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Abstract 

. • 

Locke's defence of toleration in, the Letters concerning Tolêration, 

;5 underpinned by two pil1ars, one political, the other epistem~loglcal. 1 

When these letters are examined closely, one notices that the balance be- , 

tween politics and ep;stemology, which characterizes th~ first, and to a 

lesser degree the second r.ètter,shifts discernably to a reliance on epi­

stemology alone in the third one. Unfortunately, the brevity of his 

epistemological reflections in the third letter prevents one from judiciously 

ascertaining the strength of the argument which it underpins. 

Few scholars who have concerned themselves with a consideration of 

Locke's Letters, have deemed the detailed examination of epistemology in 

the Essayas being of value to one's understanding of.the defence of' 

toleration. l am not of this opinion, for l feel that unless the Essay is $' 

carefully examined and the ana1ytic connexion with the Letters discerned. 

the epistemological underpinnings of Locke's defence of toleration cannot , 
be fully understood . 
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,Abstrait 

" • 
" La dêfence de la toleration de Locke dans ses Lettres concernant la 

.. 
TOl'êrat1oh est soutenue par deux pill ;ers, un pol itique, et l'autre 

êllistemologique. En êxamînant avec attention ses lettres, on peut remar:quer 

" que 1 'equil ibre entre ses idées politiques et êpistemologique qui charac-

.. 

terise la premiere et la deuxieme Lettre, change visiblement en faveur 
( 

de , 'f}pistemologie dans la troisieme. Mais malheureusement 7 dans cette 

lettré. la brievetê de ses reflections epistemologique nous empêche de 

détenniner judicieusement la.. force de sa th~se. , 

Il '1 en a peu d'academ;ciens qui ont pretê leurs attention -aux 

lettres de Locke, et on trouveé qu'un éKamen minutieux de l'épistemologie 
" ~ 

dans l'Essai sera d'une grande valeur pour mieox comprendre la dêfence 

de le tolération. Je ne suis pas de même avis, car je pense qui l'Essai 

doit être examiner avec beaucoup, d'attention pour que la connection 

analytique avec les ·.Lèttres soit bien établis: Quand ses deux buts seront 

ac.complis, notre comprehension sur la défence de la toleration sera 

complete. 
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Introduction , .. 
The Restora tion of the monarchy in 1660 brought ~lung with ita 

parliament whose attitude towards non-çonformists and dissenters was marked 
j 1 .. 

by animosity and virfdictiveness. In part, this was due to its fear of 

;nsurrection~ but in the main,menbers wanted to ensure themselves that a non-

Anglican ascenden.cy would never again come about. 

When Charles II tried introducing a sma]l measure of indulgence with 

his declaration at Breda, his words were quickly struck down, and shortly 

thereafter the Act of Unif~rmity was passed (1662). Then in rapid success­

ion, Par1iament passed the Conventi..c.:~ Act (1664), the Five t·lile Act (1665), 

and a second Conventicle Act on the expiration of the first (1670). In 

1672, when Charles again introduted a ~odlfled Ac.! of Indul9_cnce, Parliament 

not only opposed it steadfastly, but in il~ place passed one of the most 

severe and repressive of a11 anti-toleration acts, the Test Act (1673). It 

was not untll Willlam ·and Mary ascended to the lhrone. as a result of the 

G1orious Revolution, that Parllament allowed a measure of tolcration ta be 

extended to il 1imited number of non'-conformists: the To1erdtlOn Act (1689). 
~l 

The attainment of a full range of politlcal and re11g1ous rights would not 

be extended to a11 non-Anglicans unll1 1832. 

The To1erat~.?~ Ac t dld l ittlc to attcnuate the persecution of the majo­

rit y of non-conformists and disscnters, nor did it temper locke's attitude 

towards this rcprehenslblc practicc. But Locke's ear1icst rs;f1cctions on 

the question of toleralion can be found in two unpubllshed essays that were 

" written in 1660-1661, which Philip Abrams cntitles the Two Tracts 0l! Government 
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j 2. 

(1967). Although these early works were ra ther authoritari an in 
!' 

character, it was not long before Locke's views on toleration moderated. 

The more relaxed attitude that is characteristic of his mature writings on 

toleratiol') can first be discerned in another unpublished manuscript entitled 
\ 

an «Essay Concerning Toleration.)} which was written in 1667. However, it 

was not until 1685, while he was in exile in Holland. that he once more 

addressed the issue of to1eration, at length. 

His ~stola d~-Io]~rantia_ was not published until 1689 at Gouda and 

when it was, it was done 50 anonymously and in Latin. In the fall of that 

same year, Will iam Popple, a unitarian merchant translated it and A Letter 

Concerni~Q I~)_~2'at~~~ was publ ished in England, but again this was done 

anonymously. Then in -response to the attacks of Jonas Proast, hfs most 

ardent crit~c, Locke published three anonymous replies under the pseudonym 

« , )} 
of Phl1anthropus; A Second Letter Concerning Toleration (1690), !2 Third 

_Letter _for Tolera tion (1692), and fi Fourth Letter for To1 eration (1704), 

which was never completed due to Locke's death in that same year (RomaneTl, 

1978).1 

1 • 

, . 
The importance of Locke's Letter ln the history ot" 

to1eration, like the importance of the Two Treatises on 
Government. ln the buildln of CiVll 115C"rty, Iles -not 
ln ltS novclty, not in any markable or radlcal liberty. 
His wards wprc perSUtlSl\\C in theH age oecùuse of the 
orderllness and red sonab l cne s anel phi l osophica l ternper 
(Gough, 1950: p. 220). 

Gough' s s ta temen lis somewha l sadrol t, for Locke 1 s words were not as 

persuaslvc. to U~e ln his age as they are to those who look back upon them 

from ours. One of the things that makes Locke's defenctI'of to1eration 

attractive to the twentieth century scholar ;s that he chooses to deal with 

, , 
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the volatile issue of religious intolerance, by being reasonable and calm, 

and by using language which is plain and simple yet addresses the issue 

directly. Were the issue ot rel1gious intolerance to be explored by a 

modern philosopher, as it often is, Locke's approach and literary style 

wou l d have much to offer h im as a mode l • 

But it is not Locke 's l;terary abilities alone that make his arguments 

for toleration important. What is of greater significance is that he was 

one of the first scholars to underpin an argument for to1eration with 

epistemological cpnsiderations. Therefor:e, if one wants to understand 

ful1y Locke's defence of toleration, a car~ful examination of his episte­

mology is imperative. Unfortunate1y, in this regard, the Letters do not 

afforq 'one much deta 11. Consequent1y, it i s to the Essay Concern i ng Human 

Understanding, his main epistemological work which was published in 1690, 

that one,s attention should be directed . . 

In. the early months of 1671, Locke engaged himse lf in a number of 

philosophical discussions on «the principles of moral ity and revealed 

religion» with five or six friends. As a result of these dlScussions, and 

upon the p rQtld i ng of hi s friends who i ns i sted tha t he pursue the top 1 cs 

di scussed at length, ln writing, Locke produced two crude drafts of what 

would later be the Essay (Cranston, 1957). Unl1ke his two other major works 

both of which were pub1 i shed anonymous 1y in 1689, Locke chose to reveal the 

authorsh1p of the Essay when lt was published in 1689. During the 16905, 

Locke kept himsel f busy by produclng three repl les to the criticlsms of 

Edward Stilllngfleet, Bishop of Worcester, and careful1y revising the Essay 

for the three other editions that were published in Engli5h dunng his 

3. 



( 

i 

/ 

" , 

lifetime (in 1694, 1695, 1700). Furthermôre. he supervised a French trans­

lation,' and took some interest in the preparation of a latin translation 

(1700,1701) (Nidditch, 1978).2 ! 

Although the anal y tic connection between the letters and the Essay is . 
an integral part of Locke's defence of toleration. few scholars have 

addressed themselves to an examination of this relation. Standardly, one 

of two unsatisfactory approaches has been employed. The first reflects the 

belief that Locke's primary concern in wr,iting the Letters was to posit a 

politic"al defence of toleration. Consequently, his epistemological argu-

ments are seen as belng of secondary importance~ and as sueh, theyare 

trea ted cursori 1y. The second approach attempts to understand Locke 1 s 

defence of toleratlOn by placing him within an intellectual context. 

4. 

However, the works of the scholars who employ this approaeh are of a ~eneral 

character, and this precludes them From offering a detailed analysis either 

of Locke's epistemology or his views on to1eration. 

Gordon Schochet (1980) is one of a number of scholars who believes that 

locke's toleration argument is primarily a political statement and as such 

must be viewed from this perspective. He neither examines the epistemo-

logical debates of Ir/hich L.pcke was a part, nor does he choose to explore the 

relevance of Locke's _çssay ta the toleration issue. 

J.W. Gough (1950) and J.O. t-1abbott (1973) are less narrow in their 

approaches, in that they do carefully map out the disparate components of 

locke's argument, but like Schochet, they choose not ta explore fully the 

relation between the Essay and the Lètters. For one who is interested in 

1 
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determining whether the epistemological considerations Of the Essay afford 

a viable measure of support for Locke's defence of toleration in the Letters, 

a detailed analysi~ of the Letters alone, or an examination of the 

political arguments but not the epistemological ones. is not wholly 

satisfying. 

The'works of scholars such as G.R. Cragg (1966), Richard Popkin (1979) 

and Henry Van Leeuwenn (1963) are quite he1pful in recovering the historical 

meaning of Locke's epistemological arguments. Cragg does this by examining 

the works of the Cambridge Platonists, the Latitudinarians and the Deists. 

The intellectual spectrum ofPopkin'siYld Van L~uwenn's spectrum is much 

wider, ranging from the Reformation debates on the Rule of Faith to the 

sceptical considerations of a number of Latitudinarians and Royal Scientists. 

\oIHn respect to Locke, they share the conviction that he ; s a figure of 

central importance to philosophical debates of the 17th centu~y; however, 

the general character of their works does not allow them the opportunity 

to c~refully examine his texts to the degree that would please a Locke 

scholar . 

Both John Dunn (1969b) and James Tully (1980b) have produced works on 

Locke of slngular quality: their examinati~ns of his main texts are precise" 

and their attempts to discern the historical meanings of these texts add 

much insight to onel~ understanding of them. This notwithstandlng, the 

relation between epistemology and tolcratlon 15 a subject thcy have not 

fully broached as of yet, although comments on the subject do arise in 

their work in a numben of instances. Thercfore, the gap in Lockean scholar­

ship' concerning the epistemologica1 foundations of tolerance rcmains to be 

l 
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fillèd. 

My own analysis makes no claim to being an exhaustive one, but it will 

attempt to balance ~arefully analysis and contextualizatlon in an eclectic 

fashion, and apply it to the study of the epistemological underpinnings to 

Locke' s theory of to l era t i on. 

The main objective of the thesis is to prove that Locke's most viable 

defence of toleration in the Letters, an epistemological one, can be fully 

understood only if the detailed epistemological considerations of the 

Essay are examined. To make this evident, the thesis is divided into three 

chapters. 

In the first chapter. 1 examine Locke's two main arguments for toler-

ation the first being derived from political considerations, the second 

from epistemological ones: then 1 ascertain thelr strengths and weaknesses. 

Follow;ng this, 1 provide an explanation as t0 why the careful balance be-

tween the political and epistcmological defence of tolcrallon, that marked 

the first Let~er, has changed discernably, in the favour of eplstemology 

alone, in the second and third Lcttcrs. Flnally, l examine Locke's epi-

stemologlcal rcflE'ctlOns ln the second and third ~~tter~, and dctermine 

whether Lockc's singular dcpendence on epistemology affords his defence of 

tolerat1on a SOlld foundation. 

! 

An indirect way of obtaining a more complete understanding of Loyie's 
, 

epistemology, particularly his views on certainty, is to examine tt)é works 
/ 

of fellow scholars 'who concerned themselves with similar issues. This also 

\ 
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allows one to recover the historical meaning of Locke's arguments. In order 

·to fulfi11 both these goals, the second chapter situates Locke's arguments 

in a stream of intellectual thought running from the Reformatlon to the 

post-Restoratlon periode In particu1ar, the works of Richard Hoocker 

(1553-1600), a staunch defender of the Elizabethan church, and of William 

Chillingworth (1602-1643) and John Ti11otson (1630-1694), two outspoken 

Latitudinarians, are examined and their ref1ections on certainty carefu11y 

considered. 

Whereas Locke's epistemo1ogica1 ref1ections in the Letters are cursory 

and lacking in depth, Locke's Essay is systematic and detai1ed in its con­

siderations on the subject. In the thlrd chapter, l de1ineate the main 

questions that Locke addresses in the Essay. In examinlng hlS considerations 

on the origin and certainty of moral ldeas, one flnds that Locke's posltion 

1s an equlvoca1 one: he waivers between ratlona1 conventiona1ism and 

rational thelsm. How this leads to an eplstemological impasse of sorts is 

outlined. But this impasse notwlthstanding, 1 demonstrate that elther one 

of the two epistemo1og1cal positlons that Locke adopts in the Essay affords 

to his epistemologica1 defence of toleration in the Letters a considerable 

measure of support. 

By combinlng contextualization in the second chapter with textual 

analysis in the third, the epistemological underpinnings to Locke's defence 

of to1eration ln the flrst chapter can best be appreclated. Furthermore. 

this also allows one to narrow considerably the wide gap in Lockean 

scholarship on the relation between epistemo1ogy and toleration. 

~ 
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Introduction: Footnotes 
1 . 

1. Locke's mature works on toleration, 1989-1704, can be found in his 
Collected Works (1823: v, VI). When his Letters Concerning Toleration 
are cited, they will be referred to as the letters. Furthennore, to 
simplify the identification of passages for those who employ different 
editions, 1 cite the Letter and page number and place them in brackets. 

2. In my examination of Locke's Essay Concerning the Human Understandin , 
l have employed Peter Nidditc s en lca e 1 10n ,.an w en 1 
;5 cited, it will be referred to as the Essay. Once again to s;mplify 
the identification of citations, 1 refer ta the book, chapter and 
selection numbers and place these alone in brackets. 
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CHAPTER 1: The Three Letters Concerning T~lerationl 

J. The First Letter 

1. If a man 

be destitute of charity, meekness, and goodwill in 
general towards all mankind, even to those that are 

'not true Christians, he is certainly yet short of 
being a true Christian himself (1.5). 

9. 

) 

Can a man who allows others to suffer the torments of physical abuse merely 

because oftheirdissent or non-conformity to the natlonal religion in 

England be thought of as a Christian? 15 he acting out of spirit of 

charity and concern for the well being of others, when he 

deprive(s) them of their estates, maim(s) them with 
corporal punishments, starve(s) and torment(s) them 
in noisome prisons (?] 

To Locke, persecution based on dissent and non-COnformity to the 

, 

national religion, especially in a Chrlstian province such as England, is 

wholly unjust"ified and it is antithetlcal to his perception of the Christian 

ideal. Those who wield the sword ln the name of Christ choose to violate 

and ignore-the exarnplc that Chnst, Pnnce of Peace, provides: He had 

sent out hlS soldlcrs lü the subdulng of nations, gathering 
them ta his church, not Jrtned l'Ilth the sword, or other in­
struments of force, .. but prepared wllh the Gospel of peace, 
and wlth the excmpla'ry hollness of their conversation 
(1.8-9). 

Words and genlle pcrsuélslon were the weapons of Chrlst's disciples in his 

own time, and they a I"e no l ess effective a t the present. 

But Locke realizes that the persecutlon of dissenters and non-

conformists is not founded on emotional reasons alone; its advocates dœ 
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posit philosophical justifications for their attitude. Therefore, to 

defend t01eration and attack intolerance concurrently, Locke must first 

ascertain what the pillars of the arguments held by ohis opponents ~e" -

Hé concludes that: 

to justify bnnging any such evi1 two things are requisite. 
First, that he who does it has commission and power ta do ~ 
so. Secondly, that it be direct1y useful for the procuring 
some greater good (2.112). 

10. 

This statement clear1y enunciates what Locke feels are the two main pi11ars 

of intolerancc. The first, a po1itical argument, reflects the belief that 

a magistrate has the right ta intervene ln reiigious matters. The second, 

an epistemological argument, imp11es that the enforced persecution of 

dissenters and non-conformists 1eads them to the one true religion, the 

on1y religlOn which can secure their eternal interests. Locke wants to 

show that both these arguments are derived from fallaclous assumptions, 

and this is as evident in the second Letter, which was the source of this 

citation, as it is in the first or the third ones. 

The efficacity of Locke's attack on the political pillar of intolerance 

is contingent upon hlS making it clear that.the magistrate never was given 

the authority to intervene in religious matters. To make this evident, 

Locke pOSlts a two stcp argument. First, he shows that men entering into a 

politlcal association with one another limlted a maglstrate's authority tD 

civil matters alone; and that secondly, these actions separated the 

rea1m of the state From that of the church. 

Locke's epistemological argument is founded on the assumption that the 

( 
\ 

l 

l 

l 
'1 

t 

l 
:. • • 
1 

1 

, 
\ 

{ 

magistrate's understanding is no less fallible than anyone else's in knowing of \ 
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the true religion, or the path ta salvation. Therefore, even if Locke's 

distinction between state and church is itself fallacious, the magistrate 

11. 

shou~ d not p~rsecute those who di sagree wi th hi s rel igi ous conv; ctions, for 

his path is not necessarily the true one; he would not be bringing them 

to a grea ter good if he forced them to conform to what he th 1 nks i s the 

. true rèligion. Although Locke's epistemologlcal reflectlOns are rather 

cursory in the first Letter, his slngular dependence on th~m ln the third, 
, ~ 

and to a 1 esser degree, the second Letter as wel1, affords to these pre­

liminary remarks a great deal of importance. 

2. The pravity of manklnd belng such, that they had 
rather i nJuri ously prey upon the fruits of other men 1 s 
labours, than take the paws ta pravlde for themselves; 
the necessity of preservlng men in the possession of what 
hanest l ndus try has acqui red and al 50 of preservl ng 
their llberty and strengtn, whereby theJ may acqulre what they 
farther want, obllges men to enter lnto SOclety wlth one 
another; tha t by mutuù l ass l stance and..::; oint force, they 
may secure unto each other thelt' propertles, ln the 
things that contnbute to the cOfTJforts and happlness of 
thlS l1fe (i .42). 

The necessity of protectlng themselves from the greed of others provided 

men with a sufficient reason to leave the state of nature and to enter into 

a political associatl0n,or commonwealth,wlth one another. This commonwealth 

was 

a society of men constituted on1y for the procurlng, 
preserving and advancing their own civil interests. 

Civil interest l call life, liberty, health and 
indolencyofbody,and the possession of outward thlngs 
such as money, lands, houses, furmture, and the like 
(1.9-10). 

Upon the;r enterlng lnto the politlcal aSSoclatlon, men came to realize 

that their CiVll interests cou1d best be served if one lmpartial figure was 

authorized to defend them: as a resul t the mag;strate came to be the figure 

\ 

1 

l 



/ 

,1 
1 

/ 

in whom this responsibil ity lay. Locke emphasizes that the protection of 

civil lnterests alone was the responsibility of the magistrate. Spiritual 

matters w~re left in the hands of 1nd1v1duals. 

This assumption is plausible, but it is neither self-evident, as 

Locke mlght want us to believe, nor necessary. One could well imagine a 

12. 

state of nature where the protection of spiritual and c;v11 rights is en­

trusted to a Sovereign; and this assumption is no less plausible than 

Locke's. Indeed, as will be seen in the second Letter, Jonas Proast delivers 

a scathing attack on Locke's state of nature theory, one WhlCh is not with-

out effect on Locke's reflections in the third Letter. 

If the magi'strate's authority is limi,ted to the defence and protection 

of civil interests alone, th en it is clear that he has no right ta inter-

vene in matters of worship, be they external or 1nternal. This notwith-

standing there are two exceptions to this rule: the practlces of Catholics 

and Atheists are not to be tolerated. Locke justifies this lntolerant 

attitude by argulng that the polltical alleglances of both groups are unsure, 

therefore to allow them the right to externally manlfest thelr beliefs is 

dangerous ta the pol itlcal stabil ity of society. 

Locke's explicit reference to the uncertainty concerning the foreign 

allegiances of the Mahomettans is clearly a tacit allus10n to the Catholics, 

whose threat ta the palitlcal stablllty of England 15 much more apparent 

than that posed by the Mahomettans (1.46-47). By bClng Cathol1C, ane,s 
, 

allegiance 15 ta the Pope first and then ta the sovereign of England, and 

! 
'Î 
i , 

this necessarily undermines his authority. Therefore, their part1cular manner ~ 
~ 
ç 

1 



of worship ought'not to be tolerated. 

As to Atheists, they are not to be tolerated because they deny the 

being of God. In doing 50, they destroy the foundation upon which the 

13. 

promises, covenants and oaths that bind men together in a polltical society 

rests (1.47). ASlde from the practlces of Cathol1cS and Atheists, lf the 

inward or outward modes of worshlp of other groups pose no threat ta the 

civil wterests of his subjects, the maglstrate has not the authority to 

intervene. 

