CHAPTER VII

LOCKE'S VIEW OF

LIMITED GOVERNMENT

The authoritarian political philosophy of Thomas Hobbes shocked the sentiment of English society; and, as a result, Hobbes never had widespread acceptance. Such was not the case with John Locke (1634‑1704), who, after the "Glorious Revolution" of 1688, was extremely popular. This general approval came m part because Locke developed a view of government based on the concept of popular consent as opposed to both divine right and Hobbes' ideas. The weaknesses and the strengths of his formulation can be found in two works, his Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1690) and his Second Treatise on Civil Government (1676‑1682).

ATTACK ON INNATE IDEAS

The philosophical movement which began with Descartes reached its full development in Locke's Essay. Locke begins the Essay Concerning Human Understanding by attacking the opinion that we have innate ideas, "characters, as it were stamped upon the mind of man; which the soul receives in its very first being, and brings into the world with it." 1 Locke is commonly believed to be aiming his criticism at Descartes, who wrote in his Meditations that we have three types of ideas: innate ideas (the existence of which Locke is disputing), adventitious ideas, (i.e., those which come from outside ourselves), and ideas that we manufacture. An example of such koinai ennoiai,2 the Stoic concept Locke uses to identify what he means by innate ideas, is the idea that God exists. For Descartes this was one of the two elements in his argument that God really does exist. The other is the idea that Descartes himself exists. Assured of his own existence, and wishing to account for his consciousness of God's existence, Descartes explains that the idea of God was placed in his mind at his birth. Locke rejects the concept of innate ideas entirely, arguing that certainty may be obtained without recourse to innate ideas. Note that Locke is merely attempting to replace one kind of certainty, the certainty of innate ideas in which he cannot believe, with another kind of certainty, a certainty offended by the theological assumptions which underlie the concept of innate ideas.

In Book I, Chapter 2 of the Essay, Locke argues that even if there were certain speculative and practical principles to which all men assent, that in itself would not prove they are innate. In fact, Locke says, there is no universal consent among men. This argument tends to prove that there are no innate principles. He takes the following as his example of innate ideas: "Whatsoever is, is; and "It is impossible for the same thing to be and not to be.‑ 3 These are not innate ideas or principles, Locke says, because children and idiots do not know them. Locke notes that the supporters of the concept of innate ideas retort that men may discover these principles by using their reason. But, he asks, how can this be? Reason "is nothing else but the faculty of deducing unknown truths from principles or propositions that are already known. "4 Why, if some ideas are innate, do we need reason to discover them?

The argument is crucial for our understanding of Locke's political theory. The decline of Classical Christian political theory, one political theorist has pointed out, "is attributable not to any particular poverty within the tradition itself but rather to modern man's decision to withdraw his accreditation from the underlying form of cognition which the discipline had earlier presupposed."5 Descartes' concept of commonly shared innate ideas can be seen in this context as the last remaining thread by which philosophic accreditation could be given in the modern era to the theological truths of Classical philosophic discourse. Yet even this concept, weak though it may appear when compared to Plato's differentiation of philosophy from opinion and aristotle's articulation of right by nature, was rejected by John Locke.

ORIGIN AND NATURE

OF HUMAN KNOWLEDGE


If there are no innate ideas, how do men come by the ideas they have, and what are the consequences?  Locke asks us to suppose that the mind is blank pa​per, void of all characters and ideas. How, then, does the mind come to be furnished? Sensation is one source of most of the ideas we have. The senses convey to the mind the impression produced on them by external objects. The other source of ideas is reflection, Locke says, the perception of the operations of our own mind. 

Is there some connection between the ideas in our `' mind and reality's Do ideas represent only the imaginations of man, or do they represent things as they really are? Locke tells us that to use works to signify anything other than those ideas we have in our minds leads to confusion.6 The words we use signify the ideas in our mind. But the relation between ideas and reality is not a direct one. Locke distinguishes between an "abstract idea to which the name is annexed, "‑a definition of what he calls a "nominal essence"‑and the "real constitution of substances."7 Locke explains, for example, how it is our custom merely to suppose that whatever ideas we have conform to some real entities, which we call "substance." Locke is not saying that there is substance, for example, "man," by which we may know men. He is only saying that our complex idea of man, though made up of simple ideas which we obtain by sensation and reflection, is mixed up with the confused idea of something to which man belongs. We only suppose then that these qualities of the substance we call man exist in some common object which supports these simple ideas of sensible qualities.

