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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 overlook what a remarkable polymath he was.
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, and a collector of botanical specimens. He was a metaphysician,
a theologian, a civil servant, and an economic theorist. He was 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 New World.

All of the chapters that follow have 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 to manhood during the English Civil War, 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 these momen-
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 and microscopes as serious tools
for scientific investigation, the publication of Newton’s Principia. 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 at Westmin-
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 in many 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, and writing the Two Treatises of Government. Shaftesbury died in 1683,
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 we must look to social and political developments in England to understand
the impetus for much of Locke’s political theorizing, so we must appreciate his 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, he makes 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
about medical theory (Milton 2001). In 1675 Locke was 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’s Essay 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 a more nuanced picture of just how well or poorly he understands
some of his predecessors’ views, and how 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 responding not only to positions that Descartes takes in well-known passages 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 the Essay concerning Human Understanding, it was not with 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.
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Metaphysics and Epistemology

We are most fortunate that portions of several early drafts of the Essay 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,
with minor 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 a matter 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. Some have suggested that they include more 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 the mental 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 are made 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 when we 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, and marks a distinction between those who 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 he will not meddle with such questions as “by what
Motions of our Spirits, or Alterations 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 interesting ways. 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 also weighs in on sev-
eral other issues relating to sensation, and Jacovides explores what he has 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,
Kenneth Winkler 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
Dan Kaufman 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 a mass 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 a while they would 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 resurrection would have to be made of the same atoms 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, and also a number of objections that Locke’s contemporaries and his suc-
cessors have raised against his theory.

Locke’s account of freedom and the will has proved less influential than his 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 about what it
is to be free and whether 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 clear which 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 can be resolved happily. For example, in a number 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 P wills to perform A, P does perform A, 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 deliberate makes us responsible
not only for what we do, but for what we believe, since we should know that further
reflection might 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 account was
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 and misuses 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 to which Locke sees his theorizing in Book Three 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, this would be the surest and best
path to knowledge; but he adds that because we 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 it might 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 same words, 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 concerned with semantic (word-to-world) relations, and more concerned with
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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 perception of the agreement or disagreement between ideas. He distinguishes four
sorts of agreement and disagreement that we might perceive: (i) identity (as when we
perceive that the idea of white is the idea of white), (ii) relation (as when we perceive
any relation between two ideas), (iii) coexistence (as when we 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 (in which 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 Locke undertakes to do in IV.x), but mathematics 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 that my 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 about whether belief in the existence of physical objects constitutes knowledge at
all (4.2.14). Jennifer Nagel tackles these issues in Chapter 16, arguing that Locke does
indeed take sensitive knowledge to be real knowledge, and that there is a way to make
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 supply us not only with ideas of the things around us, but also (and simultane-
ously) with an idea of the manner in which these things are being presented to us. 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 that we 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 because we 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 the whole 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
He might 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 that matter might think seems at odds with other things he says,
and these tensions are explored by Martha 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 Boylean mechanism. 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 to move 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 from which 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 from which the attributes of matter arise, he maintains
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
Bishop of Worcester. In late 1696, Stillingfleet had published A Discourse in Vindication
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, he was soon disappointed. Both men were to write 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 the World,
that you owned the Doctrine of the Trinity?” (Stillingfleet 1698, 4–5). Locke makes no
reply to that, but does, in his final letter, return to the tactic of defending himself 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 a modern 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 through Adam, 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 Essay was 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, the most
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 so His 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 on His 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’s memorable expression) mixes his labor with it, he makes it his. Yet
Locke also says that there are constraints on how much one can legitimately come to
own by such means. It is a violation of the natural law to take more 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
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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 the moral prohibition of waste – initially set very modest limits to
how much can be legitimately appropriated from what 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
between people who are naturally free, people in a state of nature. Sometimes he offers
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 the mantle
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,” which was 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
question of how best to prepare people to do this is a matter of great concern to him. In
Chapter 23, Ruth W. 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 it was published separately and only 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.

In many respects, Locke’s views about education strike one as remarkably modern.
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 to mold the characters of children, taking advantage of the fact that
children greatly desire esteem. It seems fair to ask whether an education directed by
the need for approval from authority figures is likely to produce iconoclasts. Grant and
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Hertzberg see a tension here rather than an outright contradiction, and they make 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 many works of biblical scholarship, and dedicated much 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 25 Victor 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, and whether an event is miraculous may be spectator
relative.
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Nuovo’s essay introduces us to two major works that have probably received less
attention than they deserve. The first is The Reasonableness of Christianity, which Locke
published anonymously in 1695. In the Reasonableness, Locke draws on the teachings
of Jesus and the Apostles in the four Gospels and the letters of St Paul to make the case
that there is just one fundamental tenet of Christianity: that Jesus was the Messiah. 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
about why Jesus did not clearly disclose himself as the Messiah, and what 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, which was Greek with many
“Hebrew or Syriack” idioms (Para, 1:104). Yet Locke also saw Paul’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 and who were prompted to offer alternatives – would be to excavate much
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
induction because observed regularities do not constrain the beliefs produced by theo-
retical induction. There are too many other imaginable causes of our sensory experi-
ences (unavoidable and regular energies of our own minds, 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 objects must 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 to work 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 him as one of “the three greatest men 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, he has 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 on which 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 those who 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 Lockean who 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 New World 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 and wrote 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 in more 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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