For example, if an otherwise indifferent and practlcal act such as-

bathing a Chlld can be shown to prevent illness in chlldren, then the 

magistrate may deem that the interests of al1 children would best be served 
1 

were there ta be a law call1ng for a11 of them to be bathed. But thlS not-

wi ths tandi ng, 

will anyone, therefore, say, that the rnaglstrate has the 
same rlght to ordaln, by law, that a11 chlldren shall be 
baptized by priests, in the sacred font, ln arder to the 
punflcatlon of their sou1s (1.30)? 

Whereas the flrst clet c1early coneerns the maglstrate ln that hlS actlOns 

protect the llves of hlS subJects, lndl fferent rellglous ceremonies such 

as baptism concern the ~plrltual not CiVll lnterests of hlS subJects; aRd 

as long as thelr elvll inter'ests are not threatened by such acts, the 

maglstrate has no legltlmate rlght ta lntervene. 

As to specu1atlve opinlons, or matters of lnward faith, once again, 

unless the C1Vll lnterests of his subJects dre dlrectly threatened, the 

magistrate can neither lntervene lawfully nor lmpose hlS will on them: 
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Therefore, 

1 , 

the business of laws in not to provide for the truth of 
opinions, but for the safety and security é~ the common­
wea l th, and of every man' s goods and pers on (1.40). 

If a Roman Cathol1c bel1eve that to be really the body 
of Christ, WhlCh another man calls bread, he does no 
in jury thereby to his neighbour. If a Jew does not 
believe the New Testament to be the ward of God, he does 
not thereby alter anyth1ng in men's civil right~ (1.40) 

14. 

3. ~ Having deflned a civi 1 society and the rights and obl igations that a 

magistrate has towards it, what remains to be determined is the structure 

of men's spiritual society, and the rights and obligations they have within 

it. 

The end of a religious society ... ;s the public 
worship of God, and by means thereof, the ascuisitlon 
of eternal life. All discipline ought therefore ta tend 
in that end, and all ecclesiastical laws to be thereunto 
confined (1.16). 

A religious soclety, or church, concerns 1tself solely w1th the spiritual 

and not the CiVll lnterests of 1ts members. Furthermare, thase who jain 1t? 

do so freely, and out of a common concern for thelr sa1vation (1.13). They are 

nat forced to be a part of it by the threat of pun1shment of persecution. 

Each church 15 left free ta determine the character of lts ceremonies 

and manners of worsh1p, it 1S self-governlng. This 15 clearly in opposition 

to those who be11eve that a proper church must have 

a bishop, or presbyter, wlth rullng authority derived 
from the very apostles, and continued down unto the 
present tlme by an un1nterrupted succeSSlon (1.14). 

A true church is one compr1sed of all believers, and it does not require a 

hierarchy ta determine precisely the manner that their piety should be 
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expressed. On this point, the Scriptures are quite clear: «wheresoever two 

or thrce are gathered to~ether in his name. h~ will be in the midst of 

them» (1. 14) . 

But if a church is solely a religious society and has no authority ta 

employ compu1sory power to enforce its 1aws on its members, how is it to 

survive? To this question, Locke's Letter provides two answers. The first 

is that a splritual society is comprised of members who have joined it 

freely, therefore they should be no less free to disassoclate themselves 

from it when they conc1ude that their be1iefs are not one with those of the 

church. Secondly, since truc Faith is a matter of inward bellef (1.10-11) 

even if the church had compu1s1ve power, it wou1d on1y obtain outward con­

formity not inward bellef were th~s power to be appllcd. The members of a 

rellgious soclety can emp10y "exhortation, admonitions and advice" ta ~on­

vince dissenters of the errors of thelr ways. Then if they persist ln their 

dissent, Locke argues that they «should be cast out and separated from the 

society" (1.16). But 

(this) 1S the la5t and utmost force of ecclesiastlca1 
authorlty: no other punlshment can thereby be inflicted, 
than that the re1atlon ceasing bctwecn the body and the 
member WhlCh IS cut off, the persan 50 condemned ccases 
ta be a part of that church (1.16). 

The excommunication of a dissenting mernber is as radical a step as a 

church may take; cnforccd conforllllty or corporal punlshment clearly are 

illegitimaU~ measu)'es whereby consent lS obtained. Hllen this argUl~el1t is 

complllllentC'cl by th0 one \vlH',pby al1 llliJglsienal éluthollty ln spintual 

matters, aSlde from Vlllen clvil intercsts arc tht'eatcned, lS illcgitirnate, 

then it becomes cvident that a dlsscntcr shou1d suffer no torlllcnts as a 

\ 
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consequence of his beliefs: neither the magistrate,for th~ reasons mentioned , 

r previously, -nor the mernbers of his spiritua l society, have the right to 

enforce their beliefs on those who' choase to dissent. 

4. Epistemologicall,y, which f1\ctrines,are the truest, and whose worship is 

the purest cannat be known with certainty. This is particularly true of 

priests and prelates who dogmatically and ostentaciously pretend that they 

are the purveyors of a divinely inspired word. 

Whatsoever any church believes, it believes to be true; 
and the contrùry then~unto i t pronounccs ta be error. 
50 that the controvcrsy bptween thesp churches about 
the truth of their c!OdrlIlPS, and the puri ty of their 
worship, 15 on both sldes equal; nor is thcre àny judge, 
either at ConslantHlOple, or dscvJhere upon earth, by 
whose sentence IL (..{)n be deterrlllned (l.lB-19). 

To Locke, the magistrate is no better guide ta salvation than are the 
f 

priests and prelates of the church, or for that matter, any of his subjects. 

The one narraw way Wh1Ch leads ta heaven is nat better 
known ta the magistrate than ta privaLe persans, and 
therefare l cannot safely take hirn for my gLJlde, and 
who certaully is less concernee! for my salvation than 1 
mysel f am (1. (6). 

Indeed, were the magistrate ta have the right to intervene in religious 

matters and impose his bel1efs on a11 dissenters and non-confarmists, it is 

not at a11 eVldent that a greater good would be served. For his uncertainty 

concernlng the true religion effectlvely prevents him from argulng that 

enforced conformity will bring thern claser ta the certain path of salvation. 

. Cl e a r l y, l f me n 

were put under a necessity tü qUlt the,11ght of their own 
reason, ta oppose Lhe dicLates of Lhe1r consc.iences, and 
blindly resign thrmselves ta the will of their governors, 
and ta the rel Îgion, which cither 19norancc, ambitlOn, or 
superstition hac! ch,lnced Lo establls,h Hl the cauntries where 
they were born (1.12), 

1 
i 
i 

·f 
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then it is quite probable that they would be led away from the true religion 

rather than closer to it. (tTpre are a thousand ways to wealth, but one only 

way to heaven» (1.24), and the sword applied to dissènters is no certain 

sign that the wielder certa1nly knows that his lS the true way. 

5. Locke believes that his two-pronged assault on intolerance has affor-
, ~ 

ded to his de'fence of toleration a measure of respectibil ity. He has 

shown that a civil society is separate from a spiritual one. Consequently, 

a civil magistrate ha~ no authority in Srllritual matters, and d church 

cannot physically punish men for thell~ sp1ritual cllsscnt. Furthermore, he 

has made lt apparent that even ifja magistrate wpre to have spiritual ., .. 
authonty, h1S inability tD know of the true religion with certainty 

means that enforced conformity tD his rel1gion \'1111 not neces~arily bring 

men closer to the truc path to salvatlOn; it \'1111 not onng them to a greater 

good. But the second and partlcularly the third Letter make it apparent that 

his confidence in the politica1 argument 15 somewhat unfounded. 

II. The Second and Thi rd Letters . 

1. In the f1rst Let!er, Locke had argued that men, being in the state of 

nature, found that othet's encroachcd upon thelr possessions. To secure 

their interests, they decidrd that thl'y should JOln together into a po1itical 

society, a cOJnmonweJlLh. fi maai,straLl' vlJS givrn the authürity to secure and 

defend thelt' llVll lntcrcst<" but ilS tü thell' splrltua1 Olles, UllS was 112ft 

in thcir own hand,>. As WdS prcvlOusly /IIcntlonl'd, thlS tlSSurnptlOtl lS pldUS101c 

but nelther srlf-cVldent nor nece<;sary. Inclecd, Proast sees Locke as hdvlng 

made a fallaclOus assumptlon concerning the stale of nature, vlhich leads him to 
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beq the auestion. - Locke assumes that his state of nature theory is viable~ 

and therea fter he emp 1 oys it to argue tha t the dama l n of the s ta te i s 

separate from that of the church; but nowhere has he shown that either the 

initial theory or the concluslon derived from it ape founded on necessary. 

or even the most plausible,of assumptions. 

Locke's reply to this accusation is itself rather pointed; 

The questlon lS, whether civil society be instituted 
on1y for civil ends? Vou say no; and your proof is~ 
because doubtless it is 1nstltuted for other ends. If 
l now say, douhtless thi~ 1S J good argument; is not 
everyone bound without more ada to admlt it for su ch? 
If nat, cloublless you ûrc in danger to be thought to 
beg the qllPS li on (2.11 7) . 

If he h1lnself is vulnerable to question begging, th en Locke wants to make 

it perfectly clear that Proast is no less guilty of fallacious reasoning. 

This is because Proast's own argument leads to an absurd conclusion. If, 

as Proast claims, all societies are instituted for one and the same end, 

namely, the attalnment of all the benefits thàt they can in any way yield, 

as Proast assumè~ (2.117), then it follows that 

there will be no difference between church and state; 
a commonwealth ûnd an army; or bet~~een a family, and 
the Eilst Indiù COlllpilny; all whlC.h have hltherto been 
thought dl;;tlrlfl sorts of SOt il,tic';, instituLcd for 
diffcrent Priel'>. If yOUi' hypothf'SlS hold good, one of 
the enels of the filiTlily lllU',t hr tn prectch the Gospel, 
and adm;nlc;lC't' the Si\(rilll1enls; i\nd one buc,;ness of an 
army lo U~,Il.h latl9Ui19PS. élnd pt'orogatc rpl19ion; be­
cause the~e arc benefllc., sorne way or anothcr attain­
able by tilosc SOClctlC'S (1.117-1113). 

The reduction of proast's statelllent to 1 ts absurd condlusion indeed makes 

it appear to be fool ish, but it does nol demonstrate that Locke's own 
, , 

argument is any more plausible than Proast's ;5. 

'Il. ___ , 

1 
f 
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Locke has asserted that men who entered into a political commonwealth 

decided that the magistrate would have civil authority alone; spiritual 

matters were not his concern. A tacit assumption in Proastls argument is 

that it is no less plausible to assume that the magistrate has given 

autHority in both domains. Both arguments are fallacious and beg the 

question because neither of them prave that the prèmises which underpin 

their arguments are true ones. although Locke and Proast both believe that 

their own premises are indeed true. But at the same time, both arguments 

are val id. but nat sound ones. in that their conclusions follow logically 

from the premises. From an epistemalogical perspective, the arguments of 

Locke and Proast are of equal stature, be it an absurd or a finm one. 

2.\ Let us recall a statement cited earl ier in the first section: 

to justify the bringing any such evil upon any man, two 
things are requisite. First, ~hat he who does it has 
commission, and power to do 50. Secondly, That it be 
directly useful for the procuring sorne greater good (2.112). 

It is evident that Locke's political attack on intolerance is founded on a 

weak and arbitrary assumption. Perhaps, lacke's almost singular dependence 

on epistemology for his defence of toleration in the third Letter, and to 

~ lesser extent in the second one, reflects his tacit admission of this. 2 

If one wants to ascertain whether Locke's epistemological dependence lessens 

his susceptibility to criticism, then a number of minor epistemological 

arguments, as well as his major one, must first be considered. 

3. Locke believes that forcing dissenters and non-conformists ta 

conforrn to the national religion will' n-ct bring them any c~er to the 

true religion. Fo~epistemologically, the true religion cannot be 

known of with certainty. B~'t supposing that the truth was , ~ 

, 
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known to the magistrate, would the application of force to dissenters and 

non-conformists be any more efficacious? Locke believes not. 

For force to be applied efficaciously, the magistrate should be able 
1 

20. 

ta determine whether a dissenter or non-conformist has duly considered the 

national religion and when he has not. This he has not the ability to do 

(2.74, 78., 3.337-338, 373,377). The magistrate also should be able to 

ascertain whether outward conformity reflects inward conviction or merely 

fear of persecution. Again, this the magistrate cannot do (3.242, 338, 

334). Furthermore, if it is the intent of the magistrate to bring all 

those who are ignorant, care1ess and negligent (2.94, 130-131) and al1 those 

who are unduly affected by vice and passion (3.392, 486), to consider the 

precepts of natura1 religion, they why is it that only those who do not 

conform to the national religion are persecuted and punished (2.74-75, 88, 

93,96-97,125,130.,3.168,188,225,242, etc.). More often than not, 

force is appealed to only as a way of enforcing conformity; the argument 

o that force is employed only ta bring men to consider the true religion is 

mere1y a facade for the persecution of a11 who are not of the national 

religion (3.188,197,301, 317, 34l)~ 

\. 
Locke's main epistemological argument rests on the assumption, which 

was briefly dcscribed in the first Lctt~, that no one can know of the true 

religion wlth certainty. He asscrts once agaln that a magistrate is as 

fa11ible as any other mcln 15 wllen it cornes to asccrtaining the truc path to 

salvation. Therefore, evcn lf he were to hilve splritual as wcll as clvil 

authonty, he wOllld br! llnllble to lcad men Lü a grrater gOüd, for he himself 

would nOl know of it. His COffilllenLs on the epistcmological fallibility of 

men aremuch more substantive in the second and third Letters then they were 
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in the first one; nevertheless, the lack of detail still pr~vents me from 

judiciously ascertaining the strength of his argument. 

4. A plain c~nfession of mankind that in these things 
we have neither knowledge to discern, nor authority to 
prescribe: that men cannat by their owrt skill find out 
what is fit. or by their own power make any thing worthy 
to be a part of religious worship (3.157). 

In 'matters of natural religion, Godls grace alone can open the ear that it 

may hear, and apftn the heart that it may understand (2.84). But what is , 

the implication of this for the pious Christian who, like Locke\has care­

fu11y considered religion and concluded that his indeed is the true one 

(2.63:65., 3.144,320,326,372, 424)? Ooes this mean that his beliefs 

are wholly unfounded? Locke do es not believe that they are. He argues 

21. 

that a Christianls steadfast belief in the truth of his religion rests on 

faith and persuasion, measures which do part1y justify his faith. Neverthe­

less~ no man can be certain that his is the true re1igiol) (3.143, l45~ 419). 
1 

This is as true of a magistrate, as it is of a scho1ar or a common man. 

With respect to the magistratels ability to discern the true religion, 

Locke asks 

(WhlCh) of the magistrates of your tlme did you know to 
have sa we11 studlCd the controversies about ordination 
and church government, ta be 50 we1l versed ln church­
history and succession, that yau can undertake that he 
certainly knew, which was the ministry WhlCh our Lord 
had appointed, either that of Rome, or that of Sweden 
(3. 150 ) . 

Were he to bc verscd in such rnattcrs, his ablllty to dlscern the true 

religion fram the false wou1d not be improved. ln this regùrd, his falli-

bility is one shared with other men. 

'-.. 



( Can any magistrate demonstrate to himse1f, and if he 
can to himse1f, he does ill not to do it to others, 
not only a11 the articles of his ehurch, but the funda­
mental ones of the Christian religion? For whatever 
is not capable of demonstration, as such remote matters 
of faet are not, lS not, unless it be self-evident, 
capable to produce know1edge, how wel1 grounded and 
great soever the assurance of faith may be wherewith 
it ;s received; but faith it is st111, and not know­
ledge; persuasion and not certainty (3.144). 

The true precepts of natural rel1gion are ones WhlCh lle unbeknownst to 

the majonty of me,1. This 1S no less true for the maglstrate whose 

superiority in civil matters does not make hlm an authority on religion. 

His conviction that Christianlty is the one true re11g1on mlght be as 

firm or firmer than that of his sJbjects, but h1S ep1stemolog1cal fa11i­

bility al10ws him neither certalnty nor. knowledge, only belief and per-
l' 

suasion (3.144, 150,156,176,194,366,407-10, etc.). 

-
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Men of prafound erudition, who have both the ability and the opportunity 

ta engage themselves in careful examinations of Scripture, find the task of 

discerning the precepts of the true religion a difflcult one to resolve, 

such as the case with the Reynolds ~rothers and Wl111am Chillingworth (2.78., 

3.72, 412). The Reynolds brothers, one of whom was Protestant and the other 

Catholie, exchanged papers on religion with one another, ln the hope that 

a defin1tive conclusion as to Wh1Ch one of their two falths was the true 

religlon could be obta1ned. Eaeh of them was sa impressed by the strength 

of the other's argument, that their rellg10us convlctions underwent a 

drà1Watic change: they each adopted the othe,r's rel igion. 

Chillingworth(s case was no different. Though he was born a Protestant, 

he was persuaded by the argument of a Jesuit, under the alias of John Fisher,3 
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to give up his religion and bccome Catholic, which he did. After a brief 

period of time spent contemplatlng the precepts of the Catho11c religion, 

he decided that ProtestarrtisllIreflected his conccptlon of whaL the true 

23. 

religion should be more than C.ùthollClsrn dlCl, and sa he rcturn(~d to the fold. 

But he was not more «certain» of the truth of the Protestant religion when 

he returned to it than he was when he had 1eft it. 

If the precepts of the truc religion nelther reveal themselves to the 

.' understanding of a scho1ar or a mag1strate, then what lS the likellhood that 

a man of common dlscrction \'1111 bc able tü d1scerll them? In thlS regard, 

Locke is quite pCSS11111<;llC. He feels thdt lIlen 

of common (IlSc.rellOn ln thelr cdlllngs, arc not able 
to Judge v/tien iHl argument lS conclu51Ve or no; much 
l ess trace i t through a long tra l Il of conseql,Jences 
(2.196,3.268). 

Furthermore, he 15 convJllced that such men have not the abillty «to discern 

betwixt truth and falsehood, that depend upon long and many proofs» (2.78., 

3.407}. His dlsdain for the reason of the common man manlfests,tself again 

when he mockingly asks 

Would you have' cvery poor protestanl, for exarnple, in the 
Palatlnate, examine thoroughly \'Ihelller the pope be 1n­
falllhle (JI' the head of the cllllt'ch; \'ihcthrt' there be a 
purgatory, \'Ih(·thf't' <;il1nl<; i1t'C tn 1)[' prilY('cI to, or the 
dead prclyed for; whC'lller Ull'n: 1)(' no scllv,d JOI1 out of 
the chui'cll i'lllhou[ bl<,hopc,; dnd d hund)'cci othrr ql1estlons 
in contt-ov('tO~y tJf't\'/('PIl lhe pélpl,>ls cine! those protestants 
... (?lOI.,3.JlO) 

It is cleat' thclL lf onc looks lov/ards the common man fol' dlrectlOn in rellgion, 

he can i 11 prov 1 cie i t. 

If grace alone, (2.78, 83, 84) can provldc man's l1nrlersti1nding with 

the means ta dlscern true religion, then how does one go about resolving a 
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dispute bctween a Chri~tian and a non-Christlan who are equally convinced 

that their bellefs are truly of dlvlne origln when grace is not be be had? 

Epistemologic(llly, are the claims of the one dny morc certain and lnfall ible 

than those of the 0 lher? In Locke' s eyes, U1C'Y are not: 

You cannat but cl110W ihdl thpre 1ll,1ny IlJl'ks who sincerely 
seek truth, to \-Jhom y(~L you lould t1ev(~r bnng (~vldencc 
sufflClent tü (OnVlnCl' them of the truth of tht' Chnstian 
rell~llon, v/flllst thi'y looked on Il cl':, a pt'Inclplc not to 
be quc's llOnt'd, tha t UJ(> f~oriHI \-lil:, () f cl 1 V 1 ne rovel J t 1On. 
TI11s possllllllty you \-,,11 tell Ille 15 pt'c'Judice tHld so it 
is; but yet lf thls Illlltl <,hrlll tell you lt IS no more il 

prejudlce in flllll, Lh,1n It IS cl !Wl'Jud1Cf: ln Jny one amongst 
ChnstliHlS, vlho h,lVlnCl lloL eXdfllHled IL, lJys Il duwn as 
an unquestlOndbll' pnnclplC' of t11S rell~)lOn, that the 
Sct'iptut'f} l~, Uw l,lord of God; vlhat vnll you answer to 
hlm (3.?CJ8). 

From an eplstemo1og1cal pcrspectlve, the bellefs and the faith of the Turk 

may be as vlell founded ilS the ones he1d by the Christlilns: 

though ~ollle one rel iglOn be the tr'lI(; rellfjl0n yet 
no man cùn have any 11101'(' rcason theHI another' man of 
anottwr re11glon may havc Lo belll'Vl' hl:' tü be the true 
rel1gion: l'IlliCh fllclkrs ùll rellglOw, rqudlly cCI'tilin, (or 
unccrtaln, \-,hctfH'r 1 ph'dse) ilnd ;,0 render'') It Vùin ùnd 
id1e to lnquire üfLer lhe Lruc re1lCjlon, ane! on1y il piece 
of good l uc.k 1 f any JIlan be of 1 t; and sULh good l uck as 
he Ccln never know thaL he has) t 111 he corne 1 nto the 
other worle! (3.418-419). 