The mind contemplates its own ideas, and that is the uncertain connection between the world of extension and the world of spirit or mind. Our substantive knowledge then consists in the perception of the connection and agreement or disagreement between any of our ideas. Where this perception is, there is knowledge. But certainly such knowledge is too limited to be of any value. What of the great moral categories of good and evil? What does Locke say about this difficulty?

Locke's complete reply, one derived from his Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1690) and his early Essays on the Law of Nature (1660) is three

fold: good and evil are functions of pleasure or pain; that moral good and evil, justice and injustice, are determined by law or some rule enforced by a common sovereign; and that there are universal laws of nature which govern the behavior of men, but these laws are discovered in sense‑experience.

The famous passage in which Locke reduces good and evil to sense experience states:

Things then are good or evil, only in reference to pleasure or pain. That we call good, which is apt to cause or increase pleasure, or diminish pain in us; or else to procure or preserve us the possession of any other good or absence of evil. And, on the contrary, we name that evil, which is apt to produce or increase any pain, or diminish any pleasure in us: or else to procure us any evil, or deprive us of any good.8

Locke alternatively defines moral good and evil, a~ does Hobbes, as ". . .the conformity or disagreement men's voluntary actions have to a rule to which they are referred, and by which they are judged .... "9

Moral good and evil, then, is only the conformity or disagreement of our voluntary actions to some law, whereby good or evil is drawn on us, from the will and power of the law‑maker; which good and evil, pleasure or pain, attending our observance or breach of the taw by the decree of the law‑maker, is that we call reward and punishment. 10

There are three sorts of moral rules or laws with three different enforcements, or as Locke would term them, "rewards" and "punishments": the divine law, civil law, and law of opinion or reputation. Locke tells us that the divine law is "that law which

God has set to the actions of men, whether promulgated to them by the light of nature, or the voice of revelation." 11 The civil law, as we may anticipate, is "the rule set by the commonwealth to the actions of those who belong to it ...."12 The law of opinion is "the approbation or dislike, praise or blame, which, by a secret and tacit consent, establishes itself in the several societies, tribes, and clubs of men in the world ...." 13 Locke implies, therefore, that there is no justice by nature, in the sense in which Aristotle saw it. "Virtue and vice are names pretended and supposed everywhere to stand for actions in their own nature right andwrong."14 It is obvious to Locke that virtue and vice are "attributed only to such actions as in each country and society are in reputation and discredit," 15 i.e., right and wrong are what the dominant powers say they are.

Beyond knowledge is faith or opinion. Yet, Locke does not believe that the world of human knowledge he has developed is so limited. We have the idea of a Supreme Being, he says, and the idea of ourselves as understanding rational beings. This foundation may be sufficient in order to be able to "place morality amongst the sciences capable of demonstration." 16

`Where there is no property there is no injustice,' is a proposition as certain as any demonstration in Euclid: for the idea to which the name `injustice' is given, being the invasion or violation of that right, it is evident, that these ideas, being thus established, and these names an​nexed to them, I can as certainly know this proposition to be true, as that _ a triangle has three angles equal to two right ones. 17

Locke argued that underlying civil law and custom is only the supposition, not certain knowledge, that what in fact is declared unjust really is wrong. Yet, peculiarly, Locke was certain that an ethics based on analysis of sense experience and reflection was as secure a moral philosophy as we could desire. Locke thought that ethics was a subject capable of as much demonstration and clarity as geometry. Of course, Locke says, there is the problem that moral ideas are more complex than those of the figures used in mathemantics. But this complexity can be overcome by "definitions, setting down that collection of simple ideas, which every term shall stand for; and then using the terms steadily and constantly for the precise collection." 18

THE LAW OF NATURE

Definitions of moral ideas when traced ultimately to pleasure and pain do not convey the sense of universal moral obligation which is the chief strength of natural law. Perhaps sensing this rhetorical weakness in his construction, Locke developed his concept of the laws of nature. He deduced that there are laws of nature from the fact that people contend so much about the problem of what is right universally. He maintained that even those who live by breaking the law judge themselves by a standard of right manifest in their conscience. Moreover, by looking at the well regulated operation of the natural world, one should infer that man, too, was designed by the "Creator" to "work" according to some design. Locke also argued that the law of nature exists because it is fundamental to the preservation of human laws. The law of nature buttresses the obligation people have to the

positive law. Without the law of nature, without an absolute "eternal" principle of moral good, "everything would have to depend on human will . . . ." 19 That there is a law of nature, Locke was convinced.

