whom this right derives in
the first place (Hobbes 1994, 213). Put simply, for Hobbes property is a positive and
not a natural right.

By way of contrast, Locke insists not only that there is a prepolitical but socia-
ble stage of “Society” or “Community” before the establishment of government or
“Commonwealth,” but also that private property is one of the defining institutions of
prepolitical society. Locke’s state of nature is governed by “laws of nature” that are
fully accessible to human reason and whose enforcement is entrusted to the entire
human race. But even reasonable, well-intentioned people can bemistaken about the
extent of their entitlements, and natural partiality makes it difficult to be judges in
our own cases. Every individual in the state of nature may be “absolute Lord of his
own person and possessions,” but this arrangement quickly proves untenable. The
individual’s enjoyment of his property is “uncertain, and constantly exposed to the
Invasion of others” (TT, 2: 123). As Locke notes, “The great and chief end therefore,
of Mens uniting into Commonwealths, and putting themselves under Government,
is the Preservation of their Property” (TT, 2: 124).

These two general claims – first, that there is a natural, prepolitical right to prop-
erty sanctioned by the laws of nature, and second, that our consent to government is
motivated by the desire to safeguard our natural rights to property – have generated
much controversy. The “traditional” view is that Locke’s account of a natural right
to property lends itself to a defense of limited government and the priority of indi-
vidual rights over communal obligations (Simmons 1993; Waldron 1984). Insofar
as our natural right to property is fundamental and inalienable, we have the right to
abolish any government that infringes upon it. While there is surely room for a Lock-
ean right of revolution in cases where the sovereign behaves tyrannically – violating
the relationship of “trust” that ties him to the community by stretching a natural and
legitimate prerogative into a tyrannical usurpation – a closer inspection raises doubts
about the libertarian reading of Locke on property.

The first and often overlooked point is that Locken property undergoes a qualitative
transformation once the prepolitical stage of a “Community” or “Society” gives way
to a full-fledged political order. Themoral claims bywhich individuals held their prop-
erty in prepolitical civil society – namely, labor and the laws of nature – are replaced
byapositive title guaranteedby the state. Locke is quite explicit that althoughhumans
may have authorized, “without compact,” the “partage of things, in[to] an inequal-
ity of private possessions,” this is only true “out of the bounds of society.” Unlike the
state of nature, where our claims to private property are justified by natural law, “in
Governments, the Laws regulate the right of property, and the possession of land is
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determined by positive constitutions” (TT, 2: 50, my emphasis). “In the Beginning,”
Locke explains, labor alone “gave a Right of Property,” but after the rise of territorial
states “the several Communities… by Laws within themselves, regulated the Proper-
ties of the private Men of their Society, and so, by Compact and Agreement, settled the
Property which Labour and Industry began” (TT, 2: 45). The rationale for this is not
merely historical but practical as well:

[E]veryMan, when he, at first, incorporates himself into any Commonwealth, he, by his
uniting himself thereunto, annexed also, and submits to the Community those Posses-
sions, which he has, or shall acquire … For it would be a direct Contradiction, for any
one, to enter into Society with others for the securing and regulating of Property: And
yet to suppose his Land, whose Property is to be regulated by the Laws of the Society,
should be exempt from the Jurisdiction of that Government. (TT, 2: 120)

For all of Locke’s rhetoric in Chapter V of the Second Treatise about the naturalistic
underpinnings of private property, this striking concession about the positive title of
property within political society carries him back, conceptually at least, toward the
positivism of Thomas Hobbes.

There are, obviously, limits on the ways in which “laws” and “positive constitu-
tions” can reshape a society’s given distribution of private property. Presumably any
takings by the sovereignneed to be lawful rather thanmerely arbitrary, and the power
to “settle” and “regulate” private propertymust be conducive to the “public good” (TT,
2: 3, 45, 50, 120, 135). The sovereign cannot just seize the property of individual
subjects for his own use. This represents an act of “tyranny.” The institution of pri-
vate property must be regulated by “settled standing Laws” and “stated Rules of Right
and Property,” rather than an “Absolute Arbitrary Power” thatwould render the very
institution of private property null and void (TT, 2: 137).

Government’s legitimate power to tax, regulate, or redistribute private property
rests upon several criteria. The first is the end or purpose of the regulations or takings
in question.Appealing to theAristotelian definition of tyrannyas a rulerwhogoverns
in his own interest rather than the public interest, Locke is clear that sovereigns are
never justified in taking the subject’s property for their own use. Tyrannical actions
such as these represent a clear breach of trust between sovereigns and subjects, a
veritable reincarnation of the state of war. Victimized by these abuses of sovereign
prerogative, subjects are well within their rights to appeal to heaven and mount a
revolution (TT, 2: 176, 203–8, 222). The flip-side of this, however, is that regulation
or taxation which benefits the public good of the political community seems to be
completely legitimate.

The second and potentially more interesting qualification deals with the means
legislatures have to observe in altering a society’s given distribution of private prop-
erty. Maybe even more determinative than the end or purpose of that taking is the
meansor process legislaturesmust follow in redistributing private property. In order for
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government to satisfy the end for which it was instituted, namely to “determine the
rights, and fence the properties of those that live under it,” replacing the arbitrary
judgment of private individuals with the impartial judgment of the laws, it must act
by clearly “stated rules” or “established and promulgated Laws” (TT, 2: 137). What is at
stake is not so much whether takings or redistributions are legitimate as that they
respect the broader predictability and security on which the institution of private
property depends. Otherwise, if property were subject to the caprice of the sovereign
or legislative assembly, then strictly speaking property does not exist: “I have truly no
Property in that, which another can by right take from me, when he pleases, against
my consent” (TT, 2: 138). This implies the existence of a rule of law, clearly “promul-
gated and established,” and “not to be varied in particular Cases” (TT, 2: 142). There
has to be “one rule” to which all are subject equally, whether it be a matter of “Rich
and Poor, for the Favourite at Court, and the Country Man at Plough” (TT, 2: 142).
Locke concludes that “it is amistake to think, that the Supream or Legislative Power of
anyCommonwealth, can dowhat itwill, and dispose of the Estates of the Subject arbi-
trarily, or take any part of them at pleasure” (TT, 2: 138). Even a potentially “absolute
Power, where it is necessary, is not Arbitrary by being absolute” (TT, 2: 139).

20.6 Conclusion

In conclusion, Locke’s defense of private property has been supremely influential in
the intervening centuries but, as I have suggested above, there remains widespread
disagreement about the ultimate character of Lockean property rights. Upon closer
examination, Locke’s philosophy of property proves to be every bit as enigmatic as
it has been influential. While some parts of his argument represent holdovers from
the premodern or Christian worldview, others are obviously congenial to the nascent
capitalist economic order of the seventeenth century, while still others seem to offer
support for the majoritarian representative political systems that have arisen in the
last two centuries to moderate capitalism’s most egregious inequalities. Rather than
trying to render Locke fully consistent on these points – either as an atavistic Calvin-
ist, a natural law defender of capitalist accumulation, or a majoritarian supporter of
the rights of political communities to regulate property for the public good – it is per-
haps more helpful to see Locke’s theories of property as the confluence of numerous
justifications, ranging from natural law to utilitarianism to proto-Hegelian theories
of personality. It is this powerful, puzzling, and sometimes uneasy amalgam of justi-
fications that has given Locke’s theory of property its resonance in so many different
periods of history and for such a wide range of interpreters.
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Locke on the Social Contract

A. JOHN SIMMONS

21.1 Locke and Social Contract Theory

JohnLocke’s name is invariably (and correctly) included on lists of themodern fathers
of social contract thought. On such lists he is almost always joined by Rousseau, usu-
ally by Hobbes, and often by Kant. While there were certainly important social con-
tract theorists before any of these – and while there have, of course, been very influ-
ential extensions of the social contract tradition since them – it is from these classical
theorists, and especially, I think, from Locke, that contemporary readers have derived
their understanding of how the idea of a social contract can be usefully employed in
political philosophy. There are, however,many kinds of political philosophies that can
be plausibly described as social contract theories. Sowewill dowell to begin by trying
to be clear about some basics of social contract thought and about the specific ways
in which Locke’s political philosophy participates in the social contract tradition.

In the broadest sense, a theory counts as a social contract theory if it centrally
employs the idea of an agreement or contract among persons (or between persons
and their rulers) to either (a) explain the historical origin of states (polities) or gov-
ernments or (b) justify the existence of states/governments or explain the legitimate
basis for their authority over their subjects. Few contemporary contract theorists, of
course, are interested in the first of these projects – that is, in defending a contrac-
tarian “conjectural history” of human political life – and such projects appear quaint
to most contemporary readers. The emphasis in contemporary contractarianism is
rather on the second, normative, “wing” of social contract thought. Most promi-
nently, of course, recent normative contractarian theory takes the formof arguments
that the justice, authority, or legitimacy of political institutions rests on the fact that
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they would have been chosen (agreed to, contracted for) by persons – persons who
are usually idealized in some way – in a hypothetical, suitably described “founders’
convention.” The actual history of political life, either of humans generally or of any
particular society, is largely irrelevant to the defense of such a theory;what is of inter-
est iswhether societies have political institutions that todaymeet (or fail tomeet) such
normative standards. What I am describing here, of course, is the “Kantian branch”
of contract theory, best known to us today through the variants defended by John
Rawls. There is also in contemporary political philosophy a minority strain of social
contract thought – defended in “classical liberal,” right- and left-libertarian work –
that conditions political legitimacy on the actual (notmerely hypothetical) consent or
agreement of each person who is subject to the coercive power of the state. (Locke’s
own theory, incidentally, has been variously interpreted as anticipating both of these
branches of contemporary social contract theory.)

In Locke’s day, however, and for well over a century before Locke (and a consid-
erable period after), social contract theories almost always involved historical claims
as well, with the precise relationship between the historical and normative wings of
the theory varying considerably between theories. Locke’s Two Treatises, of course, is
no exception, being littered with historical contract arguments, often sitting side by
sidewith normative ones. Sometimes itmay even seem that Locke is fallaciously infer-
ring from his historical claims and conjectures various normative conclusions about
the possible legitimate bases of governmental authority (aswhen he appears to reach
the conclusion that persons have a right to “withdraw” from their native polities on
the basis of no more than the historical fact of persons having frequently done so
(TT, 2, 114)). But in his more careful moments, Locke resists such tempting fallacies.
For instance, he begins his long discussion of the contractual basis of political society
by specifically separating possible objections to historical contractarian claims from
objections to normative contractarianism (TT, 2: 100). And he suggests that he is
using the cited historical data not to demonstrate normative conclusions, but only to
show “what has been the opinion and practice of mankind” (TT, 2: 104; see also TT,
2, 112).

While contract theories prior to Locke’s did occasionally defend little more than
purelyhistorical claims –defending the idea that voluntary agreementwas the source
in prehistory of the rise of polities – they far more often attempted to directly tie their
historical conclusions to their normative ones. For instance, it was common to argue
that each existing political society originated in a contract of association (and/or a
contract of government) particular to that society, the terms of the contract being
specified in the explicit or implicit understanding between the kings and the “lead-
ing men” of those societies (e.g. an understanding that might be characterized as
an “ancient constitution”) and/or in the coronation oaths of kings. This (often quite
hazy or merely presumed) historical contract was then claimed to be binding still
in contemporary society (sometimes in conjunction with more recent “contracts”),
thus grounding the political rights and duties of contemporary persons. So, via a
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disturbingly quick argument, the normative significance of historical contracts was
taken to be established.

For many theorists, of course, the historical contract was understood as (part of)
the source of the established traditions and time-honored practices in light of which
they thought political rights and duties should be understood. Even more impor-
tant, perhaps, to explaining the early contractarian emphasis on ancient (or pre-
sumed) historical political contracts was that such an emphasis seemed tomany the-
orists necessary to accomplish a thorough, systematic rejection of “political natu-
ralism” (and its oft-included justification of political absolutism). Political natural-
ism is the view that (most) persons are naturally subject to the political author-
ity of others, “that by being born under any government, we are naturally sub-
jects to it” (TT, 2: 116). Aristotle’s Politics, of course, was the classical source of
many naturalistic views but authors in Locke’s day just as often simply cited the
familiar Pauline text on the authority of the powers that be (Romans 13:1–2), while
Filmer, Locke’s principal target in the Two Treatises, defended a “patriarchalist” ver-
sion of political naturalism (see Locke’s summary of Filmer’s main claims in TT,
1, 5 and TT, 1, 9). The contractarian strategy of response was obvious: if exist-
ing political societies began in contracts, then some non-political condition of per-
sons had to precede polities; so political subjection could hardly be man’s natural
condition.

But it is important to see the limits of this response. Locke’s version of the con-
tractarian response to the naturalist is (and must be) primarily a normative response,
with his historical claims being largely rhetorical (that is, just a response to the histor-
ical claims of opponents, not importantly related to Locke’s own central argument).
Locke rejected arguments that appealed to the contracts made by their ancestors to
justify the obligations of contemporary subjects: a person “cannot by any compact
whatsoever bind his children or posterity” (TT, 2: 116). His insistence that the moral
aspects of political relations be analyzed in light of the eternal rules of natural law
– according to which each person must be morally just as free to make (or not) his
own political contracts as were his father or his ancestors (TT, 2: 116) – constituted
a rejection of the moral traditionalism that sanctified ancient historical agreements.
And his rejection of political naturalism is more, not less, complete because of his
refusal to argue from actual or presumed historical contracts to contemporary obli-
gations and rights. For being born subject to the terms of a contract made by others
is, from the perspective of the subject, not so different from simply being born natu-
rally subject to one’s political superiors. And Locke famously rejects both these forms
of non-voluntary subjection, for neither is consistent with that moral equality which
(absent God’s “clear appointment”) must be presumed to be shared by creatures who
are so equal in the “advantages of nature” (TT, 2: 4; TT, 1: 67).

The social contract theorist’s “political voluntarism” – the view that political obliga-
tion andauthority canarise only fromeach individual’s free choice of political subjec-
tion – can be a powerful response to political naturalism. But in order to be powerful
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in this way, it must be, as it is in Locke, (1) a plausible normative voluntarism and (2)
an individualist voluntarism. If (to consider (1)) our moral obligations and rights are
taken to be determined by someancient contract or anoriginal contract that ismerely
presumed (because the obvious advantages of being governed would have led all to
agree to be governed), then our political subjection is virtually natural. And (to con-
sider (2)) if othersmay bind us, without our consent, with their choices – aswhen it is
claimed that “our parents or progenitors… bound up themselves and their posterity
to a perpetual subjection” (TT, 2: 116) – the merely nominal voluntarism of such a
position (each is politically bound only by someone’s free choice) still leaves the posi-
tion insufficiently distant from the naturalism that contract theory seeks to oppose.
For Locke (as for many of his Calvinist, quasi-Calvinist, and even Catholic predeces-
sors), the truly forceful response to naturalism lies in the argument that each person
is naturally free, born “free from subjection to any government, though he be born
in a place under its jurisdiction” (TT, 2: 191). Lockean “natural freedom” is plainly
a moral, normative condition (a condition of freedom from political obligations), not
a social condition (as we will see more clearly below). Only a person’s own free con-
sent, Locke says, can remove him from his natural moral condition of freedom from
the political authority of others.

Locke suggests that political naturalists have in fact confused the “naturalness”
of our choosing to give our free consent in certain contexts with the naturalness of
political obligation itself, an obligation that can actually derive only from free per-
sonal consent: for instance, “it was easy and almost natural” for children to consent
to their fathers’ transitions from wielding merely paternal authority over them to
holding the political authority of a monarch (TT, 2: 75, 105); it was perfectly nat-
ural for persons to consensually elevate some “good and excellent” man to polit-
ical power over them (TT, 2: 94); and it is natural for children to agree to politi-
cal subjection as the condition for inheriting the property of their parents (TT, 2:
73, 117). The naturalness of our making such free choices to surrender our natu-
ral freedom, however, in no way shows that the relationships of political authority
and obligation that those choices produce are themselves the natural condition of
humankind.

Social contract theory before Locke seldom issued in positions as liberal, as indi-
vidualist, or as strongly anti-naturalist as Locke’s. Contract theory was widely used
to justify absolute government (whichwas, of course, for Locke the equivalent of mass
slavery, the antithesis of a civil condition). If we are free to govern our own lives, the
argument went, then we must be free to fully, absolutely (but still contractually) sur-
render to some ruler that governance of our lives (as Grotius, Selden, Hobbes, and
Pufendorf all observed in their differentways). And if absolute government is the nec-
essary price for avoiding anarchy and inevitable violent death, then such a contract
can simply be presumed to bind us all. Such conclusions are even easier to reach –
and the distance fromnaturalism correspondingly smaller – if contemporary persons
are not taken to be the parties to the relevant political contract. Early social contract
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theory often took the contracting parties to be whole peoples, private associations
(such as families or trade groups), or representatives of the people (societies’ “lead-
ing men” or “lesser magistrates”); and, as we have seen, these contractors were
often understood to be the ancestors of contemporary subjects, not those subjects
themselves. As the distance thus grows between contemporary persons and those
who negotiate the contract of political subjection, the subjection of contemporaries
looks more andmore “natural.” Indeed, the contracts on which social contract theo-
rists focused were not always even secular contracts; reference to contracts with God
(or pope), playing roles as co-contractors (with kings and subjects) or participating
in separate, parallel contracts with subjects, were not uncommon, all creating still
greater distance between thewills of contemporary subjects and their purported obli-
gations. Finally, variations in the conceived structure of and the specified parties to
the social contract yielded positions that ranged from a virtual “employee” status for
governors – as when government is seen as employed to do the will of a previously
contractually unified society, with government dismissable at will (as in Rousseau) or
for just cause (as in Locke) – to governors with no contractual obligations at all (as
in Hobbes, where the contract is between subjects only, leaving the sovereign free to
exercise the undiminished “right of nature”).

Locke undoubtedly drew onmany of the insights of Huguenot, Scottish Calvinist,
and Puritan contract theories, but he developed them to reach their liberal individ-
ualist limits. While most of the earlier Calvinist contract theories argued, like Locke,
for the natural freedom of humankind (thus rejecting or reinterpreting the Pauline
doctrine of natural political subjection) and identified consent or contract as the only
possible source of legitimate governmental/kingly authority and political obligation,
they also regularly found this consent in historical contracts made (or reaffirmed) for
subjects by their representatives (or by the private associations in which they were
included). And in cases of governmental violation of the terms of the contract, these
theories typically insisted that only the lesser magistrates, not the people as a whole
or individual subjects, had the right (or, in some cases, the duty, owed to God) to resist
such tyranny.

The political voluntarism of Locke’s social contract theory is utterly non-historical
and thoroughly individualist – only each person’s own consent, given after reaching
the age of consent, can subject that person to the obligations of politicalmembership.
The contract (or consent) that generates these obligations is aperfectly secularmatter,
with persons neither required by God to make such contracts nor making promises
to God as part of the contract (though, as we shall see, the obligations which persons
may contractually undertake are limited by the demands of God’s law for man). In
consequence, the theoryof justified resistance that flows fromLocke’s contract theory
(see Limits on and Forms of Consent below) is also liberal and individualist. Peoples
as a whole, and even wronged individual subjects – not merely their socially superior
representatives – may justifiably resist governments or rulers that violate the terms
of their trusts.
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21.2 The State of Nature

One clear indication of a theory’s anti-naturalism is its employment of the idea of
a non-political (and/or prepolitical) “state of nature,” and Locke’s theory, like those
of many of his social contract predecessors, centrally features this idea. Indeed, it
is the idea with which Locke chooses to begin the argument of the Second Treatise
(TT, 2: 4). If mankind’s natural condition is non-political, then political authority
must be understood not as natural but as man-made and “artificial” (in Hume’s
sense – and, as Hume added, “artificial” even though it was perfectly natural for
man to create it). There is considerable disagreement among scholars about exactly
how Locke conceived of the state of nature. But while Locke’s discussion of it cer-
tainly included some speculative anthropology (largely in response to Filmer’s (scrip-
tural) history of mankind), and while there are even occasional religious overtones
in Locke’s reference to a “golden age” (e.g. TT, 2: 111), there seems little doubt
that Locke’s conception of the state of nature is primarily that of a moral condi-
tion into which each person is born, a condition described for the purpose of con-
trasting it with the civil condition of being bound by purely consensual political
obligations.

This may not be immediately obvious if one comes to Locke’s text fresh from a
reading of Hobbes (as we often do in academic philosophy or political theory). For
Hobbes (to simplify somewhat), the state of nature is the condition of persons living
together without a government (“sovereign”) over them that preserves civil peace.
Hobbes chiefly discusses this state of nature in terms of the particular social condi-
tions that he believes would prevail in it – conditions in which active war is at least a
constant and serious threat, so that life is “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.”
Locke does occasionally echo this Hobbesian view, as when he equates the state of
naturewith a state of “pure anarchy” (TT, 2: 225); but his overall characterization of
the social conditions in a pure state of nature is considerably more benign than that
of Hobbes. Amore important difference fromHobbes is that, for Locke, the social con-
dition of civil peace between persons under the rule of a powerful and peace-keeping
sovereign is perfectly consistent with those persons nonetheless being still (or once
again) in the state of nature (and even in the moral condition of war). This is most
obviously true in the cases of persons subjected, without their consent, to the stable
rule of an unjust conqueror or of an arbitrary or tyrannical domestic ruler. But it also
appears to be true, in Locke’s view, of visiting aliens in a society (TT, 2: 9), minors (i.e.
those under the age of consent) (TT, 2: 15, 118), and persons of defective rationality
(TT, 2: 60). What all these classes of persons have in common, of course, is that they
have not given (in some cases because they are not able to give) binding consent to the
authority of the government over them. Persons in prepolitical eras, obviously, had
similarly not (yet) given binding political consent to any society, and Locke’s discus-
sions of the genesis of political societies prominently describe such persons as being
in the state of nature. This all suggests that it is the presence or absence of binding
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consent to political membership that is the key to Locke’s distinction between civil
society and the state of nature.

Locke’s view, however, is slightly more complicated than that suggests, for some
people who may well have freely consented to membership are nonetheless said by
Locke to be in the state of nature. Visiting aliens, for instance, may have consented
to membership in their home societies; and Locke’s first example of real persons in
the state of nature is “all princes and rulers of independent governments” (TT, 2: 14)
– at least some of whom must surely be consenters. The key to understanding such
passages is to see that for Locke the state of nature is a relational concept. Persons
are in the state of nature – or, alternatively, in civil society (the relevant contrasting
condition for Locke) – with respect to or in relation to other persons or groups. Those
who have freely consented tomembership in the same civil society are out of the state
of nature (and in civil society) with respect to their fellow members, but remain in
the state of nature with respect to all other persons or groups. Legitimate “princes
and governments” are only in the state of nature “in reference to one another” (TT,
2: 184), not in reference to their subjects; and each independent “community is one
body in the state of nature, in respect of all other states or persons out of its commu-
nity” (TT, 2: 145; see also TT, 2: 91, 94). Those who have never consented to mem-
bership at all are, we can say, in the state of nature simpliciter (i.e. with respect to
everyone). This is the condition intowhich all persons are born, and they remain in it
“until by their own consents they make themselves members of some politic society”
(TT, 2: 15; see also TT, 2: 211). Thus, each of us is in the state of nature simpliciter
at least until we reach the age of consent; and, barring the consensual creation of a
singleworld state, each of us will remain in the state of nature with respect to at least
some, probably most, and possibly all others.

I have called Locke’s conception of the state of nature that of a particular moral
condition, because it (like the civil condition) is thus identifiable by the nature of the
duties and rightsheld bypersons in that condition.The state of nature cannot be iden-
tified by the purely social relationships of persons (as it canbe inHobbes), because peo-
ple in the state of naturewith respect to oneanother canbe inanyof a verywide array
of possible social relationships – ranging fromoutrightwar to the utterly benign rela-
tions between societies and their ownmembers’ children, their insane residents, and
their friendly neighbor societies. Themoral condition of those in civil society together
– that is, of fellowmembers of one legitimate political society – is that of owing to one
another reciprocal political obligations, based in their mutual consent (see Locke’s
Social Contract below).

But what is the moral condition of persons in the state of nature with respect to
others? Negatively, it is just the moral condition of not being bound with those oth-
ers by reciprocal political obligations – hence, not being subject to the majority rule
of some collective, and (to stress the characterizationmost commonly used by Locke)
not being jointly subject to the neutral judgments of a legitimate common author-
ity (consisting in or appointed by that collective). More positively, Locke says, our

419



A. JOHN SIMMONS

natural moral condition is a condition of “natural freedom”: the moral condition of
being,with respect to those others, in “a state of perfect freedom to order [our] actions
anddispose of [our] possessions andpersons as [we] thinkfit,within theboundsof the
law of nature.”We are,with respect to one another, in “a state… of equality, wherein
all the power and jurisdiction is reciprocal” (TT, 2: 4). The only necessary obligations
of fully rational persons toward others with respect to whom they are in the state of
nature are the obligations that bind all persons naturally under God’s law. (Children
and the insane, also in the state of nature (simpliciter), presumably have even fewer, or
no,moral obligations towards others; and adultsmay, of course, have additional obli-
gations arising from contingent, non-political special relationships into which they
may have entered, such as the obligations of parenthood or the contractual obliga-
tions of marriage or “servitude.”)

The state of nature, in addition to helping Locke to clearly define by contrast the
civil condition, obviously functions centrally aswell in Locke’s discussion of the ratio-
nal justification for civil society. Locke, famously, tells a “state of nature story” (in
the chapters prior to, and roughly summarized in, Chapter IX of the Second Treatise),
according to which the various “inconveniences” of that state (importantly includ-
ing each exercising his own natural right to judge and punish violations of natural
law) lead rational persons, in order to improve their lot, to join together to create civil
societies of a particular sort – namely, those that centralize the execution of the law
in neutral hands but are limited in the extent of their powers over individuals. This
“story” is superficially similar to those told by Hobbes and other social contract theo-
rists. But it is important to see that for Locke, this can only be a story about one kind of
state of nature relationship – namely, that between persons (or between societies, as
incorporated artificial persons), all of whom are in the state of nature simpliciter (i.e.
with respect to all others) and all of whom are livingwithout the centralized coercive
trappings of state-like entities. Those living as native-born children or as deranged
persons in the territories of peaceful, legitimate polities – or those livingunder the sta-
ble rule of a powerful, unjust conqueror –may also be living in the state of nature sim-
pliciter. But they face very different social conditions (and problems) than those per-
sons described in Locke’s “story.” Similarly, societies surrounded by peaceful neigh-
bors or tourists visiting a foreign country – while in the state of nature with respect
to those around them – do not suffer from the same “inconveniences” enumerated in
the story.

Locke’s state of nature story is thus not a story about life in the state of nature.
It is a story about a particular kind of state of nature relationship, and it is a story
told primarily in order to make a very particular kind of point. The point is not that
because limited government is a good bargain for each of us (when compared to a
pure, completely non-political state of nature), each of us living under such a limited
government is naturally subject to its authority. Only our own consents, not our ratio-
nal advantage, canground suchan“unequal jurisdiction”; eachof usmust choose on
our own to subject ourselves to amember’s political obligations. The point is, instead,
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the much simpler one that so choosing to subject ourselves is a rational, pruden-
tial choice – but only when the authority of society is limited in the ways Locke dis-
cusses. The point constitutes a straightforward response both to anarchists (several
varieties of which had surfaced in seventeenth-century England) and to the numer-
ous defenders of political absolutism in Locke’s time. Against anarchism, the state of
nature story emphasizes the principal advantages (over anarchy) of centralized polit-
ical authority, advantages over the state of nature that would accrue even to groups
of persons of mutual good will. Against absolutism, of course, the story stresses its
own limits: only if political authority is limited will these advantages outweigh the
disadvantages of government.

21.3 Locke’s Social Contract

Lockenever carefully definedanyof the familiar voluntarist termsheuses so regularly
– terms like “consent,” “promise,” “agreement,” “contract,” “compact,” or “trust.”
But his uses of those terms suggest meanings that seem to square reasonably well
with those we might offer today. “Contract” and “compact” seem to be employed by
Locke more or less interchangeably while “consent” has the look of a blanket term
used to refer to the authorizing of others’ actions (and the free undertaking of cor-
responding obligations) that is involved in all of the kinds of voluntary moral “trans-
actions” listed above. So when Locke contends that all legitimate political authority
arises from “consent,” he seems tomean by “consent” any of the specificmembers of
this family, intending primarily to point to the voluntary character of the moral rela-
tionships generated by all of them. The principal contrasts he has in mind are those
between the voluntarily assumed obligations and rights of consensual relationships
and, on the one hand, the general duties of the law of nature (under which we stand
non-voluntarily) and, on the other, the special rights and obligations arising from
contingent but non-voluntary relationships (such as the despotical power to which
we subject ourselves by forfeiting our moral standing through serious wrongdoing,
the filial duties of children that fall on them unbidden, or debts of “gratitude to a
benefactor” (TT, 2: 70) that may be generated without our consent). Locke also, of
course, wants to contrast those instances of consent (contract, trust) that give rise to
political authority with private contracts between individuals in non-political matters
(such as marital “compacts” (TT, 2: 78) and economic contracts (TT, 2: 14), includ-
ing those made by servants (TT, 2: 85) or “drudges” (TT, 2: 24)). But the mandatory
characteristic of all genuine, binding consent is that it be genuinely voluntary. Locke
asks “whether promises extorted by force, without right, can be thought consent and
how far they bind. To which I shall say they bind not at all” (TT, 2: 186; see also TT,
1: 42).

Locke insists that every legitimate political society (every “civil society,” prop-
erly so called) originates in – and continues throughout its existence to be defined
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by – a unanimous voluntary agreement or “contract” (loosely so called) among its
members: “[political] power has its original only from compact and agreement and
themutual consent of thosewhomake up the community” (TT, 2: 171). Each person
who is legitimately subject to political powermust thus have freely incorporated him-
self into a single political bodywith other willingmembers, undertaking certain obli-
gations (and reserving certain rights) in the process. A familiar claim among schol-
ars of social contract thought is that in most such theories the social contract actu-
ally has two parts or “stages”: a contract of society (or “social contract” proper) and
a contract of rulership or government. The “contract” described by Locke is proba-
bly more properly characterized as typically consisting of three “steps.” The first step
is the contract of incorporation by which individual persons become members of a
political society. The second step is that in which the now unified members select a
form of government. The final (usual, but not necessary) step involves the entrust-
ing (or “delegating”) of political power by the society to specific representatives of the
people, thosewhowill fill the institutional roles defined by the chosen form of govern-
ment (i.e. those roles “suitable to the original frame of the government” (TT, 2: 158)).
Each step is consensual, though only the first requires unanimous consent; and the
steps may each involve different sorts of “consent,” as we will see.

Locke’s principal discussion of the “contract of incorporation” (of every legitimate
commonwealth or civil society) (TT, 2: 95–9) is (as we have seen) presented as an
account of the creation of a new “body politic” from a condition inwhich each poten-
tialmember is in the state of nature (simpliciter). Eachwillingmember consents “with
others to make one body politic under one government” (TT, 2: 97), “which is all the
compact that is, or needs be, between the individuals that enter into or make up a
commonwealth” (TT, 2: 99). Those who choose not to join are simply “left as they
were in the liberty of the state of nature” (TT, 2: 95). Before we consider the conse-
quences of such a contract of incorporation, however,we should note that this simple
picture of it will be complicated considerably before Locke is finished.

First, even the creation of new polities by consent can, it seems, be considerably
less explicit, dramatic, and “contractual” than the formal founders’ convention in
the state of nature that Locke’s principal discussion may lead us to imagine. Locke
discusses, as we have seen, the creation of (presumably legitimate) political soci-
eties from the political incorporation of families, their choice of monarchy as their
form of government, and the “election” of their fathers as rulers (TT, 2: 74–5, 107,
110) – where all three of the steps of the “contract” are accomplished by a single
“tacit and scarce avoidable consent” (TT, 2: 75). This, of course, not only suggests
the possibility of legitimate but relatively small-scale civil societies, but makes clear
as well that the various “contractual steps” described above need be neither explicit
nor temporally separate. The process of commonwealth formation described by Locke
at the beginning of Chapter VIII of the Second Treatise is clearly intended primarily
to elucidate the conceptually, but not necessarily historically, distinct features of the
process.
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Second, and more obviously, few of us actually participate in the creation of new
bodies politic. Most of us are simply bornwithin the territories of existing states. Sup-
posing that those states are themselves legitimate, how does Locke’s picture of a con-
tract of incorporation apply to us? Aswe have seen, persons are born into and remain
in – at least until they reach the age of consent – a condition of natural freedom from
political subjection. On reaching that age, each person may join together with other
free persons to create a new society, or he may “[join] himself to and [incorporate]
with any government already made” (TT, 2: 89). To join an existing society simply
involves consenting to the standing terms of the social contract (sometimes called by
Locke the “constitution”) of that society. One commonway of giving such consent is
by purchasing or accepting an inheritance of land in the society, each country’s land
normally being available for ownership only to those who submit themselves to the
jurisdiction of its government (TT, 2: 73, 117). In this and other ways, the unanim-
ity of consent to membership required for legitimacy is sustained as generations are
added to a previously legitimate polity. Those who wish to remain within the state’s
territories, but without becoming members, are understood by Locke to give a less
“complete” consent to the state’s authority (as wewill see below in discussing Locke’s
difficult account of tacit consent), while those who wish to go elsewhere are free to
emigrate.

Finally, Locke’s simple initial picture of consensual political incorporation is com-
plicated as well by his acknowledgment that, while many polities may have begun in
free contracts, many states also have as parts of their histories unjust conquests and
usurpations. Unhappily, most of us are born into states with this character.What has
Locke to say about the contractual heart of the commonwealth in such cases?Where
is the social contract towhichwemay join our consent in such cases? Locke’s position
appears to be that states rendered illegitimate by such non-consensual acquisitions
of power can (and can only) be once again rendered legitimate by the free consent of
that state’s subjects: “nor can such an usurper… ever have a title ‘til the people are
both at liberty to consent and have actually consented to allow and confirm in him
the power he hath ‘til then usurped” (TT, 2: 198). Locke is imagining here an already
and still incorporated people with a usurper as governor. In such cases the people’s
decision to consensually empower the usurper relegitimates that government.Where
conquest or usurpation actually destroys (“dissolves” or disunifies) the people, as we
will see, all are simply returned to their natural condition, awaiting possible contrac-
tual reincorporation into a new body politic. And no binding popular consent can be
given, of course, to usurpers or conquerors whose rule does not conform to the limits
on political power set by natural law.

To better understand those limits, let us return now to the terms of the contract
of incorporation (the first “step” of the social contract) which Locke supposes under-
lies each legitimate polity – and which thus determines both the specific rights freely
alienated in the contract by each consenting member and the resulting contractual
obligations owed by each member to every other. First, of course, Locke maintains
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that “wherever any number of men … enter into one society to make one people,”
they must “quit every one his executive power of the law of nature” (TT, 2: 89) (that
is, giveup thenatural right, possessed by eachmature person inhis natural condition,
“to punish offenses against the law of nature in prosecution of his own private judg-
ment” (TT, 2: 88)). The replacement of the natural regime of private punishment by
a neutral “umpire” and standing rules for all (the so-called “monopolization of force”
in the state) is the simple criterion by which “it is easy to discern who are, and who
are not, in political society together.” In every civil society there must be “a common
established law and judicature to appeal to, with authority to decide controversies…
and punish offenders” (TT, 2: 87). In addition to laying down their rights to “private
judgment” and authorizing “the community” to be the common umpire, each mem-
ber also agrees to allow the society to “employ his force for the execution of the judg-
ments of the commonwealth, whenever he shall be called to it” (TT, 2: 88; see also TT,
2: 130). This first contractual “term,” bywhich all members lay down their executive
rights and put their natural force behind the societal umpire, is the core of Locke’s
version of the social contract of incorporation. And it is the individual rights here
alienated by individuals to society that become the society’s (and, eventually, the gov-
ernment’s) legislative, executive, and federative powers (the last of these being “the
power of war and peace”) (TT, 2: 88) – collectively, the society’s “political power” (TT,
2: 3, 171).

As a “second term” of the contract of incorporation, Locke maintains that in any
body politic, “themajority have a right to act and conclude the rest” (TT, 2: 95).With-
outmajority rule, the society “cannot act as one body and consequentlywill be imme-
diately dissolved again” (TT, 2: 98). So consent to membership, given in any contract
of incorporation, must be understood to result in each being “bound by that con-
sent to be concluded by the majority” (TT, 2: 96). Third, Locke insists that joining a
civil society implies agreeing to join or “unite” to that society as well “those posses-
sions which [one] has or shall acquire” (TT, 2: 120). While this passage has earned a
huge range of interpretations, it seems clear that by “possessions” Locke here means
only “possessions of land,” and that by “unites his possessions” hemeans only “makes
one’s land subject to the legal jurisdiction of” the society. For he explains his claim by
noting the “contradiction” involved in supposing that a person might make himself
subject to some government “while his land… should be exempt from the jurisdiction
of that government” (TT, 2: 120), andhe follows this claimby asserting that “the gov-
ernment has a direct jurisdiction only over the land” (TT, 2: 121).

Each of these features of the “contract of incorporation” appears to rest on one
of (Locke’s view of) the necessary conditions for an entity even to count as a civil
society. They thus collectively constitute the social contract, the agreement that must
underlie any legitimate commonwealth, the agreement that is made simply by con-
senting tomembership in some political society. Giving up our natural executive right
and joining our force to society (to back up its decisions) are necessary to remedy the
three principal problems identified by Locke asmaking the enjoyment of life in a state
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of nature “very uncertain” – namely, lack of a known, settled law, lack of a known,
indifferent judge, and lack of power to enforce judgments (TT, 2: 124–6). Decision
making by majority rule is necessary, Locke suggests, because otherwise the “origi-
nal compact… would signify nothing,” leaving each “as great a liberty as… in the
state of nature” (TT, 2: 97). And joining our holdings in land to the society, placing
them under its government’s jurisdiction, is necessary for the society to have a terri-
torywithin which it may legitimately (and exclusively) enforce its promulgated laws.
Since there is no point in giving up our natural liberty unless these conditions are sat-
isfied – their satisfaction being necessary for the stable, enduring society atwhich one
must be aiming in consenting to surrender one’s natural freedom – every consent to
membership, express or tacit, can be presumed to be a consent to these terms.

If these are the terms of the contract of incorporation, however, is there no room
for variation in the fundamental structure of a legitimate civil society? Locke in fact
mentions at least two such possible variations. First, Locke suggests that a society
might require for decision making a super-majority, rather than just a majority, pro-
vided that they “expressly agreed” to this (TT, 2: 99). But (though Locke says no such
thing) presumably this must not be too large a super-majority, since the whole point
of his argumenthere is to claim that aunanimity rule (which is, of course, approached
by a rule empowering only a very large super-majority) leaves persons effectively still
in the state of nature. The second obvious (and potentially quite significant) source
of possible variation between the contracts of incorporation of different societies that
is mentioned by Locke lies in the second kind of right surrendered by each person in
that contract. The first kind, as we’ve seen, is the natural executive right, which each
person “wholly gives up” (TT, 2: 130).

But Locke insists that eachmember of a civil society be understood not just to sur-
render the executive right, but that he, more generally, gives up to society “all the
power necessary to the ends for which they unite into society” (TT, 2: 99), “as much
of his natural liberty in providing for himself as the good, prosperity, and safety of the
society shall require” (TT, 2: 130). This suggests that each member must be under-
stood to surrender (part of) a second kind of natural right – the right “to do whatso-
ever he thinks fit for the preservation of himself and others within the permission of
the law of nature” (TT, 2: 128). This right each person surrenders to society only “so
far forth as the preservation of himself and the rest of that society shall require” (TT,
2: 129). Since societyhas alreadyacquired (through the transfer of the first, executive
right) the right to exclusively enforce in the society the requirements of natural law,
the transfer of this second rightmust be intendedbyLocke toallow the society tomake
and enforce laws that restrict liberty of action where such restriction is not required
by natural law – that is, to permit society to require or prohibit what would otherwise
be morally indifferent (i.e. neither required nor forbidden) conduct. And because dif-
ferent societies may “require” different kinds of restrictions for their “preservation,”
it seems likely that the contracts of incorporation of different societies may involve
the surrender of different “degrees” of individual liberty.
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21.4 Limits on and Forms of Consent

These, then, are the mandatory and optional terms of incorporation for civil soci-
eties (in the first “step” of the social contract). As a result of consenting to political
membership, each citizen of a civil society acquires an obligation (owed to every other
citizen) to obey (and, if required, to assist in the enforcement of) all laws made by
the people or their representatives (each owes “obedience… to the public will of the
society,” as this will is “declared in its laws” (TT, 2: 153)). But to “lay obligations to
obedience on any man’s conscience” (TT, 2: 122) in these ways, of course, a civil
society’s laws (and the enforcement of those laws) must fall within certain moral
limits. The principal limits Locke repeatedly notes are, first, that laws may not legit-
imately require that which is forbidden (or forbid that which is required) by natural
law, which “stands as an eternal rule to all men, legislators as well as others” (TT,
2: 135; see also TT, 1: 92); second, that government may not be “arbitrary” (as it
is if it “rule[s] by extemporary arbitrary decrees” (TT, 2: 136)); and, third, that gov-
ernment may not be “absolute” (the equivalent of mass slavery, for Locke). Unfortu-
nately, the distinction between the second and the third of these is not drawn clearly
by Locke and he mostly condemns them together, arguing against “absolute, arbi-
trary power” (or even against “absolute, arbitrary, despotical power”). At times it
appears that arbitrariness is supposed to be about the absence of “settled, standing
laws” (TT, 2: 137), while absoluteness would involve having unlimited (i.e. despot-
ical) rights over subjects, including the right to take their lives at will (TT, 2: 23,
172). But Locke at least as often uses “arbitrary” to convey either of these ideas.
What can be said confidently is that for Locke, legitimate political societies can nei-
ther acquire unlimited rights over subjects (but must respect innocent life and must
limit subjects’ liberty only so far as is necessary to achieve a stable society) nor exer-
cise political power except according to “promulgated established laws,” setting “one
rule for rich and poor, for the favorite at court and the countryman at plough” (TT, 2:
142).

Locke offers three different kinds of explanations for these moral limits on govern-
ment, which he appears to use more or less interchangeably. The first stated is that
there are certain rights governments (or anyone else) cannot acquire from us in con-
tract (which, remember, is the only legitimate source of political power) because they
simply cannot be alienated by us: “for a man, not having the power of his own life,
cannot by compact or his own consent enslave himself to anyone, nor put himself
under the absolute, arbitrary power of another…Nobody can give more power than
hehashimself …” (TT, 2: 23). Locke is here discussing primarily themoral impossibil-
ity of contractual private slavery but he repeats this same argument in his rejection of
arbitrary, absolute political power (e.g. in TT, 2: 135, 149, 168).While this argument
is often taken to employ the idea of inalienable natural rights, Locke’s actual language
discourages that reading.
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The second way in which Locke defends these moral limits on political power is by
referring to the “end of government” – that is, that at which any people uniting to
make a political societymust be aiming (namely, “the preservation of all, as much as
may be” (TT, 2: 159)). “Absolute, arbitrary power… can neither of them consist with
the ends of society and government, which men would not quit the freedom of the
state of nature for … were it not to preserve their lives, liberties and fortunes” (TT,
2: 137). Subjection beyond themoral limits defended by Locke does not even count as
“political” or “civil” subjection, since it is contrary to “the great end of mens’ entering
into society” (TT, 2: 134, 136). Each of these first two kinds of arguments for moral
limits on government is employed by Locke not only in the Treatises but also inALetter
Concerning Toleration – though, of course, in that latter case the two arguments are
intended to establish just one very specific limit, namely, mandatory governmental
respect for “every man’s natural right” to “liberty of conscience.”