Locke has shawn that no man is capable of discerning with certainty the 

true re11glOn. This makes thc 11,legitimacy of the magistrate's claim) 

that his path ncccssùt'Îly bnngs ùll who fo1low lt to sal'vation, quite 

apparent. Then'fore, l( he knows flot lhe tt'ue path, thon he shou1d flot 

argue thiJt.. II serves th(' best in tr:t'f:<;t of il11 lruc bellcvcrs to fo11ow 

him, whelher thcy do so vü1untanly or not. Sucll an argument 15 clearly 

without warrant or eplstcmologlcal justlflcùt10n. 

.. 
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5. /1 I~ the second and third Lc_t:ters, Locke tacitly concedes that his 

political argument lS a vlcak one. Consequently, he relics pnmarily on 

his eplstemologicJl rcflcLt10ns to underpin his defencc of tolerat1on. 

He argues that since man',; l1ndrrsLMldln~J IS fùllll>le, \'IlthouL the lnd of 

grace, no one Cdn tl<lve certtllll knowlcd~W of Lhe Lrue rl'l j'Jlon: orle's 

assurance rests on bel ief ùnd pl>rsua51On. FI'on! Uns he concludcs that even 

if a magistrate viere to hilve auLhonLy ln Uw spit'itucll ,HIO polltlCttl reù1m, 

his own ernstemologlcùl falllbillty vlOuld noL al 10\"/ I1l111 to dlscern the true 

J pa th to sa1vdtion more clec\rly Uldn any of hls subJccL could, be lhey 

opposed to hlS convictIon:; or Ilot. lhcl'efon:>, he ',C/'V(,'" tloL the g/,pater 

good of dlSSt'ntcTs MId non-cotlformi~)ls by fnn in9 thelll lo ronforrn: his 

path Illay loae! thorn fut'lhol' é1\'1ily (rom salvcltloJ). liJther théln closer to it. 

Although the H1PfflCilCY of Ills pol Jtlcül ar<]ulIlent has noL erlllhlcd 111111 ta 

knock over thl' rollLictll pl11il1' of lnLol(:t'dilCé, hl~) ilSSUI',lI1CP in the 

efficacy (lI hl\' ['plstelnologicù1 1l1'gullll'nL fiel', prrJVlClcd hilll \'1ith û viilble 

weapon to \'11 el d, <lgalnst tho olhrr plllilr. lhls 1S no less arparent in the 

latter tv/O Letters th en it vlilS in the fi rs t one. 

In the Lettefs, Locke does not claborate on the epistemo1o~ical con-

siderations which undCI'plfl 1115 clcfcnce of toleriltiün. QuestlOns such as what 

discerns bcllef from knOl'llcclqc, Ot' persua~.I(ln frolll (l'l'tel inty Cl)"e nClthcr 

answercd fully Ilor eldt)()l'dtvd on (lt l('r~tJLh. If orle'" lldent is tü ilscertaln 

the efflCdt,y of Lorkp", qJl:..Lclllolo~Jlcdl Jr<jlllllcnts ln the Lettcrs, il careful 
--7-' - --

analy:~lc; of tlH'nl \'Illl no! pt'ovlCll' Orle l'IILh sllffluen! Illillerl,ll tü pass 

( 
judgclIlent. 

epistemologlCa1 syslclIlin Cl delailed ilnd claboraLe Illanner' can be of aid. 
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An indirect way of obtaining a more complete understanding of Locke's 

epistemological considerations, particularly his thoughts on certainty, is 

to situate him with a stream of intel1ectual thought and examine the works 

of scholars who have concerned themselves with similar epistemological 

problems. This;s the main purpose of the second chapter. 
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Chapter 1: Footnotes ~ 

1. 1 have decided to examine Locke's first three letters and not the fourth 
one, which was never finished, because 1 am not certain that it would 
offer one a comp1e~e understanding of what Locke wou1d have said, had . 
he,been able to finish it. 

2. Van Leeuwenn, 1963: p. 16. 

3. Whereas the debateabout the orlgln of politica1 society and the 
magistrate's civil but not spiritual authority is of central importance 
to the first Letter and in part in the second one as well, it is given 
but cursory attention in the long and repetitious third Letter. His 
state of nature argument is mentioned only five times in the entire 
Lêtter (3.212, 216,222-224, 503-504). On the other hand, Locke aoes 
treat the issue of epistemologica1 certainty in two passages of moderate 
1ength in the third letter (3.142-157,398-428). 

f 



Chapter 2: On Certainty 

I. The Histor;cal Background 

Jean Calvin (1509-1564), one of the,most ardent defenders of French 

Protestantism, argued that man's corrupt nature made his reason who11y 

for1orn without divine inspiration (Popkin, 1979). St. Thomas Aquinas 

(1224-1274), the medieval philosopher and theo1og1an had asserted that 

28. 

a1though man's nature was corrupt, God had afforded to his reason the 

ability ta discern the rules of conduct necessary ta direct his dai1y 

concerns (1974); and Richard Hooker, The Elizabethan defender of 

Anglicanism, in the Laws of Ecclesiastical Polit Y (1594)1, underpinned his 

attack on the Puritans by making a similar assertion. 

When Locke himse1f considers the extent of human knowledge and the 

capacity of the understanding to reason, his ref1ections reveal their 

Thomistic and Hookerian roots: 

Though the Comprehension of our understandings, cornes 
exceeding short of the vast Extent of Thlngs; yet we 
shall have Cause enough to magnify the bountifu1 Author 
of our Being, for that Portlon and Degree of Knowledge, 
he has bestowed on us, so far above al1 the rest of the 
Inhabltants of this our Manslon, Men have Reason to be 
well satisfied with what God hath thought fit for them, 
since he has given them •.. Whatsoever is necessary for the 
Conveniences of Life and Information of Vertue and has 
put within the reach of their Discovery the comfortable 

, Provision for this Life and the Way that 1eads to a better. 
How short soever their Knowledge may come of an unlversal, 
ot perfect Comprehension of whatsoever is, it yet secures 
their great Concernments, that they have Light enough to 
lead them to Knowledge of their Maker, and the slght of their 
own Duties (1.15).2 

Were men to apply themselves, knowledge of God and of the duties and obl;­

~ations owed to him could be discerned. But men should not seek absolute 
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certainty where only lesser measures of it are obtainable. 

And we shall then use our Understandlngs rlght, when we 
entertain all ObJects in that Way and Proportion, that theyar 
suited to our Facultles; and upon those Grounds, theyare 
capable of being propos'd ta us; and not peremptarlly, or 
intemperately require Demonstratlon, and demand Certalnty 
where Probaoillty only is to be had, and which lS sufflclent 
to govern all our Concernments. If we wlll dlsbelieve every 
thing, because we cannot certalnly know all thlngs; we shall 
do so much-what as wisely as he, who would not use hlS Legs, 
but sit still and perish, because he had no Wlngs to fly 
(1.1.5)3 

When Locke cornes to consider the preclse grounds upon which moral 

cer.tainty rests, he is of two minds: his ratlOna1 conventiona1ism is 

opposed to his rational thelsm, and this results in an epistemological 

conflict ln the Essay when he attempts to determine whether moral prin­

ciples can be demonstrably eVldent. 

Debates concerning the unlversal or conventional origins of ideas 

29. 

can be found ln the works of John Duns Scotus (1265/1266-1308) and William 

of Ockham (1285-1349) two medleva1 log1cians and phllosophers; or if one 

wants to go further back, in the conslderatlons of Plato (428?-347BC) and 

Aristotle (384-322B.C.), the Greek founders of two maln streams ln philo­

sophy. For our purposes, and following the lead of Rlchard Popkin in 

The History of Sceptlcism From Erasmus ta Spinoza (1979), we will on1y 

go back to the Reformatlon rule of faith controversles to trace the in­

fluence on Locke's ref1ections on certainty (1975). 

Martin Luther (1483-1546) a German theologlan and leader 

of Ç~ot~hant Reformatlon, had vlrulently attacked the Pope 

the quest~on of hlS theologlcal lnfalllbllity. Epistem-on 

1 
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ologically, his accusation lmplied that neither the Pope nor 

any other Christian could ccrtalnly know oF the true rellgion, without 

divine illuminat JOn: there was no longer a temporal lllflllllble authority 

in such rnattcrs. In th):, l'cgùrd, the Cillvinlsts viere of the sal11c mlnd 

as the LutheriHls: all Christlans vlPre forlo)~n v"iLhouL divlne ({lnsplratlon). 

To Pyrrhonian sccptlCS, the dcc.larallon of hUIIli11l Lllllt)ll1ty was 

taken to an extrcille end: thpy ùrSJued Lhi1L l11ôn's undcrst,1ndHllJ could ob­
J 

tain no positIve knowledge at all. PeLrus Gds<;en(!l (1!J92-166S) and Marin 
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Mersenne (lSBB-lfi4B), tv/o rrcnch Lhcologi(IrIS, vler'c [Jdrt of il group of acade- 1 
micians, {(construct.1Vf' sceptics», who ücknowledgecl the UndtTSLalldlnq's 

of obtainlng a 1ll0dlClllll of knowleùCJc ln II nUlllber' of eplsLolnologlC.al areas, 

particularly IIlllthelllélllcs (POpkHI, 1979). rhClt' OVJt1 SC(lpLlC 1',111 \'Iél5 of a 

«mitigatcd» or Illon! 1ll0d(·t'dtl'cI SOl'L, MId \'/hclt under'PITltJ('d Lhelr arguments 

was a brllef Hl Lhe doctrine of re<:lsonclb1Prlcc,c,. to tlLlOIllOcl,ltC olle's demands 

for proof Lo Lhe type of eVldcncc thélt Cdl) he> obLalned, MId noL to seek 

absolute certa1nty wherc only a 1esscr measure of it lS tü be had. 

The epistemologlcal and moral reflections of Hooker (1927)4, 

Chilllngwodh (1820) ilnd T111ot<;on (1976) werc illl underpwncd by 

«construcLlvely) sccpLlcal prcllllses. lluL unfortuné\L(~ly, Int.nnsic to 

the rcasonùblc pillaf'c, of Lhe1r ,lt'gulI1enLs \'I(~t(; 1II1pllC.dLI(J[JS of a «su.~ject­

ivist») sorL: thon: WilS no c('rLil III V/Jy to il',ccrLùln VlhlCh sel of morill 

belicfs \'J.1S the LruesL t'eflccLlOll of Gocl's mm pr'inClfilC's: Lhe doctnne 

of rea50nableness accorded tü the beliers of Lhe Calvlfl1sL as llIuch / 
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epistemological support as it did the beliefs of the Catholic or the 

Presbytenan. Neither Chill ingworth nor 'Tillotson posited a.mcinner in 

which to escape this «subjectivist» impasse. 

One possible implication of thlS epistemological difficulty is that 

knowledge of absolute pnnclples becomes almost inattainable; and this 

may lead to doubt concerning their very existence. 

\ 
\ 

This implication if not wlthout consequencefor"Locke's own epistemo-
1 

31. 

logical reflections on ~lOr{ll ccrtainty. Ile, llke hlS fellow Lati~udinarians 
1 

1 

argued that truc moral ~Jl'incipl('s \/erC' theisllcùlly ullderpltlned, but 

knowledge of them may bt d1fflCUlt to obtdHL On the other hand, the «sub-

ject1vist» disparity ~etween the mordl systems of dispardte cultures 

or soc1etH'" loci h111l tü la'>' Tt thclt th1S llllCJht be a manIfestation of their 

conventlOlldl and thl't"cfonè natlll'cllly u1~>pélrate roots. Cut th1S 

probler:l \'1111 1)(' cow,lclered at 1PflS)th 111 the thlrd chapter'. The 

second chilptel' n:covers the hlstoncdl meaning of Locke's reflections 

on ccrtùinty by cXùlllining the vlorks of fellow English scholars who 

themselves gave careful thought to the matter. 

II. from Luther to Hooker 

1. Central ta the rule of falth controversy was Martin luther's denial 

• of papal Infallibillty, anu hlS assertlOn that ca ch Christian has the 

power to dlscc~'n nght from \'Jt'ong anu to interprct scnpture through the 

inSplratlon of God (Popkin, 1979: p. 2). No less adamanL ln his derllal 

of papal authority was Jean Calvin, who argucd that the sole crlterion for 

• 
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determin i ng what the willv of Gad was, was i nner persuasion and the 

personal cxùrnination of scripture (Papkin, 1979: p. 9). But if inner 

persuasion was to be the main criterian upon which certainty was to be 

32. 

faunded, potentially there could be as many c1aims of revelation as there 

are individuals. 

Desiderius Erasmus (1466-1536), the great Renaissance humanist, 

scholar and counter-reformer, worrled about the schismatlc implications 

.of Luther's beliefs. Hhilc he admlttcd that matters of natural religion 

were complex and that the Pope was not an lnfalllble guide ta such matters, 

neither werc indivldua1 Christians. Therefore, if for no other reason 

than long-sLilndlng trad....;.i.on, the Church's interpretation should be 

acce pted (Popk ln, 19~: p. 6). , 

Sebastian Castellio (1515-1563) the Protestant humanist and biblical 

scholar from Basel, ln a large part agreed with Erasmus: «in religion, 

there are a great many things that are too obscure, too man} passages in 

Scripture too opaque for anyone to be absolutely certain of the truth" 
- ... 

e. (Popkin, 1979: p. 10). But quite un1ike Luther, Calvin and Erasmus, who 

J deny the efficacy of rcason unaided by reve1atlOn, be it that of the 

Pope or of the c.ommon TlIM1, Castelllo argucd therc werc clcill'ly il number 

of rel1gious principles which no rCilsonJb1c men (ould doubt: 

that God eXlsted, that 'God was ~lood, that sr..nptures provided one with ' 

the revealed words of God (Parkin, 1979: p. 11). 
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Th'e belief that there were principles discernable to man's rèason came 

to be of key importance to the theological considerations of the con­

structive sceptics and the English Latitudinarians of the 17th century. 

What makes these epis temological debates intriguing lS that Luther, . 

Cal_vin, Erasmus and Castellio all employ sceptical premises to underpin 
/ 

_/' -

v~their respective arguments. This notwithstanding, the conclusions derived 

tram these premises are wholly opposed to one another. Luther and Calvin 

disclaim the authority of the hierarchial and physical church and proclaim 

the power of each Christian as a true bel iever. Erasmus asserts that the 

complexity of religion precludes one from attaining certain knowledge of 

its precepts, but nevertheless tradition indicates that one's faith in 

the Church is well founded. To Castellio, the fallibility of all parties 

in religious matters means that all Christians should be united in their . . ' 

search for reasonable principles most evident to man's understanding. 
• 

2. 
'\ 

The doctrine of reasonableness came te be adopted by the advocates of 

«mitigated» or «constructive" scepticism, Mersenne, Gassendi and Chi1l ingworth 
.J 

early in the ·17th century (Popkin, 1979). It afforded them a safe passage 

or a «via media» between the two 'rigid extremes that were placing unduly 

narrow restrictions on epistemological discussions: the pyrrhonian 

sceptics, who argued that nothing was certain, and 'tpe degmatists, who 

asserted that their interpretation, and their's alene was the true one. 

For example, Mersenne wanted ta establish 

that ev~n if the claims of the sceptics could not be 
refuted, nonetheless we could have a type of knewledge 
which is net open to question, and which is all that is 
requisite for our purposes in life (Popldr:1, 1979: p. 131). 
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What underpinned the philosophical considerations of all the constructive 

sceptics was the belief that man's inability to obtain knowledge of an 

indubitable character did not prevent hirn from obtaining knowledge of a 

more moderate sort: knowledge sufficient for our purposes in life. 

Hugo Grotius (1583-1645) a 1eading Dutch statesman, scholar and 

jurist. published a tract entitled The Truth of the Christian Religion 

1624. In it he reintroduces the Aristotelian hierarchy of assent to 

continental academic ci rcles. He argues that 

different things must have different kinds of proof; 
.one sort in mathematics, another in the properties 
of bodies, another in doubtful matters. and another 
in matters of fact (Grotius. 1823: II, 19). 

Van leeuwenn asserts that this hierarchy of assent was ta ken up by 

Chill ingworth, and 'other Engl ish men of sorne eminence sucr as Joseph 

G1anvil (1636-1680) and John WHkins (1614-1672), two w~ll-known Royal 

Scientists (1963). 

3. Curiously enough, Richard Hooker brings Forth an argument of much 

the same character as Grotius', but thirty years earlier. 

The truth is, that the mlnd of man desireth evet more 
to know the truth accO\'ding to the rnost infallib1e 
certainty which the nature of lhings can yield. The 
greatest assut'ùncc gencrally wlth all men is that which 
we have by plù in ëlSpcct and lntuitivc bC'holdlng. Where 
we cannot attaln unto this, thc:t'c \'/hat appcarcth ta be 
strong and lnvincible demonstriltion, such as whendn it 
is not byany way possiblc tü bc dccelVcd, thereunto the 
mind doth ncu'ssari l y assent, neithcr 1 S l t 111 the choice 
thcrcof to do othcn."isc. I\nd ln casc these bath do fa il , 
then which way greatest proDilbillty lead(~th, thither the 
mind doth evermore incline (2.7.5). 

l 
By failing ta consider seriously the influence of Hooker, Popkin (1979J 
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and Van Leeuwenn (1963) risk painting an inaccurate picture of English 

) scepticism. Van Leeuwenn recognizes Chil1ingworth's (1820) dependence 

on Hooker's (1927) concept of demonstrablllty (1963: p. 21), but he be-

35. 

1ittles ltS slgnlfic~nce and ignores mentlonlnq the flVC other direct 

5 references to Hooker that Chillingworth makes ln hlS text. Popkin admits 

that Pyrrhonlan th~nes were debated at Oxford ln the late 16th and early 

17th century, but he makes no reference to the posslbi11ty of Hooker 

having been a part of such discussions (1979: p. 66). Hooker was a 

member in good standlng at Corpus Christie College,having been admitted 

as an undergraduate in 1568, receiving his B.A. in 1573, his t1.A. in 

1577, and becoming a full fellow of his college in 1579. It would not at 

all be surprising were it found that Hooker had been a part of, or at 

least had known of, the debates on pyrrhonian scepticism. Although the 

thrust of his attack is directed towards the Puritans, who like the 

Pyrrhonians, be1ieved in the inefficacy of reason, his epistemologica1 
~ 

argument is as effective against the one as it is against the other. He 

~dmits to the fal1ibllity of reason, yet he asserts that a modicum of 

knowledge may be obtained if man moderates his demands: 

in a11 thlngs then are our consciences best resolved, 
and in a )110St agreeable sort unto God and nature 
settled, when thcy éli'e 50 far persuadcd as those 
grouncls of persuasion \AllCh are to be had \'./l11 bear 
(2.7.5). 

, 
Of some moment i s the fûet that these reflectlons predate those of 

Grotius and Mersenne. 

Unfortunately, Popkin argues that Mersenne's ~ ~erité des Science's, 

contre les Septiqu~~ ou Pyrrhoniens (1628) was one of the earliest, and 
1 

one of the most inf1uential, attempts to develop a systematic theory of 
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a'«mitigated» type of scepticism (1979: p. 129). When this statement is 
• 

complimented by Van Leeuwenn's (1963) assertion that Grotius's Aristotel-

ianism was of major importance as well, th(>n it becornes clcar that the 

origin of {(constructive» sceptiClsm, in their eyes, lies in the works of 

the continental philosophers of the 1620'5. Ilooker's role, at least with 

respect ta English «constructive» scept1ci5m lS wholly neglected. 

1 do not deny that the lnfluence of the continental «constructive») 

sceptics on their Eng1ish counterparts was signlficant, 1 only w1sh ta 

. paint out that a nurnber of episternolaglC.al reflectlOns posited by the 

English Lptitudinarians are simllar in tenor to those proferred by Hooker. 

Locke's (1975) and Chlllingworth's (1820) cltation of Hooker make it 

evident that not only were they famillar wlth hlS Itlork, but they con-

sidered his philosophica1 ref1ectlons to be of value ta their own con-

sideration on politics and epistcmology. Furthermore, al~hough there i5 

no explicit reference to Hooker's hlerarchy of assent, the roincidence of 
t;\ 

Locke'~. Chllllngworth's and Ti1lotson's own hierarchies,Athe one posited 

by Hooker make il quitc un11ke1y that it is due to chance alone. 

III. Rlcha rd Hooker6 

Hooker argued that al1 objects have an end to which they are directed 

by laws: 

That which do th assign unto each lhlng the kind, that 
which doth moderate the force and power, that wInch do th 
appoint the forrn and Illcasure, the same VIC tct'ln a Law. 
So that no ccrtilln end roule! ever bc ,tt.til1ned, unless 
the action~ whereby lt 15 dttall1l'd won! rcgular; that 
is to say made sUltablc, fit and COYTcspondcnt unto 
their end, by sorne canon, rule or 'law (1927: 1.2.1). 
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The laws which direct abjects to the;r ends are manifestations of the 

1ex aeterna which is God's eterna1 1aw (Hooker, 1927: 1.3.1). Of the 1aws 

which partake ln the d1V"ine reason, there are five others besides the 

eterna1 law: natura1, celestlal, rational or of reason. divine and human. 