What, however, are the ways by which the law of nature can be known? Locke rejected the idea of moral reason that is inborn or innate in man. Reason, for Locke is not a higher noesis. It is man's calculative ability, his discursive reason which requires something which to calculate. "Nothing indeed is achieved by reason, that powerful faculty of arguing, unless there is first something posited and taken for granted."20 Locke is thus forced back onto "sense‑experience" as the teacher of what the law of nature is. Perhaps for this reason Locke calls it the "law of nature" as opposed to "natural law." If sense‑experence is defined as perception by the senses of "natural" phenomena, it would seem that the order of our sense experience conveys some order of nature and thus the "law of nature." But "nature" in this limited sense refers to physical nature first, and only by inference to the "Creator" of nature. The presence of the transcendent God in the "law of nature" is attested by a deductive, secondhand fashion. Also, since the ability to calculate by reference to our senses is the capacity of all men who have attained the age of reason, Locke's law of nature will be known to anyone. In this regard, the "law of nature" lacks the personal quality of Aristotle's "right by nature" possessed only by men formed by nous. Within this philosophically limited perspective, Locke argues that since our senses indicate God's existence, so it must follow that the world has some purpose. "God intends man to do something . . . . "21 And we are morally bound by that intention ofGod to certain classes of action. We are bound not to do those things which are completely forbidden, we are bound to "maintain certain sentiments, such as reverence and fear of the Deity,"22 and we are bound to acts of charity and prudence.

LOCKE'S POLITICAL PHILOSOPHY

Locke's Second Treatise, written between 1676 and 1682,23 also presents grave difficuties. It lacks rigorous argument and does not defend the assumptions and concepts upon which it is based, concepts such as the law of nature, state of nature, and the social contract.

Locke argues that man and the world he inhabits are the work of an infinite maker who is God.24 Man has reason which was given to him in order that he might use it to his advantage and convenience.25 By use of his reason man can discover his private advantage; and this private advantage, wondrously, due to God's design, is conducive to public order, the common good. Perhaps because Locke's analysis of human nature and community is restricted to the passionate level where man seeks advantage and convenience, he defines the best ruler as the prince who aids the acquisition of property and its right use. Such a prince, Locke says, is "godlike, "26 by which he probably means that by protecting property and its right use the prince is following God's design for man. God intended for men to seek their own advantage, their happiness, in conditions and circumstances conducive to that pursuit. If this design is followed and these circumstances of order are secured, all will be well.

This emphasis on private advantage presents problems for an interpretation of the meaning of Locke's "law of nature" since earlier in his life he had rejected the idea that a person's private interest is the basis of the law of nature.27 Locke did not think that the law of nature was simply a question of utility. On the other hand, he argued that there was something more than private interest to be found in the pursuit of one's private good since the protection of private property is the law of nature.28 This unique property ethic permeates the Second Treatise.

Property was broadly defined by Locke to include life, liberty, and estate. As such, it conveys a sense of the purposes of life, as Locke saw them. The law of nature was the rational rule by which man lived out his life within these overarching acquisitive purposes. The law of nature "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.‑ 29 The origin of property is in labor, and this labor by which something external is taken and made one's own is a law of nature.30 The law of nature favors men who are acquisitive, rational, and industrious creatures, just as God prefers men such as these over those who are quarrelsome and contentious.

Men of Locke's generation believed that they could attain certain knowledge about how men should behave. They posited that man ineluctably seeks his advantage, and his advantage is to be found in property; thus, they concluded, a government which protects property is the best government. The preservation of property is the common good. This particular view of the common good, however, limits what is common in community to the aggregate of individual private goods; individual appetites. Locke ignored the insight of Classical philosophy that the common good is knowable only to the good man, whose judgment is the standard and measure of what is right by nature for himself and for the community of men. Because Locke has no equivalent view of the best man, except the "godlike" prince, he is reduced to perceiving justice and the common good in terms of property and of the property owner who is a good citizen because he rationally calculates his private pleasure and pain.

THE STATE OF NATURE

Like Hobbes, Locke insisted on thinking about politics from the perspective of the prepolitical state of nature. Why talk about the state of nature? Is it not a fantasy, and a fiction, a crutch which was fashionable among early modern political thinkers for whom nature had ceased to be a subject of wonder and had become a source of power? The answer, perhaps, is that Locke was unable to explain political order without it. It does tend to supplement his concept of the law of nature by explaining what standards restrict government. Locke's concept of the "law of nature" was too circumscribed and vague to limit government effectively.