Finally, the third form taken by Locke’s arguments for these moral limits uses the
idea of the peoples’ trust (which is itself given “for the attaining an end” (TT, 2: 149)):
“the legislative or the prince … acts against the trust reposed in them when they
endeavor … to make themselves … masters or arbitrary disposers of the lives, lib-
erties, or fortunes of the people” (TT, 2: 221). Often the second and the third defenses
of the moral limits on government are run together (e.g. TT, 2: 161, 171, 222), since
(of course) the actual trust in question must be structured by the intention that the
end of government be achieved (and Locke’s tendency to think of the relevant trust
as simply implicit in the fundamental structure of each society further encourages
him to think of all societal trusts as identical in this way). But because the particular
trusts granted in different societies may (at least in principle) themselves differ, the
limits established by the people’s trust and those set by the end of government seem
to be in principle (even if not in fact) distinct.

As this last point makes clear, it is hard to see why Locke supposes (as he appears
to) that these three sources of moral limits on government should in fact all yield
precisely the same sets of limits. Rather, it seems more natural to imagine the three
sources each generating rather different (but overlapping) restrictions: themost basic
limits would be set by those rights which simply cannot be alienated (or which we
do not even possess), because their alienation (or possession) in any context would
be contrary to God’s plan for man. Further restrictions (beyond these) would then
be introduced by appeal to the “end of government,” since some rights could not
intelligibly be supposed to be alienated by anyone pursuing that particular (morally
optional) end. Finally, the specific terms of a particular society’s “contract” – that is,
the particular fashion in which it has created and entrusted political power – might
impose additional limits on government, not necessitated either by the inalienability
of certain rights or by the pursuit of political society simpliciter. Locke does not, how-
ever, appear to recognize or pursue this (seemingly) more plausible account of the
moral limits on law.
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I earlier referred in passing to Locke’s (much criticized) version of the distinction
between express and tacit consent. I close this section with some very brief com-
ments on the role of that distinction in Locke’s account of the contract of incorpora-
tion. Locke never states clearly just what makes an act count as one of tacit consent
but it seems clear that he wishes to distinguish oaths and other express promises or
authorizations from other kinds of behavior that count as (tacitly) consensual only
because of the contexts inwhich they occur. Locke’s principal discussion of tacit con-
sent (in TT, 2: 117–22) creates the impression that tacit consent to political authority
is given (only?) by the “enjoyment of any part of the dominions of any government”
– including both ownership and mere use (e.g. “traveling freely on the highway”) of
its lands – and is thus relevant to his arguments only in cases where persons join (or
are otherwise within the territories of) already established polities. We have, how-
ever, already seen (from Locke’s discussion of the “tacit” creation of polities by the
authorization of fathers and “goodmen” as monarchs (TT, 2: 75, 94)) that tacit con-
sent can also be the substance of a society’s original contract of incorporation. And
that implies, of course, that full membership in political society can be undertaken
tacitly.

But inhis principal discussionof tacit consent, Locke appears to explicitly deny that
clear implication. Tacit consent, Locke suggests, doesmake one “subject to the laws of
[a] government” (“obliged to obedience to [its] laws”) but only express consent “makes
[one] a perfect member of that society, a subject of that government” (TT, 2: 119).
Moreover, an express consenter “is perpetually and indispensably obliged to be and
remain unalterably a subject,” never regaining his natural freedom unless the “gov-
ernment” (by which Locke seems in fact to mean “the society”) is “dissolved” (TT, 2:
121). Tacit consenters (including resident or visiting foreigners), by contrast, are like
those staying in thehomeof another, temporarily subject to the “house rules” but per-
fectly free again (of any obligation of obedience to those rules) themoment they leave
that home –which they do, in the political case, by leaving the society’s territories and
“quitting” possession of any land within it (TT, 2: 121–2). This last assertion seems,
very oddly, to leave many native-born (and other permanent but non-landowning)
residents with the same status in the society as visiting tourists.

Problems of consistency and plausibility here are numerous andundoubtedly can-
not all be resolvedwithout accusing Locke of some genuine confusion on the subject.
But it is probably fair to ascribe to Locke two positions that can help us to see his pur-
pose(s) in these passages. First, almost all acts of consent, express (e.g. “I hereby agree
to become amember of society S”) aswell as tacit, require interpretation to determine
their precise contents (i.e. that to which consent has been given). And Locke appears
to believe that the correct principle of interpretation for this purpose is to identify as
the content of a consensual act that which is necessary to the purposes for which
the consent was given (e.g. content such asmajority rule, incorporation of land, etc.,
where the purpose is to create or join an enduring body politic). Second, Locke clearly
thinks that we need to distinguish between the rights and obligations – and hence
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between the consensual acts that create them – of those with serious and permanent
stakes in a society’s viability and success and those with more temporary or less seri-
ous interests (such as the interest one has in there being a law-governed environment
in a society through which one is merely passing).

These two positions can be combined to argue for the following two guesses about
Locke’s true intentions. First, the extent and duration of subjects’ obligations (and
rights) depend on the kind of stake being undertaken in the society, which is itself
implied by the sort of consensual act performed –with theweightiest andmost endur-
ing obligations (and rights) falling on those who make express oaths of allegiance or
accept membership by taking ownership of land, with lesser obligations falling on
permanent and native-born (but merely tacit-consenting) residents, and with mere
obligations of temporary obedience on visitors and aliens. Second, these two posi-
tions collectively imply that new commonwealths can be created by even tacit con-
sent, since tacit consenters can have the same purposes and can aim at undertaking
the same stake in society as do express consenters. Tacit consenters can do so, for
instance, by deliberately permitting (alongwith others of a determinate group) some
“good man” to exercise over them the kind of authority appropriately wielded by a
political superior. Problems of both consistency and plausibility in Locke’s position
are sharply diminished if we pursue this reading of his texts.

21.5 Government

Consider next the second and third “steps” of Locke’s social contract, in which the
incorporated people must choose (by majority rule) a more specific form for their
polity. They may, first, opt to remain a “perfect democracy,” exercising their political
authority (i.e.making and enforcing law) as one body. Otherwise, theymay elect to be
governed by an oligarchy or by an elective or hereditarymonarchy (TT, 2: 132), these
all being apparently legitimate forms of government once the contractual legitimacy
of the polity is established in the prior step. Locke, of course, has a popular reputa-
tion as a champion of democracy, but there is little evidence in his texts that he so
regarded himself. This popular reputation may be based partly on historical associa-
tions between Locke’s philosophy and later democratic revolutions but it is no doubt
also based partly on the fact that for Locke, every legitimate polity enjoys (from its
“first step”) the unanimous consent of the governed and is ultimately governed (at
that stage) by the familiar democratic decision procedure of majority rule. Further,
of course, Locke voices the now familiar democratic insistence that representative
government must involve only “fair and equal representation” (TT, 2: 158). But when
Locke actually describes the best form of government for such “intrinsically demo-
cratic” societies (by describing his ideal of a “well ordered commonwealth” with a
“well framed government”), he insists not on government that is democratic through
and through, but only on the separation of the legislative and executive powers of
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government (TT, 2: 143, 159). Indeed, he appears to have in mind as his ideal what
he calls a “moderated monarchy.”

The third step of Locke’s social contract, I have said, is that in which specific indi-
viduals are empowered by the people to perform the required functions within the
selected form of government. While I have thus far for simplicity called this a “step”
of the social contract, and while Locke certainly thinks of the process as one in which
the people consent to this empowerment, Locke’s language also makes it clear that he
sees this step as involving not so much a contract as a trust: “Political power is that
power which every man, having in the state of nature, has given up into the hands
of the society, and therein to the governors whom the society hath set over itself, with
this express or tacit trust: that it shall be employed for their good and the preservation
of their property” [i.e. “their lives, liberties, and possessions”] (TT, 2: 171). The dis-
tinction between the first two steps of the contract and this governmental trust turns
out to be (as we shall see) crucial to Locke’s account of the right of popular resistance
to government.

Both those who employ the society’s legislative power and those who employ its
executive (and federative) power do so only as trustees of the people, and they are
both thus bound to use the power only to advance the end(s) identified in the soci-
etal trust(s). As we have seen, Locke often writes as if there is only one possible trust
(which simply identifies as its end the end of all government), aswhenhewrites of the
fiduciary bounds “set to the legislative power of every commonwealth, in all forms of
government” (TT, 2: 141). But this seems inconsistent both with his earlier acknowl-
edgment of possible variations in the contract (hence, in the power available to be
ultimately entrusted to government) andwith his later insistence that the duration of
and schedule for assembly of the legislative are variables in different societies’ trusts
(e.g. TT, 2: 155–6, 243). The governmental trusts described by Locke are understood
to be personal, in the sense that the delegation of power is to particular individuals (or
to individuals selected by a designated process). The resulting fiduciary power thus
maynot be transferredby the trustees toothers: thepeople say “wewill submit to…be
governed by lawsmade by suchmen and in such forms” only (TT, 2: 141; see also TT,
2: 198). While the fact that the relationship between the people (as both trustor and
beneficiary) and their government (as trustee) is fiduciarymeans (aswewill see) that,
for Locke, the people are the appropriate judge of their government’s performance, it
is less clear precisely in what the people’s judgment must consist. In at least one case
(that in which the executive officer has no “share in the legislative” power), Locke
says that the executive “may be at pleasure changed and displaced” (TT, 2: 152) –
suggesting, perhaps, that the people, as trustor, are free to fire their trustees when-
ever and for whatever reason they like. But the body of Locke’s text suggests that the
people, while still the ultimate (terrestrial) judges of such matters, may only permis-
sibly remove their trustee-governors “when they find cause” (TT, 2: 153) – that is,
when they judge that the trust has been breached and “by the miscarriages of those
in authority [the fiduciary power] is forfeited” (TT, 2: 243).
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One of the most important consequences of Locke’s three-step account of the
social contract is his famous and radical theory of justified political resistance (our
final subject, which can here be only quickly considered). Once we understand the
structure of the Lockean contract, the details of this theory fall out in almost triv-
ial fashion. The incorporation of society and the choice of a form of government (the
first two steps) are contractual and define the constitution of the polity. That polity (in
that form) persists unless the society itself is “dissolved,” the “usual and almost only
way” to this end being foreign conquest, which destroys both the society and its gov-
ernment and returns each person to the state of nature (TT, 2: 211). But because the
empowering of governors is fiduciary only, the rights transferred are neither trans-
ferred irrevocably (but may be withdrawn for breach) nor transferred uncondition-
ally (but only for the pursuit of a specified end). As trustor, “the people shall be judge”
of “how far theymeant [the trust] should extend” (TT, 2: 242). This is the rule that is
“reasonable in particular cases of private men,” so it should hold in the political case
as well: “who shall be judge whether his trustee or deputy acts well and according to
the trust reposed in him but he who deputes him and must, by having deputed him,
have still a power to discard himwhen he fails in his trust” (TT, 2: 240). In the case of
a negative judgment by the people, “the trust must [then] necessarily be forfeited and
the power devolve into the hands of those that gave it” (TT, 2: 149). Here, however,we
have only a dissolution of government, not of society; the contract of incorporation is
still binding and the people persist as one body.Where either the executive power “dis-
solves itself ” by misconduct (by seizing power from or “altering” the legislative, or by
neglect of the execution of law (TT, 2: 212–19)) or the legislative acts contrary to its
trust (TT, 2: 221–2), the people are no longer “bound to obey… and may constitute
to themselves a new [government] as they think best” (TT, 2: 212).

All of this, however, concerns only the relationship between the people as a whole
and their government. The people are to judge and, on the occasion of a judgment
that their trust is breached, the people may resist with force government’s efforts to
retain its power. But Locke goes further: “where the body of the people, or any sin-
gle man, is deprived of their right or is under the exercise of a power without right,”
they may act “whenever they judge the cause of sufficient moment” (TT, 2: 168; my
emphasis). So even “if [tyranny] reach no further than some private men’s cases…
they have a right to defend themselves and to recover by force what by unlawful force
is taken from them” (TT, 2: 208). Not just the people as a whole (let alone just the
people’s representatives), but individualwronged subjects have the right to resistwith
force. What could be Locke’s justification for this deeply radical view? And how can
wronged individuals and the people as a whole both have the right to judge and to
resist? The structure of the contract of incorporation supplies the answers. Individu-
als, remember, do not surrender to society all of their rights in the contract of incor-
poration. There are some rights they simply retain for themselves (i.e. those whose
transfer to society is not necessary for a stable society) and there are some rights they
cannot alienate at all, even should they choose to (or, at least, some kinds of wrongs
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against them by others that they cannot contractually permit). Thus, when govern-
ment violates one of these, retained individual rights, it wrongs the individual, not
the people. And it is the individual who has the right to judge the wrong and repair
it (though not the right to punish it, having surrendered that right to be exercised
by “the magistrate”) (TT, 2: 11). When, instead, the government violates one of the
rights that was surrendered to society in the contract of incorporation, it wrongs the
people as a whole (the new right-holder), who may judge and respond.
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Locke on Toleration

ALEX TUCKNESS

John Locke figures prominently in accounts of the development of the principle of
religious toleration in liberal societies. His most historically influential work on toler-
ation, the Epistola de Tolerantia (ET), written in 1685while Lockewas in exile in Ams-
terdam (but not published and translated into English asALetter Concerning Toleration
until 1689), is normally placed alongside the Essay Concerning Human Understanding
and the Two Treatises as Locke’s three most important works. Locke’s work on toler-
ation has been influential, and has been cited in US Supreme Court decisions about
the legality of laws that restrict religious freedom.

Despite its stature and influence, Locke’s ET has been charged from the beginning
with resting on a serious philosophicalmistake.What Locke presents as the “the chief
point andwhat absolutely determines the controversy” (ET, 99) is the argument that
belief can only save a person who is thoroughly convinced that the belief is true and
that it is in vain to try to use force to change what a person believes to be true. In
an earlier presentation of the same argument, Locke explained that force works only
on thewill, not the understanding, andwe cannotmake ourselves believe something.
Almost immediately, Lockewas criticized by his contemporary Jonas Proast for ignor-
ing the fact that force can indirectly influence what a person believes by affecting
which arguments the person is exposed to and the context in which the person hears
them. Influential contemporary commentators have thought that Proast gets the best
of Locke in this particular exchange (Waldron 1988).

Locke’s Letter has also been criticized by contemporary authors for not providing a
sufficiently robust notion of toleration for modern purposes. Locke’s position allows
the government to restrict religious behavior, and even speech, in cases where the
needs of the state call for it, and Locke does not extend toleration to atheists and also
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allows for government regulation of morals (Dunn 1991). This response is of course
quite different from the response of Locke’s contemporaries, which was that Locke
extended toleration too far, allowing toleration for Jews, pagans, and (perhaps most
shockingly) heretics who denied the Trinity.

To make sense of Locke’s contributions on the issue of religious toleration, it is
important to avoid the trap of focusing exclusively, or even primarily, on the argu-
ment that true belief cannot be forced. The issue of religious toleration was the most
enduring interest of Locke’s intellectual life, spanning his earliest published writings
to the uncompleted Fourth Letter on Toleration that he was writing at the time of his
death in 1704. Locke’s writings on toleration span his publishing career, and about
two-thirds of what hewrote on the subject of toleration came after the publication of
the ET in 1689. In those later writings, and to some extent his earlier ones, the true
belief argument is not presented as the foundation of Locke’s argument. Instead, he
emphasizes other, stronger arguments.

It is also important, if we want to think rightly about how expansive or restric-
tive his argument for tolerationwas, to set Locke’s argument in the historical context
of arguments for and against religious toleration at the time. Doing so will allow us
both toappreciate the fact thatmanyof thearguments Lockeusedhadbeenpresented
beforehand, and to appreciate the particularway inwhich he synthesized these argu-
ments. In its original context, the extent of toleration Locke proposedwas significant.

22.1 The Historical Context

John Marshall (2006) has written what will likely be for many years the definitive
work on the historical and intellectual context of Locke’s writings on religious tolera-
tion, and the following summary is indebted tohiswork. That Lockewrote theEpistola
in Holland in 1685 in Latin is significant. Religious persecution was significant not
only in Locke’s England, but also in France and, to a lesser extent, Holland. In 1680,
Protestant Huguenotsmade up about 5% of the population of France, approximately
850,000–900,000 people. By the end of the decade, in large part due to the King of
France’s decision to revoke the Edict of Nantes in 1685 (which had provided protec-
tion for the Huguenots), approximately 200,000 went into exile and most of the rest
converted to Catholicism (at least nominally). Shortly after the revocation of the Edict
of Nantes, the Duke of Savoy began persecuting the 14,000 Waldensians (a Protes-
tant sect) in his territory. In 1686 an army was sent in to crush those who refused to
convert. The subsequent massacre and imprisonment of the Waldensians became a
symbol for Protestants of Catholic intolerance.

In England, the early 1680s saw significant persecution of Protestants who were
unwilling to be members of the Church of England. Quakers, Baptists, and various
other groups were often forced to meet secretly. They also faced fines, imprisonment,
and confiscation of their property. King Charles II, who had Catholic sympathies, was
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not terribly interested in persecuting Catholics in England, but suspicions about his
Catholic leanings, along with the known Catholic beliefs of his brother James, who
stood as heir to the throne, led to efforts by Protestants in the late 1670s and early
1680s to root out Catholics from positions of influence and to prevent James from
becoming King. Locke’s patron, the Earl of Shaftsbury, led the movement to exclude
James from the throne, and was outmaneuvered by the king and forced to flee into
exile in 1682, dying shortly thereafter. Locke fled to Holland in 1683 fearing his own
arrest.

Locke’s home in exile, Holland, was notable for allowing considerably more reli-
gious toleration than other states in Europe at the time. While Catholic churches
could not flaunt the fact that they were Catholic churches (their places of worship
were not allowed to look like places of worship from the outside), Catholics gen-
erally enjoyed freedom to practice their religion alongside the Calvinist Protestants
who were in power. Anabaptists (who among other things refused to practice infant
baptism) were persecuted when there was evidence of sedition, but they were not
assumed to be seditious just by virtue of being Anabaptist. In other countries their
treatment wasmuchworse. Arminians in Holland had been persecuted in the 1620s
by the Calvinist majority because their emphasis on free will allegedly limited the
glory and sovereigntyGod, but they had been tolerated for several decades by the time
Locke arrived.Hollandbecame thegatheringplace for religious dissenters fromacross
Europe and Locke lived among, andwas influenced by, the currents of thought there.
Hollandwas also relatively tolerant of Jews andMuslims. Several of the lines of argu-
ment that figure prominently in his laterwritingswould have been circulating amidst
the network of advocates for religious toleration in Holland.

To grasp Locke’s arguments, it is important to understand something of the tra-
ditional arguments against religious toleration. More than 1000 years earlier, Saint
Augustine had argued that force could bring people into the churchwhowould even-
tually sincerely embrace its teachings (Augustine 2001). Given that those who per-
sisted in believing a false religion stood in danger of eternity in hell, the most loving
thing Christians could do, under such circumstances, was to wisely use the available
means to bring about conversion. In cases where the magistrate was a Christian, it
stood to reason that the magistrate should use his power to bring people to the true
faith.

Marshall (2006) describes several lines of argument in favor of toleration that
opposed this position. As early as 1554, Sebastian Castellio had argued that perse-
cution only succeeded in making people hypocrites or martyrs since force could not
actually change belief. He stated that a heretic is just someone we disagree with and
that we are all thought heretics by those who disagree with us. He noted that many
advocates for toleration had become persecutors when their side suddenly came to
power. Jacob Acontius, writing in the 1560s, similarly argued that everyone with
a sword called himself orthodox. Dirck Volckertsz Coornhert claimed in 1589 that
persecution violated the golden rule of treating others as one would want to be
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treated. He and various other Dutch writers stressed the problems of human fallibil-
ity and error. Roger Williams argued in 1646 that if magistrates have the authority
to punish false beliefs, they must do it according to their own beliefs about true reli-
gion, “whether Pagan, Turkish, or Antichristian.” While it is difficult to know which
of these writers Locke read when, we do know that he purchased works by Acon-
tius, Castellio, and Coonhert while living in Holland and the United Provinces in the
1680s. Their argumentswould likely have informed the intellectualmilieu inHolland
while Lockewaswriting, since hewas associatingwith a group of peoplewho favored
religious toleration. The arguments noted above were not the conventional wisdom
in the 1680s. On the contrary,most people believed religious toleration should be sig-
nificantlymore limited. Yet the arguments abovewere very influential among Locke’s
circle of friends, notably the leading Arminian Philipp van Limborch and the Swiss
émigré Jean Le Clerc.

22.2 The Two Tracts

Locke’s first published essays were on the subject of toleration, specifically on the
question of whether the magistrate had the right to regulate the behavior of citi-
zens in ecclesiastical matters about which the Bible does not directly speak, such as
whether to use the book of common prayer, the proper physical position for taking
communion, the wearing of surplices, and so on. These issues were referred to as
“indifferent” (or adiaphora) because the Bible neither commanded nor forbade them.
Locke wrote the Two Tracts (as they are now called) in late 1660 in response to a
tract by Edward Bagshaw titled The Great Question Concerning Things Indifferent in Reli-
gious Worship published in September of 1660. In the Tracts, Locke argued for more
or less the opposite of the positions he advanced seven years later in an unpublished
manuscript titled An Essay Concerning Toleration (ECT) and that he continued to hold
for the rest of his life. Rather than defending the freedom of individuals to worship as
they please so long as they do not disturb the state, Locke argued in the Two Tracts for
the right of the magistrate to regulate indifferent matters in worship.

While the possible reasons for Locke’s shift are discussed in the next section, it is
noteworthy that many of the premises and modes of argument Locke used in these
early writings continue to reappear. In the Two Tracts Locke attempts to avoid tak-
ing a stand on whether government is derived from the consent of the people or by
divine right and says that he will focus his arguments on the former hypothesis only
because that hypothesis wasmore favorable to his opponents. Nonetheless, it appears
that Locke already believed that governmentwas by consent because some of the pas-
sages about divine right were late additions to the text and because in some places
Locke slips and talks as if government is in fact by consent (PE, 9, 12, 14, 51).

In the Two Tracts, Locke also rejected the principal religious reason for religious
persecution, that it might help lead people to the true religion. He argued that God
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had not given the magistrate authority over anyone’s thoughts or beliefs and that
the magistrate “would in vain assault that part of a man” since the understanding is
“not to be wrought upon by force” (PE, 13). Since a man cannot control his beliefs,
he cannot promise to believe a certain thing (PE, 14). Instead, Locke argued for the
magistrate’s right on political grounds, claiming that if this power were denied the
result would be disorder. He even implies that if men were willing to peacefully dis-
agree about religion, this would be a better state of affairs than enforced uniformity
(PE, 41–2).

The reason why Locke was convinced that allowing toleration in worship would
lead to chaos was not concern about the disorder of the actual ceremonies but rather
concern over the precedent it would create. In 1660 Locke saw no way to subdivide
the class of indifferent actions. Either themagistrate can regulate all of them or none
of them. Since civil law would be paralyzed if the magistrate could not regulate any
indifferentmatters, Locke sawno alternative to giving himauthority over all of them.
Bagshaw had claimed that if magistrates could impose in indifferent religious mat-
ters, therewas no tellingwhere theywould stop. Locke responded that the same could
be said of civil laws (PE, 38). If some power over indifferent actions were taken away
from themagistrate, the principlewould allowall to be takenaway (PE, 50). If human
beings refused to give magistrates the power to regulate indifferent action, civil soci-
ety would be impossible (PE, 70). Throughout, Locke shows a deep concern with the
fallibility and partiality of human judgment and sees the magistrate’s ability to settle
inevitable controversies as crucial to maintaining order and peace.

22.3 An Essay Concerning Toleration and Epistola de Tolerantia

In 1667 Locke wrote his An Essay Concerning Toleration, a manuscript that remained
unpublished until the nineteenth century. It represented the critical change in his
practical attitudes toward toleration as he now defended it rather than attack-
ing it and did so for many of the same reasons he would give in his more well-
known writings on toleration. While he continued to refine the arguments over
many years, many of the distinctively Lockean arguments were already present
in 1667. This is important in part because we know very little about what con-
siderations led Locke to change his mind, what books he was reading, and so on.
The most common reason given for his shift is his decision to leave Oxford and
work for Anthony Ashley Cooper, later Earl of Shaftesbury, who was a strong pro-
ponent of religious toleration for Protestant dissenters, though not for Catholics.
Another possible reason is that Locke had, particularly while on a diplomatic mis-
sion to Cleves in 1665–6, observed how peacefully people of different religions
there were able to coexist. Since Locke’s original opposition to toleration in mat-
ters indifferent was based on concerns about disorder, if he decided religious per-
secution was the more likely cause of disorder this could explain the shift in his
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views. While both of these reasons seem quite plausible, we must nonetheless
admit that we know little about how exactly Locke came to take up toleration as a
cause.

In the ECT, Locke makes it clear that he rejects claims of rule by divine right and
instead prefers the view that government derives its authority from the people and
is limited in its purposes to promoting the earthly interests of its citizens. Locke thus
raises the issue of whether the state has the authority to use force to bring people
to the true religion and says that this is determined by asking what powers it would
have been reasonable for the people to give to the government. The only purpose for
which people would give up their freedom is for their own preservation in this life
(ECT, 270). To develop this argument, Locke divided human opinions and actions
into three areas: (1) purely speculative beliefs and divineworship; (2) actions that are
neither intrinsically good nor bad that affect society; and (3) actions that are intrinsi-
cally good or bad and that concern society. It is category (1) that Locke now believed
should receive full toleration. Regarding speculative opinions like belief in the Trinity,
Locke argued that an individual cannot give another power over something he can-
not control himself, and an individual cannot control what opinions he will hold in
the future (ECT, 271–2). Regarding the manner of worship, Locke argued that indi-
viduals came together in political societies only for the more limited goal of securing
their earthly preservation and would have had no reason to transfer decisions about
how to worship to rulers whose knowledge of the way to salvation was no more cer-
tain than their own (ECT, 273). Additionally, God would not authorize a means to
bring people to salvation that would undermine the goal of promoting salvation, nor
would men authorize magistrates to punish them when they knew in advance that
no punishment the magistrate could threaten them with would be enough to bring
about compliance when God has “infinite happiness and infinite misery” at his dis-
posal (ECT, 273–4).

Practical opinions about such matters as how to raise children, how to manage
money, or whether polygamy is legitimate have a claim to toleration so long as they
donot tend to cause greater inconveniences than advantages to the community (ECT,
276). The magistrate may not compel people to renounce these views, since peo-
ple cannot change their beliefs at his command, but he may forbid them to express
these views andmay also prohibit the actions themselves. Locke again justifies this by
referring to the limited purposes of government (ECT, 278–9). Those who object in
conscience to what the magistrate requires must follow their conscience and submit
peacefully to the prescribed punishment (ECT, 279–80). Regarding the last category,
things good or bad in and of themselves, Locke insists that even these are only to be
punished where it benefits the community to do so, otherwise they may be safely left
to God to enforce. Lockemade it quite clear that toleration did not extend to Catholics
since they refused to recognize toleration for others and because their loyalty to the
Pope is essentially loyalty to a foreign prince (ECT, 291–2). In an addition to the ECT,
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Locke clarified that he did not consider belief in God to be a merely speculative belief
and that he therefore did not support toleration for atheists (ECT, 308).

There is also a very practical side to Locke’s case. He argues that those who claim
to be in the right must recognize that every person believes that he is in the right
(ECT, 294). The reality is that however much preachers preach non-resistance, men
who are oppressed will rise up and revolt as soon as they have the strength to defend
themselves. Force will thusmake things worse because those who are persecutedwill
still believe they are right, will look for opportunities to overthrow their oppressors,
and will hate those who persecute them (ECT, 295–6). Persecuting the various sects
gives them an incentive to unite against the government (ECT, 298).

These same arguments reappeared when Locke’s Epistola de Tolerantia was pub-
lished anonymously in 1689, four years after it was written and over 20 years after
the 1667 ECT. Though published in Latin, it was quickly translated into English by
William Popple as “A Letter Concerning Toleration.” Locke expanded the arguments
from 1667 by first providing a Christian argument against persecution based on the
example of Jesus and the early church (ET, 59–65) and then by stating that his goal
was to clearly differentiate the respective powers and jurisdictions of civil government
and the church. As in 1667, the civil government is limited to promoting civil inter-
ests, but in the ET Locke more fully explains his understanding of the church, which
is a voluntary society that people join to promote their eternal interests. As in the ECT,
Locke then gives three reasons for this limitation of the civil power to civil interests.
These are similar to arguments that hemade in 1667. (1) Neither God nor the people
have given the magistrate the authority to force people to adhere to a religion. The
people would not do so because they will not be able to choose to believe the magis-
trate’s religion if they disagreewith it (ET, 67–9). (2) Power consists of outward force
but beliefs are only acceptable to God if they are sincerely believed (ET, 69–71). (3)
Manymagistrates believe false religions and therefore, force, even if successful, would
lead to fewer people being saved (ET, 71).

Locke also gives more detailed descriptions of how church and state would inter-
act with each other. Churches are understood to be purely voluntary societies that
are free to set conditions of membership and exclude people who fail to meet them.
They are not, however, entitled to impose any civil penalties (ET, 71–83). He takes
up the objection that idolatry is a sin and therefore must be punished. He replies that
Godwill punish all sins and that if Christian princesmay punishwhat they believe are
sins then so should pagan andMuslim princes (ET, 115). Themagistrate should thus
ignore speculative beliefs he thinks false, for example the Catholic belief in transub-
stantiation, since such beliefs do not injure others (ET, 121–3). The belief that one
need not keep promises and oaths to those who are heretics (a belief often ascribed
to Catholics) undermined public peace and could therefore be suppressed. Locke also
reaffirmed his support for the suppression of atheists, also on political grounds. He
claimed that they could not be trusted to keep their word because they had no fear of
divine retribution (ET, 131–5).
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The most important change in Locke’s position from the 1667 ECT to the 1689
Epistolawas on the proper responses of individuals to a magistrate who oversteps his
bounds. In the ET, Locke argued that if themagistrate enacts a law ingood faith for the
purpose of furthering the temporal happiness of the people and that happens to vio-
late the conscience of a citizen, the citizenmust followhis conscience and then submit
to thegovernment’s punishment.On theotherhand, if themagistrate is clearly acting
outside his sphere of authority, the subject no longer has to submit. If a disagreement
arises where themagistrate believes a law or policy is for the public good and the peo-
ple believe that he has overstepped his bounds and is trying to use his power to force
them into his religion, Locke claims that there is no judge on earth between them,
only God (ET, 127–31). This is, importantly, the same language that Locke used in
the Two Treatises to describe the right of revolution.

22.4 The Later Letters on Toleration

It is at this point that most studies of Locke’s writings on toleration stop and begin
their analysis of which of his arguments are strongest and which, if any, can pro-
vide contemporary audiences with a reason not to use force to bring others to what
they believe to be the true religion. This is a mistake. In Volume 6 of Locke’s collected
works (1823), the Letter Concerning Toleration takes up the first 59 pages and Locke’s
later writings on toleration take up more than 500 pages more. Over the course of
his exchanges with his critic, an Oxford chaplain named Jonas Proast, Locke devel-
oped some of his arguments with greater force and more or less abandoned others.
Part of the reason for the lack of attention to the later letters is that Locke, in general,
wrote much more engaging prose when he was developing his own ideas than when
he was refuting a specific author. Locke’s Essay Concerning Human Understanding is
read much more than his letters to Bishop Stillingfleet defending the Essay, and the
Second Treatise is read far more than Locke’s refutation of Robert Filmer in the First
Treatise. Particularly in the Third Letter, Locke’s structure gets harder to follow and his
arguments begin to be more repetitive. Nonetheless, these later letters help us under-
stand the significance of his project and provide insights into how he would answer
modern critics who often echo Proast.

Locke had written in the original Epistola that:

the chief point, andwhat absolutely determines this controversy, is this: even if themag-
istrate’s opinion in religion is sound, and the way he directs truly evangelical, yet, if I
am not thoroughly convinced of it in my own mind, it will not bring me salvation …
In vain, therefore, does the magistrate force subjects into his church under pretense of
saving their souls. (ET, 99–101)
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Locke thus gave the impression that the inability of force to bring about genuine
or sincere belief was the central thesis of his case. Proast, in his first critique, argued
that Locke’s whole argument rested on this premise. Proast argued that moderate
penalties might encourage people to consider more thoughtfully the good arguments
in favor of the true religion and to seek after truth more doggedly (Proast 1690, 12–
15).

Proast acknowledged that force was not sufficient to bring about conversion and
that some people would join the Church of England insincerely, but said that this was
beside the point since penalties could still be useful in bringingmore people to the true
religion. He also claimed that all of Locke’s arguments about the magistrate being as
likely to be wrong as his citizens and the dangers of magistrates using force to pro-
mote false religions were beside the point. Proast reasoned that those who have good
reason to believe that their religion is true should be able to act onwhat they know to
be true. If a person promotes a false religion, that person is in thewrong, but that does
not mean it is wrong for someone to use force to promote the religion that actually is
true (Proast 1690, 26). Locke’s seeming equation of those with true and false beliefs
thus appeared to reveal an underlying and dangerous skepticism about religious
truth.

Since the original Letter had been published anonymously, Locke chose to write
the Second and Third Letters (also published anonymously) as if he were merely
someone who had read the original Letter, agreed with it, and now wished to
defend it against Proast’s attacks, though Proast seems to have been clear all along
that the same person was author of all three. Locke responded in the Second Let-
ter that true religion had grown rapidly in the time of the early church with-
out the use of state coercion (Locke 1690, 2–3) and that toleration would cer-
tainly help the true religion in countries where the magistrate believes a false reli-
gion (Locke 1690, 4). Locke then took up Proast’s objection that his whole argu-
ment relied on the claim that true belief could not be forced. With no small mea-
sure of sarcasm, Locke made it clear that this was not his only argument. He
pointed out that he had an independent argument that the magistrate had no
authority to use force even if it would work, and that if the magistrate is likely
to be wrong, force should not be used even if (or especially if) it would work
(Locke 1690, 6).

He then stated that what Proast calls the Letter’s fourth proposition, namely that
force is of utterly no use in promoting true religion, “is not the Author’s 4th Proposi-
tion, or any Proposition of his, to be found in the pages you quote, or any where else
in the whole Letter, either in those terms, or in the sense you take it” (Locke 1690, 6).
Locke thus seems to explicitly repudiate what Proast and some contemporary com-
mentators take to be his main argument. Locke explains that he had never claimed
that forcewas of “utterly nouse” in changing people’s opinions sinceGod couldmake
use of any means to bring people to faith. What Locke had denied was “that Force
has any proper Efficacy to enlighten the Understanding, or produce Belief ” (Locke
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1690, 7). He then describes a whole series of external circumstances ranging from
suffering and imprisonment to the death penalty which might turn out to have salu-
tary effects on a man’s spiritual life but says that in each case, the benefit is merely
accidental and therefore not enough to justify imposing the hardship for that rea-
son (Locke 1690, 8). He then states that while forcemight occasionally produce good
results by accident, it is more likely in practice to do more harm than good and that
the magistrate in any case has no authority to use force even if it would be beneficial
(Locke 1690, 8–10).

In the first 10 pages of the Second Letter, Locke sets the tone for the next 500 pages
he would write on the subject. If we return to Locke’s original three arguments for
toleration in the ET, the argument about the inability of force to change people’s sin-
cere convictions is essentially abandoned as Locke acknowledges that sometimes it
can do so indirectly. Once he admits this, it is just a question of how often it would do
so. Locke thus shifts the discussion towhether the use of force ismore likely to help or
harm the true religion and whether the magistrate has authority to use force. Many
of Locke’s contemporary defenders have focused on trying to salvage an argument
Locke himself more or less turned away from.

We should therefore examine Locke’s argument that the people havenot consented
to give authority to the magistrate in religious matters and the argument that many
magistrates will use force on behalf of false religions. With respect to the consent
argument, Proast had contended that people did not have to promise to believe the
same religion as the magistrate. Proast agreed with Locke that this was impossible.
Instead, Proast held that themagistrate’s power is only a power to force people to con-
sider the arguments in favor of his religion. Locke’s response was that this was a dis-
tinctionwithout adifference since inpractice themeasure of whether onehadconsid-
ered anargument thoroughlywas agreeingwith themagistrate. But perhaps Proast’s
most telling statement was that “Commonwealths are instituted for the attaining
of all the benefits which Political Government can yield” (Proast 1690, 18). Proast
believed that if one could show that the use of force would be beneficial in a given
case, that was all that was required to legitimate it.

Locke used several colorful analogies to attack this claim. First, he claimed that
there may well be some people who refuse to embrace the Christian religion because
they are consumed with lust and that castration might, indirectly, be useful in bring-
ing such people to faith, but that Proast would acknowledge such an action to be
illegitimate (Locke 1991, 18). Second:

a man may have the stone, and it may be useful (more than indirectly and at a distance
useful) to him to be cut; but yet this usefulness will not justify the most skillful [s]urgeon
in the world, by Force to make him endure the hazard and pain of Cutting; because he
has no commission, no right, without the Patient’s own consent to do so. (Locke 1991,
47)
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Third, he argued that if any group that has power should use it to bring about
as much good as they can, “there will be no difference between church and state; a
commonwealth and an army; or between a family and the East India Company; all of
which have hitherto been thought to exist for different ends” (Locke 1991, 51, 117).
Here we see Locke’s characteristic concern with limited government. People have the
freedom to join societies that exist to further certain clearly specified ends. Thus the
state cannot use force just because it is able to create a benefit. The end in question
must be one to which people would have consented.

The argument that begins to assume center stage in the Second Letter concerns the
harms that will result if force is used to bring people to the true religion.When Locke
had made the argument in the ET, he had noted that perhaps only one nation in the
world would be fortunate enough to have a magistrate whose religion was true. The
rest would be led into error. In the Second Letter, Locke pressed this argument. He con-
sistently argues, in a variety of ways, that Proast has to consider the application of
his principle to other countries, not just Englandwhere Proast and the king happened
to share the same religion (Locke 1991, 4, 8, 14–15, 25–6, 31–2, 46).

Locke summarizes the questions posed to Proast as follows: “1. Who are to be
Punished. 2. For what. 3. With what Punishments. 4. How long. 5. What advan-
tages to true religion it would be, if magistrates every where did so punish. 6. And
lastly, Whence the magistrate had commission to do so.” The first four questions are
designed to clarify Proast’s position and to expose the hypocrisy of it. Another line of
argument that appears frequently in the Second and Third Letters is the continuation
of Locke’s argument in the original ET that the proponents of persecutionwere ignor-
ingBiblical teaching to rationalize persecution. In the later letters, Locke develops this
argument by trying to show that even if persecution would work, his opponents evi-
dence their hypocrisy by theway they employ it. If only dissenters are to be punished,
are they the only ones whose salvation is in danger? For what are they to be pun-
ished? If it is only to make them consider arguments, will the punishment stop when
it is clear they have considered? How will they be punished and for how long? Here
Locke seeks to show that there is no way for Proast to keep theoretically moderate
penalties moderate in practice. Questions 5 and 6 imply the two arguments described
above.

Proast wrote a second tract against Locke (confusingly titled A Third Letter) in
which he sought to clarify the source of the magistrate’s authority in religious mat-
ters and to explain why claiming such an authority for the King of England did not
legitimate misuse of that power by other magistrates. Proast responded to Locke’s
query about authority by claiming that God did not need to give themagistrate a spe-
cial commission to use force for religious purposes since by the lawof nature themag-
istratewas already authorized to use force for any good purpose that force could serve
(Proast 1991, 31). This reply crystallized the issue. It was difficult to claim that dis-
senters had voluntarily given the king the right to persecute them, and Proast chose
not to argue at this point that the parable in Luke14–where amanhosting a banquet
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tells his servant to compel people to attend – was sufficient New Testament grounds.
Instead, Proast argued that natural law gave the king the right to use force.

In the Third Letter, Locke seized on this opportunity to frame the issue in terms of
natural law.He argued that the law of nature is a general law given to allmagistrates,
and that all of themmust interpret it in order to apply it. Because somanymagistrates
believe a false religion, this law of nature would domore harm than good. But, Locke
argued, God is the author of natural law and far too wise to pass a law that would
undermine his purposes. Therefore, if an alleged law of nature would undermine its
purposes when interpreted and applied by fallible human beings, it is not really a law
of nature at all (Locke 1692, 61).

This argument is significant because it gives Locke a way to respond to the charge
of skepticism. Proast’s argument had rested upon showing that the use of force was
rational from the perspective of a particularmagistrate. If thatmagistrate believes his
religion is true, and that force would help bring people to that true religion, it is not
irrational for him to use force. Locke’s response shows that what matters is rational-
ity from God’s perspective, not the magistrate’s. One may have strong (though Locke
would say not infallible) reasons to believe one’s own religion true and that in a par-
ticular instance force might help bring people to that true religion and still affirm tol-
eration. This is possible because one can believe that God withholds the power to use
force because the same rule has to apply to all rulers, not just the immediate case.
This universalization argument appears in various levels of detail repeatedly in the
Third Letter and can fairly be said to be Locke’s main argument for toleration in that
work. Locke’s uncompletedFourth Letter continued to give this argument a prominent
place, and Locke was actually invoking it at the very point the manuscript breaks off
(Tuckness 2006).

Locke’s arguments in the Third Letter follow the basic pattern established in the
Second except that, as noted above, natural law plays a more prominent role. It will
be helpful, therefore, to summarize some of the main lines of argument that are also
present in the Third Letter. He continues to raise the question of authority and argues
that the people could have consented to give the magistrate more narrow authority
(Locke1692, 60–1).He argues that punishment tomake people consider is both over-
broad andunderinclusive: itwill punish somewhohave already considered and fail to
punish others who have not (Locke 1692, 214, 87). The magistrate would do more
for the Christian religion by punishing vice than by compelling uniformity of cere-
monies (Locke 1692, 297). In chapters four and five, Locke again argues that Proast
has not provided a logical stopping point for his “moderate” punishment. Since fail-
ure to conform is evidence that the person needsmore of an incentive to consider the
arguments more deeply, people will in practice be punished even if they have consid-
ered.
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22.5 Conclusion

A striking similarity between the Two Tracts and the Third Letter is that despite the
opposite conclusions for which they argue, they both share a deep concern with how
principles will be generalized by fallible people. In the Two Tracts Locke argued that
if people could ignore the magistrate in some indifferent matters, they could ignore
him in all indifferent matters and that civil society would be impossible. In the Third
LetterLocke’s concernwaswith errantmagistrates rather thanerrant subjects but the
underlying criteria seem to be the same. In both cases Locke asks what political prin-
ciples, if generalized and acted on by fallible and often self-interested people, would be
most conducive to peace and the public good. Locke refused to accept that an action
was justifiable just because it seemed like a good idea from the perspective of the situ-
ated individualwhodesired to perform it. Theuniversalization requirement embodied
Locke’s particular understanding of natural law.

Alongside this argument was Locke’s insistence from 1667 on that it is political
power that stands in need of justification rather than restrictions on political power.
Part of what makes the Locke–Proast exchange difficult to read is that each accuses
the other of begging the crucial question, and this because they have different start-
ing points regarding the status of political power. Proast begins by presuming that
force can be used for any beneficial end and then asks Locke to showwhy a given use
has been specifically forbidden. Locke assumes that it is the use of force that requires
a positive commission or authorization to be legitimate.