Nature 1 S law directs natural agents who «keep the law of their 

kind unwittingly. as the heavens and the elements of the wor1d, which 

can do not otherw i se than they do}) (Hooker, 1927: 1.3.2). Un li ke 

rational agents who act out of thelr own volltion, natural objects~ 

out of necesslty. The celestlal law pertalns only to Ange1s: it is 

that WhlCh pushes them ta stnve 

to resemb1e hlm (God) ln goodness (and which) maketh 
them unweariable and even unsatlable in their 10n9in9 
to do by a 11 means a 11 manner good unto a 11 the creat­
ures cf God (Hooker, 1927: 1.4.1). 

Man's corruption does not a110w him to devote himself ta the search for 

God and his goodness with the vigour and perseverance that the Ange1s have. 

Neverthe1ess. the ratlOna1 law provides hm wi th a sufficient indication 

of what it is that he shou1d do: «men by discourse of natural Reason 

have rightly found out themselves to be al1 for ever bound unto their 

actlons» (1.8.8). The divine 1aw is that WhlCh blnds men together wlth-

out thelr knowledge: lt can only be revealed to him by dlvine lnspiration. 

Finally, the human law 

lS the very soul of politlC body, the parts whereof 
are by law animated, held together, and set on work 
in such actions, as the comman good requlreth 
(Hooker, 1927: 1. 10. 1 ) . 

2. To return to the rational 1aw, Hooker asserts that it is ('the rule 

of voluntary agents on earth (and) is the sentence that reason giveth 
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concerning the goodness of those things which they are ta do» (1927: 

1.8.4). Furthennore, 

the main princlples of Reason are in themselves apparent. 
For to make nothing evident of itself unto man's under­
standlng were to take away all possibility of knowing 
anythlng (Hooker, 1927: 1.8.5). 

The soul may have a natural lnclinatlon and deslre ta attain its end, 

knowledge of Gad's perfectlon and hi5 goodness, but 1t lS at first with-

out any such understandlng or knowledge at a11 (Hooker, 1927: 1.6.1). 

38. 

Man's soul is 11ke a book, «whereln nothing 15, and yet all things may be 

imprinted)) (Hoaker, 1927: 1.6.1). Out of this «utter vaculty» man's 

understandlng and his knowledge develop incrementally, untll lt attains 

the s ta ture of the Angel s themse 1 ves (Hooker, 1927: 1.6. 1 ) . 

As ta the means ln WhlCh this accamplished, Hooker argues that edu-

cation and instruction 

the one by use, the other by precept, make our natural 
faculty of reason both the better and the sooner able 
to judge rl ght1y between truth and error, good and 
eVll (1927: 1.6.5). 

Hooker belleved that man's abl1ity ta reason cntically allows him to 

determine genera1ly what he aught and ought not to do. But thlS notwith-

standing, man's abllity ta reason crltlca1ly reaches not lnto comp1ex 

matters, and ln thlS regard the authanty of the church should be sought 

out and 1istened ta: 

Easler a great deal for men by 1aw ta be taught what 
they ought to do, than instructed how to judge as 
they shou1d do of 1aw: the one being a thlng which 

'be l ongeth genera 11 y unto a 11, the other such as none 
but the wiser and more JUdlCious sort can perform 
(Hooker, 1927: 1.16.2). 

/ 
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To understand Hooker' s deference to authori ty, one must recall that 

he himself was engaged ;n a ru1e of faith controversy wlth the Puritans, 

who se devotlOn to «insp1ratlon) as the cntenon of falth posed grave 

difficul tles for the defenders of the Ell zabethan church. Whl1 e Hooker 

argued that lndivlduals could well understand a number of natu~ 

principles of rel1g1on, for hlm to admit that a11 such matters could be 

revealed to the lndividual elther through reason or lnSplratlOn, would be 

to concede that a hierarchlca1 chuy'ch was not necessary; and thlS in 

turn wou1d undenmne the foundatlOns of the El i zabethan church. Neven;-

theless, he dld provlde the corrlllon man with severa1 ways of discerning 

the precepts of natura1 religion, principally, of ascertainlng what the 

good i s. 

3. Goodnes scan be di sce rned ; n o.ne of two way s: e; the r by know; ng 

the causes whereby i t ;s made such, or by obsèrvi n9 the s igns and tokens 

which annex thems~l 'les to goodness wherever lt mamfests ltself though 

the cause be not kn~wn (Hooker, 1927: 1.8.2). The former is an 1n-

fallible gUlde, but unfortunate1y, man's reason is falllble and th;s 

leaves h1rn with 1lttle cholce ln the matter: he must content himself 

with dlscerrnng the s19ns and tokens annexed to goodness, some of WhlCh 

are more certaln, others less 50 (Hooker, 1927: 1.3.3). Of these s;gns 

and tokens there are three mea~Ut-es, plaln aspect and wtu1tlVe be-

ilo1ding, demonstration, and probabl11ty or rnodE;rate assurance. 

In every klnd of knowledge sorne such grounds there 
are, as that being proposed the mlnd doth present1y 
embrace them as free from a11 possibl11ty of error, clear 
and manifest wlthout proof. In which kind axioms and 
princlples more genera1 are such as thlS, «that the 
greater food lS to be chosen before the 1ess» (Hooker, 

.1927: 1.8.5). J 

) 
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Ax;oms and principles of this sort are embraced by man1s understanding 

because they are evident by «plain aspect» and «intuitive beholding» 

(Hooker, 1927: 2.7.5), but when the genera 1 and perpetua 1 voi ce of men 

pronounce that such pri neipl es are free from error and man; fest without 

proof, no greater certitude is obta;nable, revelation notw;thstanding. 

(1927: 1.11.3). Ta Hooker 

The genera l and perpetua l voi ce of men i s as the 
sentence of Gad himself. For that which a11 men 
have at a11 times learned, Nature herselfmust 
needs have taught; and God being the author of 
Nature, her voiee is but his instrument (1927: 
1.8.3). 

In those instances where neither the spontana i et y of assent nor 

the conviction of the general voiee of mankind is to be had l 

there what appeareth ta be true by strong and 
invincible demonstration, sueh as wherein it is 
not possible to be deceived, thereunto the mind doth 
necessarily assent, neither is it in the choice 
to do otherwise (Hooker, 1927: 2.7.5). 

Although Hooker does not elaborate on his notion of demonstrability, 

given the scholastie tenor of his studies at Corpus Christi, one might 

suppose that he was referring to a syllogistic type of reasoning: where-

by if one reasons valldly the conclusion will be seen to follow 

necessarily from the premises. But without greater textual support, 

thi s definition of demonstrabil ity can only be a specul ati ve and tenta-

ti ve one. 

Hooker pravi des a further measure of certai n'ty, «whi ch way greatest 
. 

probabi1ity leadeth», a measure whose certainty is clear1y subordinate to 

either of the previous1y mentioned ones (1927: 27.5). Propositions such 
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as «men have thei r soul s rat)1er by creat; on than propogati on», or «that 

the mother of our Lord has always lived ln a state of virginity as·well 

after his birth as before» are ones WhlCh are probable and not unlikely 

ta be true, even though there is a lIleasure of doubt in onels considerations 

on the matter (Hooker, 1927: 2.7.5). Aguin, Hookcr's failure to elaba­

rate on «probable)) certainty makcs it difficult for one to detemine presic-

Ely whai he m€dns. It Gi1n only be asslJlIIed that propositions such 

as the one's ~lted above are not unllkely to be true because they are 

the pillars of f'l\lth. However, when falth conflicis with reason, 

as it does when it is claimed that a l'IOllliHl vlho gives birth tü a child is 

still a virgin, a measure of doubt does manlfest itself, thereby making 

such propositions probable but not certain (Hooker, 1927: 2.7.5) . 

. 4. Hooker argues that 

in all things then are our consciences best resolved, 
and in a mast agreeable sort unto God and nature 
settled, when they are 50 far persuaded as thosc grounds 
of persuasion WhlCh arc to be had will bear (Hooker, 
1927: 2. 7. 5 ) . 

This notwithstanding, his belief in the natural law and his Faith in tfte 

efficacy of human rcason, fallible as it is, leads hilll to assert that 

there are axioms and prlnciples which are universally valid and can be 

known as sllch wllOn there is gelleral agreement on the matter. Little 

thought is givcn to the possibiliiy that the number of generally accepted 

principlcs 15 rùther snlill1, dnd that ('ven principlps lhat do enjoy wide-

spread accepti1nce are vilgue ilnd iltnbiguous in thelr application. I5 

there cOIlUllon agr'eernent as tu what consti tutes the ({good» 1 n the axiom 

that «the greater good 15 to be chosen before the less))? Hooker' s 

response would be that there is common agreement: that that which leads 
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to man's eterna1 happiness can be defined as the good. To this one could 

reply that the Elizabethan and Calvinist churches might be in agreement as 

to the validity of thlS axiom, but there is much disaccord as to the manner 

in which one is to pursue and choose the good that leads to salvation. 

This challenge is not dealt with by Hooker. 

Hooker offers few detailed comments on the measures of certainty that 

his Aristotelian hierarchy of assent outlines. Nevertheless, when 

Chillingworth and Tillotson construct their own hierarchies, the simil-

arities to Hooker's framework becomes quite apparent. 

IV. William Chillingworth ( 

1. As we have seen, when it came to the problem 6f applying 
the law of nature to specifie questions, he (Hooker) dis­
trusted public and open criticism, preferring to leave the 
ratiocination involved to the 'wiser and more judicious 
sort' (Orr, 1967: p. 181). 

William Chilllngworth, whose indebtedness to Hooker and therefore to 

Aquinas as well, is evident by the nurnber of acknowledgements to him with­

in The Religlon of the Pj-otestants, ~ Safe Way to SalvatlOn.,which was 

publlshed in 1638 at Oxford (1820), was quite apart from hlm on the issue 

of authority7 H1S own rule of faith controversy was not wlth the Puri tans, 

but wlth the Roman church, WhlCh wou1d not accept its fallibi1ity in 

rellgious matters. Like Hooker, and CastelllO before hirn, Chilllngworth 

belleved that in a number of instances, a reasonab1e measure of certainty 

concernlng the precepts of natul-al religion could be obtained. For this 

to occur the crltica1 rational facu1ty of lndividua1 Christi ans would have 

to be appl ied to an assiduous examination of the procepts constitutive of 

their religion: if such judgements were left ta an authority such as the 
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Roman Church, it is quite likely that its considerations would be blinded 
,1 

by long standing tradltion and the rhetoric of its own,dogma (Orr, 1967: 

p. 180). 

Unfortunately, the extreme dependence on individual judgement that 

comprises a major part of Chilllngworth's argument 1eads to a morass of 

«subjectlvism», and thlS is a problem wlth grave lmplicatlons: 

As \'Ilth lIooker before Il lm, and Locke dfter hlnl, hlS 
(Chillingworth's) defence of human reason operated wlthln 
a wholehearted acceptance of Chrlstianlty. ThIs pOInt can 
hardly be overemphasized, since it providcs a clue to the 
difficultlcs ln WhlCh he found hlmself when he trled to 
reconcilC' bellef 111 indlVlduél.l Judgcment \·,ith the convictlOn 
that there do eXlst sorne fundamental doctnnes (Orr, 1967: p. 72). 

The «vIa medIa» between the doglilatlslI1 of the RornJn Church Jnd the 

scepticism of the Puritan5 15 a difflcult passage to navlgate. On the one 

hand, Chilllngworth realizes that absolute certalnty IS rellgious matters is 

unobtainabl~1' on the other hand, lt 15 apparent that losser measures of 

certainty attained by an indlViduJl's Judgoment can provlde wlth the criterIa 

wheréby the most extreme of sectarian posItIons carl be substantlated. This 

notwithstanding,Chllllng\·mrth feels that hlS «reasonable)) argument can , \ 
_\ 

somehow steer clear of the se problems. 

Chlllingworth asks of those who "exact a certainty of faith abave that 

of sense or sClence» (1820: 1.8) and ~ho argue "that heavenly things cannot 
1 

be seen to any purpose by the mld-day Jlght" (1.8), whether thclr demands 
\ 

be reasonélblo or excossively eXIgent? \TO dellklnd of ll1all or a ChUl'ch that 
\ / 

which a Illon or cl church cannat do, and 'lto Lle :.atlsfll::rl vilth nathlna else/ 
\ /' 

that measuros not up to absoluto cel'lallhy,ls ta lcavp all Chrlstlans ln a 

farlorn staLe. WIll Lhe Lord nol be sat\Sflcd «If we rpcelve any degree of 
\ . 

1 i ght Whl ch makes us 1 oa ve the works of d\kness, and wa 1 k as chi 1 dren of 
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the light?ll (1820: 1.8). If indeed the Lord finds this to be satisfactory, 

then all men, be they Romans or others, should forego their claims to in-

fall ibil ity, admit ta their 1 imitations, and strive after truth and good-

ness as best they cano 

With respect to the precepts of natural religion, Chillingworth asserts 

that they «cannat ordinarily hav~ any rational and acquired certainty, more 

than moral», (1820: 1.8) which is the lowest of three measures of certawty: 

the two higher measures are absolutely infallible certalnty or metaphysical 

certainty. The first,absolutely infallible certainty is unattalnab1e bX man 

and inheres only in the mind of God (Van Leeuwenn, 1963: p. 22). The 

second measure, metaphysical certalnty is obtalned eitherrrom sense, 

demonstration, or revelatlon (Wharton MSS f.87., Orr, 1967: p. 51). 

Moral certalnty lS ne1ther absolute, nor 1S lt derived from sense, 

demonstration, of the metaphysica1 sort, or reve1atlOn. It 

is begott in us, by presumption and probabil1tles, 
which either by thelr strength ... or by thelr multl­
tude, make up a moral demonstratlon, ta WhlCh belng 
wel1 consldered ... no prudent and sober man can pos­
sibly refuse to y1eld to a firm, certaln, undoubting 
reasonable assent and adherence (Orr, 1567: p. 51). 

Chillingworth makes use of Hooker's conceptlon of demonstratlon, but he 
-

chooses to apply it ln two distinct manners: wlth respect to metaphysica1 

certainty, and moral certalnty. Slnce Chlllingworth afford5 to metaphysical 

certainty or demonstrabll1ty a hlgh measure of assent, lt can be assumed 

that it 1s lnvlnclble and strong in the same way that Hookcr's concept of 

demonstrablllty was seen to be. Although the pillars of moral certainty 

or demonstrabillty are presumptlons and probablllty, WhlCh clearly do not 

provlde one wlth the lnvlnClblllty and strength WhlCh underplns a demon-

stration of the metaphysical sort, the certainty it does offer lS sufficient 
<1 

enough to manage onels moral affairs. 
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But if one wants to ascertain which set of moral bel iefs have the 

greatest measure of moral certainty, the critenon of presumption and 

probability afford one no solution: the bellefs of the Calvlnlst epl-

~' stemologlcally, are of equal certalnty as those of the Cathalic or 

Presbytenan. In the place of Chnstlan umty ùnd comman acceptance 

of reasonab1e genera1 pnnciples, WhlCh were Chllllngworth's goals in 

posltlng the concept of moral certainty, schlsm and subjectivism are the 

results. 

V. John Ti 11 otson 

1. One of Ti 11 otson '5 most reknowned sermons was {(The Wi sdom of Seing 

Religious)), which was preached at st. Paul's in March 1663 and was publi-

shed in 1664 (1976). In lt he addresses the issue of the abllity of human 

understandlng to grasp the knowledge which inheres in God and to know of the 

duties and ob11gatlOns that are owed to hlm. His lnltial conslderatlOns 

on the subject are dlscernab1y Thomlstlc ... ,and in thlS regard, they are 

similar to the ones WhlCh one finds ln Hooker, and WhlCh underpln Locke's 

Workmanship mode1 as well. 

(A) perfec t know1 edge of Nature i s no where to be found but 
in the Author of it; no less wisdom and understanding that 
that WhlCh made the wor1d and contrived this vast and regular 
frame of Nature can thoroughly understand the Phllosophy of 
it and comprehend 50 vast a design (Tillotson, 1976: p. 363). 

This notwithstandlng 

there lS a knowledge WhlCh lS very proper to man and lles 
level to humane understandlng, and that lS the knowledge 
of our Creator and of the dut y we owe to hlm (Tl110tson, 
1976: p. 363), 

To know of one's dutles, one must first ascertain «the ways and means God 

hath made known these dutles ta us, and the goodness and the obl igation 

of them» (Tl11 otson, 1820: p. 281). 

1 
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Tillotson presents a list of five ways that God hath discovere~ them 

to us: 1) by a klnd of natural 1nstinct, 2) by natural reason. 3) by the 

genera1 vote and consent of mankind, 4) by externa1 reve1at1on, and 5) 

by the inward dictates of motions of God's spirit upon the minds of men 

(Tillotson. 1820: p. 281). Since my primary intercst in this chapter ;5 

determining the 1imits of man's natural reason in discerning moral prinCi'~' 
ples, 1 wl11 only examine the flrst three ways. 

Tillotson's first way reflects the inate character of natural in-

stinct, and it revea1s the influence that his Cambridge mentors, Ralph 

Cudworth (1616-1688), Henry More'{Î616-1687), and 13enjamin l~hichco~ (1609-

1683) must have excI'tdl upon hirn, ùnd ttll<; sets him quite apart From 

Hooker's (1927) and Lücke's (1978) consideratlons on the subject. 
, 

(T)hlS 1 call nalurcll ltlstinct, because lt dües not 
seem ta procccd tü rnuch from the exercisc of our 
reason, as frolll a fldlurdl propenslon and incllnatlOn, 
like thosp In<.tlnct<, \/lil(:h are ln brute creatures of 
natural affpctlon and care towards thcir young ones 
(Tlllolson, W;'(): p. 282). 

This lS made evident tu ri J Jotson because 

we see plaillly thôl the youny and the ignor:ant have as 
strong lmpressions of piety and devotion, as true a 
sense of gra t l'tude and Justice and pi ty, as the wi ser 
and more knowinq par't of rnanklnd ... And although this 
do not l'qut111y otcnt to (Ill the lt1'.tdnces of our dut y, 

'yet las tü the (P'l:i1t llnes i111d ('ssent lal rads of lt. 
tnanklnd htlnl1y neee/ to consul t any othel' oracle than 
the Illerl' pl'np('w.Jon~, dnll IncllndtlOns of their nature 
(T'lllütc;ofl, W20 : p. ?82). 

Inate tendelLll':' ilSle/(·, JIlan'~; nlltura1 reason reveals ta him two other 

ways of deterllllllinu what is the good, and \'Ihat his duties and obligations 

are in tha t rega rd. 
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First, 

reason shews us the conveniences of things to our 
nature: and whatever is agreeable to the primitive 
design and intention of nature, that we call good; 
whatever is contrary thereto, we call evil (Tillotson, 
1820: pp. 284-285). 

When reason determines that an action can benefit it in its search for 

truth, one must act in accordance with its dictates. For example, 

(I)t is agreeable also to nature to be just, and to 
do to others as we would have them do unto US; for 
this is ·to make our own natura1 inclinations and 
desires the rule of dealing with others, and ta be 
merciful. .. (Til1otsan, 1820: p. 285). 

47 • 

Such are the duties that reason reveals ta man when he careful1y considers 

which precepts are co~titutive of natura1 religion. 

-Secondly, 

Reasan shews us the tendency of the se things ta our 
happiness and interest. And, indeed. the notion of 
Good and Evil commonly refer to the consequences of 
things; and w& call that good, which will bring sorne 
benefit and advantage to us, and that evi1, which is 
likely to produce some mischief and ;nconvenience 
(Tillatson, 1820: p. 285). 

Simply put, what ~s goad, and what is ev;l, is determined by whether the 

object of ane's considerations tends ta bripg one closer to Gad or lead 

one away from him (Tillatsan, 1820: pp. 285-287). 
. .. 

The third way that «God hath shown us what is gaod (is) by the 

general vote and consent of mankind)), (Tillotson, 1820: p. 287). 

And this is an argument of great force;.there be;ng 
n,O better way to prove any thing to be natura l ta 
any kind of belng, than if lt be generally found in 
the whole kind. Omnium consensus naturae vox est, 
«the consent of all 1$ the VOlce of nature~s'ffil1 
Tully. And indeed, by what other argument can we 
prbve that reason and speech, and an inclination 
ta society are natural ta men; but that these 

, 
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belang ta the whole kind (Til1atson, 1820: p. 453). 

General consent had provided Hooker with an effective method of deter­

mining what was of God's will and what was not. It might have proven 

to be just as effective a taol ta Chillingworth had he chosen ta emplay 

48. 

it; he did nat and as we have seen his reliance on individuality 1ed him 

to posit a «subjectiv;stically» oriented e'pistemo1ogy. If genera1 consent 

can afford ta Til1otson the measure of certainty that it did ta Hooker, 

then perhaps the epistemological difficulties encountered by Chil1ingworth 

can be avoided. 

Tillotson addresses the problem of certainty when he defends his 

belief in the existence of God against the sceptical accusations of the 

atheists: they argue that 

the un;versal consent of mankind in the apprehension 
of a God is no more an Argument that He real1y is, than 
the general agreement of 50 many Nations for 50 many 
Ages in the worshi p of many Gods i s an Argument that 
there are many (1976: p. 392). 

In response, Til1otson offers three replles. 