In the state of nature, man is a social creature, but not a political creature. Locke restricted the use of the term "political" to human consistency in society ruled by a common power. Like all Social Contract thinkers, John Locke was persuaded that "the political" was not an essential attribute of man. The political is an accident, an artifice. This meant, among other things, that Locke and the Social Contract thinkers abandoned the Classical philosophic inquiry into the political order which is best by nature. No political rule can be best by nature, because nature is prepolitical. What this meant in practical, civilizational terms was, "Rulers, kings, aristocrats, watch out!" If political existence is the artifice of those ruled, and not the dominion of the anointed of God, then government originates in the very ones who are ruled. If the limits they set for government are broken, then they may just take that dominion away and give it to another, someone who will follow their dictates.

Locke needed the "state of nature" as a rhetorical aid. For that reason, perhaps, Locke is somewhat impatient with those who belligerently ask, Why talk about the state of nature if there is no proof that there ever was such a state? Locke replies that if we reject belief in the state of nature, we may as well disbelieve that men whose histories as adults are recorded, but not their childhood, ever had a childhood. Everything in existence has a beginning, and the state of nature, he argues, is the beginning of men before they entered into civil society. If one has any doubts, he says, look at America and the Indians there who live in the state of nature.31

The state of nature, Locke tells us, is a condition of perfect freedom.32 Men are free to do whatever they wish to do and are limited only by the law of nature.33 The law of nature governs not only the state of nature, but also civil society. However, civil society is different from the state of nature because in the state of nature every man is the executor of the law of nature. Thus everyone may punish transgressors of that law. In civil society punishment is meted out by the government. The state of nature for Locke is not a licentious condition because most men follow their reason, which is the law of nature, and are its executors upon those who do not. The law of nature, which governs the state of nature, creates, we infer, obligations to one another because breaches of the law of nature would ultimately, if permitted to continue, lead to our own destruction, which is against the law of nature. Life for Locke, we infer, was pleasurable and thus good.

Locke argued that while the state of nature lasted, life was fairly good. There were natural boundaries in it which tended to confine human appetite. Man's property was limited by what he could use. Since his right to anything to which he put his labor was shielded by convenience and utility, he would not take more than was necessary to survive. But, the state of nature was inconvenient. It lacked a neutral judge to execute the law of nature, and private execution tended to err, or not be executed at all. Moreover, someone invented money one day and that invention allowed the "natural" limits upon property to disintegrate.34 No longer were spoilage and utility hindrances upon man's acquisitive instinct. Thus property became large and extensive. Men came to hold lands which they could not work. And lands which they could not work were insecure lands, the title to that property no longer being their own labor. By corrupt and vicious men, furthermore, the condition of man in the stale of nature soon degenerated.  Out of this story Locke concocted his chief standard for limiting government: property. The reason we left the state of nature and compacted to form a civil society, Locke writes, is that we wanted our property protected.35 When government breaks that original agreement to protect our property, therefore, we have a right to revolution.

The state of nature i understood as an imaginary prepolitical condition, not only performed useful functions in the speculative systems of such thinkers as Thomas Hobbes and John Locke, it also embodied the methodical attempt of modern philosophy to overcome the "Idols" of Classical political philosophy. The state of nature allowed Locke to ignore all previous history and philosophy and in this sense was an analogue of his conception of the mind as a blank tablet. It also provided him an opportunity to skirt the reality of evil with a new myth of the Fall. The origin of the Fall in money which commences the disintegration of man's prepolitical condition provides its own savior in newly constituted civil society based on the consent of acquisitive men. Guided by an unlimited quest for worldly goods, Locke visualized a type of man, becoming dominant in the late seventeenth century, who would give up his quest of heaven in exchange for a heavenly world. If the full range of political community is not really symbolized in Locke's concept of the pursuit of private ends by private, economic men, it is at least a semblance of community, in contrast preferable to the disorder of England wracked by religious wars. England at the time Locke wrote his Second Treatise was much like a small town after a revival meeting. Exhausted from excesses of the spirit, the visions of the New Jerusalem now past, the citizens are ready to settle down to the less spiritually tiring, and perhaps more pleasurable fare of business as usual. Locke's Second Treatise captured this exhaustion of the soul in English culture and gave it a political credo by which to live.
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