It is from one perspective unsurprising that natural law and consent carry such
weight in Locke’s argument for toleration, given how prominently these concepts fig-
ure in the Two Treatises. But in using them, Locke was also drawing on a tradition of
argument in which variations on these themes had been used before. State of nature
theorists before Locke had already used that concept to force government to justify
its powers on the basis of consent. When Locke argued in the Letter that each mag-
istrate was orthodox to himself and that force would only succeed in forcing people
into hypocrisy, he echoed early arguments by Acontius and Castellio. The universal-
ization argument had precursors in Coonhert’s invocation of theGoldenRule and the
problem of fallibility. Roger Williams had even argued that the power to punish false
beliefs would be a power of all magistrates, not just those of the true religion. Though
we cannot say which of these authors Locke had read at the time he formulated his
various ideas (though he ownedmost of them by the time hewrote the Second Letter),
it is helpful to place Locke in this historical tradition.

Too often interpreters force the reader to choose between seeing Locke merely his-
torically, as one part of a larger tradition, and evaluating his arguments philosoph-
ically. We need not make this choice. Locke’s political theory is considerably more
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developed than that of his precursors who advocated toleration, and Locke is there-
fore able to link his arguments about consent, natural law, and the ends of govern-
ment in a more systematic way. By looking at the whole of his thought and the way
he continued to revise and refine his arguments for toleration, we can engage with
his strongest case. His concerns with consent, universality, and fallibility all provide
valuable starting points for contemporary reflection on the subject of toleration.

One difference between Locke’s approach and many contemporary approaches is
that Locke sees nothing intrinsically good about religious diversity.His theory of toler-
ation is thus not a celebration of pluralism. Nor does it defend toleration on the basis
of a general skepticism about our ability to make moral judgments. The natural law
theory that he eventually employed assumed that universal moral judgments were
possible. Against that background, arguments about what powers people would con-
sent to give the government and arguments about what moral rules we would want
other fallible people to interpret and apply provide an alternative vocabulary for con-
sidering how governments should respond to moral and religious disagreement.
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Locke on Education

RUTH W. GRANT AND BENJAMIN R. HERTZBERG

John Locke’s Some Thoughts Concerning Education began as a series of letters to his
friend, Sir Edward Clarke, advising him on how best to raise his son. Written while
Locke was in exile in Holland during the same period he was writing the final draft of
An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, the Thoughtswas first published in 1693.
During the next century, there were 21 English editions of the work and translations
into Dutch, French, Swedish, German, and Italian. Locke’s theory of education drew
comments from authors such as Swift, Goldsmith, and Richardson. It is not unusual
to find contemporary authors acknowledginghis status as “the father of modern edu-
cation in England” or claiming that the Thoughtsmay have been Locke’s most practi-
cally influential work (Smith 1962, 403; Wood 1983, 20). The Thoughts challenged
both the received wisdom concerning the psychology of children and the standard
educational practices of the day. Taken alone, the Thoughts represents a major con-
tribution to modern theories of education.

But it would be a mistake to limit consideration of Locke’s reflections on educa-
tion to this onework, despite its importance. Lockewas as concernedwith cultivating
the minds of adults as he was with childhood education. Of the Conduct of the Under-
standing addresses this concern. Published posthumously in 1706, it was originally
intended as the final chapter of the Essay. It consists of a series of recommendations
detailing how to develop the capacity to judge independently and well. It could be
said that, like the Thoughts, it aims at habituation of the mind to reasonableness. The
Conduct also stands as a link between the Essay and the political writings. Locke’s rec-
ommendations for the conduct of the intellect flow from his understanding of the
workings of the humanmind as elaborated in the Essay. At the same time, the impor-
tance of this educational undertaking is moral and political: the creation of citizens
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who will reject prejudice, partisanship, and dogmatism in favor of the critical and
reasonable assessment of opinions.

Locke was acutely aware of the importance of education for morals and politics.
In an entry in his commonplace book titled “Labour,” he wrote that gentlemen and
scholars ought to spend a few hours of every day in “honest labour” while manual
labourers ought to spend a similar portion of their day studying. This scheme would
have the twofold benefit in morals of curbing idleness and luxury among the upper
classes while delivering the labouring classes from “horrid ignorance and brutality.”
It would have the twofold benefit in politics of diminishing both dangerous political
ambition in theupper classes andmob-like behavior in thepeople.Aneducatedpeople
would be “removed from the implicit faith their ignorance submits them in to others”
(Wooton 1993, 440). Locke was as concerned with combating illegitimate intellec-
tual authority as he was with combating illegitimate political authority; in his view,
the two are inseparable.

Locke’s thoughts on education are part of his comprehensive epistemological,
moral, and political reflections. For this reason, we will begin by considering the
Thoughts and the Conduct in turn for what they reveal of Locke’s educational princi-
ples and recommended practices. But then we will turn to address the ways in which
these writings on education can deepen our understanding of unresolved theoretical
problems in Locke’s thought, of key concepts such as freedom and reasonableness,
and of the degree of coherence of his philosophy altogether.

23.1 Some Thoughts Concerning Education

Locke addresses his Thoughts to those parents “so irregularly bold that they dare ven-
ture to consult their own reason in the education of their children rather thanwholly
to rely upon old custom” (STCE, 216). He views his enterprise as a radical one, chal-
lenging “fashion,” “custom,” and “fancy” in the name of reason. And he knows that
reasonable proposals will appear heretical where customary practices are perverse.
What are Locke’s radical proposals? In place of rules and precepts, a Lockean educa-
tion relies on practice and example. Beatings and rewards are replaced by praise and
blame; chastisement, by encouragement and patience; indulgence, by hardiness; and
affectation, by naturalness. When the young gentleman is old enough to be sent to
boarding school, Locke recommends instead that he stay at homewith a tutor where
he can learn useful things in a spirit of freedom and enjoyment, rather than use-
less things under compulsion and with a servile spirit. In presenting this educational
alternative, Locke reveals his sense of humanity andhis love of children (Axtell 1968,
11). He admonishes parents to wake their children gently from their sleep, for exam-
ple. He reminds them that fear is inconsistent with learning; instructing a trembling
mind is like writing on shaking paper. Locke always remembers to “consider them
as children” (STCE, 39). First and foremost, Locke’s education aims at developing
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character. What matters is not what the child learns, but who he becomes. Locke
presents this advice on education as the counsel of reason. We must ask what sup-
ports that claim. What principles and what psychological assumptions ground the
educational aims and methods that Locke recommends?

The aim of education, according to Locke, is to produce virtuous and useful men
andwomen,whatever their station in life. Educationmust bepractical, and, of course,
that will vary depending on the pupil.Whatwill be useful for a gentleman’s son in his
adult life is not the same as what will be useful for the son of a laborer. But even the
gentleman’s son is to be educated to be able to actively manage his affairs, not for
a life of luxury and idleness. Locke had no patience for idleness or waste; everyone
ought to lead a useful life, each in his own way. The education to virtue, on the other
hand, applies to all alike – it is “the first andmost necessary of those endowments that
belong to a man or a gentleman” (STCE, 135). And, since women do not differ from
menwith respect to “truth, virtue and obedience,” their education ought not to differ
either (Corr., 809). The core of virtue is self-denial: the ability to resist the satisfaction
of our desires and to follow where reason leads instead. Or, to put it somewhat differ-
ently, to follow our desires only when reason authorizes them. It is impossible to act
reasonably without the capacity for virtue understood in this way, as self-discipline,
and that is what makes virtue so important. Wemight say, then, that the aim of edu-
cation is to produce useful, virtuous, and reasonable men and women.

How does Locke propose to achieve this aim? His methods begin with establish-
ing healthy habits, first with respect to the body’s needs for food, sleep, and exercise.
Habituation is a powerful method of education. Children can be brought to almost
any behavior if it is made customary for them. Locke recommends that the children
of gentlemen be treated like those of “honest farmers” with respect to their health. In
this way, they will develop a physical hardiness akin to the mental capacity to resist
pains and pleasures.

The importance of the proper disposition towards pain and pleasure is one of the
reasons that Locke is such a harsh critic of corporal punishment as the method of
disciplining children. Instead of teaching self-control, beating simply encourages the
propensity to indulge pleasure and avoid pain, which is the root of all vicious actions.
Moreover, beatings can secure outward compliance, but they cannot produce the
internal goodness that will be required eventually when the child becomes an adult.
Finally, “slavish discipline” produces a “slavish temper” in children. “The true secret
of education” is to secure obedience without servility, and Locke offers an alterna-
tive method to accomplish this goal (STCE, 46, 56). He relies on praise and blame,
esteem and disgrace. Childrenwant to bewell regarded by their parents and by others
around them.They should be encouraged in this and come to associate all good things
with good reputation. Through the desire for esteem and the fear of disgrace, chil-
dren can be motivated to meet the expectations of their parents willingly. And when
self-control is expected and praised, this sort of discipline can become self-discipline.
The desire for esteem also leads children to emulate those around them, particularly
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older children and adults. For this reason, parents must be very careful of the qual-
ity of their child’s company. The tutor particularly must possess virtue and breeding.
Through emulation of him, rather than rules and precepts, the child will acquire the
necessary habits of civility and conform to the norms of customary behavior.

Finally, Locke proposes a series of educational methods that flow from the princi-
ple of respect for the child. The education should be adapted to the individual tem-
perament of the child. It should be appropriate to his stage of development: in par-
ticular, children should not be punished for “faults” which are nothing more than
age-appropriate behavior that they will soon grow out of. Learning should be done
through games and with pleasure. Adults should reason with children at a level
appropriate to their age. As the young gentleman grows, his father should become
less authoritative and more familiar and begin to develop a friendship with his son.
The tutor should make the child see the usefulness of his studies, approach himwith
“sweetness” and “tenderness,” and “beget love in the child” so that he will be moti-
vated to learn (STCE, 167). Locke’s educational methods are comparatively gentle –
habituation, praise and blame, learning by example, respect for the child – and strik-
inglymodern.Today,wewould call his approach“developmentally appropriate, child-
centered education.”

Through these methods, the child can be expected to acquire virtue, wisdom,
breeding, and learning, the four parts of education that Locke identifies. Virtue, of
course, is the foremost of these but, as a matter of curriculum, it gets short shrift.
The child should be taught a simple idea of God, to tell the truth, and to care for oth-
ers, alongwith simplemoral lessons like those of theTenCommandments andAesop’s
Fables. Wisdom, by which Locke means the prudential management of one’s affairs,
also receives brief discussion since it requires experience that is not available to chil-
dren. But he does advise that the tutor introduce the child to the ways of the world
and cultivate his capacity to judge men well. The child should not be “like one at sea
without a compass” but should have some knowledge of the “rocks and shoals” so
that he will not sink before he gains experience (STCE, 94).

The tutor is also the source of the child’s education in breeding, which cannot be
learned from books. The child will learn good breeding through observation of the
tutor’s conduct. Breeding is conducting oneself always with self-respect and respect
for others. This mutual respect is the condition under which disagreement becomes
civil disagreement. It is a universal quality that is essential for civility and social har-
mony in any society. Manners, on the other hand, are an expression of good breeding
that vary from place to place and are secondary in importance. True good breeding is
not a matter of the forms of politeness and courtesy; it flows from humility and good
nature and is the capacity to make others comfortable in their interactions with us.

After virtue, wisdom, and breeding, Locke remarks: “You will wonder, perhaps,
that I put learning last, especially if I tell you I think it the least part” (STCE, 147).
Locke makes clear that it is far better that your son be a good and wise man than
a great scholar. And if he is not a good man, learning can make him more foolish
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and, worse, more dangerous. Locke begins his attack on the standard curriculum
for English gentlemen by attacking the idea that education is a matter of acquiring
impressive accomplishments: “furniture” for the mind. Instead, character develop-
mentmattersmost, and after that, useful learning. Locke is highly critical of develop-
ing talents for poetry andmusic for this reason. For the same reason, it should not be
considered beneath the younggentleman to learnmerchant’s accountingandaman-
ual trade such as carpentry or gardening. In place of logic and metaphysics, Locke
would have knowledge related to the senses, such as geography, astronomy, anatomy,
history, etc. There will be no Greek. Latin and French are expected of a gentleman, so
they are included in the curriculum, but they should be learned through conversa-
tion as one naturally learns languages. Locke is extremely critical of teaching Latin
through the writing of verses and themes on subjects children know nothing about
and equally critical of teaching rhetoric and disputation. The education of a reason-
ableman should teach him to “yield to plain reason and the conviction of clear argu-
ments” rather than to triumph through cleverness in senseless disputes (STCE, 189;
see also Conduct, 7).

Locke concludes his discussion of the younggentleman’s studies by remarking that
the business of the tutor “is not so much to teach him all that is knowable, as to raise
in him a love and esteem of knowledge and to put him in the right way of knowing
and improving himself, when he has a mind to it” (STCE, 195). Once again, Locke
strikes a surprisingly modern note familiar in contemporary progressive education:
he seeks to create “independent learners.”

In concluding the Thoughts, Locke summarized his approach:

The great business of all is virtue and wisdom … Teach him to get a mastery over his
inclinations and submit his appetite to reason. This being obtained, and by constant prac-
tice settled into habit, the hardest part of the task is over. To bring a young man to this,
I know nothing which so much contributes as the love of praise and commendation,
which should therefore be instilled into him by all arts imaginable. Make his mind as
sensible of credit and shame as may be; and when you have done that, you have put a
principle into himwhichwill influence his actionswhenyouare not by, towhich the fear
of a little smart of a rod is not comparable, and which will be the proper stock whereon
afterwards to graft the true principles of morality and religion. (STCE, 200)

The strength of Locke’s claims for the reasonableness of this approach depends
upon the strength of his psychological assumptions. While there is no systematic
discussion of these in the Thoughts, the grounds of Locke’s argument are clear. He
begins the work with the claim that “… of all the men we meet with, nine parts
of ten are what they are, good or evil, useful or not, by their education” (STCE, 1).
Human beings are malleable, and it is the experiences of childhood that are forma-
tive (Passmore 1965). Moreover, childhood experiences are morally formative. Locke
rejects an Augustinian view of childhood with its emphasis on original sin (see RC,
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5–11).Whenwe see vices in children, they are usually the parents’ fault. Children are
taught lying, intemperance, and violence by the example of their parents, especially
by being beaten. Moreover, parents classify natural childish behaviors as faults and
punish children for innocent play that should be left entirely free. In dealingwith chil-
dren, it is a mistake to begin with the assumption that they are sinful creatures who
must be made good through harsh discipline. It would also be a mistake to assume
that they are angelic innocents; Locke rejected a romanticized view of childhood as
well.

Instead, Locke describes children as fundamentally the same as adults psychologi-
cally, though much more fluid because as yet unformed.

I grant that good and evil, reward and punishment are the only motives to a rational
creature; these are the spur and reins whereby all mankind are set on work and guided,
and therefore they are to be made use of to children too. For I advise parents and gov-
ernors always to carry this in their minds, that children are to be treated as rational
creatures. (STCE, 54)

Because all human beings are motivated by pleasures and pains, which we call
“good” and “evil” (2.20.2), the whole trick is to employ the right pleasures and pains
and to bring your pupil to take pleasure in the right things. “For youmust never think
them set right till they can find delight in the practice of laudable things” (STCE,
108). The tutor has done his job when the youngman relishes virtue and places “his
strength, his glory, and his pleasure in it” (STCE, 70, emphasis added).

This is why habituation and the desire for esteem are such important educational
methods. These are the processes that shape our pleasures. What is habitual or cus-
tomary for us becomes pleasant, or at least indifferent. And because we seek esteem,
we adopt as our own whatever is customarily done. Custom is powerful in both of
these senses. Why do children become cruel, taking pleasure in causing pain? It is a
“habit borrowed from custom and conversation.” “Unnatural cruelty” is glorified in
history and becomes “by fashion and opinion … a pleasure which by itself neither
is nor can be any” (STCE, 116; see also 67, 129). Locke stresses that the power of
custom and habit is far greater than that of reason; there is very little limit to their
formative power.

But despite their importance, and despite Locke’s famous assertion that the minds
of children are “blank slates” when it comes to ideas, there are natural psychological
dispositions that must be taken as given in devising a program of education. First,
as we have said many times, children find a natural pleasure in the approval of oth-
ers and pain in their disapproval that can be used to shape their behavior. They also
love liberty and desire to be treated as rational, so their studies should be approached
without arbitrariness or constraint. All people, even children, desire to be masters
of themselves. More problematically, they also desire to be masters of others (Tarcov
1984, 89ff.). They are willful and proud, and the love of dominion is even stronger
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than the love of liberty. This love of dominion is the origin of those vices which are
ordinary and natural, and it must be redirected. It is the source of the one important
exception that Locke makes to his advice concerning corporal punishment. If you
have a willful child, one who is obstinate and rebellious and simply wants to have his
way, you must beat that child until he submits to your authority and you must not
stop until that point is reached. Pridemust be curbed. It can, however, also be used to
good effect. For example, habits of civility toward servants and inferiors will curb the
pride of a young gentleman. But he can be brought to his studies by taking pride in
the new accomplishments that give him a sense of superiority over others. Thus, the
child will become “good or evil, useful or not” according to how his education shapes
these dispositions and determines his pleasures (STCE, 1).

Locke leaves us with a number of paradoxes. Virtue, the aim of education, he
defines as the ability to resist the appetites and to listen to reason. But he does this
in the context of a thoroughly hedonistic psychology: rational creatures are always
motivated by pleasure and pain. He presents his ownwork as an attack on custom in
thenameof reason, but argues for the power of customover that of reason.Mostmen
govern their conduct and opinions by whatever is customary and habitual for them.
And lastly, he portrays a child, who is governed by habit and the concern for approval,
whom he hopes will become an independent adult relying on his own reasoned judg-
ment. Can the child, raised to value reputation so highly, become sufficiently inde-
pendent to challenge, like Locke himself, the prevailing social and political practices
of his day?

This question brings us directly to Of the Conduct of the Understanding, a work that
aims to teach its readers how to cultivate independence of mind. The Conduct details
practical advice for seeking the truthwithout the distortions of passion, custom, par-
tisanship, and dogmatism. It resembles the Thoughts in that its aim is reasonableness
and that, in the name of reasonableness, it offers a radical critique of certain con-
temporary practices. But, unlike the Thoughts, it is more narrowly focused on intel-
lectual development; character development, or virtue, is presupposed. And, unlike
the Thoughts, its primary emphasis is intellectual independence. It teaches men to
“see with their own eyes” (Conduct, 24). This is because its audience is adults rather
than children. To take ideas on trust is “childish,” according to Locke (Conduct, 6).
And, while concern for reputation is the appropriate motivation for childhood, there
comes a time when “the true principles of morality and religion” must take its place
(STCE, 61, 200).

23.2 Of the Conduct of the Understanding

Locke opens Of the Conduct of the Understanding with the claim that “No man ever
sets himself about anything but upon some view or other which serves him for a
reason for what he does … The will itself, how absolute and uncontrollable soever
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it may be thought, never fails in its obedience to the dictates of the understanding”
(Conduct, 1). With this broad reference to his philosophical psychology as elaborated
in theEssay, he argues that it is the ideas in people’sminds that govern their behavior.
People act in the world according to what they believe, and so bothmorality and poli-
tics are determined by individual opinions, as ignorant ormisled as theymay be. This
claim is the ground of one of the important implications of Locke’s argument in the
Conduct. Because people act in politics according to their opinions, those authorities
who control opinion and decide the difference between orthodoxy and heterodoxy
(sectarian theologians, the Schoolmen, the Crown, etc.) inherently wield great politi-
cal power. The Conduct is an open attack on all intellectual authorities other than the
individual mind. Locke makes a powerful case that the best way to govern the under-
standing is to rely on individual judgment. His aims are to show that each individual
has the capacity to discover the truth and to guide those who love the truth in their
search for it.

Like the Thoughts, the counsel Locke gives in the Conduct arises directly out of his
understanding of the nature and workings of the mind as analyzed in the Essay.
Indeed, because Locke intended it to be the last chapter of that work, it can be seen as
a practical application of the epistemological and psychological principles developed
there (Axtell 1968, 57). As such, the Conduct demonstrates the radical political and
moral implications of the Essay.

Locke beginswith anattack on the logic of the Schoolmen.He cites Bacon’s preface
to theNew Organon, where Bacon calls for a new set of principles to guide the under-
standing in addition to formal scholastic logic, for logic, as important a guide as itmay
be, “reached not the evil; but became a part of it” (Conduct, 2). Logic is not a sufficient
guide for human understanding because it is possible to make logically valid deduc-
tions that nevertheless lead to false conclusions. And, if individuals believe they are
assenting to correct propositions merely because they can be logically demonstrated,
then logic is misleading and can be morally dangerous.

People will also be misled if they have no knowledge either of how themind works
as it comes to give or refuse assent to propositions or of the limits of the mind’s natu-
ral capabilities. People need to understand how their mind constructs the ideas with
which they interpret the world and how it comes to associate ideas with each other
(the subject of the Essay). With that knowledge, they can know when to be suspi-
cious of logical conclusions and when to accept them. From the foundation laid in
the Essay, then, Locke develops principles that will ensure that the mind functions
properly in determining the truth of the propositions presented to it, insofar as it is
able to do so.

Locke’s first recommendations are deceptively simple: individuals who wish to
ensure that their understandings function well in finding truth should be open-
minded and widely read (Conduct, 3). Today such recommendations sound banal,
yet Locke does not assume that they are obvious; he supports them by careful argu-
ment. They depend upon his understanding of the limits of the human mind. In
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order for one to be absolutely certain that one’s conclusions are true, onemust ensure
that the conclusions are validly deduced from the principles upon which they “bot-
tom” and that those foundational principles are based upon adequate evidence. Here,
however, the nature of the human mind presents a problem. Truly accurate under-
standing demands universal knowledge of all things, all “facts.” However, any one
individual mind’s perspective is always unavoidably partial. Human minds are sep-
arated from the world and from other minds, and they cannot presume adequate
knowledge of things beyond their own perspective. Angels, whose minds are not
limited by such partiality, have the luxury of being both certain and dogmatic. For
mortal humans, however, the partiality inherent in their unavoidably individual
perception of the world demands that they consider their conclusions to be provi-
sional; they must always remain open-minded and willing to reconsider their beliefs.
Further, they must strive to ensure that their views are as broad and informed as
is humanly possible, thereby approaching, although always distantly, the univer-
sal, angelic view. Locke argues that reading widely is the best available way to do
this.

Closely related to Locke’s recommendation that individuals be open-minded and
widely read is his condemnation of prejudice (Conduct, 10, 12). For Locke, prejudice
is the unwillingness of individuals to submit their beliefs and opinions to analysis and
criticism; it is the arrogant refusal to recognize the limited nature of their ownminds.
Individuals who fear to reconsider their beliefs or to allow others to critically examine
them showa lack of confidence in their truth. If your opinions are true and rationally
defensible, why not subject them to critical examination? Here, Locke openly attacks
the sectarian intellectual authorities of his day: divines, Schoolmen, and others who
treat those who disagree with them as heretics and do not allow their cherished prin-
ciples to be questioned. Persecution is the most dangerous consequence of prejudice
and the arrogance that Locke finds beneath it.

Prejudice, however, is easier to condemn than to eradicate. Firstly, it is often rein-
forced, if not demanded, by the authority of the state. It also becomes habitually
ingrained in the mind; the “empire of habit” is powerful (Conduct, 41). Individuals
unused to independently examining their beliefs do not start doing so easily, and ideas
long associated in the mind tend to stay that way, even after criticism has demon-
strated their false foundation. Locke recommends two difficult disciplines as neces-
sary for individuals to rid themselves of prejudice. First, they must be indifferent to
the propositions they examine; they cannot want any one proposition to be true. To
do so is to love that propositionmore than the truth and therefore to no longer care for
the accuracy of one’s judgments – another shot at the sectarians and partisans. This
call for indifference, of course, must be equally applied to one’s own opinions; one
cannot grant them special value and must examine them as impartially as any oth-
ers. Hence Locke’s second discipline: critical self-examination. Lovers of truth must
be willing to indifferently examine all propositions, even those that they happen to
hold.
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But this requires practice, effort, and discipline. The proper conduct of the under-
standing presupposes the sort of virtue described in the Thoughts: the ability to put
aside self and passion in the indifferent examination of one’s own beliefs. Individu-
als who want to conduct their understandings properly must first be habituated into
acting against their passions and the desire of the moment before they begin the pro-
cess of learning to use their understandings well. Then, theymust be habituated into
Locke’s recommended practices of indifference and self-examination; these must be
learned as mental skills, which can be very difficult. Individuals who have long asso-
ciated ideas in their mind without examining them are not accustomed to critiquing
their own prejudices. They suffer from a disease of the mind and have a long intel-
lectual convalescence ahead of them before they will be able to assess the truth of
propositions confidently (Conduct, 12, see also 33, 35, 41).

This sort of habituation to intellectual discipline is the second of Locke’s major,
general recommendations in the Conduct, after impartiality. Both aim to ensure inde-
pendence of mind in the dual sense of freedom from external authorities and intel-
lectual self-mastery. Here, Locke makes an analogy between the mind and the body.
Like the body, the mind is unprepared to do difficult tasks without long, sustained,
and practiced exertion. Themind is like any consciously controlled part of the body: it
must be trained. Attempting difficult problems before one is adequately preparedmay
“break” the understanding and cause one to develop a fear of using it for anything
difficult in the future, much as athletes might hurt themselves by trying physically
challenging feats for which they are insufficiently prepared.

The first step to properly conduct the understanding is to practice doing so, begin-
ning with simple problems and moving sequentially to more difficult ones. Intellec-
tual achievement, then, is not the result of virtuoso ability or the memorization and
application of rules; rather, it is the result of a mind that has been well prepared and
exercised in the appraisal of arguments. For this reason, Locke dismisses the claim
that intellectual errors are best explained by individual differences in intellectual abil-
ity. Instead, differences in individual ability are mainly caused by differences in edu-
cation – in mental exercise. Other common errors are caused by certain “natural
defects” in the operation of the human mind that Locke believes can be corrected
(Conduct, 2). It is then no surprise that Locke believes education to be a continual
endeavor, extending long into adulthood: one must use one’s mind or lose it.

Commonhuman errors demonstrate the importance of this sort of practice in rea-
sonableness. Lockediscusses the experienceof correcting individuals’ reasoning, only
to hear themmake similar arguments a fewmoments later. The reason for this illogi-
cal behavior is the “empire of habit”; individuals have been habituated into false rea-
soning, and they can only be released from it after difficult effort (Conduct, 6, see also
41). For Locke, the consequences of a widespread lack of intellectual practice explain
much of the ignorant and irrational beliefs observed in the world and the behaviors
that arise from them. This is Locke’s response to thosewho point to general ignorance
and irrationality as an argument against his claim that individual understanding is
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the best method to find truth. People are not incapable of thinking well on their own;
they are only unpracticed in reasoning.

Locke recommends the study of mathematics as an antidote to this problem, not
because mathematics per se is important but because it trains the mind in following
long chains of reasons and in thinking abstractly. This sort of practice is universally
necessary (though to varying degrees, depending on one’s station in life), because
justice, duty, and other moral ideas are abstract concepts whose evaluation depends
upon suchpainstakingly developed abilities. Similarly, the purpose of the SundaySab-
bath is to allow all individuals the chance to exercise their minds in the study of reli-
gion and theology, those topicswhich are of the highest absolute importance andwill
train them not only in morality but in the vitally important skill of evaluating moral
claims.

These, then, are the solutions to “the common and most general miscarriages” of
the understanding: open-mindedness, broad reading, indifference, self-examination,
and intellectual exercise, especially the practice of mathematical reasoning (Conduct,
12). If diligently followed, they will give the mind “freedom,” enabling it to perform
well nomatter the subject. Educators should habituate their students into such intel-
lectual practices; they should not follow the sectarians’ methods and “principle” stu-
dents by having them memorize rules and precepts determined by authorities. Such
methods close the mind by “instilling a reverence and veneration for certain dog-
mas” (Conduct, 12), forcibly habituating themind intomaking the same unexamined
associations of ideas over and over again. Instead, Locke’s education will train the
mind in the ability to perceive new connections and apply itself to new topics. Locke’s
method is both more likely to lead the mind to truth and more practical (because
one cannot know in advance what one might need one’s mind to do). It is also strik-
ingly similar to modern educators’ emphasis on teaching students critical thinking
skills.

In the remainder of the Conduct, Locke (who was a physician) deals with what can
be termed “diseases of themind.” The “diseases” that Locke discusses include the ten-
dency to observe facts without drawing conclusions from them, or to draw general
conclusions from too fewobservations; the tendency to search for asmanyarguments
as possible to justify a conclusion one has alreadymade or to simply have the appear-
ance of being learned; the tendency to make hasty conclusions; the tendency to be
partial toward explanations that arise from a well-loved or well-known subject; to be
most convinced by the first argument one hears, or by themost recent; to assume that
the truth of a proposition can be accurately determined by who held it, its historical
situation (ancient ormodern), its relationship to common opinion, or whether or not
it happens to be in a book. His analysis has the effect of pointing out, oftenwittily, the
errors upon which many base their beliefs.

Locke’s aim is to train the mind to believe (i.e. to assent to the truth of a proposi-
tion) only so far as the evidencewarrants. To conduct oneself according to suchwell-
founded beliefs is to be a reasonable man. The alternative is “implicit faith” which
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leads people to hold fast to their beliefs whether true or false, and hence to act unrea-
sonably as well. Locke is a strident critic of this alternative:

… all the world are born to orthodoxy: they imbibe at first the allowed opinions of their
country and party, and so, never questioning their truth, not one of a hundred ever
examines. They are applauded for presuming they are in the right. He that considers is
a foe to orthodoxy, because possibly he may deviate from some of the received doctrines
there. And thus men, without any industry or acquisition of their own, inherit local
truths (for it is not the same everywhere) and are inured to assent without evidence…
Thus we are taught to clothe our minds as we do our bodies after the fashion in vogue,
and it is accounted fantasticalness, or something worse, not to do so… And those that
break from it are in danger of heresy; for, taking the whole world, how much of it doth
truth and orthodoxy possess together? Though it is by the last alone (which has the good
luck to be everywhere) that error andheresy are judgedof … I never sawany reasonwhy
truth might not be trusted to its own evidence. (Conduct, 34)

The Conduct is a radical argument for the individual mind’s ability to perceive the
truth and a stirring call for individuals who are willing to take up the difficult task of
putting aside the random opinions dealt them by tradition, sect, party, and fashion to
embark on a quest for the truth. It is a proclamation of the power of individual judg-
ment, and as such it is not only a direct application of the conclusions of the Essay, it
is also deeply congruent with Locke’s political teachings in the Two Treatises on Gov-
ernment and the Letter Concerning Toleration. In the First Treatise, Locke demonstrates
the critical power of individual reason in interpreting Scripture. The Second Treatise
defends a liberal politics, and particularly a right of revolution, that depends, at bot-
tom, on the ability of the people to judge. And the Letter argues for the respect that
should be accorded individual religious judgment. However, the Conduct still leaves
us with many of the same tensions as did the Thoughts. We can, for example, wonder
if the fiercely independent truth seeker of the Conduct could ever really develop out
of the deeply reverential and obedient child of the Thoughts, or if liberated individual
judgment will not inherently tend to undermine the moral strictures and discipline
that Locke sees as its foundation. These tensions, among others, are the subject of our
final section.

23.3 Interpretive Issues

Consider first the apparent tension between the Thoughts’ aim of an education to
virtue and Locke’s thoroughly hedonistic psychology. Locke argues in the Essay that
all people are motivated by the desire to be happy and that happiness is ultimately
pleasure. Yet a primary aimof a Lockean education is virtue understood as the capac-
ity to resist the temptations of pleasure and the aversions of pain. How can Locke
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speak of virtue at all, given his hedonistic account of motivation? Locke’s philosophi-
cal psychology is developed in Chapter 21 of Book Two of theEssay, titled “Of Power.”
Here Locke explains both freedom and virtue in a manner that reconciles his recom-
mendations in the Thoughts and the Conductwith his analysis in the Essay.

“Of Power” opens with Locke’s critique of the notion of free will, which he takes to
be a nonsensical construction: humans cannot choose not towill, and therefore their
will cannot accurately be described as free. He goes on to argue that human actions
aremost strongly affected by desire, specifically the desire to enjoy pleasure and avoid
pain. Avoidance of pain (Locke calls it “uneasiness”) is people’s primary motivation,
explaining the vast majority of human actions. (We eat, for example, to avoid the
unease of hunger, sleep to avoid the unease of fatigue, etc.) Yet, although Locke here
appears to deny free will in favor of a Hobbesian mechanistic hedonism, he does not
deny that people can choose which desires to follow. People are not powerless in the
face of their desires.While their wills are not free in the sense of possessing the ability
not towill, individuals are free (Locke’s technical description is thathumanshave “lib-
erty”) to hold their wills in abeyance while they judge which of the options available
to themultimatelywill give them themost happiness or help themavoid themostmis-
ery. Hence, Locke’s psychological hedonism is consistent with the possibility of virtue
and responsibility because he does not believe human action is fully determined by
pleasure and pain in a mechanistic fashion. Because people can choose which plea-
sures to follow and which pains to avoid on the basis of a reasonable judgment, some
decisions can be called right and others wrong, some virtuous and others despicable.

As it stands in the first edition of theEssay, published in1690, “Of Power” lacks the
above claims about the ability to suspend thewill in order to judge. These claimswere
inserted into the chapter in the secondedition,whichwaspublished in1694, oneyear
after the publication of the Thoughts. These dates suggest that Locke’s consideration
of education may have led him to revise “Of Power” to make room for the virtue and
judgment which his education sought to inculcate (Schouls 1992, 183).

This central role for individual judgment in Locke’s psychology explains his con-
sistent emphasis on cultivating the ability to judge, for in that moment when the will
is held in abeyance, it is people’s ability to judge wisely that will determine whether
or not they make good decisions, in both the moral and in the self-interested sense.
An individual who is ignorant or hasty will choose poorly; an individual who is well
informed and careful will choose well. Locke’s education for virtue as described in
the Thoughts, then, is consistent with his hedonistic psychology in the sense that it is
designed to train children in the discipline required to resist their passions and exer-
cise judgment. Indeed, “Of Power” even gestures towards the importance of educa-
tion formoral decisions; Locke describes, for instance, how individuals’ pleasures can
be altered by custom and habituation, allowing education to encourage higher, more
refined, more choiceworthy pleasures.

This same chapter in the Essay is also a good place to begin considering another
paradox raised by our discussion of the Thoughts and the Conduct: the apparent
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contradiction in Locke’s insistence that individuals must be disciplined and habitu-
ated into liberty.Aswehave seen, Locke argues in theEssay that human liberty is con-
tained in the ability to hold desire in abeyance while judging which course of action
is the best to follow. “This is so far from being a restraint or diminution of Freedom,
that it is the very improvement and benefit of it: ‘tis not an Abridgment, ‘tis the end
and use of our Liberty” (2.11.48). Liberty requires the discipline of virtue. As is the
case elsewhere in Locke’s work, liberty is distinguished from license (TT, 2: 6, 22, 63).
For Locke, liberty is never the ability to do whatever one wants without the tiresome
necessity of discipline, because an individual who so scorns the essential moment of
judgment will have his actions determined not by his choice, but by whichever desire
is the strongest at the moment. He will then be determined, not free. In order to be
truly free, one must be able to decide what it is that one wants, and deciding that
requires the discipline to wait, consider, and evaluate – the very abilities that Locke
argues are essential in the Conduct, and that the education to virtue in the Thoughts
will inculcate.

In the Thoughts, we learn that this discipline is to be acquired as a habit by chil-
dren who are made to acquiesce early and completely to the ultimate authority of
their parents. This education seems to conflict with the fiercely independent, irrev-
erent individual described in the Conduct, who refuses to believe something is true
simply because someone in a position of authority – including his or her parents –
happened to say so. Yet, it would be a mistake to say that the Conduct advocates the
unrestrained freedom of the human mind. As we argued above, there are many ten-
dencies of the mind that lead individuals directly into error, and if individuals are
going to govern their understandings according to Locke’s recommendations, they
must be able to exercise control over those dangerous tendencies – those aspects of
themind thatmake it susceptible to the diseases Locke outlines. For example, theCon-
duct concludes with a discussion of the difficulty of controlling our own thoughts, a
discussion that clearly equates self-mastery with “liberty of mind” (Conduct, 49). To
be preoccupied with something trivial, for example, is to be less mentally free than to
be able to direct our own thoughts. As a whole, the Conduct can be characterized as
Locke’s recommendations for the self-conscious control of the individual mind, and
as such those recommendations presuppose amind that has been habituated into the
sorts of virtues and disciplines Locke argues for in the Thoughts. In other words, disci-
pline and freedom are not treated as contradictory in Locke’s framework, for freedom
is primarily a discipline and, as such, can be attained through the development of
certain habits (Schouls 1992, 173).

The power of customary practices, in the sense of personal habits, can be rec-
onciled in this way with independence. But the power of customary practices in a
different sense, those practices based on common opinions and enforced by esteem
or reputation, also threatens individual independence. Locke could not be clearer
in stressing how very powerful social customs are, and this for two reasons. First,
as we have seen in the discussion of the Thoughts, the desire for esteem and fear of
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disgrace are powerful psychological mechanisms. Locke claims in the Essay that the
“Law of Fashion” is, in fact, the strongest psychological motivator, stronger than
the divine law or the natural law (2.28.12). And second, Locke understands that
social customs and customary opinions support the structures of power in every
society. The powerful, and particularly the priests, have an interest in maintaining
traditional practices no matter how unnatural or irrational and in maintaining
obedience to their authority in establishing orthodox opinion. Locke never tires of
pointing out the persistence of irrational practices supported by the powerful (see,
for example, 1.3.9–12; TT, 1, 57–9; RC, 147–50, 154–9).

Yet, at the same time, Locke’s clear educational aim is to free people from custom
and esteem in their thinking. Custommay be powerful, but it has no authority. “[A]n
argument from what has been to what should of right be has no great force” (TT,
2:103). And those same parents whose approval shouldmean everything to uswhen
we are young become part of the problem – Locke criticizes those who put “implicit
faith” in “parents, neighbors, ministers” instead of thinking critically for themselves
(Conduct, 3). This is nothing but “childish, shameful, senseless credulity” (Conduct,
12).

There is nothing in Locke’s position here that raises stark theoretical contradic-
tions. One can recognize the enormous influence of social customs without acknowl-
edging their legitimacy. The desire for social acceptance and esteem can be seen as
the powerful psychological force that it is, without arguing that we ought to conform
in our thinking to whatever happens to be the prevailing opinion. And a person can
develop habits of critical thinking and question the orthodoxies of his day without
rudeness or incivility, sustaining good breeding and a concern for the opinion of oth-
ers in that sense while remaining independent minded.

Nonetheless, there are revealing tensions in Locke’s position that are inherent in
any project for education for a liberal society. Unlike traditional authoritarian soci-
etieswhere childhood habits of obedience are often expected to persist into adulthood
for many people, liberal societies require an independence of adults that is not possi-
ble for children. Childhood itself is a problem for liberal educational theory.We are all
born dependent and pre-rational and must be subjected to some kind of authority –
Lockemakes clear that it should be absolute authority established as early as possible.
Even in the purely intellectual sphere, authority comes before independence: “Learn-
ers must at first be believers” (Conduct, 28). The great question is how to devise an
education that establishes good habits in obedient children, cultivates true intellec-
tual and personal independence in adults, and facilitates the transition between the
two.

Locke does not pose the problem in thisway. Instead, he argues that childhood obe-
dience is the precondition for adult independence, because, as we have seen, indepen-
dence is obedience to reason: “He that is not used to submit his will to the reason
of others when he is young, will scarce hearken or submit to his own reason when
he is of an age to make use of it” (Thoughts, 36). Locke recommends habituation to
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reasonableness. And he tries to replace the customary opinions that reward unques-
tioning obedience with new opinions that reward those qualities, like curiosity, that
support independent inquiry.

Locke’s position is not without its difficulties. We are entitled to ask whether his
recommendations don’t depend overmuch on the reasonableness of parents. We
might wonder as well whether it isn’t psychologically implausible, though logically
possible, for a person raised with a heightened concern for social acceptance to be
willing to risk regularly the ostracism involved in challenging prevailing orthodox-
ies. And lastly, we must recognize that the Lockean educational culture that praises
independent individual judgment and critical thinking itself can become a new
orthodoxy.

Finally, an apparent tension arises within Locke’s thought on account of the very
importance of education itself. The striking thing is that it takes so much effort to
become a reasonable person, both on the part of parents, who must carefully super-
vise their children’s education, and on the part of adult individuals. Elsewhere in
Locke’s writing, human rationality is taken as given. It is the natural faculty which
defines man’s distinctive place in the Creation. All human beings are subject to God’s
law,which Locke calls both the lawof nature and the lawof reason. To violate the law
of reason is to “quit thePrinciples of HumanNature” (TT, 2: 10).Andbecause all peo-
ple are “furnished with like Faculties” (TT, 2: 6), we are equal and independent. The
assumption of universal human rationality is the grounds for Locke’s liberal political
project.

Reading Locke’s political writings without also taking account of the educational
writings can leave the impression that Locke is optimistic about the possibilities for
a political order grounded in individual judgment (consent), operating according
to rational principles, and guaranteeing individual freedom. The educational writ-
ings produce a more sober view. To be sure, all people are rational in the sense that
we are capable of understanding God’s law and acting accordingly. On account of
our God-given rational faculty, it makes sense to consider humans, unlike other ani-
mals, as morally responsible beings (3.11.16). According to Locke, cultivating that
rational faculty is itself one of our moral duties. Moreover, Locke asserts repeat-
edly that everyone, no matter how poor or how difficult their situation, can real-
ize their rational potential sufficiently to know their duty (see, for example, Con-
duct, 8; 1.1.5; 4.12.11). But to be guided in our conduct by reasonable judgments
is another thing entirely and a condition very difficult to attain. Locke believed that
it required a revolutionized approach to education and continual effort throughout
life. Most people most of the time will hold to their settled opinions, allow them-
selves to be governed by the judgments of others, and be biased in their own case.
It is this last human propensity that is instrumental in bringing about the need
for government in the first place (TT, 2: 13). In Locke’s view, a politics purged of
bias, partisanship, and orthodoxies enshrined to uphold the powerful is not to be
expected.
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23.4 Conclusion

Careful consideration of Locke’s educational writings – Some Thoughts Concerning
Education and Of the Conduct of the Understanding – confirms Locke’s status as a lead-
ing early-modern educational theorist, one whose vision challenged contemporary
orthodoxies. That vision still resonates deeply today. Locke’s writings provide a theo-
retical foundation for some of the educational aims that have become central for con-
temporary progressive education: “age-appropriate, child-centered education,” “crit-
ical thinking skills,” and “independent, life-long learners” among them.

That said, it would be a mistake to simply assimilate Locke’s views to those of con-
temporary progressive educators. Locke’s education is as notable for what it lacks as
for what it prefigures; strikingly, there is nomention in either the Thoughts or the Con-
duct of cultivating creative thinking, encouraging artistic creation, or stimulating the
imagination. Indeed, Locke’s comments about the imagination are generally nega-
tive; he sees it primarily as a dangerous force, something that can lead people into
misleading and debilitating superstitions (3.10.30; TT, 1: 57–9; STCE, 138; Mehta
1992, 119ff.).

His strikingly critical attitude can be explained partially by chronology: Locke’s
works came well before Romantic celebrations of the imagination and criticisms of
the Enlightenment. FromaRomantic perspective, restrained Lockean reasonableness
seems stifling – monastic masochism dressed up as free thinking. Nonetheless, while
Lockean individual judgment is indeed different from the Romantic’s individual self-
expression, it would be an overstatement to allege that Locke intended his education
to stifle creative, imaginative thinking, especially when it was directed toward the dis-
covery of truth.