1. That the genera1ity of the Philosaphers and wise 
men of all Nations and Ages, dld dissent fram the 
multitude in these things. They believed but one 
Supreme Deity, which with respect to the various 
benefits men received fram him had several tltles 
bestowed upon him. And although they did servile1y 
comply wlth the people ln worshipping God, by sensi­
ble images and representations, yet lt appears by 
their writlngs that they despised this way of worship 
as superstltious and unsuitable ta the nature of God ••• 

Z. The gross ignorance and mistakes of the Heathen 
about God and his worship are a good argument tfiat 
there is a God; because they shew that men sunk into 
the most degenerate cùnditlons; into the greatest 
blindness and darkness imaginable, do yet reta;n sorne 
sense and awe of a Diety ... 
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3. That there have been so many fa1se Gods devis Id, 
i s rather an argument tha t there ; s a true one than that 
there is none. There would be no counterfeits but 
for the sake of something that is real ... (l976; p. 393). 

-- -.~ . -·49 . .. . 

A1though these measures of assurance are not absolute, they afford 

one as much assurance of God's existence as may be had without revelation. 

To Ti110t50n, what makes speculative atheism absurd lS that 

it requires more evidence for things than they are 
capable of, Aristotle hath long since well observed, 
how unreasonable lt is to expect the same kind of 
proof and evidence for every thlng, which we have 
for sorne things (1976: p. 393). 

Were men ta be reasonable and not seek absolute certainty where only 

le(sser measures are to be had, then the destructivG. arguments of the 

~theists, with respect ta the existence of Gad, or of ·the sceptics, on 

other epistemological matters, would not pose as great a threat to their 

bel iefs: 

That when any thing in any of these kinds, is proved by 
as goOëIArgüiiienfSasa BïlngoTlJîatKlnO iscapable Of, 
and--wënave as great as~cetnatltls as we could­
possT5YY-lïavesUj)pOSing it were-;we ougnf notlnreason 
to make anyaoubt of theexTStenceoT-tfiat-ffiing, 
TI ilTot s on , T97b: p: ]"94) . -~ -~ -----

2. L He lIooker and Chill ingworth before hll11, Tillotson deals with the 

problem of certainty by constructing an Aristotelian hicrardyof assent 

whereby measures of certillnty ùre ranked: 

Mathematlcal things, bcing of an abstracted nature are 
capable ofthe-cÎ-e-Ùest ancJ stnctcst Dernot'lstratlOn: 
But ConclUSlOns Hl Nùtut-ill Philoc;ophy ù-e--cù-p-;'1bie---üf 
proof by an Incluctl'on-ü(-èxpcrlnJ(;rlts-:- thHlgS of il moral 
nature by moral ùrgulllcnts; ùncJ nJattl'rs of fact by 6;:;-e-dTble 
testimony.---Ai1-a Yh-üugh-ri-ûne of Tric's-e- 1e- -'cap'dl1l C of--tnilC--
stricIT-rnd of den~.?_n~~i_on, WhlC.h Mathcn~a~~c._aJ_ mattcrs 
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are; yet we have an undoubted assurance of them, when 
they are proved by the best arguments that things of 
that kind will bear (1976: p. 394) • 

• The two highest measures of certainty on his scale are provided by 

mathematical demonstration and by sensation. With respect ta the exist-

ence of God, it 

is not Mathematically demonstrable, nor can lt be 
expected it should, because only Mathematlcal matters 
admit of this kind of evidence. Nor can it be proved 
immediately by sense, because God being supposed to be 
a pure spirit cannat be the abJeCt of any corporeal 
sense. But yet we have as great assurance that there 
is a God as the nature of the thing to be preved ;s 
capable of; and as we could in reason expect to have 
supposing he were (Tillotson, 1976: p. 394). 

50. 

If moral assurance is sufficlent enough to ensure one of the being of God, 

as it would seem ta be, since his existence is not known of through 

demo~trat;on or sensation, it affords no less insurance in moral matters 

themse 1 ve s : 

We have as much as is abundantly sufficient to justifie 
every man's discretion, who for the great and eternal 
things of another world hazards or parts with the poor 
and transitory things of thlS life. And for the clearing 
of this lt wl11 be worth our considerlng, that the great­
est affalrs of the world, and the most important concern­
ments of this life are a11 conducted onely by moral 
demonstratlons (Tillotson, 1976: p. 408). --

Following Chillingworth's lead, Tillotson applies the term demonstra­

bility to two distinct measures of assurance, a mathematical and a moral 

one. But unllke a mathematical demonstratlon WhlCh is based on strict 

reasoning and preclse rules of inference, moral demonstrabllity 15 founded 

on Rresumptlon and probabil1ty: a man may not be absolutely certain that 

his baker, brewer or cook has not poisoned him, but unless he has reason 
" 

... 
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to believe otherwise, he may proceed on the assumption that it has not been 

(Ti11otson, 1976: p. 408). Assumptions of this sort are what provide 

reasonable men with a measure of assurance, sufficient enough for them 

to regulate their daily concerns. Furthermore, the criterion of pre-

sumption and probability al10ws them to ascertain what the proper rules 

of moral conduct are. 

The question which once again has to be addressed is whether 

certainty of the moral kind, being founded on presumption and probability, 

can help one to discern absolute rules of moral conduct. Tillotsonls 

definition of moral certainty, like Chillingworth's, affords to all 

Christian sects an equal measure of epistemological support: each sect . 
perceives its own beliefs as being the most viable. T11lotson ls epi­

stemology does not provi~e one with a way to break the deadlock. 

• 

One possible implicat10n of this 1S that knowledge of abso1ute princip1es 

becomes unobtainab1e, which in turn may 1ead to onels questioning the 

very existence of such princip1es. 

This implication is of sorne moment ta Locke, for a1though he tries 

founding morality on rationa11y theistic principles. he acknow1edges that 

certain knowledge of these p~inciples perhaps are not within rnanls reach 

(1975: Book IV). But concurrently. the disparlty between the moral beliefs 

of disparate cultures or societies 1eads him ta posit that these be1iefs 

could reflect their conventiona1 origin (1975: Book III). 

h' 
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Although neither Hooker nor the Latitudinarians argued explicitly 

that thè roots of morality were conventional, intrinsic to their argu-

ments are conventional implications, ones which perhaps Locke drew upon, 

and puzzled over, when he was writing the Essay. 
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Footnotes: Chapter 2 

1. When Hooker's Laws are cited, references will be made to the book, 
chapter and sectlon. 

53. 

2. What allows man to attain know1edge of his duties and obligations is 
the Workmanship model whose usage will be discussed in chapter 3. For 
a detailed ana1ysis of the Workmanship mode1, see Tully, 1980a. 

3. Compare Aristot1e, 1962: 1084b and Aquinas, 1953: ST 1-1I, 96. 1. 

4. A11 references to Hooker's Laws wll1 be to the book, chapter and 
section and these a10ne 'l'Iilloe olaced in brackets. 

5. The five references to Hooker in Chi11ingworth ' s Religion are 2.30-32, 
85-86; 4.49; 5.109-110, Orr, 1967: p. 72. 

6. Hooker's Laws are discernab1y Thomlstic, Munz, 1952, treats Hooker's 
re1atlon ~quinas at length. 

7. All references to Chillingworth's Religion are to the chapter and 
section, and these will be p1aced in brackets. 

, 
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Chapter 3: The Essay CQncerning Human Understanding 

J. Background ta the Third Chapter 

The flrst chapter revealed that Locke's defence of toleration rested 

on two pillars, one of them polltical, the other epistemologicdl. With 

respect to the fi rst, Locke had a rgued tha t the magl stra te had no right 

to intervene ln rellgious matters, for he had never been authorized to do 

so by those who had establlshed the commonwealth upon their leaving the 

state of nalure. As to the serond, <;Ince it was ObVlOUS that mall'~ 

falllbll1ty precluded hilll from obtùlnlng ùbsolute certainty about the true 

precepts of rnorùlity and natural religlOn, nelther the mùgistrate nor any 

one el se had the right to persecute ù dlssenter or ù non-conformi st on the 

assumption that this would lead thcm to the true religion. 

Proast's retort was highly critical. He asserted that Locke's 

political argument, being founded on an arbitrary assumption concerning men 

in the state of nature was a rather weak one. Furthermore, he accused 

Locke of havlng begged the qucstlon: Locke vehemently denlcd the charge in 

his second _L_e~t_er, but his thlrd ~et.-!cr shifts ilway from a balance between 

a polltical and epistclilologlcal defencc of toleratlon to a position 

founded on eplstemologlcal considerations alone. Perhaps this is Locke's 

tacit adrnisslOn of the efficacy~of Proast's argument. 

The singular dependence on epistemology in the third Letter. and to a 

1esser extcnt ln the second Letter_, lends an inordinate amount of im-

portance to these reflectlOns. Unfortunùtely, while his argument is 

persuasive, it affords one 1itt1e detail or e1aboration on the under-
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p~nnings Of his epistemQlogical defenc.e of toleration. In this reg~rd~ Qnly 

the Essay can provide Locke's epistemological defence of toleration with 

the philosophical support that was alluded to, but no specified, in the 

Letters. 

The second chapter traced the development of «constructive scepticism» 

from Luther through Hooker to Chil1ingworth and Tillotson. Special empha-

sis was given to Hooker's Laws because it was felt that his influence 

on English «constructive scepticism» was much more significant than either 

Popkin or Van Leeuwenn acknowledged. Although Hooker's arguments on 

certainty lacked detail, the works of tQe two Latltudinarlans, Chillingworth 

'and Tillotson, made it evident that Hooker's reflections were as relevant 

to philosophical and theological debates of the seventeenth century as 
, 

they had been ta those in the sixteenth century. 

When their considerations on morality were examined, it was observed 

that bQth Chill ingworth and Til1otson shared the bel ief that moral 

assurance was founded on mitlgated measures of certainty, probabillty and 

presumptlOn. Intrinsic to these measures were impl ications of a rather 

«subjectivist» character: they afforded to all «reasonable» sets of moral 

prinClples equal measures of support. Neither Chlllingworth nor Till,otson 

addressed themselves ta these implications; Locke did, and it is out of 

these «subJectivist» implicatiQns that Locke derives his epistemological 

d~fence of toleration. 

'\ 
{ 

Locke's objectives in the Essay are modest: 
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l pretend not to hubliSh this E~Skt for the Infor~~tiQn 
of Men of largf T oUrhts "àïiëf"<f!J1CK A1i'Pfenenslons~ to 
sucll"Rasters E- Know edgeTproTëSs ~ self ! $cholar, 
and therefore warn them before-hand not ta expect any­
thing here, but what being spun out of !!!Y own course 
Thoughts, .i.§. fitted to Men of .!!!l own size, to whom, 
perhaps, ..li wi 11 not be unacceptab 1 e, tha t l ha ve 
taken ~ Pains, to make plain and familiar to their 
Thoughts some Truths, which established Prejudice, or 
the Abstractness of the Ideas themselves, might render 
difficult. l 1 
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lndeed as he admits ln the Epistle to the Reader, he would be happy if he 

were able «ta wark as an Underlabourer who clears the ground a little, and 

removes some of the rubbish that lles in the way to knowledge», and then to 

demonstrate that «Vague and insigmficant Forms of Speech» and ({Abuses of 

Language)} are not mysteries of Science, but can be resolved through careful 

thought and consideration. To break ln on this «Sanctuary of Vanity and 

Ignorance», he intends to develop an epistemology which i$ clear and 

simple, yet which c~ncurrently sheds light on the complex warkings of the 

understandi ng and its sea rch for truth. 

His epistemology is detalled and complicated, moving from basic 

reflections on what ideas are, what their sources are, what constitute? 

knowledge, to more complex ones concernlng the epistemological status of 

ideas and knowledge. Having delineated the major components of Locke's 

epistemology, a question which arose out of the Letters, yet could not be 

addressed until the Essay was considered, can now be answered~ what epi­

. stemological measure of assurance can one have in moral an<;l theo1ogical 

matters. Much of the latter portion of this chapter will address this 

question directly. 
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II. Locke's Epistemo1ogy 
" 
" 

1. Locke, 1ike Hooker before him (1927: 1.6'.1), believed that the mind 

at first is llke 

white parer vOld of all Characters, without any Ideas: 
How cames it ta be furnished? Whence somes lt by-tfiat 
vast store which the busy and boundless Fancy of Man has 
painled on lt, with an almost end1ess varlet y (2.1.2)? 

'The answer Locke pt~ovlCles ta this question sets hm quite apart From 

Tillotson (1820: p. 282) and hlS fellow Platonists \vhose doctrine of 

innate ideas was central ta thelr epistemology. He asserts that in 

experience 

all our Knowledge is founded; and from that it 
ultimately derives lt self. Our Obscrvatlon cmploy'd 
wi ther abou l externd l, .?('nsLbJc OI),lÇs::t5; PL -<Lbout 
th~ ln.teJ'!1ilJ Ojù~-ratTollS_ of Q!1L H1D~, nQLc~LVed .\lnd 
reilQçted_ on t,Jy_ our. sJ'_l VJ~S, LS th0t, YiJLis:-.b_ .s_upplles 
our Und~rstandings vil th aD th(,- 111<1 t_erig.ls_ oJ Qur 
think-.lU9 (2.1.2). 

External sensatlOn and lnternal toflectlons are the tv/o «foundations of 

our Knowledge)), and each of thelll wlll be looked at ln turn . 

As ta the first source of ldeas, Locke asserts that our senses convey 

unto our nllnds cllstinct pencpLions of abjects and the vanous ways that 

it is affectC'cI by thorll (2.1.3). fhlS 15 hO\'i the ll11nd cOllles to have ideas 

such as those II has of ~h1te, hoat, cole!, soft, hard, ele. Thcse simple 

and uncornpüundcd ideas are not lnnilte tü the 11l1nd, thcy arc gclrnered 

through expcrience. 

A child, when he cornes into the worJd, it totally devoid of Ç\11 ideas, 

be they slmp1e or comp1ex. 

'1 
1 

1 
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( He that attentatively considers the state of a Ghild, 
at his first coming into the World, will have reason 
to think him stored wlth p1enty of Idèas, that -are to 
be the matter of his future Knowledge. 'Tis by degrees 
he cornes to be furnished with them (2.1.6). 

Consequentl y , 

Men then come to be furnished with fewer or more slmple 
Ideas from without, according as the Objects, they 
converse with, afford greater or less varlet y (2.1.7). 

58. 

8y being exposed to the external world, a child gradually comes to under­

stand the ideas that hlS senses provide him with. Were the child denied 

the oppo~tunity to be ln contact wlth sensitive impresslons, such as 

those provided by «colours, sounds and other abjects», his mind would 

remain totally blank: 

if a Chlld were kept in a place. where he never saw 
any other but Black and White, till he were a Man, 
he would have no more Ideas of Scarlet or Green, than 
he that from his chi1dnooa-never tasted an Oyster, or 
a Pine-Apple, has of those particular Relishes 
2.1.6) 

Sense experience is only one of two ways by which the mind is 

furnished with ideas. 

The other Fountain, from which Experience furnisheth 
the Understandlng wlth Ideas, is the Perceptlon of 
the Operations of our own Minds, within us, as it is 
employ'd about the Ideas lt has got; which Operatlons, 
when the Soul comes~eflect on, and conslder, do 
furnish the Understandlng with another set of Ideas, 
which could not be had from thlngs without: ana-süëh 
are, Perception, Thlnklng, Doubtlng, Believîng ... and 
all the dlfferent actings of our Mlnds (2.1.4). 

The senses are the source of one's ideas of the external world, reflection 

is what presents us with our ideas of the lnner world: the thoughts that 

constitute our lnner considerations. But ta understand Locke's con-

ception of knowledge, one must detennine not only what the sources of 
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i~eas are, but also 9 one must ascertain what ideas themselves actually 

are. 

2. To Locke, the building blocks of all knowledge are simple ideas, 

ideas which enter the mind through any or a11 of the senses and are 

simple and,unmixed (2.2.1). In touching a piece of wax, one feels soft-

ness and warrnth; ln touchlng a piece of ice, one feels coldness and 

hardness. When each of these ideas are considered, they are found to 

be clear and uncompounded. 

(There) lS nothing can be plainer to a Man, than the 
clear and dist1nct Percept10n he has of these simple 
Ideas; Wh1Ch belng each ln it self uncompounded, 
contains in it nothing but one uniform Appearance, or 
ConceptlOn ln the nllnd, andTs not dlstinguishable 
into d1fferent Ideas (2.2.1). 

Once the understanding has stored these simple idea-s, it is free to 

repeat, compare and unite them in virtually any manner that it pleases. 

This allows 1t to produce complex ideas, of which there are three sorts: 

modes, substances and relations. 

Modes l call such comp1ex Ideas, Wh1Ch however 
compounaëd, contaln not ln them~suPPosltion of 
SUbslsting by themselves, but are considered as 
Dependences on, or Affect 10ns of Subs tances; such 
are the Ideas slgnlfled by the Words, Triangle, 
Gra t itucfe,Murther, etc. (2.12.4). ---- --- --

Modes are artificial aggregatlOns of slmple ideas WhlCh the mind freely 

chooses to unite. A «dozen» is an example of a 51mple mode. It is a 

term which the understanding chooses to apply to a collectlOn of twelve 

similar yet dist1nct objects. An idea such as «beauty» lS a complex 

mode because 1t comblnes slmple 1deas of several kinds into one: «v.g. 

Beauty, conslsting of a certain composition of Color and Figure, causing 

" 

" 
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delight in the beholder (2.12.5), 

Modes, be they simple or complex, are artificial aggregations of 

simple ideas because the mind could have chosen ta aggregate them in any 

manner: modes have no necessary referents in nature. Let us consider 

a s impl e mode such as a «mil el), wh; ch 1 s a measure of di stance com-

prising 5270 feet. Pnor to there being a generally accepted definition 

of this term, it could just as easl1y have been determined that a mile 

would comprise a dlstance of 2156 feet. In other words, the mind or 

the understandwg arbi trarily plcks out a number of elements, aggregates 

them and then appl ies a tenn to describe the aggregatlon: the mind or 

60. 

the understanding is .mder nO'compuls10n to aggregate ideas in a particular 

way or to apply one particu1ar tenn to an aggregation. The significance 

of this epistemo1ogical concept and Locke's usage of it will become 

apparent when his reflections on morality are considered. 

What of substances, an epistemological question which ha~ plagued 

philosophy ever since Plato and Aristotle first d15cussed it. Locke 

defines it simply: 

The rdeas of Substances are such combinations of simple 
Ideas, as are taken to represent dlstinct par'ticular 
things subslstlng by themselves: in which the supposed. 
or confused Idea of Substance, such as it is, i5 a1-
ways the flrst and chlef (2.23.3). 

The idea of subs tance i 5 only «supposed ll and often i s {{confused ll because 

one can know, through sense expericnce and observation of the external 

world that each object such as a man, a horse, or a nugget of Gold, has 

a substratum, but one knows not what th;s substratum acooa11y is. It can 

, 
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be ascertained that atnumber of simple ideas coexist tQgether in a sub-

stanc~, however, (<;tlbe certain, we (still) have no c.lear, or distinct, 

Idea of that thing we suppose a Support)) (2.23.4). 

The ~ast sort of complex ideas, is that we call 
Relation, which consists in the considerations and 
comparing One Idea with another (2.12.7). 
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The definition of a concept such as relation would seem to be rather sel'f­

evident, and it is: it relates ideas to one another. Although its 
l 

definition is simple, its application is not, and it is around this 
... 

concept and that of a mode, that many of the epistemol ogica l difficul ties 

on moratity centre. 

" 3. Locke asserts that simple 'ideas are adequate copies oT that whith 

,the senses introduce to the understanding: 

thé Sensation of White, in my Mind, being the Effect 
of that Power, which is in the Paper to produce it, is 
perfectly adequate ta, that Power; or else, that Power 
w?uld produce a a,fferent Idea (2.31.12). 

Quite unlike simple idea5, the complex ideas of substançes are.ectypal 

copies 'which are ne; ther «perfect» nor «aIiequate»: 

which is very evident to the M,nd, in that it plainly 
perce'ives, that whatever Collection of simple Ideas 
it makes of any Substance that exist5, it cannOfOë 
sure that it exactly answers all that are in that 
Substance (2.31.13). 

/ 

What makes an ectypal copy imperfect and inadequate i5 that it does not 

accurately ref~ect that after which it ;5 patterned. This is due ta the 

episte~olog;cai weakness ofrthe understçtnding: ~t ~an know of substance, 
~ , , 

and be reasanably sure that it is, but it cannat with certainty know what 

it is. Knowing which simple idea coex;st in a particular substaDce such 

... 1 • 
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as «man» or «gold» allows one to know of a substance's nQminal esse~ce, 

but this does not 'allow one to know what that essence actually is. Its 

real essence still lies totally unbeknownst to man (2.31.13). 
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As opposed to comp1ex ideas of substances, comp1ex ideas of modes and 

relations 

are Originals, and Archetypes; are not Copies, nor 
made after the Pattern of any rea 1 Exi stence, to 
which the Mind intends them to be conformable, and 
exactly te answer. These being such Collections 
of simple Ideas, that the mind it self puts together, 
and such Collections, that each of them contains 
in it precisely all that the Mind intends it should, 
they are Archetypes and Essences of Modes that may 
ex i st ( 2 • 31 • 14) . 

An archetypal copy is one which is precisely modelled after the original. , 

Mixed modes and relations can be of this character because they have 

no other rea 1 i ty, but wha t they ha ve in the Mi nds of 
Men, there i 5 noth i ng more requi red to those k i nds 
of Ideas, te make them real, but that they be 50 
framed, that there be a possibility of existing 
conformable ta them (2.30.4). 