Rather, Locke’s unyielding emphasis on reason must be understood in the argu-
mentative context of his day. Locke argues for the virtues of reasonableness in
response to a body of thinking that was deeply suspicious of all human attempts to
understand the world directly, without the mediation of scripture. For Luther and
Calvin, it is a simple inference from the fallen individual’s abject, irremovable sinful-
ness to the conclusion that unaided human reason is utterly unreliable as a guide for
judgment (Skinner 1978, 3–19). Locke opposes his conception of reasonableness to
a particular Protestant critique of it, not to Romantic creativity, and his call to rea-
sonableness should be understood in that context. Reasonableness is the antidote to
fanaticism, zealotry, and superstition. Moreover, to rely on reason as the test of truth
is entirely consonant with religious duty. God created our senses and our reason; He
does not ask us to deny the evidence that He presents to us through these faculties.

Locke’s educationalwritings illuminate the centrality of Locke’s call to reasonable-
ness for his thought as awhole. Reasonableness is crucial to all of hismajor concerns:
politics, religion, morality, judgment, liberty, and virtue. For Locke, all these concepts
are related, as each orbits around reasonableness. The reasonable individual created
by the education described in the Thoughts and the Conduct will have the discipline
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to be free, to judge well, and to be virtuous. Education of this sort is not easy, but its
rewards are great. A Lockean education aims to produce people who will have the
capacities necessary to recognize and to prevent oppression at the hands of authori-
ties – intellectual, political or religious – and thereby to improve the possibilities for a
humane and tolerant politics.
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Locke’s Philosophy of Religion

MARCY P. LASCANO

24.1 Introduction

This essay examines John Locke’s philosophy of religion. Here, the focus is on those
truths related to religious matters that can be known through reason, which Locke
terms a sort of “natural revelation, whereby the eternal Father… communicates to
mankind that portion of Truth, which he has laid within the realm of their natu-
ral Faculties (Essay, 4.19.4). I will focus on Locke’s discussions in the Essay Concern-
ing Human Understanding along with some of his related writings, correspondence,
and notes. Although I take the Essay as authoritative, since it is what Locke chose to
publish regarding thesematters, it is helpful to supplement this material with Locke’s
reflections written around the same time and to consult his answers to inquiries that
arose after the publication of the Essay. I believe that these materials further expand
and clarify the positions that Locke puts forth in the Essay.

Locke thought that we could come to know certain facts about the world through
sensation, reflection, and reason. Some of these facts concern the existence and
nature of the Creator, our place in the world, and our duty to God. Locke provides
a cosmological argument for the existence of God. He also produces several proofs
concerning God’s uniqueness and His goodness and justice. Given certain facts about
God’s existence and nature, we can come to know some things about the structure
and nature of God’s creation and how God’s justice is exemplified with respect to His
creation. According to Locke, when we understand that God is perfect, we can better
see our duty to Him and know that He has provided us with sufficient means for our
well-being.

A Companion to Locke, First Edition. Edited by Matthew Stuart.
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One of Locke’s most influential discussions in philosophy of religion concerns the
relationship between faith and reason. In opposition to some of his contemporaries,
Locke held that reason has a significant role to play in the acceptance and under-
standing of all our religious beliefs. Nowhere is his commitment to the importance of
reasoned faith more clear than in his discussion of revelation and miracles. Here we
see that Locke denies that miracles and revelation are to be taken as matters of blind
faith. Instead, he claims that reasonmust be used to determine whether a messenger
is sent from God and whether the contents of the message are befitting a perfect God.

In this chapter, I first discuss Locke’s views on arguments for God’s existence. I will
discuss his criticisms of Descartes’ ontological argument, and explain Locke’s own
cosmological argument. I will then turn to the related issue of God’s uniqueness and
examine Locke’s proofs for the unity of God. Next, I will consider Locke’s views on
the ladder of being and man’s place in the world. Locke’s view that human beings
are quite limited with respect to their faculties and knowledge brings up a problem
concerning God’s goodness and justice, which is discussed in the following section.
Finally, I examine Locke’s accounts of the relation between faith and reason, and rev-
elation and miracles. In this section, Locke’s epistemology will come to the forefront
and we will see that his epistemic modesty extends even to matters of faith.

24.2 Arguments for the Existence and Unity of God

Locke criticisms of Descartes’ ontological argument can be found in “Deus: Des
Cartes’s Proof of a God from the Idea of Necessary Existence Examined,” an unpub-
lished manuscript dated after the publication of the Essay (1696). Locke provides
his own version of the cosmological argument in the Essay (4.10). I will outline his
criticisms of Descartes, then examine Locke’s proof and provide the criticisms of it.
One important criticism of Locke’s argument is that he fails to secure the uniqueness
or unity of God. In his correspondence with van Limborch, Locke provides various
proofs for the unity of God, and I will examine these.

In the Essay, Locke argued that there are no innate ideas. In “Deus,” he argues
that Descartes’ ontological argument, which begins with our innate idea of God as
the being with all the perfections, is an unsuccessful argument. Locke provides three
main criticisms of the argument. First, it is not true that everyone possesses an idea of
a perfect God. That is, there is no innate idea of God. Second, even if one does possess
the idea of God as a perfect being, this is no guarantee that such a being exists in
reality. Finally, the idea of necessary existence only begs the question.

According to Locke, Descartes’ argument does not provide an adequate response to
thematerialist atheist. Locke thinks that noonedoubts that therehas been something
in existence for all eternity. Rather, themaindispute between the atheist and the theist
is regarding the nature of the eternal first cause. Locke maintains that the atheist
thinks the eternal cause of the universe and its order is “senseless matter,” while the
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theistmaintains that it is “an immaterial eternal knowing spirit.” Lockemakes similar
claims in Essay 4.10. He believes that Descartes’ argument for God’s existence fails
because his claim that the first being must have necessary existence is a claim that
both the theist and the atheist maintain for their own conflicting theses. He writes:

The question between them then is, which of these really is that eternal Being that has
always been. Now I say, whoever will use the idea of necessary existence to prove a God,
i.e. an immaterial eternal knowing spirit, will have nomore to say for it from the idea of
necessary existence, thananAtheist has forhis eternal, all-doing, senselessmatter… for
whatsoever is eternal must needs have necessary existence included in it. Andwho now
has the odds in proving by adding in his mind the idea of necessary existence to his idea
of the first being? The truth is in this way, that which should be proved, viz. existence, is
supposed, and so the question is only begged on both sides. (“Deus,” 314–15)

Here, Locke claims that includingnecessary existence in our complex idea of Goddoes
not give the theist an advantage over thematerialist atheist. For the atheist can claim
that his complex idea of eternal matter includes the idea of necessary existence as
well.

Locke then goes on to argue that we cannot infer real existence from our ideas of
things. He writes:

But any idea, simple or complex, barely by being in our minds, is no evidence of the
real existence of anything out of our minds, answering that idea. Real existence can be
proved only by real existence; and therefore, the real existence of God can only be proved
by the real existence of other things. (“Deus,” 315)

Locke argues that we cannot prove the real existence of anything through the fact
that we have an idea of it. We can only prove that something actually exists by show-
ing that it stands in some causal relation to other actually existing things. It is only by
examining the things that exist and their properties that we can come to know any-
thing about their causes. Locke thinks that we can know that things external to us
exist through our senses, but that knowledge gained through the senses is only prob-
abilistic. Thus, any design argument that proceeds from our knowledge of the exter-
nal world to an intelligent Creator will be merely probabilistic in its conclusions. In
order to prove God’s existence,we need to beginwith premises that are intuitively and
certainly known. According to Locke, one can know of one’s own existence through
“an internal infallible perception.” Knowledge of God’s existence begins with certain
knowledge of oneself as a knowing perceptive being and concludes that the cause of
our existence must also be knowing and perceptive. Locke provides his cosmological
argument in the Essay at 4.10.2–6. In outline, the argument is as follows.

Locke beginswith the intuitively certain claim that everymanknows thathe exists.
From this, Locke concludes that some real being exists. He next claims that everyman
knows that he began to exist at some time and that everything that has a beginning
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must have a cause of its existence. Locke claims that if there were no first cause of
existence, then there would be nothing in existence now. Thus, somethingmust have
been in existence from eternity.Whatever the eternal first cause is, it must be the case
that it is the cause of all other existents and their properties. Since we know that we
have perception and knowledge, we can conclude that the eternal first cause must be
a most powerful, perceptive, and knowing being.

Locke’s argument has been widely criticized, both by Locke’s contemporaries and
by historians of philosophy. (For some of these criticisms, see Leibniz 1996, 435–6
and Bennett 2005, 162. For further contemporary criticisms of Locke’s proof see
Ayers 1991, 182 and Wolterstorf 1994, 189.) Locke has been accused of making
severalmistakes in his argument. Themost serious of these are two logical errors: (1)
the fallacious move from claiming that something has been in existence for all eter-
nity to claiming that some one thing has been in existence for all eternity, and (2) the
fallacious move from claiming that there is one thing that has existed for all eternity
to claiming there is one thing that is the cause of everything that has existed for all
eternity.

Locke’s seemingly fallacious moves might be partly mitigated by understanding
that he is concerned not with an individual being, but with a kind of being. That is,
Locke is trying to show that the cause of all individualsmust be a certain type of thing
– one that is “cogitative” rather than “incogitative.” Recall that Locke’s concern is to
argue against an atheistic materialist. He thinks that what is at stake is not whether
there has always been something in existence, but rather what sort of thing – incog-
itative matter or cogitative being – has been in existence for all eternity. Locke thinks
that if cogitative being has a beginning, then it must have a cause. However, in order
to avoid the infinite regress of causes, we must finally resort to something that has
no cause. This leads us to the conclusion that there has been some cogitative being in
existence eternally. One problem is that Locke never explains why there cannot be an
infinite chain of cogitative beings that has existed from eternity. Another is that even
if Locke is merely arguing for the type of eternal being, we are still left with the prob-
lem that more than one individual of this type might constitute the “first” cause. In
this case, Locke would fail to secure the existence of the Judeo-Christian God. Locke’s
defense of the unity of God in theEssay beginswith the claim that no finite individual
being is powerful enough to be the first cause. He writes:

Since therefore whatsoever is the first eternal Being must necessarily be cogitative; And
whatsoever is first of all Things, must necessarily contain in it, and actually have, at
least, all the Perfections that can ever after exist; nor can it ever give to another any
perfection it hathnot, either actually in it self, or at least in a higher degree; it necessarily
follows, that the first eternal Being cannot be Matter. (4.10.10)

He then argues that there cannot be an “infinite number of eternal finite cogitative
beings, independent one of another, of limited force, and distinct thoughts” because
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they could not produce the “order, harmony, and beauty, which is to be found in
Nature” (4.10.10).

In 1697, Philippus van Limborchwrote to Locke requesting arguments that prove
the uniqueness of God. Limborch’s request was made on behalf of Johannes Hudde.
Hudde was a Cartesian, but Locke was not told of Hudde’s views until after he had
sent Limborch his arguments. Locke’s arguments for God’s unity are based upon
God’s perfections. Locke begins by defining God as “an infinite eternal incorporeal
being perfectly perfect,” and argues that “a perfectly perfect being cannot want any
of those attributes, perfections, or degrees of perfectionwhich it is better to have than
to be without for then he would want soe much of being perfectly perfect” (Corr.,
2395, English Draft Appendix II). Locke provides three arguments for the unity of
God, each based on one of God’s perfections or attributes: omnipotence, omniscience,
and omnipresence. I begin with Locke’s argument for omnipotence.

Locke tells us “tohave power is a greater perfection than tohavenone; to havemore
power is a greater perfection than to have lesse and to have all power (which is to be
omnipotent) is a greater perfection, than not to have power” (Corr., 2395, English
Draft Appendix II).

Locke continues:

But two omnipotents are inconsistent. Because it must be supposed that it is necessary
for one to will what the other wills; and then he – of the two whose will is necessarily
– determined by the will of the other, is not free: and soe wants that perfection; it being
better to be free than under the determination of an others will. If they are not both
under the necessity of willing always the same thing, then one may will the doeing of
that, which the other may will should not be done, and then the will of the one must
prevail over the other, and then he of the two, whose power is not able to second his will,
is not omnipotent. For he cannot doe soemuch as the other, and then one of them is not
omnipotent and soe there are not nor can be two omnipotents and consequently not two
gods. (Corr., 2395, English Draft Appendix II)

Locke’s argument can be rendered as the following reductio ad absurdum.

(1) Suppose there are two omnipotent gods.
(2) If so, then either each god always wills as the other wills, or each god does not

always will as the other wills.
(3) If each god always wills as the other wills, then the god whose will is deter-

mined by the other god is not free to will as he chooses.
(4) The god who is not free to will as he chooses lacks the power of freedom, and

so is not omnipotent.
(5) If each god does not alwayswill as the other wills, then one godmight dowhat

the other god does not will.
(6) If one god cannot do something that he wills (because he cannot prevent the

other god from doing what he does not will), then he is not omnipotent.
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(7) Therefore, whether each god always wills as the other god wills or if each god
does not always will as the other wills, one god is not omnipotent.

(8) Therefore, it is impossible that there be two omnipotent gods.
(9) God is necessarily omnipotent (as per the definition of “God”).

(10) Therefore, there cannot be two gods.

Locke’s second argument is based on God’s omniscience. He argues that if there were
two or more distinct beings with distinct wills, then one would have the imperfec-
tion of not being able to conceal her thoughts from the other. However, if one of the
beings can conceal her thoughts, then the other cannot be omniscient since she can-
not know what the first thinks or know as much as the first.

Finally, Locke provides a number of arguments related to omnipresence. He argues
that it is better – a greater perfection – to be everywhere than to be shut out of some
places. For if one is “shut out” of certain places then one cannot operate in those
places or know what goes on there (Corr., 2395, English Draft in Appendix II). Thus,
if one is not omnipresent, one is not omnipotent or omniscient. Locke’s argument is
based on his contention that God is both immaterial and extended. In order for God to
have the perfections of omnipotence and omniscience, He must be able to act every-
where and to know everything. But since Locke believes that power and knowledge
are powers that must inhere in something real in order to be exemplified, he holds
that God must be substantially located at every place. Locke then goes on to provide
an argument for the impossibility of two omnipresent gods based on what looks like
the Identity of Indiscernibles (for any individuals x and y, for any property P, if x has
P if and only if y has P, then x = y). Locke writes:

If to avoid the foresaid arguments it be said that these two (or two hundred thousand)
gods (for by the same reason there can be two there maybe two millions for there can
be noe reason to limit their number) have all perfectly exactly the same power, the same
knowledge, the same will, and exist equally in the same individual place, this is only
to multiply sounds, but in reality to reduce the supposed plurality only to one. For to
suppose two intelligent beings, that perpetually know will and act the same thing, and
have not a separate existence, is in words to suppose a plurality, but in reality to make
but one. For to be inseparably united in understanding, will, action, and place is to be as
much united as any intelligent being can be united to its self, and to suppose that where
there is such an union there can be two beings is to suppose a divisionwithout a division
and a thing divided from itself. (Corr., 2395, English Draft in Appendix II)

Here, Locke’s argument is that there cannot be twobeings of the exact samekindwith
all the same properties in the same place, since there would be no distinction upon
which to identify them as separate beings. After showing that a being of the same
kind with the same properties cannot be colocated with God, Locke returns to the
argument aboutGod’s omnipresence. If God is omnipresent, then there cannot be any
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other being of the same kind located anywhere that God exists since two beings of the
same kind would exclude each other. Thus, Locke shows that not only is it impossible
for there to be two godswith all of the same properties and powers, but also that there
cannot be two gods of the same kind that share only some properties.

Upon receiving Locke’s arguments, Limborch, along with Le Clerc, studied the
arguments and wrote to Locke asking that he make some amendments in order not
to offend Hudde’s Cartesian views concerning God’s omnipresence. Locke agreed to
leave out the argument based on God’s omnipresence since, as hewas told, the Carte-
sians held that God is where He acts – that is, He is everywhere only in that He can act
everywhere; He is virtually present at every place, but is not literally in space. How-
ever, as was said earlier, Locke, like Newton, held that God was substantially present
everywhere (onemight compare Locke’s discussion of God at Essay 2.13 to Newton’s
discussion inQueries 28 and31 of the 1718 edition of theOpticks and the debate that
followed in the Leibniz–Clark correspondence about the meaning of Newton’s term
“sensorium.”) If God were not everywhere, then He would not be able to act every-
where and know everything. In his reply to Limborch, Locke writes, “If the Carte-
sians are to be understood concerning Spirit, that it is Thought [Cogitatio] and not a
thinking substance, they certainly assert God in words [and] annul Him in deed. For
Thought is an action that does not exist of itself but is an action of some substance”
(Corr., 2413).

24.3 The Ladder of Being: Man’s Place in theWorld

Given Locke’s general epistemic modesty, his views concerning the plentitude of
species of creatures contained in the world might seem surprising. Locke argues that
not only are there no “gaps” in nature, but that there is a continual gradual progres-
sion from the least perfect of beings all thewayup to the infinitely perfect being. Locke
writes:

Observing, I say, such gradual and gentle descents downwards in those parts of the Cre-
ation, that are beneath Man, the rule of Analogy may make it probable, that it is so
also in Things above us, and our Observation; and that there are several ranks of intel-
ligent Beings, excelling us in several degrees of Perfection, ascending upwards towards
the infinite Perfection of the Creator, by gentle steps and differences, that are every one
at no great distance from the next to it… Thus finding in all parts of the Creation, that
fall under humane Observation, that there is a gradual connexion of one with another,
without any great or discernible gaps between, in all that great variety of Things we see
in theWorld, which are so closely linked together, that, in the several ranks of Beings, it
is not easy to discover the bounds betwixt them, we have reason to be perswaded, that
by such gentle steps Things ascend upwards in degrees of Perfection. (4.16.12)

Locke posits that there is a plenitude of creatures in the world of varying perfections
from the lowest to the highest. These creatures are all part of God’s Creation, andGod
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has given them various faculties of sense and intellect. We discover this truth about
the world by analogy. That is, we observe that below us there is a gradual descent
in the perfections of creatures that continues until we reach the type of animal (or
perhaps plant or mineral) with the fewest possible perfections. By way of analogy,
we can then infer that there is probably a gradual upward assent in the perfection
of beings that continues upward until we reach themost perfectly perfect being. This
upwardassentwill presumably takeusout of the realmof material, or sensible, beings
and into the realm of purely intellectual beings. Locke writes:

Only this, I think, Imay confidently say… that the intellectual and sensibleWorld, are in
this perfectly alike; That that part, which we see of either of them, holds no proportion
with what we see not; And whatsoever we can reach with our Eyes, or our thoughts of
either of them, is but a point, almost nothing, in comparison of the rest. (4.3.23)

Do we at least have experience of all the species of material beings? It seems that
Locke’s answer is thatwe do not. The view is that even the sensibleworld holds beings
that are either too minute or too distant (in other parts of the universe) for us to
observe. Moreover, Locke is committed to the possibility of the existence of intelligent
creatures with better sensory faculties than humans.

What other simple Ideas ‘tis possible the Creatures in other parts of the Universe may
have, by theAssistance of Senses and Facultiesmore or perfecter, thanwehave, or differ-
ent from ours, ‘tis not for us to determine. But to say, or think there are no such, because
we can conceive nothing of them, is no better an argument, than if a blind Man should
be positive in it, that there was no such thing as Sight and Colours, because he had no
manner of Idea, of any such thing, nor could byanymeans frame tohimself anyNotions
about Seeing. (4.3.23)

Locke thinks that there is good reason to believe that God has created other intelligent
and sensitive beings, but given the limitation of our senses and intellect, we can form
no ideas of these other beings. However, this fact does not make their existence any
less likely. It should not be surprising, given this view of the varying perfections of
creatures, that Lockeholds that our place among thehierarchy is fairly low.Hewrites:

He that will consider the Infinite Power, Wisdom, and Goodness of the Creator of all
Things, will find Reason to think, it was not all laid out upon so inconsiderable, mean,
and impotent a Creature, as he will find Man to be; who in all probability, is one of the
lowest of all intellectual Beings. (4.3.23)

Far from thinking that human beings on earth are God’s only creation, Locke holds
that it is likely that we are not even one of his better efforts. We are “inconsider-
able,mean, and impotent” in comparisonwith the other beingswhose perfectionswe
cannot conceive. Given Locke’s view of our place in the hierarchy of beings, it is no
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wonder that he believes we should content ourselves with being able to secure our
owncontinued survival andnot concernourselveswithquestionsabout thenatureof
theworld orwithmetaphysical knowledge.We should concern ourselveswithmoral-
ity, and God “hath furnished Man with those Faculties, which will serve for the suffi-
cient discovery of all things requisite to the end of such a Being” (1.4.12). Of course,
given the limitations of human beings, we are faced with an aspect of the problem of
evil – why would God create beings that are “inconsiderable, mean, and impotent”?
It seems that Locke’s answer is that God has created beings with every possible level
of perfection. That is, He has created every possible type of being. But this raises a
second question: is it consistent with God’s goodness and justice to create intelligent
beings that are so limited? This was a problem that Locke was aware of, and one he
addressed in several places in the Essay.

24.4 The Problem of Evil: God’s Goodness and Justice and Human
Limitation and Knowledge

Locke defines evil as “that which is apt to cause pain in us” (2.21.42), and although
he has no specific discussion of what we might call the “traditional problem of evil,”
he does address issues concerning God’s goodness and justice and the provisions He
has made, or failed to make, for our well-being.

In a short untitled manuscript (PE, 277–8), he discusses God’s goodness and jus-
tice in relation to what He provides for His creatures and the extent of His punish-
ment of creatures. Locke begins with the claim that if God is perfect, He must not
only be powerful but also good and wise. He argues that unlimited power cannot be
an excellence or perfection without being regulated by wisdom and goodness. Locke
notes that because God is eternal and perfect, He cannot use His power to change
Himself, so all His power is directed at His creatures. He then argues that God wills
to do “as much as the order and perfection of the whole can allow each individual in
its particular rank and station” (PE, 277). Locke infers “we cannot imagine he hath
made anything with a design that it should be miserable, but that he hath afforded
it all the means of being happy that its nature and estate is capable of” (PE, 277–
8). God makes each individual as happy as He can insofar as it is consistent with
doing the best for the whole of Creation. It might not be the case that every individ-
ual’s happiness ismaximized, but given the limitations and ends of the individual and
the well-being of others, God has given each what is necessary for the attainment of
happiness.

In the same piece, Locke considers how God’s justice is exemplified in the pun-
ishment of His creatures. Here, Locke’s discussion seems to be directed at tradi-
tional conceptions of God as vengeful and the notion that He damns many indi-
viduals to eternal pain and misery. Locke, however, maintains that God does not
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punish creatures out of vengeance, but only to protect the rest of His Creation. He
writes:

For since our actions cannot reach unto him, or bring him any profit or damage, the
punishments he inflicts on any of his creatures, i.e. the misery or destruction he brings
upon them, can be nothing else but to preserve the greater or more considerable part,
and so being only for preservation, his justice is nothing but a branch of his goodness.
(PE, 278)

Locke argues that God’s justice is an implementation of His goodness. So that God’s
justice with respect to punishment extends only so far as is necessary to bring about
or preserve good. Locke argues that to claim that God punishes for other reasons is to
make His justice “a great imperfection, and suppose a power over him that necessi-
tates him to operate contrary to the rules of his wisdom and goodness, which cannot
be supposed to make anything so idly as that it should be purposely destroyed or be
put in a worse state than destruction” (PE, 278). Here, Locke implies that God does
not create beings in order to damn them. There cannot be any individual who has
no chance of salvation. Moreover, God does not sentence beings to eternal damna-
tion because, as Locke notes, misery is worse than annihilation. It may be necessary
to annihilate a being if such a being’s existence is incompatible with the preserva-
tion of the rest of Creation. However, Locke claims that God does not create beings
just to annihilate them. Thus, Locke concludes that God’s justice only extends as far
as necessary to preserve His works. Locke’s text suggests that for the wicked, death
is permanent, but that no further punishment is required in order to preserve God’s
Creation nor is further punishment consistent with goodness. In addition to his dis-
cussions of God’s goodness and justice in the untitled manuscript, Locke has several
discussions in the Essay that are worth investigation.

In the Essay, during a discussion of whether or not we have an innate idea of
God, Locke turns to the following argument: “It is suitable to the goodness of God,
to imprint, upon the Minds of Men, Characters and Notions of himself, and not to
leave them in the dark, and doubt, in so grand a Concernment” (1.4.12). Locke
rejects this argument because it proves too much. His counter is that if we hold that
God has given us an idea of Himself because we believe it would be best, then we
should expect that God has made us perfect because this would be best as well. He
writes:

For if we may conclude the God hath done for Men, all that Men shall judge is best for
them, because it is suitable to his goodness to do so, it will prove not only, that God has
imprintedon theMindsof Menan Ideaof himself; but thathehathplainly stamp’d there,
in fair Characters, all thatMen ought to know, or believe of him, all that they ought to do
in obedience to hisWill; and that he hath given them aWill and Affections conformable
to it. (1.4.12)

478



LOCKE’S PHILOSOPHY OF RELIGION

Locke claims that it would be good for us, in our own estimation, to know everything
about God and our duties to Him. In addition, it would benefit us greatly if we had the
will to always do our duty. However, it clearly is not the case that these things have
been given to us. Locke writes, “I think it a very good Argument, to say, the infinitely
wise God hathmade it so: And therefore it is best. But it seems to me a little too much
Confidence in our ownWisdom, to say, I think it best, and therefore God hathmade it
so” (1.4.12). God has not done everything He could do for us, but that does notmean
thatHehas left uswithout themeans for securing ourwell-being.According to Locke,
God “hath furnished Man with those Faculties, which serve for the sufficient discov-
ery of all things requisite to the end of such a Being; and I doubt not but to shew, that
a Man by the right use of his natural Abilities, may, without any innate Principles,
attain the Knowledge of God, and other things that concern him” (1.4.12).

In another section of the Essay, in the midst of his discussion of our ideas of sub-
stances, Locke again digresses to consider whether our faculties and senses are well
suited to our ends. This discussionmight have been prompted byworries that Locke’s
claims about our inability to know the natures of things seem inconsistent with our
being designed by a wise and powerful maker. After all, it seems that our lives would
be better if we were able tomore easily discern the natures of things and their related
causal powers. Locke writes:

But it appears not, that God intended, we should have a perfect, clear, and adequate
Knowledge of them [the conveniences of Life and the Business we have to do here]: that
perhaps is not in the Comprehension of any finite Being.We are furnished with the Fac-
ulties (dull and weak as they are) to discover enough in the Creatures, to lead us to the
Knowledge of the Creator, and theKnowledge of ourDuty; andweare fittedwell enough
with Abilities, to provide for the Conveniences of living. (2.23.12)

Again, Locke claims that althoughweare lacking in certaindegrees of perfection,God
has given us what is necessary for the sort of lives we live. Moreover, Locke argues
that if God had given us better faculties, we might have been worse off. He writes,
“But were our Senses alter’d, and made much quicker and acuter, the appearance
and outward Scheme of things would have quite another Face to us; and I am apt to
think, would be inconsistent with our Being, or at least well-being in this part of the
Universe, which we inhabit” (2.23.12).

Lockemaintains that human beings can barely stand high altitudes and that if our
hearing were better we would not be able to rest even in the quietest places. More-
over, he argues that if our sight were 10,000 times more powerful, we might be able
to “penetrate father than ordinary into the secret Composition, and radical Texture
of Bodies,” but this would not help us get to “the Market and Exchange” (2.23.12).
Locke claims that seeing the interior workings of things would give us ideas of their
internal constitutions, but that it would benefit us very little in practical terms. Since
our main concern in this life, according to Locke, is to know God and to obey the
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dictates of morality, knowledge of the true nature of substances is of very little use
to us.

Although our place in Creation is fairly low as far as intelligent beings go, Locke
maintains that has adequately provided for ourwell-being. God has given us the tools
for flourishing. Had we been different beings in different parts of the world, wemight
have had greater faculties. However, such faculties are not necessary for, and in fact
might be detrimental to, the kind of lives we are meant to lead.

24.5 Reason and Faith, Revelation and Miracles

Locke claims that although God has not given us innate ideas or senses that can pen-
etrate into the secret natures of things, He has given us faculties sufficient for dis-
covering the existence of God, facts about the nature of the world necessary for our
well-being, and our moral duty. In discovering these facts, we must make use of our
reason in order to ascertain the agreement or disagreement amongst our ideas and
tomake valid deductions from them. For although Locke does not thinkwe can know
much byuse of reason alone, he does believe that the proper and careful use of reason
is necessary for almost all our knowledge and beliefs. Locke holds thatwehave knowl-
edge of our own existence through intuition, knowledge of God’s existence through
demonstration by the use of reason, and knowledge of the external world through
our senses and through reasoning concerning our ideas perceived from the senses.

Locke’s general epistemological project seeks the limits of our knowledge and rea-
soning. He is generally quite cautious about the prospect of our faculties discovering
the true natures of things. Given his views, one might think that Locke would hold,
as many of his contemporaries did, that reason has little or no place in matters of
revealed religion. However, we have already seen that Locke holds that reason plays a
large role in natural theology.We can attain knowledge – certainty – regarding God’s
existence and some truths about His nature. Even so, we might think that the truths
of revealed religion and Christianity are not compatible with reason.

The view that reason and faith are two separate realms of human understanding
was not uncommon during Locke’s lifetime. Locke makes his views on this matter
explicit in a chapter in the Essay on reason and faith (4.18). In this chapter, Locke
defines reason as “contradistinguised to Faith” as “the discovery of the Certainty or
Probability of such Propositions or Truths, which the Mind arrives at by Deductions
made from such Ideas, which it has got by the use of its natural Faculties, viz. by Sen-
sation and Reflection” (4.18.2). Here we see that Locke defines reason narrowly as
our ability to make demonstrations or deductions from ideas attained through sense
and reflection. Locke defines faith as “the Assent to any Proposition, not thus made
out by the Deductions of Reason; but upon the Credit of the Proposer, as coming from
God, in someextraordinarywayof Communication” (4.18.2). Locke also defines faith
as the acceptance of revelation. It might appear from these definitions that Locke has
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defined twodistinct realms – one of sense and reflection and the inferencesmade from
them, and the other of revelation. However, Locke thinks that reason has a large role
to play in the acceptance of religious beliefs. He holds that if something is actually a
revelation from God, it is not subject to the dictates of reason. For whatever God has
revealed as true is a “Matter of Faith,” and is “above reason.” However, in order to
know something is a matter of faith, reason must determine: (1) whether a particu-
lar revelation is actually the testimony of God, and (2) themeaning of the revelation.
In order to determine whether a particular revelation is actually from God, we must
determinewhether the personwho claims to beGod’smessenger is really sent byGod.
According to Locke, the onlyway to do this is to determinewhether God has endowed
this messenger with special abilities to prove his supernatural mission. This is shown
by the production of miracles (I will return to this shortly). Locke does not specify
exactly how one is to interpret the contents of revelation, but he makes it clear that
no testimony fromGod can conflictwith the certain knowledge thatwehave fromrea-
son. Locke claims, for instance, that the doctrine of transubstantiation (that the body
of Christ is literally in the communion bread) violates the certainly known principle
that one body cannot be in two distinct places at once. The violation occurs when
two different churches perform the rite at the exact same time. Locke claims that our
certainty that no body can be in two distinct places at once will always outweigh the
probability that testimony to this effect is actually from God or that we have under-
stood the revelation correctly (4.18.5).

Locke provides three guidelines for understanding revealed truths. First, he claims
that no messenger can communicate any new simple ideas. Even if God were to pro-
vide one of His messengers with a vision of the afterlife, the messenger would not be
able to convey the simple ideas that constitute such an experience. We simply lack
the requisite ideas, which can only come through sensation and reflection, and cor-
responding words to communicate and understand this experience. Locke does not
go so far as to deny that God may miraculously induce such experiences in an indi-
vidual, but since these experiences go beyond the scope of our natural faculties, they
cannot be naturally revealed to others.

Second, although revelation and natural reason might discover and convey the
same facts, facts received through natural reason will always be more certain than
revelation. For instance, were God to convey some truth about Euclidean geometry,
we might believe it based on revelation alone. However, that belief would not be as
certain as the belief we would come to if we worked out the deduction ourselves.
In addition, Locke claims that we may believe through revelation that a great flood
occurred, but our belief that it occurred is not as certain as the beliefs of those who
experienced it. So, revelation always produces a lesser degree of assent than our nat-
ural knowledge. Aswas said above, Lockemaintains that no revelation can be contra-
dictory to our clear intuitive knowledge, “Because this would be to subvert the Princi-
ples, and Foundations of, all Knowledge, Evidence, andAssentwhatsoever: And there
wouldbe left nodifference betweenTruthandFalsehood, nomeasures of Credible and
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Incredible in theWorld” (4.18.5). God cannot, andwould not, provide testimony that
is contrary to our certain knowledge. God has provided the faculties necessary for our
well-being, so wemust be able to trust that these faculties are truth oriented. If a rev-
elation were to contradict what we take to be our certain knowledge, then we would
lose the basis for thinking we have any knowledge at all.

Finally, when things revealed are such that we only have imperfect ideas or con-
cepts of them, or if they concern things of which we can have no knowledge at all
because they are beyond the reach of our natural faculties, they are proper objects of
faith. Locke claims the fact that some of the angels rebelled against God is one such
matter of faith. Of course, a difficulty arises whenwe say that some things aremerely
above reason rather than contrary to reason. For how can we ascertain whether a
fact is merely beyond our reasoning abilities or whether it is in fact contrary to rea-
son? Here, Locke must maintain that if we have no support from reason (we cannot
show that these claims are consistent with reason or contrary to it), we must simply
have faith in the content of the revelation. Of course, Locke believes that this is not
done completely without a justificatory basis. We are only justified in having faith if
we are justified in believing that themessenger is actually sent by God. Here, wemust
turn to Locke’s account of miracles.

Lockedefines amiracle as “a sensible operation,whichbeingabove the comprehen-
sion of the Spectator, and in his opinion Contrary to the established Course of Nature,
is taken by him to be Divine” (WR, 44). Locke admits that his definition implies that
some operations will count as miracles to some and not to others, depending on the
degree to which one understands the course of nature. However, he points out that
there is no definition of miracles that does not have this problem. In defending this
point, he claims that if a miracle is defined as a violation of the laws of nature or
an operation that exceeds the powers of any created nature, we will be in the same
position. Locke’s argument might seem to commit the tu quoque fallacy, but his point
is one of epistemic modesty. For it seems that most, if not all, people are incapable
of understanding what counts as a law of nature. Nor are people able to judge which
operations are performable only by divine power, since in order to do sowewouldhave
to know that no created being has such powers. But, according to Locke, we cannot
comprehend the abilities of the “good and bad Angels.” So, Locke holds that we are
not in the epistemic position to judge whether something is strictly a violation of the
laws of nature or an operation that exceeds the natural capacities of created things.
Locke concludes that there is no definition of miracles that succeeds in avoiding some
degree of subjectivity. There may be a metaphysical fact of the matter as to whether
something counts as a miracle or not, but no human is in the position of being able
to perceive this fact.

The primary function of a miracle is to support the claim of a messenger as being
on a divine mission from God. Miracles offer us reasons to believe that a messenger
comeswith theword of God. Lockewrites, “To know that any Revelation is fromGod,
it is necessary to know that the Messenger that delivers it is sent from God, and that
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cannot be known but by some credentials given him byGod himself ” (WR, 44). Locke
maintains that there are only twomessengers who have had such credentials: Moses
and Jesus. Locke argues that although not every person was convinced by any one
miracle that Moses or Jesus performed, the sheer number and power of the miracles
they performed were sufficient to show that they were sent by God. Locke claims that
we can tell when something is a genuinemiracle because it carries with it “theMarks
of a greater power than appears in opposition to it” (WR, 46). God will never allow a
falsemessenger to producemiracles greater than a truemessenger. Norwill God send
a messenger with a trifling message or a message that would be inconsistent with
God’s nature, natural religion, or the rules of morality. However, Locke thinks that
should anyonewitnesswhat they believe to be amiracle, they are justified in believing
it to be so until “a Mission attested by Operations of a greater force shall disprove
them” (WR, 48). One cannot show someonewhobelieves amiracle has occurred that
she is mistaken in her belief unless one can prove that natural forces were at work
or that another faith has produced greater miracles. So, belief in miracles is based
in part on the degree of the witness’s understanding of nature and each witness is
warranted in their belief until evidence can be provided against the authenticity of
the event. This account is, of course, consistent with the claim that no actual miracle
has ever occurred.

Most of us will not be witnesses to miracles and will have to rely on the testimony
of others as to their occurrence. Lockewrites, “He that is present at the fact, is a Spec-
tator: He that believes the History of the fact, puts himself in the place of a Spectator”
(WR, 44). If one is present at the performance, one is one’s own judge as to whether
a miracle has occurred or not. But, on what grounds is one justified in believing the
history of miracles? That is, given thatmost peoplewere notwitnesses to themiracles
of Moses or Jesus, what level of credence should we assign to the occurrence of these
events? Locke thinks that it is reasonable to deny that certainmiraculous events have
occurred. He maintains that some did not believe the first or second feats that Moses
produced were in fact miracles, and it was only after repeated feats were produced,
each escalating in grandeur, that all were convinced. Of course, we who are further
from the events have less reason to assent to these claims. Locke writes:

Because man does not know whether there be not several sorts of creatures above him
and between him and the supreme, amongst which there may be some that have the
power to produce in nature such extraordinary effects as we call miracles andmay have
the will to do it for other reasons than the confirmation of truth. For ‘tis certain the
magicians of Egypt turned their rods into serpents aswell asMoses [Exod. 7:11–12] and
since so great amiracle as thatwas done in opposition to the true God and the revelation
sent by him, what miracle can have certainty and assurance greater than that of man’s
reason? (PE, 280)

Locke says that the divine influence (he uses the term “inspiration”) that a man
receives directly, whether accompanied by miracles or not, is at a great disadvantage
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against the natural reason of man. Moreover, he writes “it has much more so [dis-
advantage] in him who receives this revelation only from another and that too very
remote in timeandplace” (PE, 280). Locke’s hesitancy regarding the level of credence
that should be assigned to miracles and revelation is in keeping with his general epis-
temological views on degrees of assent. Locke writes:

The difficulty is, when Testimonies contradict common Experience, and the reports of
History and Witnesses clash with the ordinary course of Nature, or with one another;
there it is, where Diligence, Attention, and Exactness is required, to form a right judg-
ment, and toproportion theAssent to thedifferent EvidenceandProbability of the thing;
which rises and falls, according as those two foundations of Credibility, viz. Common
Observation in like cases, and particular Testimonies in that particular instance, favour
or contradict it. (4.16.9)

Locke’s general account of the credibility of testimony relies on two factors: (1) what
hasbeencommonexperience in like cases, and (2) the circumstances of theparticular
testimony. Here, we see that with respect to extraordinary occurrences, such asmira-
cles, the degree of our assent should be relatively low since there is no common expe-
rience in like cases and the testimony is relatively sparse and far removed from us in
time. Locke provides an account of the probabilistic nature of testimony that is quite
refined. He notes that with each successive telling of an event, the level of credence
one should assign to its occurrence ought to be lessened because each subsequent
retelling provides less direct evidence. Locke claims, “any Testimony, the farther off it
is from the original Truth, the less force and proof it has” (Essay, 4.16.10). A credible
man, present at the event, who vouches for its occurrence is good evidence for the
truth of its occurrence, according to Locke. However, if a secondman vouches for the
knowledge of the first, even if the secondman is credible, his testimony is weaker evi-
dence. As Locke says, “each removeweakens the force of the proof” (Essay, 4.16.10).
Locke notes that this is true even though most people act as if a long history of some
event lends it greater certainty.

What does this mean for revelation? Let’s go over the account. First, Locke main-
tains that there are certain “matters of faith” thatwe can come to knowonly through
revelation. However, wemust use our reason to ascertainwhether the testimony is in
fact from God and what the proper interpretation of the testimony is. With respect to
interpreting the testimony, if we have reason to believe the testimony is from God, we
know it cannot conflict with our certain knowledge, nor can it concern trivial mat-
ters, nor be contrary to the good nature of God. Moreover, we know that the contents
of any revealed truth can never attain the sort of certainty for us that we can come
to through our natural abilities. With respect to determining whether a messenger
is sent from God, we must use our reason to determine whether the messenger has
credentials that could only be given by God. Miracles, if produced by the messenger,
might be such credentials. However, we can never be certain that a feat counts as a
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miracle since each personwill judge it according to his own standards of what consti-
tutes a violation of the natural laws. Moreover, since most of us are not witnesses to
miracles, wemust rely on the testimony of others if we are to believe that amessenger
has produced miracles. But when we try to determine the level of assent to assign to
such testimony,we find, because the events are not confirmed by ordinary experience,
the testimony of witnesses is scarce and often conflicting, and we are so far removed
from the actual events thatwe cannot assign a very high level of credence at all to the
testimony that any miracle occurred.

24.6 Conclusion

Locke’s views in philosophy of religion have been influential and his arguments con-
cerning the relation between faith and reason are still the subject of much philosoph-
ical discussion. It is through Locke’s philosophy of religion thatwe get a glimpse of his
metaphysical commitments. It is here that he argues for the first cause of the world,
for the variety of beings that exist therein, and for the basis of our moral duty and
expected rewards and punishments. In addition, Locke’s views concerning the place
of humans in the hierarchy of being support his epistemic modesty when it comes to
understanding the deep nature of reality and the mysteries of religion.

References

Ayers, M. (1991) Locke: Epistemology and Ontology. London: Routledge.
Bennett, J. (2005) God and matter in Locke: an exposition of Essay 4.10. In C. Mercer and E.

O’Neill (Eds), Early Modern Philosophy: Mind, Matter, and Metaphysics. Oxford: Oxford Uni-
versity Press.

Leibniz, G.W. (1996) New Essays on Human Understanding. P. Remnant and J. Bennett (Eds).
Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Locke, J. (1858)Deus. InP.King (Ed.),The Life and Letters of John Locke. London:HenryG. Bohn.
Nuovo, V. (2002) John Locke: Writings on Religion. Oxford: Clarendon Press. Cited asWR.
Wolterstorf , N. (1994) Locke’s philosophy of religion. In V. Chappell (Ed.), Cambridge Compan-

ion to Locke. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

485



25

The Reasonableness of Christianity and A
Paraphrase and Notes on the Epistles of St Paul

VICTOR NUOVO

25.1 Introduction

Like most philosophers of his time and place, John Locke professed Christianity
(1697b, 344–5). The twoworks named above, whose composition and defense occu-
pied him during much of the last decade of his life (1694–1704), give ample evi-
dence that his profession was not idle. They provide also a detailed account of what
it encompassed, and from this account readers of Locke should begin to discern how
his thoughts about Christianity relate to his philosophical thoughts.

Like his Christian contemporaries, Locke acknowledged two sources of human
knowledge: Nature and Scripture. The former was taken to be the source of all bene-
ficial knowledge, natural, moral, and political. This included both worldly and tran-
scendent things: the origin of human knowledge and of civil society, but also the exis-
tence of God, His attributes, His creation and providential governance of the world,
and the promise of immortality. Scripture, it was believed, offered a true narrative of
the providential governance of theworld fromCreation and Fall to the Last Judgment;
its focus is on a special providence, whose operations are beyond the capability of nat-
ural reason to discover. According to Scripture, God intervenes inworld events, either
directly or through angelic hosts, rewarding or punishing individuals and groups,
raising up and destroying nations. It records the discourses of the prophets, whowere
inspired by God and enabled to be interpreters of events, who gave voice to divine
judgments, threats, and promises, and foretold of things to come, most important of
which was the coming of a Messiah who was destined bring to consummation God’s
plan to redeem the world.

A Companion to Locke, First Edition. Edited by Matthew Stuart.
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THE Reasonableness of ChristianityAND A Paraphrase and Notes on the Epistles of St Paul

There is abundant evidence that Locke acceptedHoly Scripture as a source of truth
with an assurance close to certainty. He engaged throughout his life in a careful study
of the Bible; he was a master of biblical languages and was well read in textual and
historical criticism that had flourished in Europe since the Renaissance. His ample
library, his commonplace books, journals and interleaved bibles and testaments con-
firm this (Harrison and Laslett 1971; Long 1959, 24–34). There can be little doubt
that Locke attributed his assurance of Scripture’s divine authority to rational proof
(Essay, 4.17.24, 4.18.8). However, there nowhere appears in his writings a single
decisive argument proving Scripture’s authenticity. Instead, the proofs he has left to
us are scattered throughout his writings; all of them are inductive arguments, built
uponevidences discoverable in biblical narratives that,much like evidences of nature,
are supposed to exhibit the attributes of wisdom and justice properly ascribed to God.
The two works that are the subject of this article provide instances of this method.
They show that, as a biblical scholar, Locke’s interests were never merely historical
and exegetical but first and foremost theological; he studied the Bible in search of
clarification and confirmation of his Christian faith.

Locke’s theological endeavors, which rely on revelation, should not be regarded
separately from his philosophical work. He regarded them as continuous and mutu-
ally dependent. Their relationship is best expressed in Locke’s dictum concerning the
relation between reason and revelation.

Reason is natural Revelation, whereby the eternal Father of Light, the Fountain of all
Knowledge communicated to Mankind that portion of Truth, which he has laid within
the reach of their natural Faculties;Revelation is naturalReason enlarged by a new set of
discoveries communicated by GOD immediately, which Reason vouches the Truth of, by
the Testimony and Proofs it gives, that they come from GOD. So that he that takes away
Reason, to make way for Revelation, puts out the Light of both. (Essay, 4.14.4)

This declaration appears in a chapter on enthusiasm, whichwas added to the Fourth
Edition of the Essay (1700). Locke regarded enthusiasm as a form of madness that
mimics divine inspiration. The important distinction he endeavors to draw between
true and false inspiration (the latter may be merely a psychological state, viz. melan-
choly, or a mental state induced by malevolent spirits) is founded on the operational
presence or absence of rationality in the mind of individuals who claim to have been
inspired directly by God. Revelation, even immediate revelation, opposed to a rev-
elation received through the testimony of another (traditional revelation), comes
equipped with “Testimony and Proofs” which reason vouchsafes (Essay, 4.18.3). It
should be noted that reason is supposed merely to judge whether a revelation is gen-
uine or authentic according to how it is equipped; it does not verify a revelation’s con-
tent, which inmost cases it lacks the capacity to discover. It is, however, certain a pri-
ori that what a revelation reveals is true just because its divine author, being perfect,
canneither deceivenor bedeceived.Nevertheless, if the content of a revelation should
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appear on the face of it reasonable, for example, if it should seem advantageous for
life or if a sequence of revelations should exhibit a design illustrative of wisdom, even
thoughwhat is revealed be something that reason by itself could never discover, then
the probability that the revelation is authentic is increased and reason is enlarged by
its content.

25.2 The Reasonableness of Christianity

25.2.1 Occasion and Context

The Reasonableness of Christianity as deliver’d in the Scripture was published anony-
mously in August 1695 (RC, cxvii). Locke claimed authorship of it in a codicil to his
will (Corr., 8: 426). What led Locke to write it remains unclear. The Reasonableness
does not seem to be a pièce d’occasion directly addressing a current theological crisis.
It fits none of the well-publicized theological crises raging at the time: the Trinitarian
Crisis, the Conflict over Justification, and the Deist Crisis (Marshall 1994, 384–413).
The first of these is ignored. The conflict over justification receives only passing men-
tion (RC, 170).

Locke’s reduction of necessary articles of faith to a single proposition, that Jesus
is the Messiah, has been taken as evidence that he had allied himself theologically
with English Latitudinarian divines, Dutch Remonstrants, and others of liberal per-
suasion who advocated a policy of creedal minimalism to achieve a more compre-
hensive and tolerant church (Marshall 1994, 336–7, 427–9). But fromwhat follows
below, it should become clear that Locke adopted a single fundamental article for rea-
sons that were neither creedal nor ecclesiastical. Besides, Locke’s single article was
complex and rich in theological and mythological content.

Near the beginning of his book, Locke mentions a crisis of faith triggered by the
doctrine of original sin, according to which Adam’s posterity were sentenced to eter-
nal perdition for a transgression that only Adam committed, and, to compound their
guilt, God so corrupted their wills that they were incapable of any puremoral action.
Accordingly, humanmerit cannever be ameans to salvation, only divine grace.Advo-
cates of this doctrine regarded it as a fundamental of Christianity, because it is just
this condition of depravity that makes the gospel necessary. Locke expresses sympa-
thy with those who objected to a doctrine that attributes to God actions so reprehen-
sible that they subvert the very notion of morality, but blames them for making it a
reason to deny any need for the gospel. He calls these objectors Deists (RC, 8–11 cf.;
1695, 7–9 [WR 212]; 1697b, 78–9, 151–2).

The Deist crisis pitted religiously disposed laymen against ecclesiastical authority.
TheReasonableness of Christianitywasaddressed to them.Therefore, he claims forhim-
self no other authority thanScripture,which is accessible to all,which is “aCollection
of Writings designed by God for the Instruction of the illiterate bulk of Mankind …
and therefore generally and in necessary points to be understood in the plain direct
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meaning of the words and phrases … without such forced senses of them, as are
sought out, and put upon them in most of the Systems of Divinity” (RC, 6). The doc-
trine of original sin has the odor of priestcraft about it by its very unreasonableness
– the unreasonableness of being burdened with guilt for an action not of one’s own
doing, and being accursed byGod on account of it, and requiring a remedy that defies
reason to explain.

Nevertheless, the Deist crisis was rather a convenience than a reason for Locke to
write his book. It was a symptom of amore general failure of human understanding,
its failure to conduct itself in the world according to its natural light, and within the
limits of its powers and in recognition of the frailty and fallibility of human nature.
A more plausible explanation of the origin of this book may be achieved by setting it
in an intellectual-biographical context, which Locke himself has described for us. In
his open letter to Samuel Bold, included in the preface to the Second Vindication, Locke
writes that the researches that led to his book were private and undertaken primarily
for his own benefit, and that hewas amply rewarded for his endeavors. His researches
caused him to see “what a plain, simple, reasonable thing Christianity was… and in
the Morality of it now, with divine Authority, established into a legible Law, so far
surpassing all that Philosophy and humane Reason had attain’d… I was flatter’d to
think it might be of some use in theWorld” (2Vin, a1v).

In his letter to Bold, Lockementions an unnamed other person, someone intimate,
who everyday enquired of him how the research that resulted in the Reasonableness
was progressing. Locke was at Oates during this period, and we may be sure that the
unnamed person was Damaris, Lady Masham, who at this time was also at work on
a book, A Discourse of the Love of God (1696), whose thesis is that in this life, love of
God must be founded upon the love of creatures in their ordinary creaturely circum-
stances. Both books address the themeof the reasonableness of theChristian religion.
During this same period Lockewas readingMalebranche and planning towrite a new
section or chapter on enthusiasm for the Fourth Edition of the Essay. These were the
very themes about which Locke and Lady Masham, then Damaris Cudworth, corre-
sponded not long after they first met, in 1681 (Corr., 684, 687, 688, 690, 693, 696,
699). An important context of the Reasonableness seems to have been this ongoing
intimate intellectual relationship between Locke and Lady Masham, and the theme
that they explored together was the true nature of the Christian religion and its rele-
vance to the intellectual andmoral life of rational beings who exist in a state of medi-
ocrity, their powers of understanding andwill limited by themixed state of their exis-
tence, yet free and grateful to exist.

25.2.2 Three Themes

The Reasonableness of Christianity develops three related theological themes. The first
concerns humanity’s loss of immortality and bliss throughAdam’s disobedience and
its restoration through a second Adam, who is Jesus the Messiah. The second theme
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addresses the universal humanmoral predicament that arises from the incongruous
state that mankind is now in, and the resolution of it. On the one hand, subsequent
to Adam’s fall, all mankind has become subject to the conditions of mediocrity: viz.
“drudgery, anxiety, and frailties of this Mortal Life,” limited cognition and conflicting
desires. These are conditions that cloud themind andweaken the will (RC, 9). On the
other hand, all are equally rational beings and therefore subject to reason’s demands,
which include foremost a life of perfect obedience to the divine law; all should be
aware of reason’s dictates that only the righteous shall attain immortality, and only
themorally perfect are righteous. Human frailty and fallibilitymake reason’s demand
nearly impossible, and place mankind in a predicament that can be resolved only if
there is a way of becoming righteous by other means than perfect obedience. The
third theme pertains to the wisdom of God manifest in the design and execution of
a plan of redemption, in the propagation of Christian gospel, by which God, through
a special providence, has made and continues to reveal to the world all that He has
accomplished to restore mankind to that happy immortal state which Adam lost.

These themes are woven together into a lengthy discourse that might be well enti-
tled “paradise lost and regained,” for although The Reasonableness differs from Mil-
ton’s great poem and its sequel in its manner and tone and is more finely focused on
humanity’s moral predicament, it involves the same characters in the same epic con-
flict superintended by God Most High and involving the very same antagonists: Jesus
Christ, the Son of God, mankind’s head and chieftain, and Satan, the Prince of Dark-
ness; each of them commands hosts of angels who follow them into battle. Against
the background of their titanic struggle, the human endeavor to achieve righteous-
ness takes place.

25.2.3 The Loss and Restoration of Paradise

Locke’s motto for the first theme is the Pauline dictum that “as in Adam all die, even
so in Christ shall all bemade alive” (1Cor. 15: 22). AdamandChrist are both “Sons of
God,”which is to say, theywerenotnaturally bornbutwere generated directly byGod,
who is accordingly their father. Both have a spiritual nature, which does not exclude
corporeality but whichmakes them immortal and incorruptible. Adam, the progeni-
tor of the human species, was settled in paradise, which “was a state of Immortality,
of Life without end.” As punishment for his disobedience, he was expelled from par-
adise and so becamemortal, and because his descendents were likewise born outside
paradise, Adam’s transgression has had the consequence that they were born mor-
tal. Locke is careful tomaintain that theirmortality is not a punishment but a natural
state, and excuses God by insisting that having to live a temporarymortal life violates
no right (RC, 10). Nevertheless, it is God’s intention to provide a means to restore
mankind to immortality. This restoration is supposed to be accomplished indirectly
by incorporating Adam’s progeny, or a portion of it, into a second Adam, who like
the first Adam is an “immediate” Son of God, and who is by nature immortal. This
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incorporation takes place only after the second Adam undergoes a voluntary death,
a fate he dutifully accepts. This free act is with the assurance that he will conquer
death, and for his obedience and pain he is rewarded with an eternal kingdom. His
resurrection is miraculous proof that mankind will be restored to immortality by the
same process, but this benefit will be secured only by those who become “Denizons
of his Kingdom,” who accept him as their leader and agree to his rule (RC, 115–19;
1697b, 82; cf. TT, 122).

Tomodern readers, this accountmay seemmythological rather than rational, and
a confusion of two mythological themes: a primal man and a dying and rising king.
But to Locke these are real events; he invokes them as evidence of the reasonableness
of the Christian gospel on account of their efficacy in resolving the human predica-
ment.He finds in thembothChristological andanthropological significance. It should
be clear that the second Adam is no mere man, born mortal and raised to a higher
spiritual state. He is an immortal man, of unique generation, who enters the world
through the womb of a woman and was conceived without a human father. There
is no doubt that Locke believed that the death of Jesus Christ, like his birth, was
a real death. He was not a Docetist, i.e. someone who believed Christ’s body was a
mere phantasm. In Locke’s thinking, the Christ was, at the very least, a Great Angel,
pre-existing the creation of the world, who, carrying out a divine mission to deliver
mankind, assumed human nature and was therefore able to die, but who could not
be kept under death’s dominion. Jesus’ resurrection is “the great Evidence that [he]
was the Son of God”(WR, 171; cf. Barker 1992).

The anthropological significance of this narrative is most interesting. Locke sup-
poses that Adam, in an unspoiled paradisiacal state, was barely less than an angel;
corporeal, but with a body incorruptible; and this would have been true of all
his progeny, had he not disobeyed God’s commandment. Christ, the second Adam,
restores what Adam lost. Immediately upon his resurrection, he exhibits what
mankind wasmeant to be; “the Image of his Father appeared in him, when he visibly
entred into the state of Immortality.” He is a spiritual yet tangible corporeal yet incor-
ruptible being. This is the very state of resurrection that is promised to mankind; all
who accept Jesus Christ as their new ancestor and kingmay look forward to exchang-
ing their “frail Mortal Bodies” for “Spiritual Immortal Bodies.” Not only that but
their minds too will be renewed; when restored to consciousness, they will enjoy the
cognitive capacity of angels, perceiving things as they really are directly (RC, 114;
Essay, 3.11.23, 4.3.6; Para, 1: 238). The anthropology that Locke presents here may
be characterized as “high,” analogous to “high Christology.” In both instances, the
divine or spiritual aspect of the being in question dominates. This is evident from an
often cited but rarely comprehended remark made in Locke’s Second Treatise of Gov-
ernment. When describing the state of nature, Locke writes:

For 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
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business, they are his Property, whose Workmanship they are, made to last during his,
not one anothers Pleasure. (TT, 2: 6)

The “one Omnipotent, and infinitely wise Maker” is God the Father. The expression
“sent into the world” is messianic (RC, 38); all human beings are equally supposed to
be servants of the king-messiah, their “SovereignMaster,” and like him, they are sent
into the world on a mission. Their mission is to be bearers and executors of his law,
which is the law of nature.

Locke’smortalism should be interpreted in the light of his high anthropology.Mor-
talism is the doctrine that thewholeman, body and soul, dies and that death is a state
of permanent insensibility. Locke’s theory of personal identity as located over time in
consciousness, which is not a continuous state, and his denial that the mind always
thinks, and therefore is not an immortal essence, are often seen as instances of a low
anthropology (Essay, 2.1.10–20, 2.26.9–26). Yet in the light of the preceding, this
is clearly a misunderstanding. The present state of human life may be viewed as one
of loss, which Locke conveys through his poignant account of Adam’s decline follow-
ing his expulsion from Eden. “His Life began from thence to shorten, and wast, and
to have an end; and from thence to his actual Death, was but like the time of a Pris-
oner between the Sentence past and the Execution, which was in view and certain.”
But life,mortal or immortal, being a gift, always involves being under the providential
governance and care of God and His Messiah (RC, 6; cf. Nuovo 2008, 208–15).

25.2.4 Resolution of the Human Predicament

Locke describes Adam’s fall as one from “perfect obedience.” Perfect obedience is
“exact Conformity to the Law of God” in all particulars. Whoever maintains this
supreme degree of moral performance, “i. e. Exact Performers,” the morally perfect,
are entitled to immortality through resurrection. On the other hand, even the small-
est transgression will forfeit this right. Human frailty makes it likely that no one will
attain to this perfection, and therefore that all will face an eventual sentence of death.
Locke justifies this rigorous enforcement with two arguments. First, “the Purity of
God’s Nature” requires it. God created the human species rational, and therefore sub-
ject to the lawof reasonornature. Itwould be inconsistentwith divine purity to coun-
tenance “Irregularity and Disobedience” to a law that every rational being should
know itself obliged perfectly to obey. This rigor also follows from mere rationality. If
God cannot excuse transgressors, because it would be unjust, and because the purity
of His nature forbids it, neither can any rational creature excuse itself, for much the
same reason; to do so would be to obviate the law of their nature. “And if Ratio-
nal Creatures will not live up to the Rule of their Reason, who shall excuse them?”
(RC, 14).

Nevertheless, Locke is assured, for reasons that will be made clear, that whilst God
cannot defy the purity of His nature, the option remains to Him to revise the law,
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without retaining its essential character. The revised law remains an eternal and
immutable law, it continues to demand perfect obedience, but a new dispensation is
introduced that mitigates this demand among those who are too frail to keep it. This
new law is the Law of Faith. According to it, God prescribes rules of faith as well as
rules of action and decrees that all who keep the formerwill be judged righteous even
if they fail to keep the latter.

Locke presents two versions of this law, one general, the other special. The one
specifies no content other than trusting that God will keep His promises. A divine
promise need not pertain to something transcendent. Abraham, the exemplar of
someone who is righteous by faith, believed that Sarah his wife would bear him a
son (RC, 22). The special version has a specific content: one must believe that Jesus is
the Messiah and must sincerely endeavor to obey all that he requires.

It should be noted that “Righteous” whether by faith or by works has the same
forensic sense. In both instances an individual is judged to be without blame and is
accordingly entitled to immortal life in the resurrection to come. All who accept this
new dispensation of the law are also required to acknowledge that the law of God
and their rational nature demand perfect obedience; they must acknowledge their
failures, be repentant and, holding the law in the highest respect, endeavor always to
keep it as perfectly as they can.

Locke considers the Law of Faith reasonable, not because he has discovered it by
rational reflection, but because it offers a practicable way out of a universal human
predicament, which once discovered, seems eminently reasonable.

25.2.5 The Wisdom of God Manifest in the Gospel and its History

Locke supposed that the biblical narrative itself provides proof of its authenticity in
the design and execution of God’s plan of redemption to which it relates. What is
decisive is thewisdom of God that is manifest in them. There are two instances of this
in the Reasonableness.

In the first instance, he considers Jesus’method of preaching the gospel; he devotes
more than a third of the book to an account of it (RC, 37–107). The term “gospel”
(as distinguished from “Gospel(s),”which serves as a proper name or short title of one
or more of the first four books of the New Testament) signifies the public proclama-
tion of the coming of the Messiah (RC, 60). Locke regarded the preaching of Jesus
and the Apostles, recorded in the four Gospels and Acts, as archetypal expressions
of the gospel. In the case of Jesus, the presentation of the gospel is a matter of self-
presentation, for the efficacy of the divine plan of redemption is to be accomplished by
and throughhim.His earthly career is supposed to be a crucialmoment in the history
of redemption introducing a new and final era of universal history.

The account begins with a summary of the methods employed by Jesus and the
Apostles in propagating the gospel: the performance of miracles; the use of indirect
expressions, “Phrases and Circumlocution” that intimate but do not clearly disclose

493



VICTOR NUOVO

his coming; lastly, a “plain and direct” declaration that the Messiah has come and it
is he. Locke observes that Jesus and his Apostles performed miracles as confirmation
of the truth of what they preached, but in contrast to the Apostles, who spread the
gospel after Jesus’ resurrection and ascension to heaven, and who openly declared
that the Messiah had come, Jesus was often reticent about disclosing his identity.

What follows is perhaps the earliest account of the paradox of Messianic secrecy.
One would expect that, since acceptance of Jesus as the Messiah is essential to the
special faith that makes one righteous, Jesus would have clearly and unequivocally
declared his identity. Yet contrary to this expectation, Jesus spoke as thoughhis intent
were to conceal himself from the world. The paradox dissolves, however, when Jesus’
earthly ministry is viewed in its totality and his words and deeds are represented in
their proper contexts. Then, Locke assures we shall think otherwise.

Butwe shall be of anothermind, and conclude this proceeding of his according toDivine
Wisdom, and suited to a fuller Manifestation and Evidence of his being the Messiah;
When we consider, that he was to fill out the time foretold of his Ministry; And, after a
Life illustrious inMiracles andGoodWorks, attendedwithHumility,Meekness, patience,
and Suffering, and every way conformable to the Prophecies of him, should be led as a
sheep to the slaughter, andwithall quiet and submissionbebrought to theCross, though
there were no guilt nor fault found in him. (RC 40)

He observes that all these things could not have occurred according to plan, that is,
“conformable to the Prophecies of him,” if Jesus had from the outset of his ministry
openly declared that he was the Messiah and claimed his kingdom. The political sit-
uation required that he be cautious and measured. The Jewish commonwealth was
“not quite dissolved”; the people were governed according to their own laws, by a
council of priests and elders, the Sanhedrin, whilst their land was occupied by a for-
eign power; the Jewish rulers were clients of imperial Rome, whose representative
alone held power over life and death. The people were oppressed, but they were also
schooled by tradition to expect deliverance by a divinely anointed king, and they rest-
lessly awaited his coming, which tradition had taught themwould not be long. Their
rulers were jealous of what power they still possessed, and anxious lest the people’s
restlessness give way to direct action, which they were certain would provoke cruel
recompense by the occupying force and bring about the total dissolution of their com-
monwealth and the religious institution that stood at its heart.

The actions and discourse of the Messiah were accommodated to these circum-
stances and designed to provoke responses by all involved that were characteristic of
their particular circumstances and interests, but orchestrated so that they served the
divine plan of action, which had been foretold by the prophets. Jesus worked mira-
cles, and by themselves these should have been enough to convince the people and
their traditional rulers that he was theMessiah sent fromGod. They did indeed cause
the crowds that witnessed them to hope that he might be the promised Messiah, but
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his manner and discourse left them in doubt and perplexed. Had he declared himself,
and the people had risen up, the Sanhedrin would have solid evidence to accuse him
of sedition, and the Romans would have executed him. In the end and at the proper
time, the Sanhedrimwould accusehim, the peoplewould forsakehim, and theRoman
governor would execute him, but only after his innocence wasmade clear. The entire
sequence of events is cast as a demonstration of a facilitating divine providence, in
which Jesus the Messiah is both agent and victim. All the players, the Sanhedrin, the
people, the Roman governor, devils and demons, acted freely and characteristically,
often malevolently, and always according to their interests; but the Messiah and his
father in heaven co-opt their actions and make them serve their own predetermined
ends, and only they would act rightly (RC, 40, 44–51; cf. Essay, 2.21 passim).

The second instance is broader in scope, encompassing secular as well as sacred
history (RC, 139–64). It occurs towards the end of the Reasonableness, and is occa-
sioned by mention of a weighty difficulty, which also pertains to the propagation of
the gospel. It is observed that many persons never have or never will have had the
gospel preached to them, and therefore never had or neverwill have had the opportu-
nity of believing it. What is to become of them? Locke’s response is direct and unam-
biguous: the practice of natural religion, which is universal, will be enough.

… God had, by the Light of Reason, revealed to all Mankind, who would make use of
that Light, that he was Good and Merciful. The same spark of the Divine Nature and
Knowledge in Man, which making him a Man, shewed him the Law he was under as a
Man, Shewed him also the way of Attoning the merciful, kind, compassionate Author
and Father of him and his Being, when he had transgressed that Law. (RC, 139–40)

Besides, it is a law of nature “that aman should forgive, not only his Children, but his
Enemies” whenever they are repentant and ask pardon. Since God is the father of all
mankind, reason is sufficient to convince us of God’s readiness to forgive.

With this concession, Locke seems to have surrendered completely to the Deists,
who claimed that a revelation is unnecessary, because natural religion is sufficient to
insure human well-being in this world and the next. But Locke’s intention was oth-
erwise. His way out of this difficulty involves the assertion that the work of the Mes-
siah is indispensably useful even for those who know nothing of him, at least in this
life. For them as for everyone, the conquest of evil and atonement are still necessary.
But for those who have heard the gospel, it is important that they do not reject it. He
must show that the advantages of believing that the Messiah has come are so great
that it would be reckless to ignore it. It is to these that Locke addresses the follow-
ing questions “Quorsum perditio haec? [Why is mankind in this ruined state?] What
need is there of a Saviour? What Advantage have we by Jesus Christ?” (RC, 141).
He is not any longer discoursing about hypothetical things, about moral rules and
the obligation of rational agents towards them, but about inescapable human condi-
tions: loss of paradise, mortality and mediocrity, and real events designed to remedy
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these conditions: a divine Savior, his coming and the events that followed that make
up the gospel history. It should be sufficient, Locke contends, that, because God has
done these things, we should accept that there was a need for them, for, it is implied,
God does nothing in vain. “A Rational Man, or fair searcher after Truth” will read-
ily attribute these things to divine wisdom, recognizing that in our present state of
mediocrity our intellects lack the capacity to perceive the transcendent realm of spir-
its where decisive events concerning our redemption have also taken place: the defeat
of “The Prince of this World, the Prince of Power of the Air, etc.” by “a Head and Chief-
tain” acting on our behalf; and “Transactions” betweenGod and our Savior onwhich
the establishment of his kingdom depends. Locke’s point is that mere natural rea-
son cannot inform us of such things, yet it is reasonable to believe them. This being
noted, he invites the reader to reconsider the evidence of the Messiah’s coming and
all the advantages that have accrued on account of it. In the light of these things,
Christianitywill appear to us reasonable even as it extends the boundaries of reason’s
understanding.

But preliminary to this, he observes that it should be evident, from the miracles
he worked, that Jesus Christ was sent by God: they were “so ordered by the Divine
Providence andWisdom, that they neverwere, nor could be denied by any of the Ene-
mies or Opposers of Christianity” (RC, 141–2). The fact that they never were denied
Locke claims is evident from the gospel narratives. They were not denied by any eye-
witnesses. His claim that they could not be denied follows from his idea of a miracle,
an extraordinary event perceived by the senses. In A Discourse of Miracles, written in
1702, Locke defined a miracle as an extraordinary occurrence, a “Sensible Opera-
tion,” that by its extraordinariness seems a proper expression of divine power. Mir-
acles do their work by their sensible magnitude and unusualness. Locke is insistent
thatmiracles need not violate physical laws of nature.We are, in any case, too unsure
of these laws to judgewhen any violation of themhas occurred. Besides,miracles are
the kind of evidence meant for day-laborers and so efficacious for everyone (WR, 44,
46). For us, who do not perceive them directly, we have the gospel narratives to guide
us. In those contexts, because they intend to deliver a truth so important tomankind,
and because, as is clear in Jesus’ presentation of himself and his doctrine, they are so
strategically employed, and by narrators who have nothing to gain by telling them,
that they serve as evidence even to us, readers of the Gospels, that Jesus was on a
divine mission.

Against this background, the reader is invited to consider the advantages of the
Messiah’s coming. These are set in the context of the state of theworldwhen theMes-
siah entered it. Theworld to which Locke is referring is the “Gentile world,” theworld
whose culture European civilization inherited. Before the coming of Christ, thisworld
was in a state of “Darkness and Error.” There was no public expression of monothe-
ism and moral religion. This lack was not the result of a failure of reason to discover
these things, but of its proper and persistent use; nor was this the inevitable conse-
quence of human depravity, but of frailty and fallibility. The few who discovered the
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truth were prevented by their cowardice from publicizing what reason had taught
them. Socrates is the one exception (RC, 144).

Yet, Locke observes, after Christ’s coming and because of what he taught,
monotheism has become the norm throughout the world. Jesus has given us a well-
founded morality and presented it with renewed vigor; he has taught us that obedi-
ence to God is the proper ground of morality; and he has clarified the law of nature,
by identifying its ruling principle. All of these things should be evident to reason, and
are so reasonable in themselves that many forget that they learned them through a
tradition deriving from Jesus Christ, and that their enlightenment in such matters
derives from revelation and not from reason. In the light of all of this, Christianity
must be judged reasonable, but not only because it teaches what unassisted reason
should have known, but because it opens a way for reason to be enlarged.

25.3 A Paraphrase and Notes on the Epistles of St Paul

25.3.1 Occasion and Context

A Paraphrase and Notes on the Epistles of St Paulwas published posthumously (1705–
7). It is Locke’s last major work, and was unfinished at the time of his death.
Manuscript remains, in particular, notes in an interleaved New Testament (Harrison
and Laslett 1971, no. 2864), which Locke used in preparation of his work, show that
he intended to comment on all of the canonical Pauline letters, including Hebrews,
all of which he attributed to St Paul’s authorship. At his death, he had completed
commentaries only on Galatians, 1 and 2 Corinthians, Romans, and Ephesians.

As with theReasonableness, onemust seek its origin in an intellectual-biographical
context. Thematically, A Paraphrase and Notes is continuous with the Reasonableness,
which is not surprising inasmuch as two of its principle themes, the heritage of the
twoAdams and justification by faith, are vintage Pauline themes, and because St Paul
was the proponent of Gentile Christianity, which Locke took to be normative. But
to Locke’s mind, St Paul represents something more: unlike the 12 disciples, he was
learned, intellectually formidable, and charismatic. Hewas “amanof quick Thought,
warmTemper,mightywell vers’d in theWritings of the Old Testament, and full of the
Doctrine of the New”(Para, 104).

A large stock of Jewish Learning he had taken in at the Feet of Gamaliel, and for his
information in Christian Knowledge, and the mysteries and Depths of the Dispensation
of Grace by JesusChrist, Godhimself had condescended to behis Instructor andTeacher.
(Para, 114)

“… he was full stor’d with the Knowledge of the things he treated of: For he had
Light from Heaven, it was God himself furnished him, and he could not want”
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(Para, 1: 112). The fact that he had received the entire Christian revelation by divine
infusion made the writings of St Paul a fitting subject of study for Locke at the end
of his life. In A Second Vindication of the Reasonableness of Christianity, Locke com-
ments on the distinction betweena justifying faith and a faith consummate and entire
(1697b, 310–12). The former is clear and succinct: acceptance that Jesus is the Mes-
siah sent by God. The latter encompasses the entire sacred history narrated in the
Bible, together with intimations of things above reason: about the fall of men and
angels, the achievements of the Messiah on earth and in spiritual realms, and about
existence in the world to come. Locke considered it every Christian’s duty to progress
as best he could from the one to the other. It was this totality that Locke supposed
resided in the mind of St Paul, and was well comprehended by him. The mind of
St Paul, then, encompassed something divine, the Christian revelation in its entirely.
One had access to it through his letters. Hence, they were a suitable subject of study
for any Christian to enlarge his faith, especially so if he were, like John Locke, a man
of parts and ample leisure.

25.3.2 Locke’s Hermeneutics

Preceding the main body of A Paraphrase and Notes is a preface entitled “An Essay for
the understanding of St Paul’s epistles by consulting St Paul himself.” In it, Locke
addresses the question, How can one be sure when reading St Paul’s letters that the
meaning that one puts upon his words is truly St Paul’s meaning? (Para, 1: 109).
Locke would no doubt admit that the same question applies to reading any written
text. Authors “let loose their own Thoughts, and follow them in writing”; readers
comprehend what they wrote by employing their own thoughts in reading (Essay, to
the Reader, 7). St Paul, however, was no ordinarywriter, and although Locke’s answer
to the questionmay be applied to reading generally, therewere special problems relat-
ing to the things St Paul wrote about and the manner by which he came to know
them. There was the common perception that St Paul’s letters are full of obscurities,
which when coupled with his claim to have received the Christian revelation directly
from God, led to the surmise that St Paul was an enthusiast, who had little under-
standing of the obscure things he wrote about, no more than a rhapsode had about
the things he could recite.

It would be contrary to the purpose of God if this were so. Once again we are
reminded that God does nothing in vain:

The Light of the Gospel he had received from the Fountain and Father of Light himself,
who, I concluded, had not furnished him in this extraordinarymanner, if all this plenti-
ful Stock of Learning and Illumination had been in danger to have been lost, or proved
useless, in a jumbled and confused Head… (Para, 110)

Therefore, besides insuring that St Paul’s meaning agreed with what he took it to
be, Locke felt obliged to show that St Paul’s meaningmade sense, especially to Gentile
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readers,whosemindswerenot filledwith ancientHebrew traditions;whowere “witty
and volatile People, Seekers after Novelty, and aboundingwith Variety of Notions and
Sects, to which they applied the Terms of their common Tongue with Great Liberty
and Variety” (Para, 103). In this regard, Locke observes that the speeches of St Paul,
reported by St Luke in Acts, are rational, coherent, and comprehensible. One of the
advantages of these speeches is that they are embedded in a historical narrative that
informs the reader of their context. In his preface and in the synopses and notes to
the particular epistles, Locke provides as much context as he can: the time and place
of writing, genre, idiom, style, the character and circumstances of those whom St
Paul addressed, the issues and controversies that engaged them. However, because St
Paul’s writings are letters that have been removed from their contexts and collected,
the most pertinent context must be inferred from the letters themselves.

Locke observed that all of St Paul’s letters were written as continuous discourses
and should be read accordingly. Ordinary readers must therefore disregard their divi-
sion into chapter and verse, and the use to which these artificial divisions were put
to support theological, liturgical, and devotional practices. They do not present the
reader with St Paul’s meaning, which is the only rule or touchstone of understand-
ing his letters aright. St Paul’smeaning is the “Tenour” of his discourse, which shows
itself to the reader only after repeated attentive readings. In this way, St Paul becomes
his own interpreter, as Locke believed every author should be.

25.3.3 The Great Mystery Unveiled

As Locke repeatedly and correctly observes in the notes and synopses of A Paraphrase
and Notes, St Paul devoted considerable space in his letters to defending his authority
as an Apostle, the peculiar circumstances of his appointment, and his special voca-
tion. This is because they were matters of controversy. What was at issue was the
nature of the Christian religion and its relation to the Jewish nation. St Paul argued
that although the gospel was foretold by the Hebrew Prophets, it was not understood
by the people, the children of Israel, but remained “the wisdome of god in a mystery
i e declared in obscure prophesies and mysterious expressions and types” (Para, 1:
175). In this connection, he compares the two covenants, the old and new. Moses,
the founder of the Jewish commonwealth, veiled his face when he delivered the rev-
elation of God to his people. And thus, all biblical prophecies were veiled until the
coming of Christ.

Christ now he is come soe exactly answers all the types prefiguration and predictions
of him in the old Testament that presently upon turning our eyes upon him he visibly
appears the person designed and all the obscurity of those passages concerning him
which before were not understood is taken away and ceases. (Para, 1: 281)

The unveiling inaugurates a new age of liberty and enlightenment – an age of reason
enlarged.
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Like the other Apostles, St Paul reportedly performed miracles but, on Locke’s
account, he surpassed them even in this. The Gentile mission, for which he was
divinely chosen, produced a great “standing miracle” such that, wherever the gospel
was preached,monotheismandmoral religion became established and persisted. Like
all miracles that are supposed to establish the truth of Christianity, this standingmir-
acle has never been contradicted (Discourse of Miracles,WR, 48; also RC, 141–59).
No doubt Locke believed that this standing miracle was still operative in his day as
an operation of divine providence and that the propagation of the Christian gospel
would continue to be instrumental of universal enlightenment, an enlightenment
that would be carried on the wings of commerce to all the supposed dark and uncul-
tivated places of the world (PE, 160–81).

25.4 Conclusion

If anyone deserves to be called a Christian philosopher, it is Locke. The criterion used
here for this designation is a philosopher whose thought is richly imbued with ideas
and imagery derived from reading the Christian Bible as though it were a repository
of divine revelation and therefore as an infallible source of the highest truths. Surely
Locke satisfies this criterion.

Accordingly, one might expect to find continuities between Locke’s principal the-
ological works and his main philosophical works, An Essay concerning Human Under-
standing and Two Treatises of Government. These are not hard to discover. They relate
mainly to human nature. As noted above, Locke adhered to a high anthropology:
human nature was designed to be immortal and incorruptible, and even now, in its
fallen state, mankind’s destiny is to be raised to a state of immortal bliss to dwell in
a transfigured spiritual body, comparable to the bodies of angels. Locke is careful to
observe that this fallen state is not a punishment (except in the case of AdamandEve),
but a natural condition, which, since it is a gift and is abundant in pleasure, is good
and not to be despised, and hence, thoughmortal, is to be preferred to no being at all.
But even in this state of ruin, our humanity retains its high dignity; we are creatures
sent into the world to be about God’s business, bearers and enforcers of the law of
nature, capable of founding civil societies in which all participants retain the right to
appeal to heaven against tyranny. Locke’s claim that in a state of nature, every man
is a king is another expression of this high dignity (TT, 2: 9.123).

His reflections on power are relevant here also. Active power, which is primary, is
clearly discernible only in spiritual beings; the distinction between active and passive
power is used to comprehend the whole of being: God’s power is purely active and
originating; material bodies seem only to exhibit passive power; in between are cre-
ated spirits, who manifest both sorts (Essay, 2. 21.2–4). This intermediate state of
spirits should not be confused with the state of mediocrity, that state whichmankind
is now in, which falls in betweenmere animality and spirituality. In this natural state
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mankind now resides, its soul or spiritual nature untransfigured and mortal, and its
cognitive powers prompted into activity by external stimuli. Even so, human under-
standing has the capacity to fashion ideas and create real essences of moral things
and fashion words to fit them and to discourse endlessly, which represents at least a
shadow of what it once was (Nuovo 2008).

Locke’s reflections on personal identity are also apropos,most especially his idea of
the self as consciousness, to be sure an intermittent state fit for a mortal but always
returning to itself, subject to alternating pleasures and pains, solicitous of its happi-
ness; also relevant is his notion of a person as forensic self, subject to judgment (Essay,
2.27.17, 26). These fit neatly into the moral vocation that he envisions for mankind,
for his vision of the last judgment and resurrection. Other Christian and theological
themes are spread throughout the Essay (WR, 245–56), but these should suffice to
justify the designation of Locke as a Christian philosopher, and if it is justified, it is a
theme that ought to be developed lest one miss the richness of Locke’s ideas and fail
to achieve an accurate historical account of them.

Another concluding thought that warrants mention is Locke’s virtuosity as a bib-
lical scholar. It is nowwell known that the Bible is the product of repeated redactions,
each one in turn superimposing its special content upon the preceding. The Chris-
tian Bible is merely a late redaction that has validity among professing Christians.
The underlying traditions remain and nourish and sustain those that overlay them.
Their presence is perceived by discerning readers endowedwith an archeologist’s vir-
tuosity to imagine what is beneath the surface.

Locke seems to have possessed this virtuosity. His interpretations of Scripture dis-
play a remarkable canniness notable particularly in his high anthropology and his
messianism. This aptitude is doubtless the outcome of a life spent in attentive reading
of the Bible and by his reading of learned commentators: John Lightfoot (1602–75),
Joseph Mede (1586–1638), John Spencer (bap. 1630, d. 1696), John Selden (1584–
1654), who made him cognisant of the layers of Jewish traditions underlying the
New Testament narrative; he read these sources himself, among them the Kabbalah
(Locke 1688). In this respect, he was not unlike Milton, and their accounts of the
Son of God/Messiah are remarkably similar, doubtless because they drew from the
same sources. It is a pity that Locke’s achievements as a biblical interpreter have been
neglected and one may only hope that this neglect will soon end.
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26

Locke and British Empiricism

LOUIS E. LOEB

26.1 Lockean Apparatus

In Part i of Book I of Hume’s A Treatise of Human Nature (THN), we encounter divi-
sions between simple and complex ideas (THN, 2, 4), sensation and reflection as
sources of ideas (THN, 7–8), and complex ideas of relations, modes, and substances
(THN, 13). These Lockean distinctions, familiar from An Essay Concerning Human
Understanding II.i, II.ii, and II.xii, find themselves in the company of Lockean doc-
trines. There is a succinct reformulation and endorsement of Locke’s denial of innate
ideas (THN, 7) and, by implication, his denial of innate knowledge. For Hume, all
complex ideas are formed from simple ideas that correspond to impressions (THN,
3–5). That all ideas derive from experience is the overarching thesis of Essay Book II.
According to Locke, the idea of a substratum or “support” is at best obscure (nega-
tive and indistinct) and relative (1.4.18, 2.12.6, 2.13.17–20, 2.22.1–2; 1697a, 35).
Hume argues that there is no idea of substance, construed as “an unknown some-
thing, in which [particular qualities] are supposed to inhere,” derived from sensation
or reflection, and hence that “substance,” distinct from a collection of qualities, has
no “meaning” (THN, 16). The argument presupposes that meaningful words stand
for ideas, the central claim of Essay Book III.

A Lockean reader would feel at home, though perhaps a bit breathless, as Hume
concentrates essentials of Books I, II, and III of the Essay into a few short sections. In
addition, the Treatise I.i section on the association of ideas is reminiscent of the final
section of Book II of the Essay in the fourth and fifth editions. All this is within the
first 16 or 17 pages of the Treatise.

A Companion to Locke, First Edition. Edited by Matthew Stuart.
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In themselves, these similarities tell us little. Our knowledge of the composition
of the Treatise is slight (Norton and Norton 2007, 434ff.). We have two complete
early drafts of Locke’s Essay, no drafts of the Treatise. Hume might have composed
I.i before the remainder of the Book, and not revised in light of subsequent depar-
tures from Locke’s views. Or perhaps Hume wanted the opening sections of the
Treatise to pay homage to Locke, lulling a reader into a false sense of security in
advance of innovations – ones Lockeans might not find congenial. Michael Ayers
suggests that the first section of Part I of Berkeley’s Principles of Human Knowl-
edge has just such an artful construction (2005, 47–8). Or Hume might not have
been clear about where Lockean principles give way to more distinctively Humean
arguments.

In any case, Locke’s programmatic views about meaning and concept acquisition
do not dictate specific applications. Locke thought that the clearest idea of active
power derives from observing the mind’s command over its ideas and limbs (2.21.4–
5); observing the transfer of motion in impact also gives us an idea – albeit “a
very imperfect obscure Idea” – of active power (2.21.4). Berkeley denied this lat-
ter claim: the (related) idea of causation is derived exclusively from the experience
of willing ideas, of volitional activity (PHK, 25, 27–8; DHP, II, 217, III, 231); the
concept of causality has no legitimate extension beyond spirits and their volitions.
Hume thought the idea of causation derives from the experience of constant con-
junction, perhaps together with that of a mental determination to expect an object’s
usual attendant. The malleability of empiricist theories of meaning, whether in the
eighteenth or twentieth century (see Hempel 1965), enables Berkeley and Hume to
advance opposing, empiricist theories of causation.

26.2 Demonstrative Knowledge

Before returning to Hume’s meaning empiricism in section 5, I consider Locke’s rela-
tionship to Hume in other respects. Though an empiricist about the origin of con-
cepts, Locke accepted demonstrative (andwhatwas later to be called “a priori”) knowl-
edge of propositions, even outside logic and mathematics. Demonstrative knowledge
is possible where “nominal” and “real” essences coincide (3.5.14, 16; cf. 2.31.6).
Locke is confident that the nominal and real essences of ethical concepts can coincide
(3.11.16), thatmoral truthsadmit of demonstration (1.3.1,3.11.15–18,4.3.18–20,
4.4.7–9, 4.12.8, 11). Demonstrative knowledge is often “instructive,” rather than
“trifling,” where we have “but a verbal Certainty” (4.8.8). The trifling-instructive dis-
tinction is related to Hume’s “relations of ideas” (propositions, given the Lockean
identification of meaning with ideas, true by virtue of meaning) and “matters of
fact” (cf. EHU, 25), and to the analytic-synthetic distinction within logical empiri-
cism.Humeandhis positivistic successors, however, insisted that only analytic propo-
sitions are necessarily true and knowable a priori (EHU, 25–6).
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Hume often targets rationalist claims to a priori knowledge on this ground. Here
we put to the side Hume’s Treatise III.i.1 argument, against Locke and other moral
rationalists, that “moral distinctions” are derived from sentiment, not reason. Locke
can seem to suggest that it is in principle possible to acquire demonstrative knowledge
of some laws of nature, if only we knew the real essences of bodies (4.3.16, 25; cf.
4.6.10–11). ForHume, it is conceivable, andhence possible, that particular uniformi-
ties fail to hold (THN, 86, 91–2, 161–2; EHU, 28–30, 32–4); there are no “necessary
Connexion[s]” or “necessary co-existence[s]” (4.3.16, 4.6.10) among the qualities of
bodies for reason to uncover. Locke also held thatwe have intuitive knowledge that an
effect’s properties “must be owing to, and received from” (4.10.4) its cause. This con-
straint on causality is stronger than Descartes’ principle that a cause must contain at
least asmuch (overall) perfection as its effect (Meditations, 28). Locke requires that the
cause must contain at least as much of each perfection in the effect – at least as much
knowledge, power, and so forth (4.10.4, 5, 6, 12). Hume rejected all such restric-
tions on possible causal relations: “to consider the matter a priori, any thing may
produce any thing” (THN, 247). Convinced that the laws of nature cannot be demon-
strated, and that intuitive knowledge of themetaphysics of causationanddemonstra-
tive knowledge of God and morality are in principle beyond our reach, Hume found
demonstrative knowledge of little theoretical interest. Though theseweremuchmore
than intramural differences, Locke’s most far-reaching influence on Hume came from
another quarter entirely.