. \ 
Ta ensure that these archetypes are not chimerical, the mere possibility 

of their existing is not enough, 

they must have a Ca"fonmty to the ordinary Signification 
of the Name, that is given them, that they may not be 
thought fantastical: as if a. Man would give them Name of 
Justice ta that Idea, which cOlTll1on use calls Liberality 
(2.30.4) . 

This is implied by Tully's statement that 

when Locke explains how modes and relations are made, 
he is not think~ng that we, individually, make them. 
He is explalning how the normative framework of inter­
subjectively available 'general ideas, in accordance 
with which a sQciety comes to be (1980: p. 18). 

hOcke*S argument ;11 Books rI and IIr is this. Since general such as 

l , 
1 
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mixed modes and relations are archetypa1, the abstract idea and its essence 

are the same. They are whol1y the Workmanship of the mind or understanding 

(3.3.12,12,13,14.,3.5.13,14), but not of an Indlvldua1, that of a 

collectlvc unit, a 1inguistlC. community. 1hct'pfoy'c the Vidblllty, and by 

definition the reallty of mixecl modes and re1atlOns lies in their reflect­

ing conventlOna1 applicatlOn (2.30.4.,2.31.4.,3.2.8.,3.5.8, etc.). 

Locke's contention that complex ideas of mixed modes and relations 

are conventlOnal ln origltl, ln a sense, implies that they are context 

dependent: if context dependent is taken to be the dependency of mixed 

modes and relations, in terrns of their meamng on the soclal context of 

which they are a part. If thlS assumptlOn is true, then it is unlikely, 

although not necessarily 50, that complex- ideas can be inter-culturally 

valid, as Locke admlts: 

A moderatc skill in dlfferent Languages, v/i11 easl1y 
satisfle one of the truth of thTs-,--TCDelng 50 obvious 
to observe greal store of Hords ln One Lanquagc which 
have not any that ilnSl'/er th-èïTi--in- -~-not1lcr. I-JhlCh- plàln1y 
shews -tna l tho-se- 0 ( one- Coun'try~- hy l11e'i r c.ustorns and 
manner of L l fc, have found OCCtlS ion lo make several 
complex Icll'ds, and g1Vc names ta thCIIl, WhlCh others 
never' colTee-led lnto speciflCk Ideds (3.5.8) . 

In Book IV, wherJ Lockl' inlt'oduces tlls thelstic Workmanship mode1, it 

Will become eVldent that he no longer believes that rnlxed modes and 

relatlOns derivc lhcir' rea1ity hy lonforming ta common si~lrllriLance. At 

that point, h-is ri\tlOnally thClstic argument wlll rcst on the assumption 

that cOnfOr/lll ty to il prlon élt'chetypc~" not tü conventioni:l l Orles will 

determine the rcality' of mixed modes and re1atlOns. But bcfore proceeding 

. , 
.. 

, 

" 



~ , , 

f. 
l 
" ~ , 
~ 
; 

(-l 
11-
! . 

Î , , . 

( 

64. 

to an examination of his position in Book IV, one epistemQlogical concept, 

perhaps the most central to Locke's epistemology, remains to be reviewed: 

knowledge and the four types of agreement between ideas that comprises it. 

4. Knowl edge then scerns to me ta be noth i n9 but the 
percepflon of th_e. conne~Î2!l ~nd 9J:1reement, or disagrëe­
ment ~M r~9~!.lancy oJ iLlJY 91. ~uJ'_ ) d~~. In th i s al one 
it consists. Where this perception 15, there is Know­
ledgc, and whcrc 1t 15 nol, there, though we may fancy. 
guess. or Lclicve, yet wc alwaY5 come short of know­
ledge (1/.1.2). 

As defined by Locke, knowledge is constituted by one's perception of an 

agreement or dl sagreement or by a necessary connexion between ideas. 

When no such agreement or conneX10n is perceived, then in those instances, 

knowl edge i s not to be had. As to the types of know} edge. they a re of 

• . three kinds: intuitive, demonstrable and sensitive, with the greatest 

measure of certainty belng provided by the former, and the smallest measure 

by the latter. In order to understand properly th1S hierarchy, particu­

larly the d1stinction between the first two types of knowledge, one must 

first become familiar with the four kinds of agreement or disagreement which 

may be perceived: 1dentity or dlVersity, relation, co-existence or necessary 

connexion, and real existence. Slnce a11 propositlOns const1tutive of kl)ow-

ledge are derived from one of these four kinds of agreement, their epi-

stemological significance is obvious, 

With respect to identity or dlversity, Locke asserts that 

'Tis th-e first Act of the Nind, when it has any 
Sentiments or Idcas at a11, to perceivc lts Ideas, and 50 
far as it percë1Vësth('m to know each what itis-,- and 
thereby also to perceive their difference, and that one 
;5 not another (4.1.4). 

1 
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Propositions such as ta know that «what is, is» or «that it is im-

possible for the same thing ta be and nat to be~, are simple analytic ones, 

fundamental to his epistemology. They reflect «the first agreement, or 

disagreement, which the Mind perceives in its Ideas: which it always 

perceives at first sight» (4.1.4). 

The Understanding in the consideration of any 
thing, is not confined to that precise Object: it can 
carry any Idea, as it were, beyond itself, or, at 
least, lool<Deyond it, to see how it stands in confor-

" mit y to any other (2.25.1). 

An' epistemology comprlsed of analytic propositions alone would be a rather 

limited and uninteresting one. Locke's notion of relation allows the 

epistemologist to tie one idea to another and to perceive the connections, 

or 1 ack thereof, between them (4;1. 5) . 

His primary example of a relational typ,e of knowledge is mathematics 

(Mabbott, 1973: p. 81). This is because it is comprised of precise axioms 

from which demonstrably evident conclusions can be derived. To Locke, 

the axioms, and therefore the proofs, of morality are no less amenable 

to derhonstration than are the ones which compnse mathematics. But as 

will be made evident shortly, a demonstrable relatlon, at least of the 

moral sort is only such within a social context: lf this is true, th en the 

potential inconmensurability of social contexts wlll vitiate the possi­
J 

bility of atta4ning demonstrable knowledge which is interculturally valide , 
As compared to relation, wnich describes the agreement or disagreement 

of ideas, co-existence or nan-coexistence of ideas consists in determining 
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whicb ideas inhere in an object and which do not: 

(When) we pronounce concerning Gold, that it is fixed, 
our Knowledge of this Truth amounts to no more but this, 
that fixedness, or a power to remain in the Fire un­
consumed, is an Idea, that always accompames, and is 
join'd wlth that partlcular sort of Yellowness, Weight, 
Fusibility, Malleableness, and Solubl1ity ln Aqua Regj~, 
which make our complex Idea, signified by the word~ 
(4.1.6). 
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In describing the substance known as "Gold», what one is actually doing 

;s proferring a list of ideas which are usually associated with our ;dea 

of it. But as to what the substratum'which underplns these attributes 

actually is, of this we have no certain knowledge. 

"The fourth and last sort is, that of actual real Existence agreeing 

to any Idea, »(4.1.7); that it has a real existence without the Mind 

(4.1.7). Pyrrhonian scepticism, if accepted, implies that man's under­

standing cannot obtain positive knowledge of any sort, be lt that of 

analytic truths, such as are considered. or of existential ones concerning 

the existence of oneself or of the external world. Locke has no doubts 

about the status of analytic truths, believing that their truth cannot 

be doubted seriously. But he does take the sceptics existentlal doubts 

of the external world as being an epistemological crlticlsm of sorne im­

portance. Although his reply is simple, its implications are significant. 

Of the sceptic he asks 

Whether he be not invinclblycQnsclOus to himself Of 
a different Perception. when he looks an the Sun by 
day, and thinks on it by night: when he actually 
tastes Wormwood, or smells a Rose, or only thinks 
on that Savour, or Odour? We as plainly find the 
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difference there 1S between an Idea revlVed in our 
Mi nds by our own t~emory, and actuaTl y COOl; ng ; nto 
our Ml nds by our Senses as wc do between any two 
distinct Ideas (4.2.14). 

The simp1istlc Chd)'ilcter of Locke's responses rcflects the reasonable 

tenor of his eplstelllo1oglcal arguments conco)'ning the certainty of the 
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ideas introduccd to the mind by the senses. Nelther the existence of the 

externa1 wor1d nor the accuracy of the information providcd to the mind by 

the senses can be known with absolute certainty. ThlS notwithstanding, 

of the differences between the ideas ln one's memory and those intro-

duced to the nnnd by the senses, there can be no rcasonab1e doubt; this 

is no 1 ess true \./Ï th respect to the bel i ef tha t the senses i ndeed do 

provide the mind with accuratê information about the externa1 wor1d. 

Whereas one's a'ssurance is not abso1ute, the lack of reasonab1e doubt 

in such matter\ is a sufficient enough criterion of certainty " to a 11 ow 

one to describe the informat1on obtained through the senses as being 

constitutive of sense knowledge. In this regard, Locke's opinion was 

shared with his fellow Latitudlnarians. Chillingworth (1820) and Tillotson 

(1976). 

Whereas the know1edge obtained through the senses is of the externa1 

world, We know1edge obtained through lntultlOn is analytlc and through 

demonstration lS infcrcntlal. IntultlVl: kno~"cclgc ltself 1S denved from 

the lfllfnediate clnd a1most ln~LanLJneolJ~ perception of the agreement or 

dlsagrcement of lde(\s. Il lS 

Î\''Tesist1hle onu 11kc the bri'Jhl Sunstnne, forces 111 
self lnllllecll<ltely Lü bc pcrce1vcd, as SQon as ever the 
Mind turns ils vicw tnat way; and lcavec; no room for 
Hesitôtion, Ooubt, or ExandnatlOn, but the Mind lS 
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present1y fil1ed with the clear Light of it (4.2.1). 

Analytic propositions such as «white is not black», or «a circ1e is not a 

triangle», are two examples of intuitively known propositions • 

As to the measure of certainty obtained when intuition perceives an 
. 

agreement between ideas, Locke asserts that it offers man the highest 

measure of certainty that his natural reason can obtain: 

A Man cannot conceive himself capable of a greater 
Certainty, than to know that any Idea in his Mind 
is such, as he perceives it to be; and that two 
Ideas, wherein he perceives a difference, and dif­
ferent and not precisely the same. He that demand 
a greater Certainty that this, demands he knows not 
what, and shows only that he has a Mind to De 
Sceptick, without being able to do 50 (4.2.1) 

This sets him apart from Hooker who did not impose the analytic strictures 

on intuitive knowledge that Locke does. Hooker, asserted that when the 

mind perceives ideas in a clear and manifest way without the aid of a proof, 

this constitutes intuitive knowledge (1927: 2.7.5). Neverthe1ess. these 

ideas need not be analytic: one of his primary examples of an intuitive 

proposition ;5 that the greater good is ta be chosen Defore the lesser», a 

v proposition of a discernably moral but nevertheless intuitive kind, at 

least in Hooker 1 s eyes (1.8.5). 

In a demonstration, intervening and necessarily connected ideas, 

. constitutive of a proof, allow the mind to perceive an agreement between 

ideas which was not intuitively discerned. If. it wants to determine 

whether there is an equality between the three angles of a triangle and 

a right one, it 
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cannot b'y an immediate"view and comparing them, do it: 
Because the three Angles of a Triangle connot~be brought 
at once, and be cempared with any ether one, or twe 
Angles; and 50 of this the Mind has no immediate, no 
intuitive Knowledge. In this Case, the Mind is fain 
to find out sorne other Angles, te which the three Angles 
of a Triangle have an Equality: and finding thQse equal 
to two right ones, cornes to know their Equality to two 
right ones (4.2.2) 

As to the measure of certainty that a demonstration affords, Locke 

asserts that knowledge by intervening proof, «is not altogether 50 clear 

and bright ... the assent so ready (4.2.4), (nor is) al1 doubt removed 
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(4.2.5). Furthermore, «ITis true, the perception produced by Demonstration, 

is also very clear; yet it lS often with a great abatement of that evident 

lustre and full assurance, that always accompanys that which l call 

intuitive (4.2.6)>>. Alt~ough demonstrably obta1ne~ knowledge does not 

provide the understanding with the alacnty of agreement that intu1tlOn 

does, nevertheless, the conneX1ons and by implication, the proofs, that it 

discerns, are sufficient indicat10ns of its certainty. Th1S argument 

places Locke well within the tradition of English «constructive scepticism». 

Hooker had argued that the greatest measure of assurance attainable 

by the natural reason of men was afforded to them by plain aspect and 

intuitive behold1ng (1927: 2.7.5). Wh en principles are neither evident 

by plain aspect nor by intuitive beholding then 

what appeareth to be true by strong and invincible 
demonstration, su ch as wherein it lS not by any way 
possible to be deceived, thereunto the mind do th 
necessari1y assent, neither is it in the choice 
thereof to do otherwise (Hooker, 1927: 2.5.7). 
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Hooker's definition of demonstrabillty is cited by Chil1ingworth 

(1820) when he employs il (Van Leeuwenn, 1963: p. 22), and since 

Tillotson's (1976) reflec..tlOns on dcmonstrabl1lty are similar to those of 

Chill ingworth, one nllght ilS5ume that he 15 equally indebted to Hooker for 

his definitlon of the term. 

But Ch,lllngworth and Tlllotson refîne Hooker's dcfinition of demon-

stration and providc lt with a dual 'meaning: the flrst in metaphysical 

and mathematlClll matters, and Hw srcond in mural ones. ,,' Locke chooses 

not to rnakc trns ilrltllytic cl1sLlflcLlon, ilnd tins results in hlS positlng a 

theisticùlly dcrived theory of lI10rallty which is ambiguous and confusing. 

This will be made apparent in the forthcomlng sections. 

III. Lecke's Epistemo1ogic~1 Dlchotomy 

Two of Locke's main epistemologlcal concerns in the Essay are related 

to moral ity: are moral principles conventional or theistic in origin, and 

what measure of certainty can one obtJln ln moral matters. With respect 

to these two questions, he is of two oplnlons. the flrst ref1ecting his 

rational conventlonalism and the second, his ratlonal theism. 

Locke's rational conventional ism in Books II and III is indicative 

of his belief thélt moral idcas and relations arc archetypal. and that 

their reallty refletts thClf tünfürmity ta general slgnlflcatlün. If 

mixed mode~ dnd rclaLlons drrive thelr reallty from thclr conformlty to 

general :,1(j111fllaLlOns thon this lmpllcs thal they are context dependent: 

for general slgniflcations are as dlsparate as are the social realities of 
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distinct societies and cultures, of which thcy are a part. A mixed mode 

or relation whose viablllty and rca11ty lS apparent in one social real1ty 

will not nccess<H'ily oe perceivcd in Lhe '>dlll(! IIldlmer in another one. 

Therefore, illthough' the lOglCi.tl posSlbl11ty LhclL intcrculLurally real 

and absoluLe prinClples Ci311 be dsccrLalned by the understandlng is an open 

" 
one, Locke himself i3dmits to lts unllkellhood. 

On the other hand, Locke's rational thelsm ln Book IV is founded 

on the premise thilt moral 1deas are archctypal, but thelr reality does 

not ref1eët convenL10ni31 slgniflC.i3tloll, It )'('f1eds congrLJlLy ,with divine 

a prion pnnClp1l's. TnJC~ IIlOlù1lly 15 t)\ITlslcnrlenLdl i3nd ahsolutc, it is 

not conLext dependcnt. To llli3kc thls cVldellL, Loc.ke lI1ust ac.c.ompllsh two 

things: 1) He hi3s to prove thaL delllollstrdtnl1tY,wfllCh is the l11ghest 

measure of certi3inty obta1ni3b1e ln non-i3nalyL1c Illatters, is not necessarily 

context dependent, and 2) he must show that man's fall1b1e and passion-

laden understanding is capable of dcvotlng ltself wlth the stcadfastness 

and resolution neeessary to dlscern the princlples of the dlVlne law. 

As is seen in the following seetlons, it lS not at a11 clear that either 

of these two goals are ac.comp1lshed. 

2. To Locke, a proper understanding of moral ideas can only be obtained 

when one distlnguishes between the meanlngs of a moral term such as lying, 

which is nllxecJ mode eomprlsco of slmple ldci3s, and lts reiatlolJ to a rule, 

the divine law, the CiVll law, or the lilw of Opl11l0n (2.28.l!:J). In other 

words, one has to dist1ngulsh betwecn the «posltlve ldea" of an action, its 
J 

definitlon, and its «moral relation" to a rule: 

\ 
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Our Actions are considered as Good, Bad or Indifferent; 
and in this respect, they are Relative, Tt being their 
Conformity to, or Disagreement with some Rule, that 
makes them to be regulclr or lrregular, Good, or Bad: 
and 50, as far as they are compared with a Rule, and 
thereupon denominated, they come under Relation 
(2.28.15) . 
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Like Hooker and Aquinas (1953) before him, Locke asserted that «the 

only true touchstone or moral rectitude» was the divine law, without 

which one could not blOW Vlhich actlOns are duties and which are s;ns., 

But from this theological assumption arises an epistemological problem 

of sorne moment: how does one obtaln certain knowledge of thlS moral 

touchstone and of the prHlclples 't/lnch inhere in it. Unless Locke can 

provlde the understandlng vJlth a way ta accomplish this, then it cannot 

have an absolute moral standard with which to compare its positive moral 

ideas. 

Locke's hypothetical solution to the problem is afforded to him by 

the theistic Workmanshlp model, but its usage is all~ded to only in Book IV, 

not Book II. The reflections offered by Locke on this problem in Book II 

seem to strengthen fIlS rational conventionallsm more than his rational 

theism: tnis is particularly true when he considers the positive ideas of 

virtue and vice and their relatlon to the law of opinion. 

Vertue and Vice il)'e Names prctended, and supposed 
every where tü stdnd for ac.tlOns ln thelr own nature 
right and wrOIlC]: I\nd ilS far as lhey really arc 50 appl ied, 
they sa far Mf' co-indidcnl \>Ii th the divH1C Law above-
ment lOncd (2.28 _ JO). - - ----- ---

This seems to lmply thal for one to detcfllilneiftœposltive ideas of virtue 

and vice are being appllcd correctly, one must knowof a rule which 

allows this to be ascertained. Then if this rule is discerned, it will 

J 
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be coincidental with the divine law. UnfOl'tunately, the evidence that 

Locke himself provides leads one to èonclude that the likelihood of 

these principles being discerned is rather minimal. 

(These) Names. Vcrtue and Vice. HI the particular 
i nstùnce s of theTr-~1T;p l i C ù-fion. tht'ClUgh the scverq l 
NatlOns and SocictlCS of r·len Hl the World, at'C con­
stantly attnbutcd only to sUlh tlctlOrJS, as in e~ch 
Country dnd Soc Icty <Ire in rcpllt,ltloll or dlscredit.. 
Nor i S i t tü be thüuqh t st t'drH)C, t ha t r'len cvet'y where 
should givc thr..~ NilllIr> of Vcrtup-, tü those iletions, Wh1Ch 
amongst thclIl art> jud(jl'd pt'ùlse \·wrth; dnc! call that Vice, 
which they aecount blalllcabl(> (2 .?B.10). --

73. 

In this statcment, Loekc acknowledgcs the Intel'cultural dlserepency in the 

evaluative rules which detcrnnne the app11callOn of the ldeas v1rtue and 

vice to positive actions; neverthe1ess, what he finds significant 15 

that the descriptive dimension of the ldeils thelllselves are e0ll1111on1y 
, 

accepted. This in turn leads hlm to asscrt lhc1t the general acceptance 

of the de5criJ-ltive dllllension 15 evidence of their reflectinS] the dlvine 

rul e of right ûnd wronS]: 

For Slnee nothing can be more niltural, Uwn to 
encourilgc with Esteem clnd ReputatlOn th,lt, wherem 
every one fltlds hlS Advanta~Jc~ c1nd tn b1illll(, and dlS­

countenanee the contrill'y: ILl" no \-!Orlc!Pt, that,E5teem 
and Discy'cc!ll, Vertue <Incl V1Cl:, should 111 û great 
measure cvcry-vJ'10rt> CùlTc~;pond \'11 th the unchangeilb le 
Rul e of RiDht and l,Jt'on~l, WhlCh the L ,\\." of God hùth 
establishec! (?2H.ll). 

But in this regilrd, one point lias ta be IDdde. the cOl1coflllllitancy of the 

descriptive dimensions of words ~rovides n1l11lll1ùl support' for h1S theistic 

argument. 

ThlS is bccause Locke had argued prevlOusly that constant appli-

cation, not description, wo~d provide onc wlth a rule \'Jhose coincidence 

with a divine one wou1d be ùpparent (2.28.10). Having acknowledged that 



" 

, , 

, 

" . 

( 

_____ ._ .. I ____ ~ , ... -- .. 

74 • 

• 

.' 'applicati~n is,.not constant (2.28.10), he hilS tacitly admitted that no 

constant rule underpins the evaluative dimensions of the terms vice 

. ~ and virtue. 8y impl ication this means that an absolute rule is n'ot dis-
, 

cernab~e either. Although in principle Locke may stlll believe that a 
\ , 

concoJl'lTlitance ln the evaluative dimenslOn of terms can be obtained, he 

has observed that in a number of instances they are not; and this 

conclusion seems ta be more in accordance with his'rational'convention-

alism than with is rational theism. 