26.3 Hume and Locke’s Restrictions on the Third Degree of
Knowledge

After claiming at Essay IV.xi.1–8 that we have “sensitive knowledge” of the existence
of external objects, Locke calls attention to a limitation:

[W]hen our Senses do actually convey into our Understandings any Idea, we cannot but
be satisfied, that there doth something at that time really exist without us … But this
Knowledge extends as far as the present Testimony of our Senses … and no farther. For if I
saw such a Collection of simple Ideas, as is wont to be calledMan, existing together one
minute since, and am now alone, I cannot be certain, that the same Man exists now.
(4.11.9, underlining added; cf. 4.3.5, 21)[xq]

Two sections following, Locke liberalizes this account: “so by our Memory we may
be assured, that heretofore Things, that affected our Senses, have existed … But
this Knowledge also reaches no farther than our Senses have formerly assured us”
(4.11.11, underlining added). Even allowing sensitive knowledge mediated by mem-
ory, knowledge of the external world remains extraordinarily fragmentary. If I see
Locke’s “Man” every day, but only at noon, I do not know that he has existed or will
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exist at any other time, past or future. Locke did not himself consider this result prob-
lematic. He allows that “it be highly probable that Millions of Men do now exist,”
though “I havenot that Certainty of itwhich,we strictly call Knowledge” (4.11.9).He
intends his IV.xv–xvi account of probable belief, backed by “Constancy of experience”
(4.11.16), to support this assessment.

Hume found the lacuna at IV.xi.9–11 disconcerting and sought to repair it. There
is striking evidence for this in the first Enquiry (hereinafter, “the Enquiry”): “It may…
be a subject worthy of curiosity, to enquire what is the nature of that evidence which
assures us of any real existence and matter of fact, beyond the present testimony of
our senses, or the records of our memory” (EHU, 26). “[T]he present testimony of
our senses” is also Locke’s phrase at IV.xi.9. Hume seeks to identify the evidence that
enables us to extend our assurance beyond its Lockean boundary. Hume formulates
his answer straight away: “By means of [the relation of Cause and Effect] alone we
can go beyond the evidence of our memory and senses” (EHU, 26). Locke’s texts set
the problem.

They also might have suggested to Hume his solution. Locke maintains that he
“cannot be certain, that the same Man exists now,” on the ground that “there is
no necessary connexion of his Existence a minute since, with his Existence now”
(4.11.9, underlining added). Hume’s insight is that there is a causal connection,what-
ever sort of necessity that involves. Even if causal connections are not necessary truths
susceptible to demonstration, one can infer the man’s existence at times when he is
not observed as the unobserved cause (or effect) of his existence at times when he is
observed.

There has long been a strong case that Hume is not a skeptic about inductive infer-
ence (Beauchamp and Mappes 1975; Beauchamp and Rosenberg 1981; Broughton
1983; Connon 1976; Winters 1979), contrary to the dominant interpretation from
the 1940s into the 1970s. Throughout I.iii, Hume characterizes causal inference
in terms suggestive of an epistemic achievement: the relation of cause and effect
“informs us of existences and objects, which we do not see or feel” (THN, 74, empha-
sis added; cf. 73), “brings us acquaintedwith… existences… beyond the reach of the
senses and memory” (THN, 108, emphasis added; cf. 103). Hume insists, against
Locke, that “many arguments from causation exceed probability” and constitute
“proofs” (THN, 124; cf. EHU, 164). Hume’s is a causal theory of knowledge (cf. EHU,
55). G.E. Moore spotlighted Hume’s account (1909) and lavished considerable atten-
tion on it in his 1910–11 lectures (1953). Hume supplements sensitive knowledge
with an elegant theory of knowledge of the unobserved.

26.4 Association and Custom

In the Treatise, Hume devotes a scant few pages – the opening section of I.iii – to
demonstrative knowledge. The causal theory of knowledge is introduced in I.iii.2
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(THN, 73–4; cf. 82, 84). In this context, Hume examines another Lockean claim
to certainty (4.10.3), that we have intuitive knowledge that whatever has a begin-
ning must have a cause (THN, 78). Hume’s response to Locke’s account of sensitive
knowledge thus jump-starts his further distinctive contributions in I.iii: his account
of causal necessity at I.iii.14, where Hume deems Locke’s brisk analysis of causa-
tion (2.26.1) too thin to be helpful (THN, 157); and his associationist account of
causal inference at I.iii.6–13. Here Locke also influenced Hume, again in an oblique
way.

Hume had access to the Fifth Edition of the Essay (Norton and Norton 2007, 980,
1019). Locke had introduced the section on associationism in the fourth. For Locke,
association plays a subsidiary role (Gibson 1917, 234–6) – not so much as meriting
a chapter in this volume – accounting for “Unreasonableness” (2.33.1, 3), opinion
in “opposition to Reason” (2.33.4). Associative connections are “undue” or “wrong”
(2.33.8,9,18), requiring “remedies” (Works, III 276). Theyare “accidental” (2.33.7),
due to “Chance or Custom” (2.33.5); “Custom settles habits of Thinking in the under-
standing,” resulting in “an habitual train” (2.33.6) of ideas. Hobbes had treated
causal inference associationistically (Leviathan, iii, 7; Elements, I, IV, 7), but Hume’s
reading of Locke likely suggested an explanatory role for repetition. Hume sees that
enumerative induction inherently implicates custom (cf. THN, 102) – repeated obser-
vation of similar pairs of objects, giving rise to habits (cf. THN, 128, 153) of associa-
tion and “settled” (THN, 108, 608) or “infixed” (cf. THN, 86, 225, 453) belief in the
unobserved. For Locke, custom settles haphazard associations; in Hume’s hands, it
cements reasonable habits of inference (Aaron1937, 141).We can credit Humeboth
with recognizing that causal connections are necessity enough to sustain knowledge
of the unobserved and with appropriating custom to explain associative transitions
in causal inference. This is the story of creative breakthroughs and transformations
against the background of Lockean materials.

In seeking to explain (nearly) all doxastic phenomena associationistically (cf. THN,
8–13; Abstract, 661–2), Hume departed from both Hobbes and Locke (Laird 1932,
39–41; Loeb 1997; Yolton 1993, 18–23). Empirical investigation now extends to
the cognitive faculties themselves. Hume’s constructive epistemological project pro-
ceedswithin this framework.Whereas for Locke intuitionanddemonstrationuncover
“probable” as well as “necessary connexion[s]” (4.17.2), Hume provides a thorough-
going naturalistic account of probable reasoning. Bracketing demonstration, Hume
identifies “reason”with “those conclusionswe form fromcause and effect” (THN, 231;
cf. 193). “[T]he customary transition fromcauses to effects, and fromeffect to causes”
is due to “permanent, irresistable, and universal” (THN, 225) associative principles.
Unreasonable beliefs, “whimsies and prejudices” (THN, 118n.1), are due to associa-
tive propensities other than causal inference. A person apprehensive of specters in
the dark is in the grip of principles that are “changeable, weak, and irregular” (THN,
225–6); one who, hearing an articulate voice in the dark, infers, by custom, that
someone is present, “reasons justly” (cf. THN, 89, 144).
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26.5 Hume’s Meaning Empiricism Reconsidered

Empiricism about meaning did have a deep impact on Hume: we have no idea of a
vacuum (THN, 53–64), time without change (THN, 36–7, 64–5), external existence
(THN, 67–8), necessary connection – distinct from a felt determination of the mind
(THN, 165–6) – or substratum, whether material (THN, 16) or immaterial (THN,
232–4, 251–2). At the same time, such inventories provide a one-sided picture (Loeb
2001). The semantic arguments are often perfunctory, superseded bymultistage psy-
chological explanations of the very beliefs one could not possess were the destructive
meaning empiricist arguments correct.

Think of somemeltingwax. (1)Whenwegradually survey its sensible qualities,we
attribute to thema strict identity, as though theywere unchanging aswell as uninter-
rupted (THN, 60–2). (2) When we compare the qualities of the wax before and after
they undergo considerable change, from a hard cube to a molten mass, we recognize
that we are not viewing an identical object. (3) The twoways of considering the qual-
ities lead to “a contrariety in our method of thinking” (THN, 220). (4) The response
is to suppose a substratum as a locus of strict identity.

Whereas Hume explains stage (1) associationistically, the transition from (3) to
(4) outruns even his generalized associationism (cf. Passmore 1952, 122): (4) puts
philosophers “at ease” (THN, 224; cf. 205, 215), alleviating the conflict at stage (3).
Hume read “Of Power” (THN, 157n.1) in the Fifth Edition, after Locke had intro-
duced uneasiness to explain the determination of the will (2.21.29–47). Locke’s text
suggests a more general doctrine: “The motive, for continuing in the same State or
Action, is only the present satisfaction in it; The motive to change, is always some
uneasiness” (2.21.29). Berkeley rejected this motivational story (Luce 1944, 352),
perhaps owing to its seemingly deterministic character. I suggest Hume applied it
to belief (cf. THN, 447, 453, 625–6). Yet another innovative adaptation of Lockean
resources, though focused on relieving uneasiness arising specifically from conflict-
ing beliefs – a distinctive psychodynamic twist.

The explanation of the ancients’ belief in material substratum is not “mere psy-
chology.” At stage (1), we are inclined to attribute identity to observable qualities. The
belief in an unobservable substratum at stage (4) is “the means by which we endeavour
to conceal” (THN, 219, emphases altered) the contradiction at stage (3). This super-
ficially masks a conflict (cf. THN, 254) that arises only because the gradual survey
at stage (1) “deceives the mind” (THN, 220); owing to a “trivial propensity of the
imagination” (THN, 224), wemistake diversity for identity. Causal inference plays no
role. The next paragraph, the opening paragraph of I.iv.4, contrasts causal inference
with the “changeable, weak, and irregular” mechanisms – precisely to make clear
why Hume is not “unjust in blaming the ancient philosophers for making use of [the
imagination]” (THN, 225). Hume’s explanations of belief in immaterial substrata,
external existence, and necessary connection (THN, 167, 211–16, 253–5) follow a
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similar pattern; they are, one and all, epistemically debunking (Loeb 2002, ch. 5; cf.
Craig 1987; Pears 1990).

26.6 Meaning Empiricism and Cartesian Metaphysics in Berkeley

What is the role of empiricismaboutmeaning in Berkeley? The bishop’s philosophical
lineages, and their interactions, are complex matters. Studies dating from the 1930s
show that Malebranche had a significant influence on Berkeley’s thought (Aaron
1931; Hicks 1932, 229–36; Jessop 1938; Luce 1934, 1963). It is hard to deny that
Berkeley subscribed to a Cartesian metaphysics of mind (Bracken 1974; McCracken
1988). For Locke, the relative ideas of material and immaterial substrata are “equally
obscure, or none at all” (2.23.15; cf. 2.23.27). Berkeley agreed with respect to mate-
rial substratum (PHK, 16–17, 68;DHP, III, 198–9) but saw “no parity of case” (DHP,
III, 234; cf. 250) with souls. Ideas “inhere in” or are “supported by” spirits in that
they are perceived by them (PHK, 2, 27, 89, 135, 139; DHP, III, 231–4, 237); the
metaphors can be cashed out. This rolls back Locke’s chief application of his mean-
ing empiricism.

For Berkeley, as for Descartes (Principles I, 11), mental states must necessarily
inhere in a substance (PHK, 3, 33; DHP, II, 206, III, 234). Because souls are sim-
ple, they cannot be destroyed by decomposition; they are “naturally immortal” (PHK,
141). Since for spirits, to be is to perceive (PHK, 139), or perhaps to perceive or to will
(cf. PN, 429, 646), a mind cannot exist unless it has conscious states. This is another
Cartesian doctrine. In theDialogues, Berkeley allows “immediate knowledge” of one’s
own mind (DHP, III, 232; cf. 231). This goes beyond Descartes, who held that minds
canbeknownonly through their accidents (Principles I, 52;Replies124,156), though
what each figure held is controversial.

Berkeley’s Cartesian theory of mind is set within an occasionalist metaphysics;
God – subject to some strategic exceptions (PHK, 116, 147; DHP, III, 237) – is the
direct cause of successive ideas (cf. Jolley 1990). Had Berkeley merely purged Locke’s
system of mind-independent bodies, perceptual experiences would exist without a
cause. For Malebranche, God is the sole cause of both physical and mental states
(with an exception for desires; Search, 1.1.2, 4.1.3; Elucidations, 1 and 2). Bodies exist
but are causally idle. Removing body fromMalebranche’s system results in Berkeley’s
basic occasionalist structure (Jolley 1996; Loeb 1981, ch. 6; McCracken 1983, ch.
6), despite factoring out significant doctrines, the “intelligible extension” and “seeing
all things in God” (PHK, 148;DHP, II, 213–14). There is the curiosity that Berkeley’s
empiricist analysis of causation provides crucial premises – that sensory experiences
cannot be caused by one another (PHK, 25, 64, 102; DHP, III, 231), nor by matter,
didmatter exist (PHK, 68) – for an eliminative and demonstrative argument that they
are caused by another spirit.
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Similarly, consider the metaphysical problem at Principles §45. If for sensible
things, to be is to be perceived, is the table annihilated and created anew whenever
one leaves and returns to the study? Berkeley entertains phenomenalism: to say the
table existsmeans that if one were suitably situated, one would have “table-ish” sen-
sory experiences (PHK, 3, 58; cf.DHP, III, 253) – an analysis developed by the logical
empiricists, who identified statement meaning with methods of experiential verifica-
tion. (In “Berkeley’s Life andWritings,” John Stuart Mill, citing Principles §3, focused
more on the element of potentiality than on the semantic claim. See Hamilton 1998.)
Berkeley floats other responses, most notably that “full-bodied” sensible objects – an
entire table or apple, including its sensible interiors, over time – exist as perceptions
(DHP, II, 211–12) or “archetypes” (DHP, III, 240, 248, 254) in the divine mind.
Another response is relative indifference to the problem (cf.PHK, 45). Pressingmean-
ing empiricism in the phenomenalist direction is but one option in view.

Berkeley faces a structurally similar issue about the continuity of minds. If the
mind is essentially conscious, does it cease to exist during deep sleep or comas?
Descartes responds that these states impairmemory, not consciousness itself (Replies,
171–2, 246–7). Berkeley’s response pushes hard on a Lockean thread: “we have our
notion of Succession andDuration from…Reflection on the train of Ideas… in our own
minds” (2.14.4). For Berkeley, time is nothing but a succession of ideas in a mind;
absent conscious states, no time passes, so that there is no discontinuity in themind’s
existence (PHK, 97–8). The concept of time has no legitimate application beyond
the experience of succession from which it derives. (Hume invoked a similar view for
different purposes at Treatise 35–7, 64–5.) No single episode could better illustrate
Berkeley’s curious admixture of empiricismwithCartesianandMalebranchianmeta-
physics. Berkeley relies on empiricist analyses – of time, body, causation, andmaterial
substratum – on an “as-needed” basis, when it suits his metaphysical purposes. It is a
mistake to detach Berkeley’s empiricism from its Cartesian andMalebranchianmoor-
ings (cf. Ayers 2005, 37, 50, 56).

With this picture of Berkeley in place, I return to knowledge of the external world
in Locke and Hume.

26.7 Epistemic Priority and Reification

Some schematic stage-setting will facilitate the discussion. Distinguish between
beliefs entirely about the content of one’s own, current sensory experience (for
example, “it visually appears to me as if there is a table in front of me”) and beliefs
about physical objects (“there is a table in front of me”). Descartes held that appear-
ance statements are epistemologically basic: they can be justifiably believed indepen-
dently of their inferential relations to any other beliefs. He also held that appearance
statements are epistemologically prior to physical object statements: the justification for
any belief in a physical object statement must ultimately derive from its inferential
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relations exclusively to beliefs in appearance statements. This is a constraint on
material object statements globally, as a class. These commitments, embedded in
Descartes’ FirstMeditation skepticism (Williams1986), generate foundationalist the-
ories of knowledge of the physical world.

Descartes also held that appearance statements are incorrigible, cannot be mis-
taken, and are certain (Meditations, 19). These additional theses generate a classical
or Cartesian foundationalist theory on which any justification for beliefs about phys-
ical objects ultimately derives from a bedrock of certainty. Locke agreed that appear-
ance statements are basic and certain: “There can be nothingmore certain, than that
the Idea we receive from an external Object is in our Minds; this is intuitive Knowl-
edge” (Essay, 4.2.14; cf. 2.2.1, 2.29.5, 4.9.3). For Berkeley, appearance statements
are incorrigible: “[a man] is not mistaken with regard to the ideas he actually per-
ceives” (DHP, III, 238). So too, Hume: “since all actions and sensations of the mind
are known to us by consciousness, they must necessarily … be what they appear”
(THN, 190; cf. 366).

For the latter twofigures, visual experience is also reified, held to consist inacquain-
tance with mental entities – Berkelian ideas, Humean perceptions – “sense data,” in
the twentieth century. This ontological ormetaphysical thesis, prominent early in the
figures’ mainworks (PHK, 4; THN, 67), is superimposed on the doctrines of basicness
and priority. Berkeley is explicit that beliefs based strictly on the senses are epistemi-
cally basic: “in truth the senses perceive nothing which they do not perceive imme-
diately: for they make no inferences” (DHP, I, 174–5; cf. III, 238). In such contexts,
ideas are doubly “immediate” – a locus of non-inferential certainty (PHK, 18;DHP, I,
204–5, II, 221, III, 238) and also objects of perceptual awareness (PHK, 38, 56;DHP,
I, 195, III, 251, 262); a commitment to epistemic priority converges with reification.
This is precisely Hume’s position. Reification and priority appear in a single sentence:
“nothing is ever really present with the mind but its perceptions … and … external
objects become known to us only by those perceptions” (THN, 67; cf. 212). As with
Berkeley, the non-inferential certainty and epistemic priority (THN, 82) of appear-
ance statements has come to be located in statements about perceptions “immediately
present” (THN, 107, 119).

Whether Descartes yoked reification to his foundationalism is controversial. Sim-
ilarly, notwithstanding the foundationalist currents in Locke (4.3.19; cf. 4.2.1), his
theory of perceptual experience is variously interpreted –as a reifying indirect realism
but also as direct realism, as adverbialism, or as neutral among distinctively philo-
sophical theories of perception. (See Chappell et al. 2004; de Bary 2002, 105–29;
Robinson 1988, ch. 1; Yolton 1984, chs 1, 5.) What accounts for the unambigu-
ous reification in Berkeley and Hume? In the Treatise, reification is an unsupported
presupposition. In the Enquiry, a scant paragraph (EHU, 152) advances the nuga-
tory “diminishing table” argument, which Thomas Reid demolished (Essays, 178–
84). (The attack, however, had to be renewed against sense data theories. See Pitcher
1971, 28–42.)
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“Causal gap” arguments for reification had been in the air (Lennon 1993, 251–
73; Yolton 1984, chs 3–4). How could a visual experience at a perceiver’s location
consist in direct awareness of a cause at a spatial and temporal remove? In Male-
branche, the “immediate object” of perception is “the object closest to themind,when
it perceives something” (Search, 3.2.1.1). Reid attacked the argument as formulated
by Samuel Clarke in 1716, and especially by William Porterfield, originally in 1739
(Essays, 175–8). (Reid’s objections were idiosyncratic. Russell’s revival of the argu-
ment, emphasizing the temporal gap (1912, ch. 3; 1927, 197) led to renewed crit-
icism (Armstrong 1961, ch. 11; Pitcher 1971, 43–59). There are traces of these
arguments in Locke’s observation that “external Objects be not united to our Minds,
when they produce Ideas in it” (2.8.12); in Berkeley’s argument about the causation
of sound (DHP, I, 181); and in Hume’s passing comment that the senses cannot pro-
duce any “immediate intercourse between the mind and the object” (EHU, 152).

There is a more decisive route to reification in Berkeley. His adverbialist strains
are far from thoroughgoing. Further, if realism is false, direct realism is false. When
the existence of mind-independent material objects is denied out of the gate, the
objects of perceptual experience must be something else. The thought that percep-
tual objects reside in the divinemind is aMalebranchian excess. Berkeley’s reification
seems inevitable. Reification in Hume was to some extent vestigial. At the same time,
whereasBerkeley emphatically rejects realism, inHume, aswe shall find in the section
on Berkeley’s influence onHume later in this chapter, realism gains little traction. It is
thus convenient for him to treat objects of perceptual awareness as something other
than extended surfaces.

Epistemic priority, though not reification, was a shared doctrine among Descartes,
Locke, Berkeley, and Hume. (There are refinements in the section on nativism later in
this chapter with respect to Locke.) The figures differ in their accounts of the types of
inferential relationships to appearance statements that can serve to justify statements
about physical objects. Descartes seeks to validate sense-perception via a proof of the
existence of a non-deceiving God, appealing to clear and distinct perception, reason,
to establish informative or “instructive”metaphysical propositions – for example, that
there must be at least as much perfection in the cause as in its effect. Descartes relies
on synthetic truths that are necessary and known a priori – not an option for Hume,
and by and large not for Berkeley. Two inferential strategies remain. Berkelian phe-
nomenalism seeks to rely on statements that are true by virtue of meaning, analytic,
and hence a priori – to guarantee the existence of the physical world via a semantic,
rather than a metaphysical, theory. The other empiricist strategy is to rely on induc-
tive inference.

26.8 The External World and Inference to the Best Explanation

Treatise I.iii, where Hume seeks to advance beyond Locke’s restrictions on sensitive
knowledge, presupposes that the senses and memory supply knowledge, however
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fragmentary. How do we know objects exist at times they are perceived? At Essay
IV.xi.4–7, Locke inquires into how visual and tactile experiences that are unavoid-
able,mutually confirming, and constant and regular, are “produced” (4.11.4, 5, 6). It
is natural to construe Locke’s strategy in these passages in terms of theoretical induc-
tion, inference to the hypothesis that best explains the features in question. Thus
Berkeley: “perhaps it may be thought easier to conceive and explain the manner of
[our sensations’] production, by supposing external bodies… rather than otherwise;
and so itmight be at least probable there are such things as bodies” (PHK, 19, empha-
sis added).

Ironically, Locke stopped short of inferring the existence of material objects. He
takes care to conclude only that sensory experiences have “exteriour” (4.11.4, 5) or
“external” (4.11.6) causes, causes “without” (4.11.5, 7) the mind. (Reliabilist inter-
pretations have difficulty explaining this restriction.) Belief in matter may be prob-
able but does not rise to the threshold of certainty required for sensitive knowledge.
Why the reticence to extend the argument to belief in matter? Berkeley raised an ad
hominem objection: “the materialists … by their own confession are … unable to
comprehend in what manner body can act upon spirit” (PHK, 19). Although Locke
did find body-to-mind interaction inconceivable (4.3.6, 13–14, 28), he was likely
more troubled by explanatory opacities internal to the best available physical theory,
the “corpuscularian Hypothesis” (4.3.16). Cohesion of solid parts and the commu-
nication of motion are themselves difficult to conceive or comprehend (2.23.23–9).
This is one factor restraining Locke’s conclusion. Hume would have had no hesita-
tion on this ground. He rejected the search for intelligibility, in the form of necessary
connections, as in principle misguided. It is “sufficient satisfaction” (EHU, 43) “to
reduce” phenomena to some “ultimate springs and principles… [e]lasticity, gravity,
cohesion of parts, communication of motion by impulse,” though beyond “any par-
ticular explication” (EHU, 30).

Hume’s objection to inference to the best explanation is more fundamental. Cus-
tom or conditioning explains the psychological irresistibility of beliefs arising specifi-
cally from enumerative induction, and hence (as a first approximation) their favored
epistemic status. Beliefs resulting from inference to the best explanation are not
“just,” as they are not conditioned and irresistible. This posture results from Hume’s
attempt to integrate the psychology and epistemology of induction. Though no skep-
tic about enumerative induction, Hume, in Newtonian fashion, considers theoretical
induction suspect.

Hume applies this body of thought to explanationism: “could not [perceptions]
arise either from the energy of the mind itself, or from the suggestion of some invisi-
ble and unknown spirit, or from some other cause still more unknown to us?” (EHU,
152–3; cf. THN, 84). Inference to the best explanation requires opting for one of myr-
iad hypotheses, independently of the psychological constraints imposed by repeated
observation of similar pairs of conjoined objects. Further, though Hume is willing to
employ Berkeley’s ad hominem objection (EHU, 152–3), “any thing may… produce
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any thing” (EHU, 164); a prioristic restrictions on causal relations, in the manner of
Berkeley, do not narrow down the field.

Locke’s development of his argument obscures the central difficulty. He takes the
salient skeptical target to be aCartesiandreaminghypothesis (4.2.14,4.11.8), indeed
that the causes of sensory experience are “Fancies” (4.11.5, 6) resulting from “the
Sport andPlay of my own Imagination” (4.11.7). Locke thus pits unregulatedmental
activity against external causes that operate “regularly” (4.11.7). Even waiving the
hypothesis of anunavoidable and regularHumean“energyof themind”or dream,an
“external” or “exteriour” causeneednot be extended; it could be an “invisible… spirit”
– Descartes’ powerful deceiver or Berkeley’s God – causing sensory experiences, in
the absence of matter, in a constant or systematic way. (Twentieth-century attempts
to exploit inference to the best explanation in order to justify physical object state-
ments, though elaborated in great detail, are susceptible to the same objection. See
Broad 1914, ch. 4, 1923, ch. 8; Ewing et al. 1945; Price 1932, ch. 4; Reichenbach
1938, §14; Russell 1912, ch. 2, 1927, ch. 20.) Locke seems unperturbed; the cer-
tainty of external existents that are “convenient or inconvenient,” that cause “Plea-
sure or Pain; i.e., Happiness or Misery” is “as great… as our Condition needs” (4.11.8;
cf. 4.2.14). Knowledge of particular facts about thematerial world is at some remove
from an epistemology in the service of morality and religion.

26.9 Enumerative Induction and a Revived Explanationism

For Hume, inference to the best explanation is a non-starter. Enumerative induction
can seem powerless here too: “as no beings are ever present to the mind but percep-
tions … we … can never observe [a conjunction] between perceptions and objects”
(THN, 212); “experience is, and must be entirely silent” (EHU, 153) on the question
of external objects. Although Hume’s formulations rely on the metaphysical claim
that perceptions are the only objects present to the mind, and hence rely on reifica-
tion, his commitment to epistemological priority suffices to deliver the same episte-
mological result (cf. Jackson 1977, 147–51). To see this, consider the following enu-
merative argument: “whenever I have been appeared to as if there is a table in front
of me, there has been a table in front of me; I am appeared to now as if there is a
table in front of me; therefore, there is a table in front of me.” The argument does not
assume a reifying account of appearance statements. Even so, the argument violates
the foundationalist’s own constraint that the justification for any belief in a physical
object statement (and hence in the conclusion)must ultimately be justified exclusively
on the basis of appearance statements; the initial premise includes an undischarged
statement about material objects.

Within Hume’s ontology, “we may observe a conjunction or a relation of cause
and effect between different perceptions” (THN, 212). Hume finds it conceivable, and
hence possible, that perceptions exist when not perceived, separate from any mind
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(THN, 207; cf. 233). Suppose some perceptions do exist independently of being per-
ceived. If so, they would possess a signal characteristic of bodies. Hume indeed stip-
ulates that a “body” just is an object with a continued and distinct or independent
existence (THN, 187–8; cf. EHU, 151–2). Anticipating neutral monism, perceptions
are not intrinsically mental. If causal inference can proceed from observed to unob-
served perceptions, the existence of “body” is secured! The trick is to apply enumera-
tive induction entirely within the realm of perceptions and to offer a reforming defi-
nition of “body.”

Hume’s exploration of neutral monism was more than two centuries ahead of its
time (James 1904a, 1904b; Mach 1959; Russell 1921). Although none of Hume’s
predecessors allowed unsensed perceptions, Locke inadvertently paved the way. He
disparaged substrata and promoted the hypothesis of thinkingmatter (4.3.6; 1697a,
64–70) and hence conscious states separate from immaterial souls. Berkeley thus
pauses to fend off the worry that in his system the mind is “only a system of floating
ideas” (DHP, III, 233; cf. PN, 579–81), a system of ideas separate from immaterial
substance. This is a step en route to perceptions separate frommind altogether.

Hume changes tack, deciding that “a very little reflection” (THN, 210) shows that
perceptions donot, in fact, continue to exist unperceived.Humenevertheless pursued
neutral monism far enough – in his discussion of the “coherence” of perceptions – to
discover a significant hurdle. Suppose Hume sees a four-log fire (4L), dozes off, and
later observes a two-log fire (2L). Hume takes these observed objects, various stages
of the “fire,” to be perceptions. He wants to rely on enumerative induction to infer
the existence of other perceptions, the (unobserved) three-log fire (3L) – either as the
unobserved effect of 4L or as the unobserved cause of 2L. But four-log fires typically
induce him to doze; suppose he has observed 3Ls to follow 4Ls, or 3Ls to precede 2Ls,
only 30 percent of the time. Yet, we think it overwhelmingly probable, not 30 percent
likely, that an unobserved 3L exists. The observed statistical correlations do not lead
to a sufficiently strong custom or habit to support this belief (THN, 197–8).

Hume appeals to a mental “galley,” a principle of mental inertia that extends or
enhances observed statistical regularities.Whywould themind do that?Hume’smost
promising suggestion is that only the supposition of a “greater regularity among
objects” (THN, 198) thanwe observe – the existence of an unperceived 3L – allows us
to “account for,” to explain, suchphenomenaas2L.Ourhypothesizingnon-statistical
regularities is a kind of inference to the best explanationafter all (Bennett 2001, 294–
5) – an inference to unobserved perceptions, in the interest of subsuming observa-
tions under explanatory regularities.

This account faces a severe difficulty. In suggesting that the explanations under
the enhanced regularitiesmust be “conformable tomy experience in other instances”
(THN, 196), Hume presupposes that there is a straightforward way to decide, from
within the confines of appearance statements, how to construct and apply explana-
tory generalizations exhibiting greater regularity. We had better not say that 2Ls are
always preceded by (observed or unobserved) 3Ls – not so in cases where the porter
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reignited a poorly laid fire that burned out while Hume slept, or in cases where the
porter laid only a two-log fire. We cannot locate robust regularities within the realm
of appearance statements (cf. Williams 1977, 137–44).

This result poses a significant difficulty for positions that postulate an unobserved
cause – whether Hume’s unobserved perceptions, extended bodies, Locke’s exterior
objects, or Berkeley’s God (cf. Ayers 1984, 321–2) – to explain putative regularities
in experience. It poses much the same problem for semantic phenomenalism (Ayer
1936, 1940; Lewis 1946): “If someone were appropriately situated, they would be
having table-ish sensory experiences” – but not if, for example, the person’s visual
cortex is damaged or his eyes are closed – conditionswhichmust themselves be equiv-
alent to counterfactuals supported by lawful regularities formulable in purely experi-
ential terms. Phenomenalismnever overcame these difficulties (Chisholm1948; Sell-
ars 1963). These are reasons to think that if we are to secure perceptual knowledge of
the physical world, the epistemic priority of appearance statements to physical object
statements must be rejected. As we shall see shortly, the Enquiry can read as if Hume
absorbed this moral. Such lessons can be slow to take hold. Mill, more than a century
later, reverts to an attempt to ground belief in the external world – groups of perma-
nent possibilities of sensation related by laws of succession – via associationistically
generated, enumerative extrapolation fromorderwithin sensations (Examination, ch.
11 and appendix to chs 11–12).

26.10 Nativism and Basic Beliefs in External Objects

We begin with a strand in Locke’s polemic against innatism. Locke contends that
we are endowed with faculties sufficient for knowledge bearing on religious, moral,
and prudential concerns; for this reason, divine goodness does not require that God
also implant innate beliefs (1.4.12; cf. 1.1.5). Our prudential concerns include sur-
vival. Hume observes that “upon … removal” (THN, 225) of the faculty of causal
inference, “human nature must immediately perish” (THN, 225). The operation of
custom must therefore be instinctive (THN, 179), “permanent, irresistable, and uni-
versal” (THN, 225). A Lockean, admitting innate cognitive capacities, can absorb
this claim; he can accept custom as an inborn faculty, adding that it operates
instinctively.

In the Enquiry, Hume elaborates the case for the role of instinct. The alternative is
that employment of a faculty generating beliefs “necessary to… subsistence” (EHU,
55; cf. 54) depends upon reflection and argument. Two considerations, at least, tell
against this: “reason… appears not, in any degree, during the first years of infancy”
(EHU, 55; cf. THN, 193) and “is slow in its operations” (EHU, 55; cf. 39). For these
reasons, “It ismore conformable to the ordinarywisdomof nature to secure so neces-
sary an act of themind, by some instinct” (EHU, 55; cf. 106, 108). In these passages,
Hume has causal inference in view.
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In Enquiry XII, Hume extends this cluster of arguments to belief in “external”
objects, an “external universe, which depends not on our perception” (EHU, 151).
This is the Treatise belief in “body” – “continued and distinct” entails “external” exis-
tence (THN, 188; cf. EHU, 152). The belief in external objects arises “almost before
the use of reason”; “even the animal creation … preserve this belief of external
objects, in all their thoughts, designs, and actions” (EHU, 151). These are broadly
empirical arguments; the belief in external objects must result from instinct, because
it is essential to themaintenance of unreflective creatures, suchas animals andyoung
children.

This conclusion, taken on its own, leaves open the possibility that the belief in
external objects is due to instinct simply because the belief is the product of the fac-
ulty of causal inference, operating instinctively. Hume rejects this option: the belief
in external objects arises “without any reasoning” (EHU, 151), meaning without
theoretical or enumerative induction, without causal inference of any kind. The
belief is the upshot of a primitive, that is, unexplained “natural instinct or prepos-
session,” a “blind and powerful instinct of nature” (EHU, 151). This represents a
major turnabout from the Treatise. Hume’s program in his treatment of coherence
was to explain the psychological strength of the belief in “body” in terms of that of
custom or causal inference. In the Enquiry, Hume abandons this project. In light of
our discussion in the preceding section, we can speculate that he came to appreciate
the poverty of regularities within experience. He retains the causal theory of knowl-
edge, but in a context where beliefs in external objects can serve as starting points for
causal inference. Hume thereby expands the range of beliefs that are epistemically
basic.

Since basic beliefs in external objects are necessary in order to survive, they must
result from instinct. Since they do not result from a domain-neutral faculty of causal
inference, applicable to objects of whatever kind, theymust be the upshot of a special-
ized instinct to “repose faith in [the] senses” (EHU, 151). This seems to commit Hume
to innate belief, in the form of an innate disposition, triggered by perceptual experi-
ence, to believe in external objects. In Enquiry XII, the instinctive belief in body, how-
ever emaciated, is specifically about external objects. Locke is quitemistaken about the
superfluity of innate belief (cf. Carruthers 1990; Mackie 1976, ch. 7).

Reid pressed the case for instinctmuchmore vigorously – thoughhewas seemingly
oblivious to his kinship with Hume (Loeb 2007; Skorupski 1993, 11–14). (Many
of Reid’s arguments anticipate the resurgence in innatism since the 1960s.) Reid
is emphatic that “[t]he belief ” in, and hence “the very conception” of, “something
external, extended … are equally parts of our constitution” (Inquiry, 72; cf. 62–5
and Essays, 210, 226–7). Though he inveighed against classical foundationalism, he
agreed that appearance statements are certain (Essays, 470; cf. 66, 233). His objec-
tion is ultimately toDescartes’ “requiringproof by argument of every thing except the
existence of [his] own thoughts” (Essay, 518), and of thematerial world in particular
(Essays, 519, 525) – to epistemic priority (Wolterstorff 1987). Belief in external, even
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extended, objects, though not certain, is instinctive and epistemically basic (Essays,
476–8).

Locke, on one interpretation, held a view in this vicinity. Michael Ayers maintains
that the explanationist arguments at Essay IV.xi.4–7 – billed by Locke as “concur-
rent reasons” (4.11.3) –merely supplement an independent justification for sensitive
knowledge already in place. On Ayers’ interpretation, natural beliefs about external
objects, albeit confined to external bare powers (1991, 153–92, 302–3; 1994), carry
independent, non-inferential authority. (If, as Ayers sometimes suggests, an external-
ist semantic theory secures this result, it is difficult to see why Locke does not allow
that beliefs about external objects are fully certain.) Basic beliefs in the perceptual
sphere are not confined to appearance statements.

Does expansion of the scope of basic beliefs inHume’sEnquiry and inReid, and per-
haps in Locke, offer the prospect of securing our perceptual knowledge of thematerial
world? Suppose it’s appearing to Hume as if a four-log fire exists does give rise to the
basic belief that the logs, presumably only theobservedportionof the logs, exist at that
time. If so, the problem confronting Humean enumerativism re-emerges: perceptual
experience at best generates de facto, statistical regularities. This is the case whether
the basic beliefs are about reified perceptions, as in the Treatise, or about temporal and
spatial fragments of material objects. In either case, the available basic beliefs and
accompanying correlations are too skimpy to support even mundane beliefs about
the material world. This is a problem for Locke’s IV.xi.9 confidence that belief in the
existence of “Millions of Men” at times when they are not observed is “highly proba-
ble” in virtue of its “conformity…with our own Knowledge, Observation, and Expe-
rience” (4.16.4). Even supposing perceptual knowledge of the existence of extended
objects at times when they are perceived, there is nothing close to “constant Obser-
vation” (4.16.6) to support the belief – in our Humean example – in the unobserved,
three-log fire.

Hume perhaps sensed the difficulty; the instinctive belief in an external object car-
ries the supposition that it “preserves its existence uniform and entire” (EHU, 152).
This is a highly schematic suggestion. Are the logs whole or rotten? For how long do
they preserve their existence? Even an innate bias in favor of beliefs in solid, persisting
objects does not generate a sufficiently rich stock of basic beliefs to answer such every-
day questions. To do so, we require rough-and-ready background beliefs – not only
about the particular circumstances (mostly unobserved) in which we find ourselves,
but also about the general character of the laws governing the world (cf. Bennett
2001, 291–2; Pears 1990, 168–82). These beliefs seem radically underdetermined
by experience, even supplemented by instinctive belief in extended objects. Everyday
beliefs about full-bodied objects depend for their justification on a background theory;
they are not epistemically basic. These considerations exert pressure in the direction
of holistic versions of empiricism – coherentist theories that, contrary to the founda-
tionalist picture, deny basic beliefs altogether (Neurath 1932; Quine 1951).
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26.11 Berkeley’s Influence on Hume

Wehave rushed forward 200 years, without taking into account Berkeley’s influence
on Hume. In Enquiry XII, Hume grafts an instinctive, constitutional belief in external
objects onto the experience of what are in fact perceptions (EHU, 152). In principle,
he could have treated belief in extended objects in analogous fashion. Then why does
Hume stop short at Lockean belief in mere externality?

When Locke relies on inference to the best explanation, he has the standard
for knowledge ratcheted up to certainty; he can be more certain of external, than
extended, causes. Hume’s concern is different: “reason … [b]ereaves matter of all
its intelligible qualities, both primary and secondary, … in a manner annihilating
it,” “leav[ing] only a certain unknown, inexplicable something” (EHU, 155). Remov-
ing primary qualities from our concept of external objects evacuates the belief of all
respectable content.

Berkeley provides the backdrop: perceptual relativity shows that bodies do not
possess properties resembling experiences of secondary qualities (DHP, I, 183–6);
thus, colored expanses – redness, whiteness – exist only in the mind. Hume agrees
(THN, 226–7). (The diminishing table argument relies on relativity for a dif-
ferent purpose, to argue against direct realism.) From this starting point, there
are two Berkelian arguments for stripping external objects of primary qualities,
and hence two routes against realism – if an object lacks a determinate shape
and size, it is not so much as extended. This implication was of no concern
to Berkeley, the immaterialist who believed the universe a community of spirits.
For a Cartesian or Lockean realist, any argument to this conclusion would be a
disaster.

Berkeley contends that, given the variation in an object’s apparent color, the sup-
position that it possesses one determinate resembling color rather than another is
arbitrary (DHP, I, 185–6). One of the two antirealist paths generalizes this pattern of
argument to primaryqualities (cf.DHP, I, 187–92; cf.PHK, 15). There is a strategy for
blocking thegeneralized argument: it is not arbitrary to suppose that abilliard ball, for
example, is spherical rather than cubical – not if we seek an economical physical the-
ory to explain its causal interactions. Berkeley’s equanimity in suggesting that “the
same arguments” apply to primary qualities ignores (but seeWilson 1982) the Lock-
ean, scientific realist argument for a primary-secondary quality distinction – that size
and shape, but not properties resembling experiences of color, play an explanatory
role in our best scientific theories (Alexander 1974; Mackie 1976, 17–23; Mandel-
baum1964, 18–30). (Perhaps Berkeley had his eyemore onMalebranche and Bayle.
See McCracken 1983, 217–22; Popkin 1951.) Unsurprisingly, Berkeley applies the
perceptual relativity argument first to color, where it is on its strongest ground, and
only later to shape. When Russell reproduced the argument, he followed the same
tactical sequence (1912, ch. 1).
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Hume sided with Locke. He allows that “the real table . . . exists independent of us”
(EHU, 152); “the various aspects of objects, according to their different distances…
are only sufficient to prove… that we must correct their evidence by reason” (EHU,
151). We “correct” the appearances “by considerations, derived from the nature of
the medium, the distance of the object, and the disposition of the organ” (EHU, 151;
cf.Essay II.viii.21) – “general rules” governing the variation (cf.THN, 603, 632;EPM,
227–8). Humemust hold that the best natural philosophy of his timemotivates these
corrections. Berkeley was an unabashed, unconflicted idealist; Hume much more
receptive to the (scientific) realist worldview.

Yet, Hume signs on to the second Berkelian argument: we cannot conceive of pri-
mary qualities existing separately from, abstracted from, colored expanses together
with other secondary qualities; therefore, primary qualities cannot possess such sep-
arate existence – they exist only in the mind (PHK, 10; DHP, I, 192–4). This is the
argument that bereaves matter of primary qualities (EHU, 154–5). It depends upon
assimilating conceivability to imageability (but see Davidson and Hornstein 1984).
Whatever the extent of Locke’s commitment to imagism (cf. Ayers 1991, 44–51; Ben-
nett 2001, 13–15; Chappell 1994), he did not agree that impossibility follows from
inconceivability (4.10.19; cf. Jacovides 2002). For Berkeley, the argument substanti-
ates his claim that the doctrine of abstract ideas lies at the root of materialism (PHK,
5).