3. In chapter 2, section 3',it was shawn that in Book II, L,ocke's 

definition of mixed modes and relations meant that they were archetypal 

and that thelr reality depended on thelr contormity to general signi-

fication. In Book IV of the Essay, Locke's reflections on the rationdl 

and conventional foundatlons of mixed modes and relations shifts dis-

cernably away from convention tOl'lards theism. Conformity between arche­

types and a p r; or; . a rchetype s. ra ther th,n betweeri· ~he type and conven t; on. 

"OW determ; nes the re.l i t;,y 0 f COIOp 1 ex ldeas.. / " 

(It) wil1 be easily granted, that the Knowledge we 
may have of Mathematlcill Truths, lS not only certaln, 
but real KnowTp'offe-;-iincf-noTTfi'e- b-ù-re ernpty Vision of vain 
insfgniTlêanl-ChinJel'd:. of the Brinn: and yet, if VIC will 
consider, we :'}I-dl1 'flrid that lt i:, on1y of OLlt' OVin 

Ideas. The r·j,lUICII1Jllcidrl (OnSl'c!!'I'" the Trulli ilnd 
Propertiés be10nglng tü d H('L,Lln~Jle, or ClI'c1c, onlyas 
they an~ HI Ideù Hl hlS OVin t·1Jlld. rot' 'tl!> possible 
he never found elther of thclIl eXJsting lllillh(,fIIatically, 
i.e. prcciscly truj', ln hlS tifC' (4.4.6). 

If the truths and pl'operties of triiHlgles ot' olher mathematlcal concepts 

are deductively evident to the undcrstandlng, then there can be.no grea 

assurance thc1t such ideas are r,eal. Existencr adds no rcality ta the 

validity of these ideas~ 
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All the Discoyrses of the ~1athema'tician about the 
squaring of a circle, c~nick Sectlons, or any other 
part of Mathematicks, concern not the Existence of any 
of those Figures: but tnelrTIemo-!ÎstratTÙrls- whkh 
depend on the 1 r 1 dea s, a re the same, whether there 
be any Square or---rrrcle existing in the ~Jorld, or no· 
(4.4.8). ~ 

" 
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These two passages make the extent of Locke's epistemological trans-

format;on quite apparent: his replacement of convention as the criterion 

of'reality with 'a priori archetypes has now afforded hima wholly 

rational, and dis,er~ably Platonic, foundation for hlS arguments. 

Moral ideas, like mathematical ones)are archetypal. Therefore, if 

Locke's rational theism al10ws hlm to posit that the reality of mathe-

matical ideas ref1ects their conformity to a priori archetypes, this 

should apply to moral ones dS well. lndeed Locke asserts that 

moral Knowledge is as capable of redl Certalnty 
as MatTïCm-a-tlCk·s. ror Ccrfédrity'bc;nu burlhp­
Perception of the fv:p'c!'lllcnl, or Dj<,d(Jy'cclllcnl of 
our Ideas: tllld Orlnotl',trdlwn IlnUlln(j tlUt the 
Percept Ion of ',l1ch !·qr'('('IIH'td, bV tt\(· Intrt'vent lOn 
of other Ided'" or r·~l'dIUIW., OUt l·l0t'dl Idl'd~). as 
we 11 a,> Illclt,h(,/lld t 1 ( dl, be Il)() I\n .. hl' till(' <, thpllï:,e l vc s 
and so {HIi'qlldlf', MIU (olnpl('!(' -rded<', ôll ttH' Agreement 
or Dlsdgreelllen!, vlhle h Vil' ~~ltll1 fineJ Hl lhclll. will 
produc..c n~dl ktIO\'llpdg f ', ilS wcll ôs in millhematical 
Flgurc<; (4.4.1). 

Unllke lhClr fcllow Latltudinarian, bath Chilllngworth and Tillotson 

choose to dlsllnguish analytically between mctaphysica1 demonstrations 

and moral ones. In metaphyslcal matters, the lnvlncibll ity of Hooker's 

concept of dplllons trd l i Oll l S not cha 11 cn9cd. HO\'J(;ver, when 1 t cornes to 

morality, they hoth ôsscrt thdt delllonsLrdtlOns ôre founded on presurnption 

, 

and probabllltles, not on lnvinc;ble strength (see chapter 2, sectlons 4 and 5). 
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Hooker's failure to discern between types of demonstration (1927: 

2.7.5) perhaps reflects his feeling that all demonstrations, be they 

mathèmatical, moral, etc., are of equal strength and invincibility. At 
'. 

first, Locke follo~s Hooker's lead and da'es not distinguish between 

different kinds of demonstration. But upon further consideration, in Book -

IV, his opinion changes considerably. He admits that the disparities be-

tween mathematical and moral ideas are major ones, and when this is com-

bined wi~h man's moral corruption, it implies clearly that moral 

demonstrations have not the alacritY'or necessity of connexion that 

mathematical on es do. 

4. Locke argues that man has been given the abil ity to reason 50 that he 

may determine 

Whatsoever is necessary fo~ the Conven;ence of Life; 
and information of Vertue; and put within the reach 
of their UTscovery the comfortable Provision for this 
life and the Way that leads to a better {1.1.5).2 

Furthermore, 

How short soever their Knowledge may come of an universal 
or perfccl Comprf'hension of whatsocJer is, it yet secures 
their great Concernments, that they have light enough to 
lead lhcrn tu U\(, V-nowlc<J<j(' of lheir N;lk('r, and the sight 
of their own [)UlH H

• (1.1.~).3 

Man ;5 God's credtion, ,md d', su,1I he has becn given the ability to reason 

and ta ascertain lhe duties and obligatlons that are owed to his Divine 

Creator: 

The Idca of il Supreme Being, infinite ln Power, Goodness, 
and ~~-isdom, who se Worklllanship we tlre, cmd on whom wc 
depend, and the Idea of our srlves. as understanding 
rationdl BeiWJs, bp-in~J 'iuch ilS drc clcilr in us, would 1 
suppose, if duly C(Hl',irlen"d, dffonl SLJch rOllndations of 
our Dut Y and Rule', of IIct Ion, d', lill~Jhl place ~lor_dJLtl 
amon9sl ttw <'ciPI)Cf", (',Ijlclhlp of [)f1 1110I)',trdtlon: whcrcin 1 
aoübl noC, but from se1(--evlc!('lIl Pr()p(J~}iL-ic;n~-, by necess-
ary Consequenc!':" ilS inconte<,tabl(~ as lhose in Mathematicks, 
the mcasurps of ri9ht and ,'/ron9 might be Illadè out, to c;tnyone 
that wlli app1y himself with the same Indiffercncyand 
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Attention to the one, as he does to the other of these 
Sciences (4.3.18). 

The Workmanship model ;s·'~ refined eplstclllological tool which affords 

to manls understanding the opportunity to discern the 1aw of God, the 

same law which unuerpinned the mordl philosophy of Aquinas and Hooker. 

Indeed, the JlIPC\\U)(' of d';"l1)'dnCe thdt lt ilffurus to the understanding 

is of suc.h C(»'talnty thdt Locke bo1dly clairns that it can place morality 
---/" ----- ' . amongst thp SClenCC'. cdpahle of delllonstration: for this to be done the 

moral theorist needs to apply himself \-lith the sallie diligence aQJd attention 

that a mathelllatician employs l'ihen he considers the problcms in his domain. 

Locke asserts that «Where there is no Property, there is no Injustice ____ .. -" -" - . -' .. "- - .-' - --"" "-- --- --- ----1 

is a PropositlOn as certain as any Demonstration Hl [UClld)(4.3.18). For 

c if one accepts the definition of propC'rty as being ({the ri9ht to anythlng,» 

and that of justice dS bC1ng "the inVac,lon or violatlOtl of the right,» 

then the a~freelTlent or connexion betvlren bath terms in the proposition 

«Where there lS no Property, there is no InJlJstlcC» is iflllnediately per-

cei ved. 

Indeed, if one accepts Locke l s definition of property and of in-,... 

justice, then one can derive a logical dnd therefore ncce~sdry connexion 

bet~Jeen theril. Ilut Uns fIlcet', only one of thf' tvlfl n(,CI~(,<",é1ry rCCjuisites of 

demonstrdblilty, thl' 0111('1' olle [)Clll<J UH' p)'()()f, (llid flot the' ,lc,C',umption 

that thl' pril\l Ipl('(, Hl PI'OPOc,l!lon .ln' :,('lf-l'vidf>t1! dlHl 1)'IJ(' il priori 

(4.3.1n). SlrlC(' lockp dm", no! pl'ovr lhat hl') princll11f' terms are self-

eviclent, one must conclude that their villlnlity je:; context dcpcndcnt. and 



,. - -... ~-

, 

• 

• 

, 

( 

- --- --- ------_._---------~-_. ~_...-

this in turn makes the connexion between the terrns necessary only within 

that context: demonstrability is context dependent. 

• 

It seems that Locke's theistically founded epistemology has not 

afforded him a way to transcend a social context in the search for know-

ledge of absolute and divine principles. Although the assistance of ab-

78. 

solute principles is not denied, it is becoming increasingly evident that 

knowledge of them which is dernonstrable yet not context dependent is un­

obtainable. 

5. Upon further reflection, Locke himself cornes to doubt whether the 

analogy between mathemat;cs and morality ;5 as viable as he had originally -
thought it to be. Thisisdue to two reasons: 1) the ideas considered by the 

moral theorist are quite dissimilar in terms of abstractness and complexity 

to thl)se the mathCnliltHlan reflects upon, and 2) man's corrupt nature and 

his penchant for vice and passion lInduly restricts the efficacity of his 

-easan in distinguishing between the true and the false, or the good and 

the bad. 

One of the prime distinctions between the ide,Q,s 'contemplated by the 

mathematician and those of the mordl theonst is that the former 

can be set down, and reprr~.('nted by sensible marks, 
which have a grealer and nCdt'('r Con'('~pondpnlp. wi th 
thcrn than any ~Jords (n' ~ound whtltsopvct'. Olilgrams 
drawn 0/1 Paper' dre Cop 1 ('~) 0 r the l dCdS ln the Mi nd, 
and not liable tü the Uncert'linty thcll Words ldrry in 
their Siqnificdtian (/1.3.19). 

Althollgh the principles of bath lI10rtllity ,Incl rnalhf'rIIdtics arc archetypal in 

character, in that the mind deterrnines their compositiofl" its inability 
, 
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to reflect sen~ibly moral ideas, prevents a moral theorist from con-

structing axioms and propositions with the same measure of precision 

as the mathematician does. 

An Angle, Circle, or Square, drawn in Lines, lies 
open to the view. and cannot be mistaken: lt remains 
unchangeable and may at lei sure be considered, and 
examined,·and the Demonstration revised, and al1 the 
parts of it may be go ne over more than once, without 
any danger of the least change in the Ldea.~ (4.3.19). 

79. 

Sensible represcntation of mathematica1 ideas provides constancy and an 

unchanging fr~mework upon which critical discussion can be founded. The 

verba l representat/on of mora 1 ideas, and the frameworks of whi ch they 

are a part, do not afford ~n this luxury. The frameworks are as sus-

ceptible to change as are the conventions from which they are derived. 

A further distinction between the ideas of mathematics and those of 

morality reflects a disp~rity in complexity: 

mora 1 'i dea ~ are common l y more comp 1 ex than those of 
"fh-e-Fi glJ"r"cs ordi na ri ly cons i dered in Mathemat i cks ... 
their names arr of more uncertain Signification, the 
prec15P Collectlon of simple Idcas they stand for not 
being 50 easi1y agreed on, an-d -s·a the S19n, that is 
used for thern ln Conmlunication always, and ln Thinking 
often, does not stC'adily cdrry with lt the same Ig~A. 
(4.3.19). 

The simplicity of quantitative ldeas makes them more amenable to precise 

defi nit i ons titan i s the> Cd se with mora l on(>s. where fcw agrce on the; r 

definitions. In LOCK(>'S eye~, the inability to reflect sensib1y moral 

·idcas as wcll as the; r lIlherent comp1exity. lTleans that corrnnonly accepted 

definitions of moral princlples are difficult to obtain. Moreover, these 

two problems once again expose the vulnerability to convention and context 

that have prey; ous 1y t;een rcferred ta. 

• 
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At first glance, the enhanced certitude a~orded ta mathematical 

ideas by their amenibility to sensible reflection, and the precise 
\ 

significations abtained through conventional agreement seems to cantra-
1 

dict Locke's reflections on the strict a priori character and truth of 

mathematical ideas: that existence ~dds no reality to such idea~ and that 
, 

they are true regardless of whether they are existentially manifesied. 

This apparent inconsistency can only be explained as being another 

example of Locke's own uncertainty concerning the epistemological status 

of ideas, be they mathematical or moral. This notwithstanding, what one 

can derive from this discussion is that whatever the certitude of mathe-

matical ideas,be it large or small, moral ideas are always of considerably 

lesser stature. 

The disparities between mathematical and moral ideas are perhaps 

minor when one considers how pervasive the corrupting influence of vice 

and passion are on man's ~pistemological abilities, especially in moral 

matters: 

The Ideas of Quantity are not those alone that are 
capable -of Demonstration and Knowlcdge; and that other, 
and perhaps more useful parts of Contemplation, would 
afford us Certainty, il Vices, Pa~slon~, and domineering 
Interest did not oppose, or menace such rndeavours 
(4.3.18). 

Diligence and attenliveness are nol to be expected 
, 

Whllst the dp~ire of Fsteem, Riches, or Power, makes 
men espouse the well endowed Opinions in Fashion, and 
then se0k Arguments, either ta make good thelr Beauty, 
or varn;sh over, Cdn cover their Dpforrnity (4.3.20). 

In effect, this is an adnllssion that the corruption of man's nature and 

his susceptibility to the influence of conventional opinion are of such an 

\ 
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extent, that the Workmanship model cannat provide him with demonstrable 

knowledge. of the unmitigated sort, of divine principles of moral conduct. 

Once again. this is not an admission that divine principles do not exist, 

only that demonstrablc knowledge of them cannat be obtained. 

6. Does the inability to obtain demonstrable knowledge which is not 

context dependent leave man in a wholly forlorn state? Not at all: 

we shall then u~e our Understandings right, when we 
entertain a 11 Objects in that ~~ay and Proportion, 
that are sui ted ta Facul t ies: dnd upon those Grounds, 
that they are capdblc of beinq propo~;'d to us; and not 
peremptorily, or' lntpTlirerdtly r'pqulle Deilionstratiün, 
and demdnd Certdinty whcre Prubctbl11ty only lS to be 
had, and which l~ ~ufflLH~nt tü qover-n tl11 our Con-
cernments (1.1.5). • 

The mitigated temper of this clilim reflects Locke's neo-Hookerian and 

. constructively sceptical epistemological attitude: to accomodate the 

understanding's assent to il measure of certainty which lS not absolute 

yet which is sufflcient enough to reasonably ensure it that lt has not 

erred in its juduernenl. In Book IV, Locke's admission thdt one's assent 

in practical moral matters i~ foundcd on probùbility and not on certainty 

reflects the philo~,ophi(dl l.!'lllpf>r of the ',taternl'nt citcd abov(': 

1 

The Underr;l'lndlllq !d(uHj('" bein9 qiverl to r~dll, nOl 
bare1y fOr' ~)I)['(\ll(tll(JtJ, bill. dl',o fOl' the Concluct of his 
Life, r~tHl \'/()lllcl b(' dt d qn'dl. 10',<;, if h(' h,l(j Ilothing 
ta direct hlll! Ill11 vlh,d hd', UI(' «('rtdlnty of truc: I<now­
.l~,dVp. fol' Ih,1I /!('Inq Vt't'y c,twt'( Mid "cdrlly as Vle'tl-ave 

\ seen, hl' vfOuld 1)(, ,JtIC'I'!Y in th(' d<ld:, dlld ln mo,;! (of 
the flctl(Hl'. of hl', Ili(" pc» f{'c( Iy al tl <,Lnlcl, hrtd hr 
nothlnq Lo qUI(le> 111111 !rI the> ,!ll',pncc of clpdY <Incl certain 
Knmvlf~d(Jf' (4.14.1). 

Locke concedes tht! t dClllons t l'db le knOl'il ed!Jp \"'11 dl 1 <; !lot corr tcxt dependent 

and is certain in an ab~olute sense is unobttlinilble by the understanding; 
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nevertheless, this does not mean that knowledge of a more reasonable and 

mitigated kind similarly is beyond its grasp. Indeed, if one settles for 

a lesser measure of certainty in moral matters, reasonable assurance can 

be obtained. 

To Chillingworth and Tillotson, there are two types of demonstrability, 

physical or mathematical, and moral. Whereas the first is obtained 

through the preception of logically necessary connexions, the second is 

deri ved from probabi l i ty and presumpti on. Cl cilrl y these two types of 

demonstration, ùnd thc' epistemolog1cal certélinty they affordcd one, were 

greatly cllH['n~nt. IL bplùrne i1ppélrent thi1t thr rpléltlVelylO\'i Irlcasures 

of ccrtdlnty that pro!Jdblllly <Incl presulllption ùffordecl to moral dcrnon-

stration lcd to d sUhJPCt.1Vist Ïfnpùsse; for the se criteria rcflccted 

t' the sociéll f(.!(llity of \'Ihich thl'y \'/Pre il part, Mld Irl turn thcse social 

realitics y,cre dS di<;pùrale ù~, the cultures <me! sor-; llCS of which they 

were a pélrt. rrolll an ('pi~;lt'lllo1o(licill p(>r:,pcctÏlle, 1110ral dQIHonstrability 

potentially dfforded U)(? Cèlivl'llSL tlS IIIlJlli cc:rlillllty ln I11S bell(~fs as the 

Presbytcrliln. 

In Book IV of the I:SStly, thp intcnt of Locke ln POSitlftg il theistically 

oriented epl',lt'r!lology \'ldS to shO\'I thdt Uns subJectivisl impasse was not 

an inesCdrhlhle Olll': he wdnted to pt'OVP that absolutc prirKlplps not only 

exist. but that ttle understilnding CêHl obtain demonstrable knowledge of 

them. 

To avoid this impasse, Locke chose not to distinguish between moral 

and mathematical dpmonstrations, as Chillingworth and Tillotson did, and 

.. • 
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to argue that the understanding is as capable of perceiving logica1 and 

necessary connexi ons between sel f-evi dent i deas in moral ity as it i sin 1 

mathematics. This he did not prove. In the end, he conceded that the 

corrupti on of the understand1 ng and i ts suscepti bi 11 ty ta the l aw of 
... 

fashion made it inorginately difficult~if not impossible, to obtain 

demonstrable know1edge of absolute and divine moral principles (4.3.18). 

At best, moral certainty could be derived from a high measure of proba-

bility and presumpt1on, but as will br: seen, thi~ definition makes 

Locke's moral dryuments «subJeltivi~tic», in the same way that those of 

Chi 11 i ngl'/Orth and Tl11 otson \'Iere c,hOvln to be. 

7. In those instances l'Ihere the connexion between ideas is contingent 

--\_ and not necessa ry, as i s the case Vii th mora 1 propos i ti ons, the under­

standing has been surr1elllenled by Lin allllity tü juclqe and to \'lE'igh 

probabillties. Gy dcflTlltiot!, JudqPlTIent is the fdcully l'Illich allows one 

ta presume a connexion or d<jrePllIenl beLvICf'n Ide'ù<; Vlhctr' none 1S intuitively 

or demonstrahly percclvf'd, bill Ylh(,te It pt'ohdhly 110<;, 

Probabil1ty l', rJOtfllflq IJul tht' appl'drdflll' of <,ucll an 
AgreernerlL, or [)1~,dqrpeJlH:nl, by UJ(' lfll(>l'V('ntioll of 
Proofs, \·,f!o',(> WtHlf'XIOn i" not ()rl',tclnt and 1fl1f1lutilIJle or 
a t l Cil <; t l ') no l pc r c (~ 1 V (' ri t () 1)(' ',0, li II Lis, 0 r arr e ars 
for thf' 1110'. t p,lrl t () br' '.0, and 1 S enou~Jh Lü i nduce the 
Mind tn Jlld~JC' ftH' Propo<.i!ioJl to 11(' truf', or fa1se, 
rat h (' i' t Il lm III C C () ri L rd 1 Y (4, l ~. l ) . 

Proposit ions recci ved upon tilt! i nell/cements of probabil Hy are of two 

sorts: 

! 

eithcr COllcprnlng sanIE' partllulôr Existence, or, as it is 
usually trnned, flIc1tlpr of fcld, \..,hich fa11in9 under 
Observùlion, l', capahle of HUIll(Hl(~ testimollY, or el~e 
conccrni ng Thi ngs, whi cil liei nq beyond the dl scovery of 
our Senses, arc not capable of such Testimony (revelation) 
(4.16.S). 
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The first of these propositions is one which reflects particular 

matters of fact, a rneasure to which Tillotson as well as Locke accorded 

l the lowest degree of certainty (1976: p. 394). 

Where any particular thing, consonant to the constant 
Observation of our selves and others, in the 1ike case, 
cornes attested by the concurrent Reports of a11 that 
mention H, we receive it as easlly, and bUl1d as firm1y 
upon it. as if it were certain knowledge; and we reason 
and act thereupon it, with as little doubt, as if it 
were perfect demonstration. Thus if all If9lish-men, 
who have occaSlon to mention it, should af irm, that it 
froze in En~land last Winter, or that there were swa110ws 
seen there ln the Summer, 1 think a man could almost as 
little doubt of it, as that Seven and Four are Eleven 
(4.16.6). 

If a11 Englishmen agree that «England fraze last winter», then "one 

can be reasonably sure that it did. But moral principles are not dis-

\cèrnable to sensitive observation, they are inward reflections of the 

84. 

understanding, and as such have no manner of existence attributable to 

them outside of their conventional application. 'Whereas Hooker had argued 
( 

that the greatest measure of certainty was affarded by the general consent 

of all men when this was obtained (1927: 1.8.3), Locke merely states that 

th; s type of agreement provides one Wl th the greatest measure of proba-

bi 1 i ty: 

the first therefore and highest degree of Probability 
i s, when the genera 1 consent of a 11 Men, in a 11 Ages, 
as far as can be known, concurs with a Man's constant 
and never-failing Experience in like cases, to confirm 
the Truth of any particular matter of fact, attested by 
fair Witnesses: such are a11 the stated Constitutions and 
Properties of Bodies and the regular proceedings of Causes 
and Effects in the ordinary course of Nature (4.16.6).6 

In practice, a coincidence of agreement is more likely to occur with respect 

to practical consideratlons such as physical movements then it is in 

speculative ones dealing with moral or religious considerations. With 
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respect to the latter, Locke offers n6 examp1e of universa 1y accepted 

principles with which one's testimony can be compared. 

85. 

There are two 1esser measures of probability, one obtained when there 
\ 

is a «for the most part concurrence" between one's experience and that of 

another (4.16.7), and the other being based on the attestation of «things 

happening indifferently»,which occurs «when any particular matter of fact 

is vouched by the concurrent Testimony of unsuspected W1tnesses» (4.16.8). 

,A1though thesc two measures of certainty are much removed from the highest 
1.' 

one, general consent, they do offer sufficient assurance 50 that one's 

judgement in thcse matters should not be doubted. But they are of no great 

interest to the discussion of moral certitude. 

The difficulty is, whcn the Testimonies contradict 
common Experiencc. dnc! the reporte; of Hi story and Wi t­
nesses clash wi th th(~ ordinttry course of Ndture, or with 
one another'; thon' lt ;<;, \'Ihel'C Diliqcnce, I\ttention, and 
Exactness is requl),(!c1, to form d riqht jud(j('lIlenl, dnd to 
proport 1 on the' 1\',(>('[1 t t 0 t tlC cll f fCl'i'1l t f v1C!('ncp and Proba-
billty of t.hp Ullnq, I/hl(h rI',!!', <ll\(j Lllh dccordlng ilS 
those tvlO four1cLJt.iow, of CI'edJlll11ty, ViL. C011l1l1on 
Observation in 11kc ca',('<', ilnd pdt'titlllar TC,>tll110nleS 
in that pùt'tîculdr insLHlc(', favour ur contrddlct it 
(4.16.9) . 

Judgement is bdsccI on the pro!Jilbl(' but not certaln agreement of ideas. 

When an incon<;i<,tency bctwe(>n te<,ll11]Ony and personal cxpprîence Decurs, 

Locke's prcscnptH)n le; to OP di Il;Wnt ilnd dttentive, and wC1(Jh the evidence 

carefully. !luI lJiven tha! protJcl!J1l1ty 15 <Ill inqwpci..,(' <Incl tentative measure 

of ccrtainly,I'/lld1. fll](Jht he pl<lin <Incl CVlc!0Tlt tu Qne man is not ta another. 
; 

Epist&mologicillly, both mdy be justlficd cqually. 

, , -.. 
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The measure of assurance that probability and presumption lend to 

moral beliefs is a rather tenuous one, and the «subjectivist) implications 

of them are no less intrinsic to Locke's epistemology than they were to 
/ 

Chillingworth's or Tillotsonl's: probability. and presumption are criteria' 

which are context dependent. Although the strength of one's convictions 

might make it seem that one's beliefs are underpinned by absolute and 

divine principles, this cannat be known with certainty: this rneans that the 

Calvinist has as much assurance that his moral beliefs are truc reflections 

of the divine law as the Presbytenan or Catholic has of his own. In 

principle, the one way that absolute certainty can be obtained in moral 

or theological matters is by revelatlon: but if one pushes Locke's definition 

of revelation too hard, even this indubitable criteria will become context 

dependent. 
, 
) 

t 
1 

" 
IV. Reason and Revelation 

1. Besides those we have hitherto mentloned, there is one 
sort of Propositions that challenge the highest degree 
of our Asspnt, uron bdrc Tcstimüny, wheLher the thing 
proposp, il~Jree or dl sd<)l'ep with (011111l0n [xP0rl once, and 
the OrdlrlJt'Y COlJr~,e of Ihings, or no. Th(l /{ei.lson whcrc-
of is, becdw,e OH' T(",lllJlony 1', of "wh drl one, as cannot 
dec('ÎvP, not- be c!('rL'lv(·d, MId that 15 of Cod 1111115elf. 
ThlS C,ln It", Will! il 1\',',lHdtl(· !>f>yond IJ(JlJbr, IVldence 
beyolld IXCl'ptlOn. 1h1', l', (dlll'LI hy d P('(Ulldl' N,lIlle, 
Revelation, ,Incl OUt' A~,')l'Ilt ln i t,la Ilh: \</111< Il cl', dbso­
luÜ~ly -d('letïllllle', 0lH' tlll1lh, (Inti cl', pcdec lly eAcludes all 
wclvenng tI', our Knovil('d~Jl' Il ~>l·1 f; ônd \'If' IllJy <tS well 
doubt of (llll' Ovlll B(llt1~I, êl', wu «Ul, v/heth(\t' Jny Revel,ltlon 
From Cod b(~ truc' (4.1G.b). 

can provHfe tt)(' unc!l'I-',l.ltld1l1g \'Jith lIlCfubllable ccrt,llrlly III pt'obablc 

matter's. lh(~t·(' ':\t'{.~ two questions vJlllCh follow frolll lhl~, d',~,ulllpllon: 1) 

'does reveldtion supplant rcason iTl probable matters or Illerely supplement 

.\ 
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j 
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it? and 2) is the certainty tlbtained through it suffiéient to attain 

knowledge where none was to be had? Both of the se questions can only be 

answered after Locke's definitions of reason and faith have first been 

exami ned. 

Reason i s 

the discovery of the Certainty or Probability of such 
Propositions or Truths, which the Nind arrives at by 
Deductions made from such Ideas, which it has got by 
the use of its natural FacüTties, viz. by ScnsatlOn or 
Reflection (4.18.2). 

As opposed to th; s rai th 

is the Assent to any Proposition, not thus made out by 
the Deduct i ons of Reason; but upon the Credit of the 
Proposer as comin9 from GOD, in sOlile extraordinary way 
of Communication. HllS wùy of d1scovering Truths to 
r~en we call Revelation (4.18.2). 

87. 

Can faith confllLt w1th reason, as l', the case when a Prophet. who claims 

to have been «inspir'ed» by God,uttcrs words \vhlCh wholly contradict the 

princip1es of natural reason? Locke's response 1S thiJt 

the Knowledge, we have thal this H(\v(~latlOIl came at first 
from GOD, can never be 50 sure, as Ule Know1 cd~W wc have 
from the dlstlnct PrrCepllOtl of the A~Jr('emenL or Dlsagree­
ment of OUt' Idcas, v.g. If 1t werc revcdlcd sOnle I\ges 
sincc, that thc--thrc-e--Anijlcs of a fridnglc were equal to 
two right ones, l lnlgllL Ù~)'Jent Lo lhe trulli of that Pro­
posltlOn, upon the Credit of the Tradltion, that it was 
revea1ed (4.18.4). 

The ab; llty to reason is a natural faeul ty given to man by God. When 

it ;5 emp10yed properly, it alloVis the l11incl to perceive a certain or 

probable agY'cell1ent or dlsagrccment bptween ldcas. fi rcvelatlOn can never 

usurp the (betêttes of OUI' reason. Il C,Ulnot l11ùkc one perccive a connexion 

between ldeas where none is present. For example, 

1 

• 1 
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we can never assent to the Proposition, that affirms 
the same Body ta be in two distinct Places at once, 
however i t should pretend to the Authori ty of a 
Divine Revelatlon (4.18.5). 

88. 

Therefore, ((Faith in God is falth in the ultimate rationality and morality 
... 

of the power continual1y operative and suprel1}e in the universe ll {Fraser, 

1973: CXXi;l}. 

Gad is not constrained by the rules of l09ic and reason tD act in 

accordance wi th them, bu t ra ther, he has free ly chosen to underpi n the 

universe wlth reason so thùt man may be able to understand a sma11 part of 

it himsel f, through the Workmanshlp model. Had God chos9n to W other 

than he did, this wou1d have rcndered 

a11 our racul t ies useless; wholly destroy the most 
excellent Pat-t,of 1115 Workrnanship, our Understandings 
•.. For 1 f the Mind of t1tlrl Cdn never have il cl ea rer 
(and pedld(l" flot ~o c.lear) ! vide/lLe of drtythlllU to be 
a OiVHH..' Revl-I,IllOn, ,l'; II bd', the Pt'inciplcs of its 
own Red <on, ïl l rlll -rH-V")' Il,l Vl' J qround ta qui te the 
clear (:vldpfI('- of d'J Hpd',UTI, to qive pldce Loa 
Propw, J llOn, iyhnc,(> f(t'ypl,,1 lun has no! cl 9reùtcr Evidence, 
thMl UW:,(' Pt'lrlcqJ!('" IldVP (tl.W.!»). 

). Were revelatlOn dole lo upturn thp d1cldtes of man's reason, then man 

would have no Lnllcal fdLUlty able ta oblain know1cdgc, in any measure. 

He would be as fOt'lorn dS th(! Calvinist 15 without «1nspiration)). 

In principle. rûvelatlOn should supplement man's rûason and enable him 

both tü understand God 1 s will more full y, ,md to discern connexions between 

idcas whcre 1l0flP i s apparent. But if the criterlon for determining the 

viabillt.y of a r'evcl<1tion is its accot'dante with t.he pt'inciples of reason, 

then Locke' s argument bcgs t.he question. Ile a<;sun\p$ that ncccssary or 

probable connexions between ie/cas arc a resonable indication of their 

, 
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certainty, and that a revelation cannot supplant these connexions. Locke 

does not make it evident that the necessary or probable connexions be-

tween ideas is a ref1ection of absolute validity, only that they may be 

valid within a contexte Therefore, to argue that revelation cannot sup-

plant probable connexions wholly subordinates revelation ta reason, 

conventi~nally derived, through Locke himself might not have seen it 

way. But Lacke's views on revelation and reason do afford him with the " 

epistemological underpinnings for an attack on «enthusiasm" t the dreaded 

enemy of all «reasonable>.men, and a defence of toleration, each of which 

were projects dear to Locke's heart (Passmore, 1978: p. 185). 

The «enthusiasts» are men who substitute their own ungroundQd fancies 

in the place of reason and certainty (4.19.4). They found their be1iefs 

on the conceits of a ~armed or over-we~ning Brain (4.19.8), and they place 

themselves outside of the constraints of God's reasonable universe. Reason 

and argument are looked upon with disdain. Personal «inspiration» becomes 

the sole criterion of truth and knowledge. But such arguments are in­

evitably circular onet, at leas>t, in Locke's eyes: the light shines because , . 
the enthusiast sees it, and he !ees it because if shines (4:19.8). Locke . 

asks of them satirically. 

if the strength of perswasion be the light, which must 
guide us; I ask how shal1 I or any one distinguish be­
tween the delusions of Satan, and the Inspirations of 
the Ho l y Ghos t (4.1 9. 13) . 

To this, the «enthusiast» can offer no response, but to Locke, there can 

only be one answer: Reason must be the last Judge and Guide in every Thing 

(4.29.13). 
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A rational man, as opp6sed td an «enthusJast» i5 one 

,who is dominated by a passion for the truth, as distinct 
from party passions ... the rational man will blame the 
enthusiast ... for not properly controll lng hiS incl ;na-

90. 

tion to believe beyond the eVldence (Passmore, 1973: p. 208). 

By denying the efficacy of reason as absolutely as the «enthusiasts» have 

done, Locke believesthat they have duly earned the wrath of reasonable 

men. But what of those men, who apply reason to the search for truth, but 

find that knowledge of absolute and universal princlples of 11)0 ra 1 ity or 

natural religion are wholly beyond their grasp. Should their disparate 

beliefs be dealt with punitively or should respect and tolerance be shawn 
,-' 

to men whose piety and reverence for God are equal to one's Qwn? Locke's 

response is simple yet reasonable: 

It would methin~s. become a11 Men to maintain Peace, 
and the common Offices of Humanity. and the Frlend­
ship, in th~ diversity of Opinions (4.16.4). 

This statement. derived from his reflections on enthusiasm, is 

Locke's only explicit reference to toleration ln the Essay. This would 

seem to vitiate the,assumption that the epistemological defence of tolér­

ation in the Letters is linked ana1ytica11y to the ldeas on certalnty in 

the Essay., In fact, it does not. For although the connexion between 

the two neither is manifest nor is it discerned easlly, upon due con-

sideratlon,the affinity between them reveals itself. 

V. Locke's Reflections on Moral Ideas 

It is qUlte apparent that one of the reasons that Locke dealt with 

the prob1em of moral certainty was his curiosity with respect ta intercultura1 
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disparities in moral beliefs. When he came to consider this problem he 
, 

was of two minds, one made evident in Book IV, his rational theism, the 
1 

other, appears in Books II and III, his rational conventionalism. 

In Book IV, Locke asserts that moral ideas are archetypal, products 

of the mind. Then like Chillingworth, Tillotson and Hooker, the neo-

Thomist, he argued that moral ideas were only real in as far as they 

• conformed ta absolute and a priori principles. As to one's knowledge of 

these ideas, Locke provides an epistemolagical tool, the theistic Worman­

ship model,which allows one to obtain demanstrable proof of them, al­

though men must be diligent and steadfast i~ their applic~tion of it ta 

the study at Gad's will. These are the assumptions that underpin Locke's 

rationa l 'thei sm. 

In Books II and III, Locke argues that although moral ideas are arèhe­

typal, and are the Workman,ship of the t~ind, they derive their reality by 

conforming ta conventional signification rather than to absolute and divine 

a priori principles. This is Locke's rational conventionalism. Together, 

both arguments provide Locke with three possible explanations of moral dis­

parities: the first two follow fram his rational theism, and the last one 

from his rational conventionalism. 

1. True moral principles are divine in origin, and de~onstrab1y evident, 

but too few men have applied themselves di1igently enough to have obtained 

demonstrable knowledge of them through the Workmanship model (4.3.18., 

4.4.7-9., 4.12.7,8). 

• 

91. 
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2. True moral principles are divine in origin. however, it is the fal1i­

bility of the understanding, and not a'lack of effort, that exp1ains why true 

demonstrable knowledge has not been obtained (4.3.18,19,20). Demonstra-

bi1ity, when it has been obtained has been context dependent, and it pro­

vided one with no greater moral certaintr th~n one founded on probability 

(4.14.1). 

3. Mot;ality is the Workmanship of a collective mind or understanding 

(3.12-14.,3.5.13,14), and consequently disparities in moral systems 

ref1ccts the conventional ùnd non-theistic origin of morality (2.30.4, 

2.31.4., 3.2.8., 3.S.8."etc.). 

A1though in principle (in Book IV), Locke still believes that the 
J 

Workmanship model can effica~iously provide one with knowledge of 

demonstrably evident moral principles, his admission that man's ûnder-

standing is bath fa11ible, and susceptible ta the law of opinion (4.3.18,19), 

vitiates the plausibility of obtaining demonstrably certain knowledge of these 

principles. An impl ication of this ~ that one's moral beliefs, which must 

now be founded on probability and ~resumPtl0n. nQt on demonstra~ility, 

would tend ta reflect a conventlonal interpretation of moral princ-

iples. This in turn,.means that even though the ~xistence. of absolute 

and divine moral principles is not denied. it must be admitted that indubi­

table knowledge of them cannot be obtained. Each culture or society 

has its own moral beliefs, but they are a11 of an equal and «(mltigated» 

certitude. 
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On the other hand 1 in Books II and III. Locke pos i ts jJtha t mora 1 

principles are con'lentional in origine Perhaps this reflects his'belief 
• fi 

that «the subjectivism» which Chillingworth and Tillotson encountered is 

a manifestation of context dependency, but a context dependency which is 

conventional in character: one cannat know of absolute and divine 

principles not because of one's fallibility. but beçause such prin-

ci ples do not exi st. Consequent)y moral disparities are'natural 

occurrences. 

Although these two ~rguments appear te be mutually exclusive and 

inconsistent if taken together, they are note For altheugh they are both 

discerned within the Essay, Locke's rational theism is confined to BOOkJ 
~ 

IV and his rational conventionalism tç Books II and III. Perhaps this 

implies that Locke was of two distinct and opposed minds at two different 

stages in his writing of the Essay. Indeed', if this is the case: then 

ta attempt a reconciliatlon of the two apposed arguments is futile, and 

serves only to distract one fram t~ maln question: Why was Locke of two 

minds when it came to determinlng the origin of moral ideas. Although 

this questlon is an important one, unfortunately, at this stage. it must 

remain unanswered. 
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fhapter 3: Footnotes 
( 

1. This passage is found in «the Epist1e to the Reader)), in the Essay. 

2. See: Aquinas, 1953: S,T I-'II, 94 and Hooker 192(: Bk l, Section 8. 

3. $ee: Tillotson, p. 363, 

4. See: footnote 3, chapter 2 • 
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Conclusion • 
--

Having examined Locke's epistemological ideas on certairity in the Essay, 

the strength of the analytic connexion between it and, the Letters can now 

be ascertained fully. 

In the Letters, Locke had argued that although one1s moral beliefs 

might be steadfast and assured, they were neither certa in nor were they 

constitutive of knowledge. Consequently, he asserted that the assumption 

that the enfotced persecution of dissenters and non-conformists could leaq 

them te know of the vtrue' religion, and to a greater spiritual good,which 

. often was taken ta be the nattona 1 re 11 gi on , was fa llacious. In the ., 
, 

.Essay, Locke provides a detailed explanation of why the understanding ;s 

fallible, and why this prevents men from obtaining certain knowledge of , 

moral or religious princip,les. In this regard, ~ocke is of two opinlons, 

one which is outl ined in, Book IV, his rational theism, the other one which 

is evident in Books II and III, his rational conventionalism. 

Locke's rational theism implies that no one, be he a magistrate or 

\ cORlllon person, can know of the divine law, the touchstone of a11 moral 

rect i tu de , with certa; nt y ; a cl a;m he had al 50 pos it,ed in the Letters. But 

in the Essay, Lockè wants to prove that through dil igent and steadfast 

~ffort demon5trable knowledge of these princ1ples can be obtained through 

the theistic Workmanship model. Man's corruptlOn, ifId his suscep~ibi1ity 

to the law of opinion forced Locke ta concede that it 15 unllkely that such 

knowledge cauld indeed be had, an adm;sSlOn that bnngs his argument inta 

line \<lÏth the one posited in the Letters: since epistemological certainty 
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in moral and religious matters ~cannot be attained, then the ~gistratè, 

1 

i 

or any other private person is wholty unjustified in persecuting dis-

senters and non-confonnists to lead them to the true religion, which 

might only be discernable through revelation. / 

\ 
Locke1s epistemological defence of toleration, underpinned by 

1 
• 1 
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rationally conventional principles, i\~ no less efficacious than the argu-
- , 

ment founded on a ratlonally theistic~,foundation. Once again, Locke 
l, . 

~oncedes that demonstrable knowledge of moral principles or knowledge 

which is. inter-culturally valid. cannot be obtained. But th1s is bêcause 

moral beliefs are context dependent and reflect corventional signification, 

not because the understanding is corrupt and susceptible to influence. 

Therefore, the per~ecution of dissenters and non-confonnists cannot' lead 

them to a greater good, because, simply put, there are no absolute 
r 

principles, constitutlve of a greater good, which force ,can lead them to 

consider. Indeed; were Locke to be an atheist, his defence of toleration, 

u.nderpinned by rationally conventi,onal principles, would not be any less 

viable than the one supported by his rational conventionalism . 

. Locke's rational theisrn and hlS rational conventionalism are as im-

port_ant. to the justification of cultural diversity and the self­

detennination of people's today, as they were to the defence of toleration 
\' 

at the end of the l7th century. Slnce there are no absolute standards 

whereby other cultures and societies can be judged or categorized, at 

least one's dlscernable ta manls understandlng, cultural disparity should 

be seen as a natural manifestation of disparate and equal1y vlable patterns 
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of understandio~. If cultural diversity is natural, and there are ,no 

objective or absolute standards, th en one should not look at disparate '- ' , 

97. 

moral systems or cultural disfunct;ons with disdain and condescen$ion, and 

attempt to impose oné's own sUbjective pr;nciples on them. If inter­

cultural rel ations are not amenabl e ones, then as a minimum, on~ should 

respect and tolerate mutual diversity and the right to' act in(~ccordance 
with onels own principles. 
\ 
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