Why does Hume elaborate the argument at great length in the Treatise (THN,
227–31) and retain it in the Enquiry? Hume professed to find Berkeley’s views on
abstraction “one of the greatest discoveries that has been made of late years in the
republic of letters” (THN, 17) – effusive praise. And an opportunity for a three-
to four-page display, early in the Treatise, of the fruitfulness of associationism – in
explaining how a determinate image manages indifferently to represent disparate
objects (THN, 20–4). This gives Hume a stake in applications of Berkeley’s views on
abstraction.

There is a second factor. Acknowledging that the imageability argument “is drawn
from Dr. Berkeley,” Hume observes “that all his arguments, … admit of no answer
and produce no conviction. Their only effect is to cause…momentary amazement and
irresolution and confusion” (EHU, 155n.1). The Berkelian arguments against mat-
ter cannot result in sustained belief. “Nature is always too strong for principle” (EHU,
160); the instinctive belief-formingmechanismsoverwhelm“merely skeptical” (EHU,
155n.1) arguments. Hume was not content, as were many of Berkeley’s contempo-
raries (Bracken 1958), merely to dismiss his views. Hume exploits the imageability
argument as a foil for his naturalistic rejoinder to Pyrrhonian arguments. This is not
a development of Berkeley, but a substantive response to him.

Hume owes us a longer story. Reflection overturns both realism (whether direct or
indirect) and neutral monism – every account of “body” or external objects Hume
considers. Hume’s response, in part, is an elaboration of his psychology of mental
conflict. The contradictions between reflection and instinct rein in our confidence in
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the refined arguments (EHU, 161–2) – such as the imageability argument – that con-
tribute to them (Passmore 1952, ch. 7; Williams 2004). And it is appropriate that
nature should fashion instinct psychologically to trump reflection: “reason… at best
is, in every age and period of human life, extremely liable to error andmistake” (EHU,
55; cf. 106); instinct, though fallible (EHU, 159), is a “mechanical tendency” or
“mechanical power” (EHU, 55, 108), less likely than reflection to go radically astray.
Hume does think the ontological underpinnings of natural philosophy deeply prob-
lematic (cf. THN, 233, 366, 633). At the same time, he ultimately has less confidence
in philosophical arguments for this result than in a cautious and modest investiga-
tion firmly grounded in instinctive beliefs and propensities (cf. EHU, 161–2). Reflec-
tion is epistemologically inferior to instinct! Hume bases this provocative conclusion
on his observation of mechanisms of belief formation, their interactions and natural
functions, and their reliability within various domains. This empirical methodology
anticipates many of the diverse naturalistic trends in epistemology over the last 40
years.
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Locke and the Liberal Tradition

RICHARD J. ARNESON

John Locke’s Second Treatise of Government is a ringing defense of individual lib-
erty and individual moral rights, including rights to private property. Locke calls for
limited government and also outlines legitimate functions of government. Attack-
ing patriarchal defenses of absolutist monarchy, he takes some modest steps toward
attacking patriarchy and promoting the moral rights of women and the equal moral
status of men andwomen. Locke espouses a theological ethics, withinwhich one can
discern seeds of secular and even utilitarian notions of the foundation of ethics. He is
adamant in asserting that no one acquires political obligations to obey the established
authorities except by her free and voluntary consent, but also acknowledges the diffi-
culties that have spurred some to abandon this consent doctrine. Ideas of democracy
and majority rule play a very limited role in his political doctrine, and this neglect
raises questions about the centrality of democracy to the ideal of amorally legitimate
state. Locke proclaims that all normal human individuals are free and equal persons,
and takes this to be compatible with inequality in people’s possessions and opportu-
nities.

Just this short listing of some of Locke’s ideas indicates that they reverberate
throughout the tradition of modern liberal political thought. There are tensions, and
perhaps inconsistencies, in Locke’s thought, and later articulations of Lockean ideas
not surprisingly emphasize and develop different elements in the Lockean package.
Opposed positions in modern liberalism can with justification trace their roots back
to Locke.

This chapter discusses some themes in Locke’s writing that are prominent fea-
tures in one or another version of modern liberalism. The discussion highlights
both insights and confusions in Locke’s writing that also show up in contemporary
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thinking. Although there is little doubt that Locke proved to be an influential thinker
whose ideas shaped later developments, I make no attempt to trace causal connec-
tions. I comment on affinities between Locke’s ideas and contemporary doctrines
without making any claims to the effect that what Locke wrote caused some later
writer to write what he wrote. Another limitation of the following account: it is con-
fined to discussion of Locke’s Second Treatise of Government and does not attempt to
relate that great polemic to other writings by Locke that touch on similar themes or
expand or complicate his arguments.

27.1 Natural Law and Natural Moral Rights

Locke introduces his way of thinking about our moral relations to one another and
about themoral basis of our political relationships by a thought experiment.He imag-
ines people living together without government.Without laws or courts or police, we
would surely still have moral duties to one another and moral rights against each
other, Locke affirms. He states, “The State of Nature has a Law of Nature to govern
it, which obliges every one: And Reason, which is that Law, teaches all Mankind,
who will but consult it, that being all equal and independent, no one ought to harm
another in his Life, Health, Liberty, or Possessions” (TT, 2:6). Corresponding to this
law are rights possessed by each person, not to be harmed by others in his life, health,
liberty, or possessions.

The natural moral law according to Locke is objectively binding; it gives each per-
son overriding reason to obey its dictates. Each person can discover this binding
moral law by looking within; the law is, as it were, written on the hearts of all men
andwomen. The law’s normative force is independent of institutional arrangements,
shared cultural understandings, or anyone’s subjective opinions about its content.
For example, each of us has a right not to be enslaved, even if current institutions
and social practices uphold slavery, the public culture affirms its rectitude, and the
members of society all are of the opinion that slavery is morally permissible. The law
takes the form of directed duties: each of us has a duty not to assault innocent non-
threatening persons, and the duty is owed to each person, and corresponds to amoral
right of each person not to be so assaulted.

Amoral right is a claimone possesses to certain conduct or forbearance on the part
of specifiedothers; a right of this sortmight (ormightnot) bealienable or transferable,
forfeitable, andwaivable. Some examples:myproperty right inmy shirt is transferable
to another person bymutual consent. With transfer to another, the other person has
all the rights of ownership I once possessed in the shirt, including the right to transfer
the bundle to another person by gift or sale. My property right inmy shirt is waivable:
I can relinquish the shirt and my rights to it, and then anyone who comes along can
take possessionof the shirt.Within some limits, I canwaivemy rightnot to be touched
or even assaulted: if I waive my right not to be hit by you now in the stomach, you do

529



RICHARD J. ARNESON

not violatemy right byhittingmenow in the stomach. Bymybad conduct I can forfeit
some or perhaps all of the rights I possess: attacking others, or stealing their goods, or
depriving them of their liberty, I render it morally permissible for others to depriveme
of liberty or harmme inways that would be impermissible but formy transgressions,
in order to block me frommywrongful course of action or to deter me or others from
like transgressions.

Not all rights are waivable or transferable. Each person has a right that others
refrain fromwrongfully harming him in ways that threaten death or grievous injury,
but according to Locke, each of us has a duty to stay alive, and no right to commit
suicide or engage in actions that recklessly court grievous physical harm for no seri-
ous purpose, so none of us is morally at liberty to waive our right not to be subjected
to harmful physical assault or our right not to be killed.

Locke does not assert that all moral considerations fall under the heading of what
we owe to one another by way of strict moral duties and corresponding rights. No
doubt there is a region of behavior that is morally nice or admirable but not morally
required. One very consequential question does arise, in determining how individ-
ual moral rights shape morally acceptable political institutions and practices: are the
moral rights we have against others exhausted by negative duties not to harm or do
they include positive duties to aid? Locke does not provide a full answer to this ques-
tion. The tone of his work emphasizes negative duties, and in twentieth-century lib-
ertarian political thought, such writers as Robert Nozick (1974) cite Locke as inspir-
ing their view, which denies that anyone ever owes anyone any positive duties of aid
unless one has voluntarily undertaken such duties.

Lockewrites, “Every one as he is bound to preserve himself, andnot 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” (TT, 2:6). What does
this mean? Read literally, his words suggest that when I can save my own life only
by bashing in the head of another person, that is morally permissible. I doubt Locke
reallymeans that. Read literally, Locke’s words suggest that I have an unlimited char-
itable duty to help anyone in peril anywhere so long as the helping does not cost me
my own life. I doubt Locke really means that either. In fact, following the passage just
quoted, Locke appears to explicate the duty to preserve the rest of mankind entirely
in terms of duties to refrain from harming others in certain ways.

Locke is explicit in asserting that in the absence of any government or institutional
social order, each person has an executive right to enforce the law of nature – to
block other people’s violations of anyone’s rights and to apprehend and punish viola-
tors in order to deter the offender himself and other people from committing similar
crimes. Beyond this universal moral permission to enforce the law of nature, is there
an enforceable duty that attaches to each of us, to do our part toward enforcement?
On this important question Locke does not clearly declare his view.

Locke’s doctrine of natural moral rights, incomplete as it is, forms the core of the
tradition of deontological, rights-based liberalism, a broad tradition that is perhaps
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the dominant contemporary view. On this view, the account of what we owe one
another bottoms out in claims of individual claim rights correlated with strict moral
duties. This way of thinking contrasts with consequentialist approaches that regard
rights and corresponding duties as devices we should devise in order better to fulfill,
in the complex circumstances of human life, more fundamental duties to improve
the world by improving the overall quality of life for human persons and other sen-
tient beings. But if we ask what rights are based upon, Locke’s account provides
interesting twists, which also reverberated in the subsequent development of liberal
thought.

27.2 Theology and Ethics

As presented in the Second Treatise of Government, Locke’s doctrine affirms that our
moral rights and duties are based on divine commands. According to Locke, the fact
that we are created by an all-loving, all-powerful God means that we always have
decisive reason to obey this God’s commands. So at the foundational level, to deter-
mine what human persons owe one another, we need to look to the substance of
these divine commands. Locke follows a long-standing version of the Christian tradi-
tion in holding that the natural moral law consists of commands from God that are
promulgated via the mechanism of human reason (as well as by special revelation,
for example, to be found in a sacred book). Without needing any special revelation
of God’s purposes, by consulting our reason we can determine what God generally
commands.

To discover God’s commands, we need to consider Divine Providence. A loving God
intends the flourishing of His creation. Locke tells us that the law of nature “willeth
the Peace and Preservation of all Mankind” (TT, 2:7). He uses this thought to reason as
to what the content of the rules commanded by Godmust be. Locke here clearly sup-
poses that God issues commands tomankind such that if they are generally followed,
the peace and preservation (andwe can probably add, the prosperity and flourishing)
of humans are assured. God’s Providence takes a rule utilitarian form. By reason, we
canknow thatGod issues commands, binding onall humanpersons, such that if they
are generally followed, that maximally advances the peace, preservation, and flour-
ishing of people. The same line of reasoning gives assurance that the law of nature
must be simple and easily learned by human persons, because if the commands were
complex and excessively difficult to comprehend, many people would fail to compre-
hend them, and this state of affairs would be contrary to God’s purposes.

In passing, notice that this account invites an objection that attaches to many
versions of rule utilitarianism: the rules that if generally followed would maximize
human flourishing might in some circumstances, when not generally followed, fore-
seeably lead to very suboptimal outcomes and even disasters. In this way God, as
described by Locke, stumbles badly in His planning.
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The divine command ethics which Locke describes continues to find adherents in
the contemporary world. However, the edifice collapses if we have good reason to
doubt God’s existence or to doubt that we have any reliable way of discovering God’s
plans for humanity even on the assumption that He does exist. “Collapse” here is
perhaps too strong a verdict. One might alternatively just scratch out the claim that
the normative status of Locke’s natural law ethic is generated by the fact that it has
been commanded by God, and leave the substance of his doctrine intact, providing a
defense of its being normative for us by reflective equilibrium ideal coherence meth-
ods or by whatever other form of reasoning might be thought to undergird claims to
objectivity in ethics.

This procedure bowdlerizes Locke’s own doctrine, but might be justifiable all the
same. Moreover, this is a path that some modern followers of Locke have taken. For
reasons already stated, the divine command foundation for Locke’s claims about
what we morally owe to one another is anyway shaky. However, if one drops its
claimed basis in God’s commands, some shift in the content of Locke’s natural
law appears inevitable. In particular, without the assurance that the fundamen-
tal moral rules are commanded by God and to suit His purposes must be short
and simple, there is no particular basis for supposing that the moral norms ought
to be easy to comprehend and simple rather than complex in their formulation.
Maybe the truth about the substance of moral requirements is difficult, messy, and
complex.

Locke’s doctrine in its basic outline can survive this shift. One could uphold a nat-
ural law doctrine but add that the discovery of moral truths might be a difficult
achievement of humanity collectively over long historical periods andmaybe extend-
ing indefinitely into the future. Some cultures such as primitive hunter-gatherer cul-
turemight provide inadequate conceptual and linguistic resources for gaining access
to moral truth, and one might wonder whether our present culture does not have
similar defects, hard or impossible for us now to discern. Anyone’s grasp of themoral
law is surely fallible and partial. Some might see better than others through these
trees and might have a better overview of the forest. There could be progress over
time inmankind’s discovery of moral truth, if moral truth has the natural law shape
as Locke supposes.

27.3 Consent

Locke writes that the “State all Men are naturally in” is one “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” (TT, 2:4). In other words, there is no natural hierar-
chy among human beings, such that, for example, if one is born a lord, one has
the authority to rule those born on one’s estate, issuing commands they are bound
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to obey. Nor according to Locke is there automatically an obligation that falls on
one who is born within the jurisdiction of some political state to obey its consti-
tuted authorities. In a later chapter, Locke observes that “Men being, as has been
said, by Nature, all free, equal, and independent, no one can be put out of this
Estate, and subjected to the Political Power of another, without his own Consent”
(TT, 2:95).

The legitimate authority of the state rests on the consent of the governed. So
Locke asserts. This is an attractive but also a puzzling claim. In the ordinary course
of events, political states do not seem to pay any heed to what Locke claims to be
the necessary conditions for their legitimate authority. An ongoing state establishes
and enforces a set of laws on all those who are inhabitants or even temporary res-
idents of the territory it claims. States do not refrain from enforcing the laws of
the land and compelling obedience from people prior to obtaining their free and
voluntary consent to be subject to these arrangements. Of course, this fact might
be no objection to Locke: maybe states characteristically act wrongly in claiming
obedience from those who are present on their territory and within their clutches
but who have never consented to be coerced in this way. However, this charac-
teristic and perhaps even invariant behavior of states seems to inspire no popular
opposition just on this account. People complain about particular states and point
to their unjust or oppressive treatment of their subjects. But nobody (except for
diehard anarchists) complains about an ongoing, well-functioning state that it does
what states do – enforce a common code of rules on all within its territory. This
is the proper business of a state; it is what the state is supposed to do. We would
object vociferously if our state began asking those within its territory whether or
not they consent to its authority and enforcing the laws only on those who respond
affirmatively.

Locke shows some awareness of the problem. He suggests that peoplemight tacitly
or silently consent to the authority of the state. By traveling on the public roadsmain-
tained by the state and enjoying the protection of its laws, one silently consents to the
state’s authority for as long as one continues to enjoy the benefits (TT, 2:119). Locke
seems to view tacit consent as low-grade consent; only explicit consent makes one a
full and permanent member of society (TT, 2:121). There is something odd here. If
residing in a state establishes a presumption of consent, it seems one could cancel the
presumption established by one’s silence by explicitly announcing that one does not
consent, while continuing to reside in the territory. Locke does not countenance this
possibility.

There is another strand in Locke’s account of what generates political obligation.
The idea is that a state that adequately respects and protects the rights of those
present in the territory it claims to rule is entitled to the obedience of those within
its domain. In this spirit Locke denies that a state that is an oppressive tyrannymerits
obedience. He goes further. According to Locke, one cannot validly give consent to a
tyranny and become bound to obey it (TT, 2:172).

533



RICHARD J. ARNESON

The political theorist Hanna Pitkin (1965) claimed that despite Locke’s proclama-
tions, consent is not really the ground of political obligation in his account. Consider
the following.

(1) By residing within their territories, we give our consent even to governments
that are tyrannies.

(2) We are not obligated to governments that are tyrannies.
(3) Consent is the ground of political obligation. That is to say, if one consents to a

government, one is obligated to it, and if one does not consent, one is not obli-
gated.

According to Pitkin, Locke suggests all of 1–3, but they are together inconsistent,
and we make most sense of Locke, interpret him charitably, by dropping 3.

Pitkin’s argumentwas dismissed byA. John Simmons on the ground that she failed
to notice that Locke might be taking consent to be necessary, but not sufficient, for
political obligation (Simmons 1976, 284). Once we notice this possibility, the better
readingof Locke’s texthashimasserting that consent is the groundof political obliga-
tion, in the sense that one cannot be under political obligation unless one gives one’s
free and voluntary consent, but one cannot validly consent to tyranny, if a tyrannous
state is one that claims unlimited authority to rule as it sees fit.

This move on Locke’s behalf still leaves him in an indefensible position. The evi-
dent problem is that for reasons Locke himself suggests, it is implausible to regard
individual free and voluntary consent as a necessary condition for binding political
obligation. To deny this is to deny that there is a freestanding obligation not to be a
free rider who benefits from the co-operative efforts of others without being willing
to bear one’s fair share of the costs of their provision. Suppose one finds oneself liv-
ing within a state that effectively provides the goods of the rule of law and military
force that deters neighboring countries from aggressive attack. There is no question
of accepting or rejecting these benefits; in their nature, if provided at all, they fall on
all who reside in the territory of the state. A principle of reciprocity sometimes called
the Hart–Rawls principle of fairness affirms that “when a number of persons engage
in a joint, mutually advantageous, co-operative venture according to rules and thus
restrain their liberty inwaysnecessary to gain advantages for all, thosewhohave sub-
mitted to these restrictions have a right to similar acquiescence on the part of those
who have benefited from their submission” (cited fromNozick 1974, 95). Notice that
in the case of a good that, if available to anyone in a specified group,must be available
to all in the group, and that is also such that if anyone consumes any of the good, all
in the group must consume some of it, the co-operators working together to supply
the good do not have the option of supplying it for themselves andwithholding it from
those who for whatever reason choose not to co-operate in the scheme.

The application of reciprocity to the provision of the core political goods that the
state provides yields the result that those who benefit owe a duty of fair play to their
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fellow co-operators, a duty to bear their fair share of the cost of provision. Here the
cost of provision includes willingness to obey the rules of the co-operative scheme,
and a duty to share this cost is tantamount to a duty of political obligation, a duty to
obey the law. On this account, when a scheme that satisfies the principle of fair play
is ongoing, obligation arises without voluntary consent.

Locke’s struggleswith consent andpolitical obligation are still unsettled in contem-
porary liberal thought. Some political theorists accept the idea that Pitkin thought
Locke should have accepted: that valid political obligation can fall on a person in the
absence of anything resembling free and voluntary consent on her part that might
be regarded as triggering the obligation. Theorists who reject this ideamust do one of
two things: either theymust takeupLocke’s project of somehowshowing that, despite
appearances, the relationship of state tomembers of society does not rule out free and
voluntary consent to state authority and hence political obligation by the route that
Locke outlines, or they must deny that most members of most contemporary states,
even decent andwell-functioning states, have any obligation to obey their commands
or to support and sustain them.Most commentators find the first alternative indefen-
sible. The upshot is that if you swallow Locke’s arguments regarding the necessity of
consent for political obligation, you are probably committed to anarchism, but you
should not swallow Locke’s arguments.

27.4 The Family

Locke is arguing against a conservative authoritarianism of his day, as represented
by Sir Robert Filmer’s arguments supporting the divine rights of kings. Although not
by any stretch of the imagination a left-winger, Locke often is focused onmarshaling
arguments against positions to his right and does not paymuch heed to defending his
left flank. As a result, on some topics his stated ideas do not include any doorstop that
prevents them from being pushed further toward the left.

This characterization fits his account of rights and duties among family members.
Locke’s nemesis Filmer had argued that just as God has established themale father as
the absolute ruler of the family, accountable only to God, so too God has established
an hereditary line of kings as absolute rulers of political societies, each king in effect
a father to his people. Locke responds that different types of authority are different:
the authority of parents over children in a family is different in purpose and point
and character from the authority of a political official over members of society (TT,
2:1, 53, 170–1). So it is a mistake to infer from what the proper structure of fam-
ily authority should be to what the proper structure of political authority should be.
Moreover, it is anyway not true that the male head of a family should have anything
like an absolute right to rule other family members.

According to Locke, there is a natural law basis for long-term monogamous mar-
riage. The family union has as its aim the generation and upbringing of children.
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Children are bornweak and require many years of care while they develop, so amar-
riagemust provide for stable long-term care of children that are born to husband and
wife. But once the children are raised, there is no natural law bar to divorce, though
he adds, positive law might forbid it. The rights of parents to rule over their children
stem fromtheir duty tonurture and train their children, so that theywill in due course
becomemature rational agents, able to live free, co-operate with others on fair terms,
and flourish. These rights belong to both parents equally, not to the husband alone.
Children in turnare duty-bound toobey their parentswhile theyare immature.When
children have become adults running their own lives, they have residual duties to
honor their parents.

So far, what Locke holds chimes inwithmodern liberal feminism,which holds that
women are morally equal in basic rights to men and should have equal opportunity
with men to live as they choose and compete for positions of advantage. The next
question concerns the rights and duties of aman and awomanwho becomemarried.
For the most part, Locke’s position is that people are free to marry on any terms that
aremutually agreeable provided the termsmake satisfactory provision for the raising
of children.

Locke explicitly endorses the idea that the man is the natural ruler of the family,
despite his assertion that people should be free to make marriage contracts on what-
ever terms they choose. He writes: “But the Husband and Wife, though they have
but one common Concern, yet having different understandings, will unavoidably
sometimes have different wills too; it therefore being necessary that the last Deter-
mination, i.e. the Rule, should be placed somewhere; it naturally falls to the Man’s
share, as the abler and the stronger” (TT, 2:82). This might be read as Locke insist-
ing that the default understanding, unless the marriage contract specifically states
otherwise, is that the man shall have the final say on matters of common concern.
But the surrounding text indicates that Locke intends that the “man gets the final
say” rule should be a set component of any acceptablemarriage contract, not merely
a default. However we interpret Locke’s statement here, it is clearly a shaky claim,
liable to collapse under any scrutiny. In the law regulating business enterprises, we
do not require that in a two-person partnership, the final say must be placed in the
hands of the partner singled out somehow as abler and stronger. We let the partner-
ship be run on whatever terms are mutually accepted by the parties involved. Why
not treatmarriage compacts in the sameway? Andwhy should the presumed greater
physical strength of the male partner in marriage generate any entitlement to rule
the female partner?

Onemight alsowonderwhether theremight be paternalistic grounds for insistence
on equality of basic rights and duties inmarital contracts. (Here “paternalism” refers
to restriction of a person’s liberty for his own good against his will.) Even if one part-
ner in amarriage contractwould voluntarily agree to a lopsided deal inwhich she gets
the lion’s share of the obligations and the squirrel’s share of the rights and privileges,
there should be at least a social norm, and perhaps legal rules, pressuring toward
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equal terms. This suggestion would limit contractual freedom in the domain of mar-
riage for the sake of upholding an ideal of equality in male–female relations. Locke
might be supposing to the contrary that there are paternalistic grounds for limiting
contractual freedom by insisting on greater rights for men on the ground that this
benefits women (said to be weaker and less able). Be that as it may, Locke insists that
the man’s preset right to rule is limited in character. He is not to be the absolute ruler
of the wife.

Locke’s ideas on family obligations and duties form an interesting, in some ways
appealing, unstable mixture. The arguments for superior male rights are conspicu-
ouslyweak; to this extent Locke is implicitly amodern liberal feminist. Locke explicitly
avows a conservative doctrine of husbandly rule that fits with traditional Christian
doctrine. Finally, he flirts with the idea that in romantic and marital life, individuals
should be free to interact on any mutually acceptable terms. This let-free-contract-
rule doctrine shapes a view of family rights and duties that has prominent adherents
in the contemporary liberal tradition.

27.5 Property

In a famous chapter of the Second Treatise, Locke argues that if we start by assuming
that initially no one has any more right to ownership or control of particular move-
able or unmoveable parts of the earth than anyone else, we can show that individu-
als can acquire permanent, transferable, bequeathable private ownership rights over
particular parts of the earth. In other words, God gave the earth to men in common,
but in such a way that the common ownership rights we all possess give way via a
morally legitimate process to full private ownership.

Locke appeals to divine purposes to guide us to understanding of the moral rules
regulating property acquisition. The rules must be such that if they are generally
obeyed, the outcome will be the maximal preservation and flourishing of humanity
(TT, 2:26; see also Simmons1992andTully 1980). So the initial provisional common
ownership of the earth by everyone cannotmean that no one can use any part of the
earth without everyone’s consent. If that were the rule, and we generally obeyed it,
we would all starve in the midst of plenty. Instead, the rule must be along these lines:
anyone can use any unowned part of the earth, and if more than one person wants
to use the same bit at the same time, individuals should take turns.

Locke holds that the free use regime is provisional: it is liable to be displaced by pri-
vate ownership. Anyone may privately appropriate unowned land or moveable parts
of the earth, at least when the earth’s physical resources are abundant, in the sense
that they exceed any claims that people in the aggregate might make on them. Locke
proposes that one acquires private ownership of unowned parts of the earth by labor-
ing on them, but under conditions of abundance, it should be permissible to appropri-
ate a parcel of land,marking it clearly so others can see it is nowowned, and leave the
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land in a wild state, so one can observe its beauty. Since there is no scarcity of good-
quality land, whenever one appropriates, anyone else can follow suit and appropriate
relevantly similar unowned land and gain benefit from it just as one has, whether one
appropriates in order to work the land productively or just to contemplate it. Locke
cogently observes that if you appropriate land in these stipulated circumstances and
farm it productively, anyonewho demands a share in your crops desires the benefit of
your pains, to which he has no right. (TT, 2:34).

Locke adds bells and whistles to the account just described. He proposes that one
acquires property in unowned land by laboring on it (TT, 2:27), and that one’s pri-
vate ownership of that land lapses if one subsequently lets the land go to waste (TT,
2:31–2, 46). Onemust continue to use the land productively or lose one’s ownership
of it. These added features are problematic. The no-waste proviso raises the question:
to what degree must one’s stewardship of land be productive, to avoid violating the
condition that one must not let the land go to waste? Suppose you have appropriated
land and are farming it bymodestly productive techniques, and if a more technologi-
cally sophisticated and adroit (or for thatmatter amore hard-working and ambitious)
person expropriated your land, she would work the land more productively. In these
circumstances, does your continued ownership violate the no-waste condition? At
the limit, a maximizing no-waste condition would become the rule that land belongs
to whoever would employ it most productively, for just as long as that person would
be the most productive owner of it. Such a rule would engender continued disputes
about who really owns any given resource. But it is not clear what the non-arbitrary
answerwould be to the question, what extent of productive employment of appropri-
ated resources is required to satisfy the no-waste proviso?

Locke suggests another basis for regarding laboringas key to justified appropriation
and continued ownership. This idea is that land and resources ought to belong to
the virtuously industrious, and laboring on land and continuously satisfying the no-
waste proviso qualifies one as virtuously industrious (TT, 2:34).

This is also a disquieting idea, partly for the same reason that the no-waste pro-
viso idea is dubious. Again, the question of degree arises. How do we decide whether
the uses one makes of land one appropriates renders one sufficiently virtuous to be
deserving of continued entitlement to ownership? Suppose one appropriates land and
has a clever idea for its use, and hires brawny people for wages to work the land
according to one’s scheme. Being clever in thisway is not the sameas being virtuously
hard-working, so does this scenario give grounds for doubting that one is entitled to
continued ownership? Or suppose that one is hard-working but very untalented, so
that one labors hard on the land one appropriates, but to little effect. Is failure to be
effectivelyhard-workingadeficiencyof virtue,which causes one’s entitlement to con-
tinued ownership to diminish or extinguish?

The no-waste and labor-as-displaying-virtue suggestions hint at rules for permissi-
ble appropriation and continued ownership that would inevitably become embroiled
in contested enforcement. There would be disagreement among reasonable people
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regardingwho genuinely ownswhat, but Locke clearly envisages a non-controversial
property ownership regime that could be administered informally by right-thinking
and good-hearted persons in the absence of government enforcement. A large part of
the point of a private ownership regime is to establish clear title to resources and pro-
vide security of ownership. This aim is in tension with the suggestions under review.
Locke does not engage with this issue in any way that would indicate how he would
propose to resolve the tensions. (In principle, his divine command ethic as interpreted
here would hold that the rules of property appropriation and ownership should be
set so that if the rules are generally followed, the preservation and flourishing of
mankind are maximized. Locke does not say enough to determine what those rules
should be in the broad circumstances he considers.)

Locke is well aware that there is a major strand in his justification of private
ownership that relies on the assumption of abundance or non-scarcity, and that he
needs another account to justify private ownership when that assumption does not
hold. Surely at some point there will not be enough valuable land left unowned to
allow anyone to appropriate as much as she likes. Ultimately all valuable land will be
claimed. When there is scarcity of parcels of the earth that people want for private
ownership, it will no longer be true that if you appropriate unowned land and work
it and benefit from it, anyone else has the same opportunity to appropriate equally
valuable unowned land and gain the same benefit. At this point, those who lack the
opportunity to appropriate have a plausible complaint: why is it morally acceptable
for some to gain from resources they or their predecessors have appropriated when
latecomers lack these opportunities?

Locke has several responses. One is patently implausible. He urges that money is a
human convention. Money tokens have value only because we accept them as hav-
ing value and if we ceased to accept them in trade, they would immediately become
worthless. On the basis of these sociological facts, Locke asserts thatwe all tacitly con-
sent to the use of money, and in consenting to this arrangementwe consent aswell to
its foreseeable effects, which include some people heaping up great wealth and own-
ing far more than others. So inequality of ownership and largeness of possession are
morally permissible, becausewe all consent to the use of money andwhat predictably
follows from it (TT, 2:50). However, although money would fall into disuse if people
generally did not accept its use, no single individual or small coalition needs to use
money, for the system to sustain itself. Somy choice is either to usemoney and benefit
from the convenience, or insist on barterwhile others continue to usemoney. In these
circumstances, there is no plausible sense inwhichmy use of money involvesmy vol-
untary consent to all the foreseeable consequences of the operation of a money sys-
tem (which will continue to unfold regardless of whether I avail myself of the money
convention or not).

Locke adds that it makes sense for people to consent to the use of money and
thereby to a private ownership regime under conditions of scarcity, because we are
all better off under such a private ownership regime than we would have been under
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continued free use (TT, 2:41). Private ownership gives familiar incentives for owners
to deploy resources in ways that will create more wealth, and the overall result is a
growing economy in which everyone’s opportunities improve, even if some people’s
opportunities improve far more than those of others. This line of thought suggests a
justification of private ownership that can stand independently of the tacit consent
to money idea.

Suppose we have to choose between two ownership systems: (1) each person has
rights to use any part of the earth (taking turns if need be) and no one has any right
of private ownership and (2) each person provisionally has rights of free use, as in (1),
but each person has a right to appropriate unowned parts of the earth as permanent,
transferable private property. Everyone is worse off under (1) than (2). In this case,
we would do better to opt for (2), not (1). In addition, if God’s will sets our moral
duties and rights, and God’s will is to set rules such that their general observance
best promotes human preservation and flourishing, thenGodmust have commanded
(2), not (1). Neither of these lines of thought depends on any claim about the earth’s
resources being non-scarce.

If one holds that the basic moral right is to live as one chooses so long as one does
notwrongfully harm others in certainways, then the first argument of the preceding
paragraph will justify private ownership even in later circumstances in which other
possible property systems are feasible andwould improve somepeople’s condition and
might be deemed more fair than continued private ownership. A broad trend in the
liberal tradition, Lockean libertarianism, takes that position.

If one holds either the divine command theory account of property ownership
or a secular version of it, then the justification of unvarnished private ownership
becomes more open to question when circumstances change and we see we have a
choice among several property regimes. Maybe the rules, the general following of
which by people would best promote the preservation and flourishing of humanity,
are not fixed for all time, but vary to some extent with changing circumstances. In
the nineteenth century, something close to this line of thought leads Mill to be some-
what open-minded as towhat regime of property rulesmakesmost sense. He inclines
toward a laissez-faire private ownership regime, but allows for a long list of exceptions
to the general preference for a state policy of laissez-faire (Mill,1965, Book V, ch. 11).
Mill has no deeply principled objections to socialist proposals for the replacement of
private ownership with some form of communal ownership system; he doubts that
the operation of such a systemwould work out well for people, and is especially skep-
tical about the prospects for individual liberty under centralized socialist rule (Mill
1965, Book II, chs 1–2). Writing in the twentieth century, Friedrich Hayek expresses
with greater confidence the view that amarket economy based on private ownership
of resources best enables people to live together peaceably and co-operatively (Hayek
1960).

But the question of what system of property rights would best promote human
flourishing under modern conditions is left wide open by the considerations that
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Locke marshals. We could agree that private ownership trumps free use but add that
both are inferior to some further alternative. For example, we could embrace a social
democratic regime in which free trade on a basis of private ownership is tempered by
state action tomaintain full employment, keepmarkets competitive, fund public edu-
cation, tax thewealthy and transfer resources in some form to the poor so that all have
reasonable opportunities to pursue a rich variety of life plans, insist that business
firms follow meritocratic hiring practices and do not discriminate against applicants
on arbitrary grounds, and so on (Rawls 1999). Locke’s stated opinions do not indi-
cate that he would lean in this direction, but to reiterate the point, his abstract moral
framework for determining that natural moral rights and duties we have toward one
another wouldmean that the rights we have depend on the consequences of people’s
generally conforming to them.

27.6 Limited Government and the Right to Rebel

Locke is famous for upholding a moral right to rebel against unjust rulers. Just as
everyone has the right to uphold the naturalmoral law by apprehending and punish-
ing an offender, once government is established, a government thatmassively violates
people’s moral rights forfeits its right to rule, and its subjects have the moral right to
overturn it (TT, 2:222). Locke refrains from asserting a duty to rebel against injustice.
For one thing, rebellion might do no good, and result in death or other harms falling
on innocent people. Locke refrains even from asserting a duty of rebellion when this
would be an easy rescue of people from the peril of suffering tyranny. (Onemight ask,
why wouldn’t a God who commands rules conformity to which will be conducive to
the general flourishing people require joining with others to rebel against tyranny
when the costs and risks to those joining are moderate and the prospective gains
large?)

Can we design and establish political institutions that will reduce the risk that
a government will degenerate into tyranny, or into incompetence that renders it
ineffective at protecting people’s moral rights? Locke does not show much inter-
est in questions of institutional design. He relies on maintenance of a public cul-
ture of willingness to resist tyranny as a bulwark against the rise of oppressive
government (TT, 2:226). If people are disposed to rebel against a government that
veers off the path of rectitude, that gives political rulers an incentive to stay on the
straight path. Locke might add that institutional devices to protect against the rise
of tyranny will likely prove ineffective in the absence of a knownwidespread disposi-
tion of political subjects to make trouble for would-be oppressive rulers. Even if this
speculation is correct, it does not diminish the importance of institutional design,
because the right sort of institutionsmight encourage people’s disposition to be intol-
erant of government oppression, and might lessen the temptations of rulers to be
oppressive.
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Locke does not explore non-violent resistance as a possible tool for taming evil gov-
ernments, butwhat he does say opens the topic. If we can correct government oppres-
sionwithout the dangers and harms of coups and insurrection,we should choose the
non-violent path. Another topic that Locke’s discussion suggests, although he does
not explore it, is what we should do in the face of governments whose policies are
significantly but not massively unjust.

Locke’s strong assertion of the right to rebel against tyranny is a mainstay of just
about any plausible modern liberal doctrine. The modern world keeps generating
massively unjust governments, whose subjects and victims face hard conditions to
which Locke’s discussion still speaks.

27.7 Three Conceptions of Liberalism

Thomas Nagel has characterized liberalism as the conjunction of two ideals (Nagel
1995). One is the ideal of individuals being free to live as they choose (so long as they
do not harm others or hamper each other in certain uncontroversial ways) and free
to form their beliefs about the natural universe and about howwe ought to live in an
environment of open discussion and debate and cultural expression. The second is
an ideal of democratic equality, in which all members of society share a fundamen-
tally equal status, hereditary inequality of rank is absent, the state is democratically
governed, and there is equality of opportunity in the formal sense of careers open
to talents and in a substantive sense such that all have a genuine chance to develop
their abilities and enough resources to carry out a wide array of life plans. Emphasiz-
ing both ideals places one in the camp of social democratic and welfare state liberal-
ism; emphasizing the first ideal alone places one in the camp of the classical liberal-
ism of the nineteenth century that maybe gets it fullest expression in the writings of
twentieth-century theorists such as Friedrich Hayek and Robert Nozick.

Locke’s writings contain seeds that blossom into both sorts of liberalism, but his
own emphasis is on the first, and especially on its toleration and limited govern-
ment components. My discussion here has emphasized that although Locke does not
espouse verymuch of the democratic equality ideal, he also does not offer arguments
against it, and indeed he makes suggestions that lead us toward support of social
democracy.

In the twentieth century, shadowed by fascism and communism, Locke’s ideas
of limited government and of individual rights against the state had considerable
traction. What Locke says about the limited rightful authority of kings provides a
trenchant critique of dictators who seek to mobilize the resources of coercive state
power, augmented by modern technologies of violence and bureaucratic organiza-
tional methods, to advance grand racial, nationalist, or humanitarian goals.

“Individuals have rights, and there are things no person or group may do to
them (without violating their rights)” (Nozick 1974). So writes Robert Nozick,
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self-consciously echoing Locke. Nozick develops a Lockean libertarianism, a doctrine
that is recognizably Lockean but interestingly streamlines Locke’s views. According
to Nozick, each individual person has natural moral rights, that impose strict duties
on others, but these duties are all negative duties not to harm and do not include any
positive duties to aid others in the absence of contract or promise to do so (except per-
haps in the special case of childbearing). On this view, each person has rights not to
be harmed in certain ways specified by a list – by force or violence, threat of these,
fraud, theft of property, breach of contract, causing physical damage to the person
or property of others. Each has the right to live as she chooses provided she does not
violate anyone’s rights.

Libertarianism streamlines Locke’s doctrine, removing any ambiguity in Locke’s
views as to whether there are any strict enforceable moral duties of beneficence.
Whether this amounts to an improvement on Locke’s stated views is dubious. If a
child is drowning in a shallow pond in front of me, and I can easily pull her out of the
pond and save her life, the intuition that I am duty-bound to save her, and that omit-
ting to save her renders me liable to justified coercion (as when a third party could
induce me to carry out my lifesaving duty by credibly threatening to harmme if I do
not) is as compelling as intuition can be.

Lockean libertarianismholds that people canacquire permanent bequeathable pri-
vate ownership rights over material resources, parts of the earth. Remaining true to
Locke’s doctrine, the libertarian will have to hedge this right of acquisition with sev-
eral qualifications. A key idea is that if the continued claim to private ownership of
land renders others worse off than they would be if the land had remained under
free use, the claimed right of ownership shrinks and gives way to rights of non-
owners.

If one presses on the moral limits on property acquisition that Locke accepts,
one’s view is drifting toward social democratic liberalism.Roughly speaking, this view
allows that there are moral rights to private ownership, rights that are crucial to our
robust understanding of people’s rights to liberty, but holds also that these rights are
constrained and give way in order to accommodate the legitimate moral claims of
losers in market economy transactions and more generally of those who are worse
off than others and leading grim and improvable lives.

If one presses further and maintains that these duties to help improve the quality
of lives of distant needy strangers hold across time and space, one embraces a version
of global egalitarianism, the imperative of social democracy on aworld scale. In post-
World War II doctrines of international relations, one also finds an echo of Locke’s
view that anyone has the authority to punish offenders against the law of nature in
a state of nature. Against the idea that anymilitary intervention involving incursion
onto the territory of a sovereign nation (except to repel a prior military intervention
by another) is wrongful aggression, currently accepted international relations law is
moving toward the position that if a regime is inflicting crimes against humanity on
its own people, any member of the international community of nations is morally

543



RICHARD J. ARNESON

empowered to make war against the offender to eliminate or diminish these crimes
against humanity.

Perhaps the foremost twentieth-century representative of what I am here calling
the social democratic conception of liberalism, combining the individual liberty and
democratic equality ideals, is John Rawls (Rawls 1999). Rawls explicitly expresses an
intellectual debt to Locke’s social contract doctrine. As Rawls sees it, Locke supposes
that the legitimatemoral authority of government arises from the voluntary consent
its individual members give it. According to Rawls, what renders a society just is that
its institutions conform to the principles to which rational persons would assent in a
hypothetical situation that is a fair setting for choosing principles of social regulation.
According to Rawls, those principles would require equal basic liberties for all and
would allow social and economic inequalities only if (1) their acquisition is open to
allmembers of society so that all thosewith the same ambition and native talent have
the same prospects and (2) social and economic arrangements work to the maximal
benefit of the worst-off members of society.

Locke’s own doctrine is less egalitarian than this social democratic descendant of
it, and the question arises whether Locke’s doctrine contains intellectual resources
to resist the egalitarian normative imperative. Another question that arises when
Locke’s doctrine is compared to Rawlsian liberalism is whether the Rawlsian insis-
tence that the foundation of what wemorally owe one another consists of rights that
people fairly situatedwould choose and does not involve any appeal on any level to the
maximization of good consequences can be sustained. Locke’s view, as already noted,
via its divine command warrant, does in the end render what we owe one another
dependent onwhat rules are such that, if generally followed, theywould generate best
consequences for people. The answers to both of these questions – about egalitarian
content and about consequentialist foundations – are hotly contested in contempo-
rary normative political theory.

Locke’s own views have some affinity with opposed traditions of contemporary
thought, the libertarian and social democratic conceptions. Locke’s views also stand
in an ambiguous relationship toward a third type of view, cross-cutting the others,
a conception that nowadays tends to get labeled “political liberalism” (Gaus 2011;
Larmore 1989; Rawls 1996). For advocates of this doctrine, the essence of liberal-
ism is the conjunction of the ideas (1) that in modern times reasonable people tend
not to converge toward one view of the right and the good, but tend to fan out in
allegiance to many conflicting doctrines, and (2) that the exercises of state power are
morally illegitimate and wrong unless they can be justified to each and every reason-
able personwhatever his ultimate allegiances. Locke affirms the second claim but has
no truck with the first.

So, is Locke illiberal after all? This is not so clear. Maybe claim (1) above is false.
That people disagree wildly about the right and the good is undeniable, but the bases
of their views are often patently unreasonable, and it is an open question whether
people being fully reasonable, exercising their practical reason correctly in light of
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the empirical facts, would disagree. The claim that they would not is compatible with
fallibilism, the thought that at any given time our considered viewsmight be false, and
compatible with pluralism, the idea that there is more than one doctrine of the right
and the good that will be compelling to our reason even at the ideal limit of rational
inquiry. Locke’s common-sense belief that reasonable people living and co-operating
together can together discern the right principles for regulating their common life and
instructing them in how they ought to treat one another might yet be vindicated.
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Locke and America
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28.1 Postcolonial Locke

Around 1990, the interpretation of Locke took a postcolonial turn. Attention shifted
toward empire and slavery, and Locke’s intentions in writing the Two Treatises were
displaced from English domestic politics to American colonial settlement. The Anglo-
centric narrative of Whig opposition to Stuart tyranny dissipated and Locke’s pur-
poses were globalized. This entailed a moral revaluation, opening a chasm between
thosewho vaunted Locke’s liberalism and thosewho deprecated Locke as an ideologi-
cal exponent of European domination over subject peoples. The postcolonial turn is a
subset of the postmodern project to expose liberalism as flawed, to unmask its preten-
sions by indicting the inequalities of race, gender, and class allegedly implicitwithin it.
Embedded in Locke, it is now argued, is “amutually constitutive relationship between
liberalism and colonialism” (Armitage,2004, 602). A cue lay in Edward Said’s clas-
sic Orientalism: “Philosophers… conduct their discussions of Locke… without ever
taking into account … [the] connection in … classic writers between their ‘philo-
sophic’ doctrines and racial theory, justifications for slavery, or arguments for colonial
exploitation” (Said 1978, 13; cf. Arneil 1996, 210–11; Ivison 1997, 154–71, 2006,
191–2; Lebovics 1986; Pagden 1995, ch. 3; Parekh 1995).

The postcolonial turn has preoccupied less British than North American and Aus-
tralasian scholarship, where current questions concerning native rights have greater
purchase. Thus Locke became entailed with tangata whenua, “the people of the land”;
with the landmark Australian Mabo case (1992) which confirmed Aboriginal land
rights; and with the creation of Nunavut for the Canadian Inuit (1993). So embit-
tered was controversy that one Australian critic of the postcolonial reading of Locke
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asserted that his paper cost himhis university post (Buckle 2001, 281). Arguably, the
postcolonial turn was no novelty, for it refashioned a Marxian critique, eloquently
expressed in C.B. Macpherson’s Political Theory of Possessive Individualism (1962).
Indicative is the trajectory of fellow Canadian James Tully, whose “Rediscovering
America: the Two Treatises and Aboriginal Rights” (1993) was influential in the
new turn. Whereas Tully’s earlier book (1980) assailed Macpherson and depicted a
benignly social democratic Locke, his later absorption of Foucault, inflected by com-
mitment to Inuit rights, yielded a more malign Locke, incarceral and subordination-
ist. Locke’s arguments, hewrites, “serve to justify thedispossessionof Amerindians…
and to vindicate the superiority of European, and specifically English, forms of polit-
ical society and property,” an understanding of which serves “the struggle of abo-
riginal peoples for recognition as self-governing first nations” (1993, 138–9). Sim-
ilarly, another Canadian, Barbara Arneil, holds that Chapter 5 of the Second Trea-
tise, “Of Property,” “was written to justify the… dispossession of the aboriginal peo-
ples” (1996, 2). Postcolonial Locke accordingly modifies the Hobson–Lenin thesis
that imperialism was the latest stage of capitalism, by transposing it into the claim
that imperialism was the earliest stage of liberalism. Furthermore, Locke was said to
have been the “organic intellectual… of the British ruling classes,” who had “huge
vested interests” in colonial enterprise (Bishop 1997, 311; Lebovics 1986, 568).

There is a substantial prima facie case for reading Locke in the American frame.
Famously, Locke penned the resonant phrase, “in the beginning all the world was
America,” taking America to be paradigmatic of the primordial state of nature
wherein productive man might assert his property right through investing his labor
in the land (TT, 2:49). The Two Treatises contains two dozen references to the Amer-
icas, half in Chapter 5. Locke takes sugar and tobacco as emblematic of the produc-
tive improvement of land: in theWest Indies itwas precisely these crops that furnished
the economicmiracle of his time (TT, 2:40). Few seventeenth-centurywriterswere so
acutely aware of non-European cultures and so frequently alluded to anthropological
literature. And no canonical political theorist hitherto had so considerable a personal
involvement in colonial enterprise. Locke invested in the American plantations and
slave trade, and helped administer America. In the First Treatise, he presumes prop-
erty in slaves: “thosewho [are] rich… in theWest Indies now, boughtmen andmaid-
servants, and by their increase as well as purchasing of new, came to have large and
numerous families”; and “the title to the power, the master had… over slaves…was
… from his purchase” (TT, 1:130).We therefore confront in Locke the conundrum of
the liberal slaver, and plainly there is a case to answer.

In what follows, we turn first to summarize Locke’s personal connections with
America, while alert to the caveat that biography cannot determine authorial inten-
tion or philosophical coherence. Next, we survey Locke’s preoccupationwith anthro-
pology, noting that his attitude to non-Europeans was by no means wholly negative.
After that, we sketch early-modern arguments for empire, in order to exclude some
possibilities from Locke’s repertoire, before turning to Locke’s manifesto for English
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agrarian development in the Americas. This is followed by a brief juxtaposition of
Locke andAfrican slavery. Finally, several difficulties are raised about the postcolonial
case, which render Locke’s position altogether more ambiguous than it may seem.

28.2 Governing America

Locke’s involvement with America commenced in 1667, when he became a client
of Lord Ashley, future Earl of Shaftesbury. Ashley was principal Proprietor of Car-
olina, chartered by Charles II. Charleston was named for the king; it stands on the
Ashley River; and a nearby island was named Locke Island (today Edisto Island).
Locke became the Proprietor’s secretary and conduit for transatlantic correspon-
dence. One colleague was Sir Peter Colleton, a wealthy plantation owner in Bar-
bados; among letters Locke received from him was one alluding to a cure for gon-
orrhoea in “our negroes” (Corr., 275). Though Locke’s direct connection with the
Carolina Company ceased in 1675, he continued his association. He daydreamed of
emigrating there (Corr., 475). His Observations on Wine, Olives, Fruit, and Silk, writ-
ten in France and presented to Shaftesbury in 1680, was perhaps commercial espi-
onage designed for America. The earl continued to recruit settlers, including refugee
Huguenots. In the First Treatise, Locke refers to the “peopling of Carolina [by] the
English, French, Scotch, andWelsh” (TT, 1:144).After theWhigs’ defeat, Shaftesbury
contemplated wholesale emigration. The Tory satirist John Dryden wrote in 1682 of
theWhig “penny-scribes [who] take care t’inform the nation /Howwellmen thrive in
this or that plantation.” When Shaftesbury was charged with treason, Locke helped
negotiate an abortive amnesty by which the earl would be allowed exile to Carolina
(Armitage 2004, 613; Morrice 2007, 296; cf. Arneil 1996, 118ff.). Locke also made
personal investments inAmerican enterprises. In 1672, he joined the Bahamas Com-
pany and invested £200, attending ameeting on board theBahamaMerchantmoored
in London docks (British Library, Add. MS 15640; Corr., 270). Two years later, he
invested £400 in the Royal African (or Guinea) Company, which supplied slaves to
theWest Indies.

In the 1670s Locke was briefly secretary to Charles II’s Council of Trade and Plan-
tations. More importantly, in the reign of William III, from 1696 to 1700, he was
a member of the Board of Trade and Plantations. In this later period, he continued
to presume slavery. He signed a Board memorandum expressing concern about poli-
cies that might “prejudice us in the West Indies” in respect of England’s “advantage
of commerce … for negroes and European commodities” (Huntington Library, MS
BL6). He was now a leading imperial policymaker, advising, for example, on develop-
ing Irish linenmanufacture, so that it did not challenge the Englishwool trade, and on
the governance of Virginia and New York. That governance could be high-handed:
when his friend Lord Bellomont, governor of New York, rescinded land grants to set-
tlers, the settlers’ spokesman published a tract citing the Two Treatises in defense of
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property right, pointedly noting that its author was a member of the officious Board
(Montague 1701; Corr., 2614). Thus, very early, the Two Treatises proved a double-
edged sword in the colonial context.

In 1670 the Carolina Proprietors published the Fundamental Constitutions of Car-
olina. This remarkable document sets out political and social arrangements for a
stratified landed society, more aristocratic than monarchical, and explicitly designed
to “avoid erecting a numerous democracy.” A new nobility of “landgraves” and
“caciques” was created. Two clauses, concerning Amerindians and Africans, are
arresting.On the onehand, “natives”were accorded religious toleration; on the other,
“every freeman of Carolina shall have absolute power and authority over his negro
slaves” (PE, 162, 178, 180). Locke’s authorial relationship with the Constitutions is
ambiguous. One draft begins in his hand, but this demonstrates only his secretar-
ial role; as servant to great magnates, he was not the sole begetter (Milton 1990).
Yet in 1720 it was printed in A Collection of Several Pieces of Mr John Locke, the edi-
tor remarking that one clause, protecting an Anglican establishment, was inserted
against his objections, implying that themain text embodiedhis views. Colletonwrote
of “the excellent form of government in which you had so great a hand,” and Nicolas
Toinard of “vos constitutions” and “vos loix.” Locke’s patent as landgrave commends
“his great prudence, learning, and industry both in settling the form of government
and in placing colonies on theAshleyRiver.” Furthermore, a 1682version of theCon-
stitutions carries amendments in Locke’s hand, a point chronologically crucial, for it
was about then that he wrote the Second Treatise. Accordingly, Locke had apparently
not abandoned the Constitutions’ assumptions when he composed his canonical “lib-
eral” work (Armitage 2004, 608–10).

The Carolina Constitution remained nominally in place until 1719, when the
settlers, regarding absentee landlordism and high rents as oppressive, revolted and
overthrew it. Their spokesman, John Norris, cited the resistance arguments of the
Two Treatises (Norris 1726). Once again, the Two Treatises had an ambiguous legacy
in America, though in both cases mentioned the book was used by European set-
tlers to oppose the metropole (just as it would be during the American Revolu-
tion), not to defend settlers against native peoples, still less native peoples against
settlers.

28.3 Anthropology and Moral Philosophy

Locke’s political and moral philosophy was richly informed by literature we would
today call anthropological. His library contained some 200 books by English, French,
Spanish, Portuguese, Italian, Dutch, and German travelers to the NewWorld, Africa,
andAsia. He filled notebookswith extracts from, and commentaries upon, the reports
of missionaries, merchants, diplomats, and adventurers. Extensive notes on Gabriel
Sagard’s Le grand voyage du pays des Hurons (1632) and Histoire du Canada (1636)
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covered the Iroquois’ burial rituals, euthanasia, nudity, fornication, charity, and good
nature to each other, if ferocity to their enemies (Bodleian Library, MS Locke, c.33,
fos. 9–11). Locke’s Essay Concerning Human Understanding cites 15 travel books, such
as Melchisédec Thévenot’s Divers voyages curieux (1663–72), Garcilaso de la Vega’s
Histoire des Yncas (1633), Jean de Léry’s Histoire d”un voyage fait en la terre du Brésil
(1578), andDomingoNavarrette’s Tratados historicos, politicos, ethicos y religiosos de la
monarchie de China (1676). Vega,whomLockenotedhad an Incamother, appears also
in the Two Treatises, as does Sagard, alongside the Jesuit José de Acosta’s Natural and
Moral History of the Indies (1590), and Robert Knox’s Historical Relation of the Island
of Ceylon (1681). Locke advised his publisher Awnsham Churchill on texts for inclu-
sion in A Collection of Voyages and Travels (1704). In guidance on reading for gentle-
men, he recommended Churchill’s Collection, Richard Hakluyt’s Navigations (1589),
Samuel Purchas’ Pilgrimage (1613), and William Dampier’s New Voyage Round the
World (1697).

Locke’s private correspondence is unusual, this early, in being so global: letters
came from Amoy, Bengal, Charleston, Jamaica, and Barbados. He eagerly pursued
“experimental” (empirical) knowledge of non-European peoples, sharing the Royal
Society’s ambition for a comprehensive natural history of humankind. He urged his
Carolina correspondents to informhimabout the “religion andworship” of theWesto
Indians, and Charles Cudworth to send reports from India of Hindu rituals, mores,
languages, and scholarship (Corr., 305, 765). He applied such data in his writings,
referring, for example, to the atheismof the natives of Soldania Bay in SouthAfrica in
hisEssays on the Law of Nature,HumanUnderstanding, and Two Treatises (Arneil 1996,
24ff; Batz 1974; Carey 1996, 2006; Farr 2009; Grant 1988; Talbot 2010).

The significance of Locke’s anthropology is not easy to assess. Early critics of the
Essay had difficulty establishing whether data from pagan societies were intended as
a sociology of human folly and perversion, or as normatively determinative of the
absence of ethical consensus and therefore of any lawof nature discoverable through
the sensus communis, the shared intuitions of humankind. Somecritics attackedLocke
for an outrageous cultural relativism that seemed to applaud the mores of pagan
cultures. They misconstrued Locke’s chief intent, the refutation of innate ideas, but
rightly noticed that Locke by no means automatically denigrated native peoples. His
anthropological sources were themselves ambivalent about the “primitive” societies
they described, by turns depicting Edenic virtue, in reproach to European corrup-
tion and Christian failure, and, by contrast, the most despicable barbarism, typically
including incest, infanticide, and cannibalism, thereby vindicating the Christian civ-
ilizing mission. It is hard to deny that Locke likewise took from his sources what
he wanted. He used anthropology to assert the power of culture, custom, and con-
vention in shaping morals; to suggest that some societies had no permanent form
of government; to contrast types of economy; and, like More’s Utopia, to admonish
European turpitude. Locke held that his fellow countrymen’s belief in innatism
licensed oppressive dogmatism, by lending transcendence to that which was merely

550



LOCKE AND AMERICA

local and particular, and he was unsparing in exposing the moral insularity of Euro-
peans: “All the world is not Mile End” (Locke 2010, 76).

Locke often held up non-Europeanmores as exemplary, andwas fond of the exam-
ple of the “Huron” Indians. “The Huron in Canada hearing there were many neces-
sitous and beggars in France, condemned it mightily; [and] said it was for want of
charity” (MS Locke, c.33, fo. 10). Under a notebook heading “Imitanda,” he recited
Huron hospitality, good nature, and liberality. He used the Hurons as a foil to patriar-
chalism: they ground filial duty in nurture not paternity: “education not generation
gives the obligation”; and their monarchies are elective not hereditary: their kings
“succeed their fathers when they are heirs to their virtues, otherwise not” (PE, 273–
4). In Thoughts Concerning Education, Locke points out ways in which “the Indians,
whom we call barbarous” have “more decency and civility” than Europeans (§145).
He did not regard non-Europeans as naturally inferior, notwithstanding the back-
wardness of their present attainments. Circumstance not nature is their enemy. “Had
the Virginia king Apochancana, been educated in England, he [would be] as good
a mathematician, as any in it. The difference between him, and a more improved
Englishman, lying barely in this, that the exercise of his faculties was bounded
within the ways, modes, and notions of his own country” (E, 1.4.12). Just as strik-
ing is a remark, apropos “savage Americans,” that their “natural endowments …
come no way short of those of the most flourishing and polite nations.” But for the
lucky discovery of iron, Europeans would themselves be “unavoidably reduced” to
the condition of the Americans (E, 4.12.11; cf. Carey 2006, ch. 3; Uzgalis 2002,
96–7).

For Christians, anthropology pertained to theodicy, to divine providential purposes
instantiated in the natural history of humankind. Locke did not doubt the historic-
ity of theAdamic origin of the species. Accordingly, his anthropology addressedGod’s
requirements for postlapsarianhumanity. Because of the Fall, humankindmust labor
and is duty-bound both to struggle to render a recalcitrant natural world fruitful and
to strive to recover Adam’s prelapsarian perfect knowledge of nature. The latter aspi-
ration is not hubristic; rather, it is born of wonder at the divine design. Because of sin,
this is an arduous task, whereas Adam had had a spontaneous richness of natural
knowledge. To have imperium is to have dominion or power over something. Domin-
ion comes from rendering the world both fruitful and explicable. Locke’s attitude to
empire was as much epistemic as entrepreneurial, conceptual as territorial. The dis-
covery of new worlds was a route to mental as well as economic mastery. All ani-
mals, plants, and minerals should be discovered, described, and named. This was a
reverential task, a celebration of Creation. The natural philosopher was a priest of
nature, and in this Locke shared the outlook of the Royal Society. “Empire” could be
sought in Devon or Ireland, America or India, Oxford or London. Empirewas not sim-
ply extended terrainbut any locale for the applicationof the powers of bodyandmind.
“Knowledge andplenty… vie eachwith other” (E, 4.12.11; Carey2006, ch. 3; Irving
2008, ch. 5).
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28.4 Theories of Empire

Seventeenth-century English commentatorswere not unanimous about themerits of
overseas colonies. In “reason of state” theory, one worry was that they would depop-
ulate the homeland. The accepted view was that population increase was urgently
needed, and precarious. Productivity was held to be directly proportional to labor
power, and manpower was in turn the sinew of armies and navies. Emigration com-
promised both economy and defense. Worse, new plantations might come to rival
the mother country in competition for trade. Roger Coke’s Discourse of Trade (1670)
argued that it would be “pernicious to the trade of this nation to endeavour a fur-
ther discovery of new plantations”; in particular, the “peopling of Carolina” would
“enfeeble this nation.” The author of Britannia Languens (1680) agreed that “plan-
tations may be considered the true grounds and causes of all our present mischiefs”
because of “those millions of people which we have lost or been prevented of.” Locke
had a copy of the latter book in his library (Arneil 1996, 92–5).

The defense of colonial enterprise therefore required a forceful polemic. This was
signally provided in Thomas Mun’s England’s Treasure by Foreign Trade (1664), the
first work of political economy Locke studied; by Josiah Child’sNew Discourse of Trade
(1689), a copy of which Locke received from its author; and by Charles Davenant’s
Discourses on Trade (1698). Thesewriters accepted that populousnesswas crucial, but
insisted that the application of hands to lands, wherever land might be fruitful, was
instrumental in increasing national wealth. They emphasized that the proper mode
of colonizationwas through plantation, “improvement by planting,” in Child’s catch-
phrase, which entailed settlement and tillage, the industrious application of labor,
and the marketing of surpluses. Child claimed that the English were better coloniz-
ers than the Dutch, French, and Spanish, for, in the long term, “war… and building
of fortified towns and castles upon the sea coasts” was no substitute for sustained
agrarian settlement. Locke endorsed this tradition when he elaborated the agricul-
tural argument (Arneil 1996, 96–102).

The vindication of empire faced deeper challenges besides demographic and eco-
nomic skepticism. There were Protestant moral objections to two dominant Spanish
Catholic arguments for subjugating foreign peoples: by right of conquest and right
of godliness. The sixteenth-century theologian Francisco de Vitoria provided a classic
defense of conquest in a justwar, construing the Spaniards as engaging in self-defense
against nativeswho violated justice throughmurder and theft: it was legitimate to kill
or enslave the errant vanquished. The argument from godliness was the claim that it
was virtuous to compel pagans to adopt the true religion. Scriptural support lay in
Matthew’s Gospel: “This gospel of the kingdom shall be preached in all the world”
(24:14); and in Luke’s: “Compel them to come in” (14:23).

Davenant was among many English authors who elevated Protestant industri-
ousness above Romish brutality: the “nation has but two courses of acquiring
wealth, … either by inroads and depredations … or by the trade, labour, arts, and
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manufactures of its people”; only the latter was morally defensible (Arneil 1996,
164). It might be thought that Locke, by contrast, endorsed the conquest argument.
In a state of nature there is a natural right to punish violations of the law of nature
with death, orwith subjugation, as amerciful reprieve fromdeath. Locke’s description
of violent predators as “savagebeasts” is akin to commonportrayals of native peoples,
and it has been argued that his language “dehumanizes” Amerindians (TT, 2:8–24,
1:130–1; Tully 1993, 144–5). However, Locke is clear that just conquest gives no
title over land. The judicial act of retribution against individuals cannot equate with
a general right to acquire terrain through conquest (TT, 2:180–4). In his economic
treatise, Some Considerations (1691), Locke states that there are “two ways of grow-
ing rich, “conquest or commerce,” and asserts that England must pursue the latter.
“Nobody is vain enough to entertain a thought of our reaping the profits of theworld
by our swords” (M, 1:222). In the Second Treatise, he refers distastefully to the “con-
quering swords and spreading domination of the two great [Spanish] empires of Peru
and Mexico,” without which “the people of America … enjoyed their own natural
freedom” (2:105). Naturally enough, Locke voiced Protestant objections to Catholic
imperialism (Armitage 2000, 90ff; cf. Strong 2006).

As for the evangelizing sword, Lockewas categorically hostile. Repudiation of coer-
cion as an instrument of religious conversion lies at the heart of his defense of reli-
gious toleration, and he extrapolates this to colonial contexts in his Letter Concerning
Toleration (1689). The passage is worth quoting at length, not least for its imagining
of European and native peoples harmoniously “grow[ing] into one body of people.”
It exudes brutal sarcasm against coercive evangelism.

Not evenAmericans, subjected unto aChristian prince, are to be punished either in body
or goods for not embracing our faith andworship. If they are persuaded that they please
God in observing the rites of their own country and that they shall obtain happiness by
that means, they are to be left unto God and themselves. Let us trace this matter to the
bottom. Thus it is: an inconsiderable andweak number of Christians, destitute of every-
thing, arrive in a pagan country; these foreigners beseech the inhabitants, by the bowels
of humanity, that they would succour them with the necessaries of life; those neces-
saries are given them, habitations are granted, and they all join together, and grow up
into one body of people. The Christian religion by this means takes root in that country
and spreads itself, but does not suddenly grow the strongest.While things are in this con-
dition peace, friendship, faith, and equal justice are preserved amongst them. At length
the magistrate becomes a Christian, and by that means their party becomes the most
powerful. Then immediately all compacts are to be broken, all civil rights to be violated,
that idolatrymaybe extirpated; andunless these innocent pagans, strict observers of the
rules of equity and the law of nature and noways offending against the laws of the soci-
ety, I say, unless they will forsake their ancient religion and embrace a new and strange
one, they are to be turned out of the lands and possessions of their forefathers and per-
haps deprived of life itself. Then, at last, it appears what zeal for the Church, joined with
the desire of dominion, is capable to produce, and how easily the pretence of religion,
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and of the care of souls, serves for a cloak to covetousness, rapine, and ambition. (Locke
2010, 39–40)

Locke castigated the Catholic doctrines that “dominion is founded in grace” and that
“faith need not be kept with heretics” as utterly contrary to civil rule and social
life. Such doctrines made popes and priests arbiters of imperium; literally so, in Pope
Alexander VI’s assignment of the Americas to Spain in 1493. Evangelistic coercion
by any religion was a form of popery. In the Constitutions of Carolina it is stated, apro-
pos the “the natives of that place, who… are utterly strangers to Christianity,” that
their “idolatry, ignorance, or mistake gives us no right to expel or use them ill” (PE,
178).

Accordingly, neither the argument from conquest nor from forcible evangelism
was open to the English Protestant Locke as a defense of European settlement and
dominion in the Americas. His case lay elsewhere, in the agriculturist argument.

28.5 The Agriculturist Argument

In paragraphs 36 and 121 of the Second Treatise, Locke speaks of parts of the world
that are vacuis locis, vacant places. These are places which people are free to inhabit.
Among these empty places is North America. Plainly, however, Locke was aware
that there were pre-existing native populations, so that these lands were not literally
empty. He therefore regards those places as empty in a technical sense, insofar as they
are uncultivated, inhabited only by the “wild Indian, who knows no enclosure, and is
still a tenant in common” (2:26).

This presupposes that the native economy did not involve tillage. Rather, the
Amerindians were hunter-gatherers, engaged in a primitive economy, much less pro-
ductive than a regime of settled agriculture. Locke’s contrast between these two eco-
nomic modes contains an incipient “stadial” theory of progressive stages of human
development, later elaborated by the eighteenth-century Scottish social philosophers.
Differences of economy and society are ordered both temporally and hierarchically,
on a scale of progressive civilization. Locke contrasts the “wild Indian”with “the civi-
lized part of mankind”; the “Indians in America” are “a pattern of the first ages” (TT,
2:26, 30, 108).

Locke places a premium upon maximizing the productivity of land. His remark
that an ordinary day-laborer in England is better off than the king of an American
nation is a striking encapsulation of what became a fundamental doctrine of modern
market capitalism: private property rights and freedom for productive effort create
conditions which generate wealthy economies, in which even the lowliest are better
off (TT, 2:41). In a primitive economy, even a chieftain has notmuchmore to show for
his exalted status than a fancy headdress, whereas a London artisan dines on pewter
dishes and drinks chocolate in coffee houses.
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Locke’s premiumon productivity belongs in a theological context. At the Creation,
God gave Adam dominion over the animals and commanded him to make the world
fruitful and multiply (TT, 2:23–30). Genesis 1:28 is cardinal and so, too, 1 Timothy
6:17: God “giveth us richly all things to enjoy.” The fruits of the earth came read-
ily to prelapsarian man; the punishment of the Fall was that humanity must labor
by the sweat of their brow. The earth is to be subdued, and God’s injunction is to
improve and appropriate. By rendering the earth productive, through effort and inge-
nuity, humanity can eventually approximate to the cornucopia enjoyed by prelap-
sarian man. Throughout runs the implacable duty of industriousness (TT, 1:33, 40;
2:31, 34–5). Once again, this ambition is not spiritual hubris; quite the contrary, for
to make the earth “subservient to the conveniences of our life [is] proper to fill our
hearts and mouths with praises of [God’s] bounty” (PE, 265; cf. Kelly 1988; Tully
1980).

Plainly, this was not a recipe for merely minimal subsistence but rather, for the
cumulative intensification and commercialization of agriculture. Locke regards a sys-
tem of commercial agriculture, with surplus production for markets, as superior to a
subsistence economy, both morally and practically. “I ask whether in the wild woods
anduncultivatedwaste of America left tonature,without any improvement, tillage or
husbandry, a thousand acres [will] yield the needy andwretched inhabitants asmany
conveniences of life as ten acres of equally fertile land do in Devonshire where they
are well cultivated” (TT, 2:37; cf. 43). American soil is “fruitful” and “apt to produce
in abundance” and it is only “the want of improving it by labour” that impoverishes
it (2:41).

Locke deplored waste. To leave land unexploited is wasteful of God’s resources (TT,
2:38). In one striking passage, Locke even compromises the right of private property
in land in Europe by approving squatters’ rights. He says that in Spain “a man may
be permitted to plough, sow, and reap, without being disturbed, upon land he has no
other title to, but only hismaking use of it. But, on the contrary, the inhabitants think
themselves beholden to him, who, by his industry on neglected, and consequently
waste land, has increased the stock of corn” (2:36). Locke believed that gentlemen
who did not improve their estates were as culpable as the feckless poor. Here lay the
germ of a later tradition of Lockean agrarian socialism.

America is a vast waste, but with immense productive potential, and there are
Europeans willing and able to make it productive. Native nomadic transhumance –
hunting and fishing – will never achieve a Devonian economy. Crucially, such prac-
tices do not even establish private property in land; native property is confined to
what they catch, graze, or gather, and does not extend to the land they traverse
(TT, 2:26–30). In the Third Letter Concerning Toleration (1692) Locke refers to “men,
to whom the rivers and woods afforded the spontaneous provisions of life, and so
[are] with no private possessions of land” (Locke 2010, 76). Locke is ambiguous
about why Native Americans do not engage in intensive agriculture. Perhaps from
moral deficiency and lassitude, as the following remark might, but need not, imply:
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there are “nations where uncultivated nature has been left to itself, without the help
of letters, and discipline, and the improvement of arts and sciences … they never
employed their parts, faculties, and powers, industriously that way” (E, 1.4.8, 12).
Perhaps it was merely a contingent lack of access to markets: “the in-land parts
of America” hitherto “had no hopes of commerce” (TT, 2:48). Whatever the case,
native claims to possess the land are deficient, for the land is not “theirs” unless
they dig it. The shape of this argument depends on Locke’s general claim in Chap-
ter 5 that property right derives from “mixing one’s labour” and not from mutual
consent.

If this is a plausible construal of Locke’s case, then he has generated an argument
that legitimizes ownership by settlers who cultivate the land andmake it fruitful, and
whose claim thereby trumps that of prior inhabitants. What Locke calls vacuis locis
is called by modern commentators terra nullius, a term from Roman law denoting
territory that is null or vacant, in the required sense. Even if Locke himself took the
claim no further, he had arguably set in train a doctrine that could justify expropria-
tion of native lands and the systematic marginalization, or worse, of aboriginal peo-
ples. Hence, Tully suggests, in Locke’s argument, “the destruction of centuries-old
American socio-economic organisations and the imperial imposition of commercial
agriculture is made to appear as an inevitable and justifiable historical development”
(1993, 162; cf. 1995, 70–8). Or, as Armitage puts it, Chapter 5 provides the “classic
theoretical expression of the agriculturalist argument for European dominium over
American land” (2004, 618).

Locke belonged to a tradition. He did not initiate the agriculturist argument, but
extrapolated a dogma of previous colonizers. The earliest grant to Carolina (1629)
spoke of land “hitherto untilled” while Charles II’s grant (1663) referred to “parts of
America not yet cultivated or planted” (Armitage 2004, 618). In the 1610s, Samuel
Purchas had used the term “vacant places.” In the 1630s Governor John Winthrop
argued that colonists could claim Indian domain because “that which lies common,
and [has] never been replenished or subdued is free to any that possess and improve
it.” He continued: “the natives … enclose no land, neither have any settled habita-
tion, nor any tame cattle to improve the land by” (Tully 1993, 150; cf. Arneil 1996,
108–10). As so often, Locke translated a commonplace into a proverbially “Lockean”
doctrine. In postmodern times, it has cost him dearly.

28.6 Colonial Legacies

Locke had a knack of capturing arguments, so that later generations sourced them
to him. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the agriculturalist doctrine was
repeatedly invoked in conflicts over native lands, and assigned to Locke. The case
was put that native peoples, albeit having prior occupancy, must yield to the supe-
rior claims of those who engage in settled agriculture.
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The case against the Indianswas classically stated in John Bulkley’s Inquiry into the
Right of the Aboriginal Natives to the Land of America (1726), quoting Locke at every
step. The Mohegans, Bulkley asserted, are in a state of nature; they have no prop-
erty beyond what they gather and catch; they do not cultivate the land; the English
therefore had an “undoubted right to enter upon and impropriate all such parts as
lay waste or unimproved” (Goldie 1999, 6:221; Tully 1993, 166–7). The argument
was elevated into formal jurisprudence in Emeric de Vattel’s Le droit des gens (The Law
of Nations) (1758):

The cultivation of the soil… is… an obligation imposed upon man by nature… There
are others who, in order to avoid labour, seek to live upon their flocks and the fruits of
the chase… Those who still pursue this idle mode of life…may not complain if other
more industrious nations… should come and occupy part of their lands…When the
nations of Europe… come upon lands which the savages… aremaking no present and
continuous use of, they may lawfully take possession of them and establish colonies.
(Arneil 1996, 182; Tully 1993, 168)

In the 1760s Thomas Pownall argued that the Indians were “not landowners, but
hunters, not settlers but wanderers, with no idea of property in land, of that prop-
erty which arises from a man’s mixing his labour with it” (Pagden 1995, 77). When
Thomas Jefferson considered “Indian title,” he asserted that “cultivation or industry
appear to me the only just criterion of property.” He did not preclude Indian property
right but set a Lockean precondition, by telling Amerindians that the United States
would “with great pleasure see your people become disposed to cultivate the earth”
and “leave off hunting,” so that by entering into agriculture theywould be “preparing
… ultimately to participate in the benefits of our government” (Arneil 1996, 192–3;
cf. 173, 180–1).

The argument was likewise prominent elsewhere. In the 1860s, the Canadian
lawyer William Jarvis wrote that Nova Scotia was originally “occupied only by wan-
dering tribes,” whose way of life “rendered hopeless the improvement of the soil.” In
1842, in New SouthWales, RichardWindeyer declared that the Aborigines “ranged
over” the land, and “never tilled the soil, or enclosed it … or planted a single tree,
or grain or root” (Irving 2008, 134). The theme was ruthlessly encapsulated by the
Sydney Herald in 1838, apropos the Aborigines: “This vast country was to them a
common – they bestowed no labour upon the land – and ownership, their right, was
nothing more than that of the emu or the kangaroo” (Ivison 2006, 197).

28.7 Slavery

Wehave yet to consider Locke’s approach to slavery, and this amounts to a digression,
for it is important to distinguish the cases of Amerindians and Africans. Arguments
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for dominion over Amerindian land were not arguments for enslavement, and the
case of Africans imported to the Americas was quite other. We can only infer Locke’s
attitude to African slavery, for he never explicitly argued a position. It is impossible
to claim that he was ignorant of the practice. It is plausible to suggest that the moral
climate was overwhelmingly accepting, so that it scarcely registered as problematic.
One reason for thinking so is that slavery only gradually acquired a distinctive jural
status; black servitudewasnot yet categorically different from the indentured labor of
English, Scottish, and Irishmigrants and deportees. Only towards the close of the sev-
enteenth century didAfrican labor come to exceedwhite indentured labor in quantity
and acquire a distinctive legislative framework. However, critiques of slavery there
were, such as Morgan Godwyn’s The Negro’s and Indian’s Advocate (1680) and Aphra
Behn’s play Orinooko (1688), though these largely amounted to pleas for humane
treatment (Farr 1986, 275).

Two arguments in defense of slavery were available to Locke: those from natural
inferiority and from conquest in a just war. The former takes root from Aristotle, and
would flourish in modern theories of biological racism. It is not, however, plausible
to claim that Locke held a theory of natural racial inferiority. In the Letter Concerning
Toleration he deprecates any “distinction made between men and men upon account
of their different complexions, shapes, and features, so that [they] should not enjoy
the same privileges as other citizens” (Locke 2010, 55). Insofar as he believed that
non-Europeans were less rational, he thought them not inherently so, but having
fewer opportunities for mental cultivation. He repeatedly insists that custom, habit,
and acculturation shape propensities and practices, not biology. His anthropological
sources, Acosta and Vega, were consciously hostile to the Aristotelian tradition of
natural slavery.

We met the second argument for slavery earlier. People who are defeated in a just
war forfeit their lives and, if not killed, forfeit their liberty.Unjust aggressors are preda-
tors, “wild beasts,” who have substituted violence for reason; the just have rights of
self-defense and of vanquishment. Locke follows this familiar jurisprudential argu-
ment, but its application in the Second Treatise is to European absolutist regimes.
Certainly, it could apply to any relations between states, or between individuals and
groups who remain in a state of nature; and there is one passage in the First Treatise
where Locke applies the just war theory to native Americans: “A planter in the West
Indies” may muster his men “and lead them out against the Indians, to seek repa-
ration upon any injury received from them” (1:130). But Locke never suggests the
implausible proposition that this applies to the enslavement of Africans, who could
hardly be said to have unjustly attacked Europeans in Africa. “Just war” scarcely fits
the process by which Africans enslaved fellow Africans and sold them to Europeans.
More importantly, Locke is clear that justifiable vanquishing cannot extend to chil-
dren and posterity, so could not cover the institution of inherited slavery (2:184).We
reach an impasse. Locke offered no satisfactory engagementwith slavery (Farr 1986;
Glausser 1990; Squadrito 2002, 109–12).
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28.8 Constraining Empire

The postcolonial reading of Locke entails several difficulties, of differing orders of
magnitude. One objection is that it radically skews the programmatic intentions of
the Two Treatises. In the midst of an English political crisis of extreme proportions,
Locke wrote a book demolishing arguments for absolute divine right kingship, and
justifying resistance against tyrannical monarchs. Is it plausible that, in a text mani-
festly anchored in a long European tradition of reasoning about contract, fundamen-
tal law, popular sovereignty, and rebellion, Locke should, after all, have intended a
manifesto for colonial expansion in the Americas? Is this not to take metaphors, and
fictive narratives about a primordial state of nature, too literally, and thereby render
passages central that are marginal and rhetorical? It is hard to think that the grue-
some passage about barbarous cannibalism from Vega is more than a metaphor for
tyrannical kingship (TT, 1:57). True, the Two Treatises extends in conceptual abstrac-
tion far beyond local contests of Whig and Tory, and it is possible that it is a portman-
teau work in which Chapter 5 is a textual intruder. If a projectedWhig decampment
to Carolina in 1682 connects party politicswith empire, then inserting a brochure for
migration is less eccentric after all (Armitage 2004, 606, 616). Yet there remains a
tension between the valencies of aWhigwork against political oppression and awork
legitimating imperial domination. In postcolonial terms, this is precisely the inherent
contradiction of early liberalism. However, exclaiming this paradox surely underesti-
mates the continuing subversive potential in Locke, for, as hismore sympathetic post-
colonial readers notice, Lockean arguments for the rights of the oppressed might be
used by native peoples against Europeans, just as they were used by colonial settlers
against imperial rule. It is unwise to overdetermine the ways in which the Two Trea-
tises can be read.

Several difficulties with the postcolonial reading lie in the utility of Locke’s argu-
ments to constrain empire, and there are Lockean lines of argument that potentially
validate native claims. First, it can be pointed out that Native Americans did in fact
engage in tillage. If so, while Locke’s argument was empirically mistaken, its concep-
tual premise could be mobilized on behalf of native claims. The Iroquois cultivated
their land, invested labor, and increased its productivity; they grewmaize, beans, and
squash. Locke knew that “Indian corn” supplied immigrant Carolinians, and that
Indians were “assisting” the Carolinians “to clear and plant the land” (Corr., 272;
Cheves 1897, 211). Lockewas aware that Amerindians tilled the land, but in the Two
Treatises apparently averted his eyes (Bishop 1997).

Second, by extension, there is a tradition of reasoning that attributes to hunting,
gathering, and grazing a degree of labor upon the land that meets the Lockean crite-
rion of property right, thereby eliding occupancywith cultivation. SamuelWharton,
citing Locke in Plain Facts (1781), held that native practices met the Lockean labor
criterion, and hence that “the aborigines of America have an absolute exclusive right
to the countries they possess” (Tully 1993, 170). Similarly, Lord Glenelg remarked in
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1837 that the “people of New Zealand… are not savages living by the chase, but…
[have] fixed abodes, with an acknowledged property in the soil” (Pocock 2005, 221).
The historic Mabo judgment in respect of Aboriginal land rights in Australia (1992)
contains this implication. It recognized native title, but on the Lockean ground that
Mabo’s ancestors’ activities amounted to cultivation (Kane 2007, 251).

Third, it is doubtful that Locke consistently held that native Americans subsisted
in a state of nature, and hence that their relationswith Europeanswere determinable
by natural property right. If they were not in such a state, they constituted nations.
True, the relation in which native nations stood to European nations was still that
of a state of nature, but qua polities not individuals. This was therefore equivalent
to relations of European states one with another, which might reduce to war, there
being no sovereign arbitrator, but which might be regulated by treaty. There was a
substantial tradition that denied, or limited, the terra nullius presumption and held
that native peoples constituted nationswithwhomEuropeans had entered into treaty
relations, including treaties for land purchase. It was well understood that land was
commonly acquired through consensual bargains with the Indians. John Higginson
of Massachusetts argued that colonists had a “twofold right”: the one grounded in
“the grand charter of Genesis” that “wilderness” be “subdued and replenished,” the
other by “right of purchase from the Indians,who…hadpossessionof the landbefore
the English came… and therefore carewas taken to treatwith them, and to gain their
consent” (Rawson 1691, 13).

In 1705 and 1743 the Privy Council ruled in favor of the sovereignty of theMohe-
gans as a distinct society, who must be dealt with by treaty. Likewise, a royal Procla-
mationof 1763 recognizedAmerindiannationhood: “It is just and reasonable… that
the several nations or tribes of Indians… should not be molested or disturbed in the
possession of such parts of our dominions and territories as, not having been ceded
to or purchased by us, are reserved to them.” Similarly, United States Chief Justice
John Marshall ruled in 1831 against the agricultural argument and in favor of the
Proclamation’s position. “America…was inhabited by a distinct people, divided into
separate nations, independent of each other and the rest of theworld, having institu-
tions of their own, and governing themselves by their own laws” (Tully 1993, 174).
TheProclamation remains cardinal, for itwas endorsed by theCanadianConstitution
Act of 1982.

The treaty tradition shows that the agriculturist argument did not hold full sway
in Anglophone thinking regarding native peoples. Locke himself spoke ambiguously,
speaking of Indian “nations” and of their kings and generals, and he knew from
Acosta the sophisticated nature of their civil societies, though he tendentiously con-
tends they had no permanent polities and “enjoyed their own natural freedom” (TT,
1:144, 153; 2:9, 41, 102, 105, 107–8; Buckle 2001, 260–2; Kane 2007, 248; Tully
1993, 151–3).

Fourth, in setting store by the agriculturist case for plantation and economic
growth, it is not obvious that Locke intended the argument to amount to a case

560



LOCKE AND AMERICA

for legitimate expropriation. This is clear if the argument were applied in the
European context. Locke did not hold that European aristocrats (Spanish squatter
rights notwithstanding) should be expropriated of their vast estates because they left
them uncultivated as hunting grounds. A colonial land grab against existing pos-
sessors would have the moral equivalence of a European peasant rebellion (Buckle
2001, 268–9). What Locke seems to have believed is that in a vast and thinly pop-
ulated continent like America, there is ample land to satisfy everybody. The “vacant
places” were “inland” (TT, 2:36). To cultivate parts of America that are “waste” is
not to dispossess anyone. On the contrary, it is tomake them fruitful for all. In one key
passage, there is no animus against Amerindians’ lack of knowhow; rather the con-
trary, there is an anxiety that they should fare better, given their natural resources.
The “several nations of the Americans … 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” (TT, 2:41). By the application of
labor, nativeAmericansmight be lifted frompovertyandhave commodityanddelight.
If, as we saw, Locke is sometimes ambiguous about the reason for American failings,
Chapter 5 offers no clear critique of their fecklessness. Rather, Locke attributes their
subsistence economy to lack of commercial opportunity, the absence of money and
the markets it engenders:

Whatwould aman value ten thousand, or an hundred thousand acres of excellent
land, ready cultivated, and well stocked too with cattle, in the middle of the inland
parts of America, where he had no hopes of commerce with other parts of the world,
to drawmoney to him by the sale of the product?

No wonder the American leaves such land “to the wild common of nature, what-
ever wasmore thanwould supply the conveniences of life to be had there for him and
his family” (2:48; cf. E, 2.16.6). Enlarge themoney economy and “the samemanwill
begin presently to enlarge his possessions.” It is in this sense that “in the beginning
all the world was America” whereas in the end it could all be Devonshire (2:49, 37).

Finally,weneed tounderscorehowrestrictive Locke’s agriculturist argument could
be. As much as authorizing, it was intended to limit the ambitions of European set-
tlers. Locke was sensitive to the vainglory of much colonial adventurism. As we saw,
his curtailment of imperial arguments was, in part, a counter to Iberian-Romish per-
fidy. Furthermore, the alternative, agriculturist, rationalewas itself constraining. The
Carolina papers contain a stream of injunctions to settlers to refrain from pushing
their boundaries beyond what they could properly cultivate. One instruction aimed
to prevent the “taking up great tracts of land sooner than they can be planted” while
another ordered settlers not to “molest… our neighbour Indians in their quiet pos-
sessions” and to “go no farther up into the country than what shall be necessary to
their planting,” for it was not by “rapine and plunder” but by “planting and trade”
that they must “honestly employ themselves.” This instruction is Lord Ashley’s, the
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handwriting Locke’s (Cheves 1897, 325, 327; cf. Arneil 1996, 123, 129–30; Hsueh
2002, 427–8, 441–3). It is for this reason that Locke concludes, in the Second Treatise,
that he who “plant[s] in…America… shall find that the possessions he could make
himself upon the measures we have given, would not be very large, nor… prejudice
the rest of mankind” (TT, 2:36).
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