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			John Locke

			Key information

			
					Born: 29 August 1632 in Wrington, Somerset.

					Died: 28 October 1704 in Oates, Essex.

					Context: The Glorious Revolution and the English Civil War (1642-1689).

					Main areas of interest:	empiricism

	social contract theory

	liberalism

	the separation of church and state

	governmental separation of powers.




			

			Introduction

			John Locke was a philosopher and scientist, and is considered to be one of the greatest 17th-century English thinkers. However, his reflections on political philosophy were what he spent most of his time on and owed most of his reputation to.

			Drawing inspiration from the works of his predecessors, such as Thomas Hobbes (English philosopher, 1588-1679) and René Descartes (French physicist and philosopher, 1596-1650), Locke developed his thoughts, using empiricism as a starting point. He cultivated a philosophy according to which senses and experience are behind all knowledge of the world. Secondly, human beings can only develop the understanding needed to comprehend complex ideas on the basis of this empiricism.

			Additionally, the political and religious turmoil that marked his era and that personally affected him caused him to envisage a new conception of power, exercised by the people and for the people. He also campaigned for the separation of church and state, as well as for religious tolerance. His reflections developed over time, and he published his major works in relatively quick succession: A Letter Concerning Toleration and Two Treatises of Government were published in 1689, and An Essay Concerning Human Understanding was published in 1690. Locke thus developed a philosophy whose influence is only comparable to that of Plato (Greek philosopher, 427-348/7 BC), and which continues to be the basis of our political systems and of liberalism.

		


		
			Biography
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			Portrait of John Locke.

			A taste for learning

			John Locke was born on 29 August 1632 in Wrington, near Bristol, and spent his childhood nearby. His family were Puritans of the lower nobility. His father was a landowner and a lawyer, and his grandfather was a fabric merchant. Locke had a strict and austere education. In 1647, he entered the prestigious Westminster School in central London, thanks to the influence of Alexander Popham (English politician and Member of Parliament, 1605-1669), under whose command his father had served during the First Civil War (1642-1646). There he learnt ancient languages, including Hebrew, which was reserved for the school’s best-performing pupils. However, he did not particularly enjoy it.

			In 1652, again with Popham’s support, Locke won a scholarship to study at Christ Church, Oxford University, with a view to becoming a minister. However, he disliked the teaching he received there and was more interested in the new sciences: physics, astrophysics and mathematics. But medicine was what interested him the most, and he began to study it keenly. Locke revealed himself to be a true, curious intellectual who would more happily focus on studying than on anything else throughout his life.

			In the early 1660s, he also taught at the Church School as a professor of Greek, rhetoric and moral philosophy.

			The beginnings of a political fight

			In the meantime, in 1659 he wrote a letter in which he protested against excessive religious tolerance and criticised Catholics for obeying both the Church and the state. Subsequently, however, he changed his mind during a diplomatic mission to the state of Brandenburg (in modern-day Germany) in late 1665, where he observed that the peaceful coexistence of religions was not only possible, but also beneficial.

			In 1666, he met Lord Anthony Ashley Cooper (1621-1683), who was appointed 1st Earl of Shaftesbury in 1672, and became a close friend of his. Locke acted as his personal doctor and political advisor from 1667 onwards. Cooper was strongly opposed to the policies of English King Charles II (1630-1685), for whom he acted as Lord Chancellor. In his opinion, religious persecution was dividing the nation, encouraging emigration and harming trade. Locke was mindful of these ideas and, at his mentor’s request, wrote his Essay Concerning Toleration (1667), a sort of first draft for his later Letter Concerning Toleration. He thus began his reflections on the political and religious issues that were tormenting England and published writings through which he protested against the predominance of religion. He also met several theologians who advocated religious freedom and who would shape his ideas.

			Formative experiences abroad

			Locke spent time in France on two occasions, primarily for health reasons. In fact, he suffered from a lung condition, probably linked to asthma and acute bronchitis. His travels were his opportunity to learn about the philosophical debates that were sweeping the country.

			When he returned to England, he went back to Oxford to study philosophy, political science and medicine. A short while later, the king had him watched, as he suspected that Locke’s friend Cooper wanted to overthrow him. His fears turned out to be justified: the latter planned a coup with the aim of changing the line of succession to the throne and remove the future King James II (1633-1701). But the plot was eventually discovered and he was sentenced to exile in 1683. Although he could not be blamed for anything, Locke was still afraid of vengeful action and, in 1684, decided to go into preventative exile in the Dutch Republic (modern-day Netherlands). He admired the level of freedom there and discovered the advantages of religious tolerance, which would strongly influence his philosophical reflections. He lived there under a false identity, as James II had recently called for his extradition.

			His final years

			Locke did not return to England until February 1689, once the constitutional monarchy had been established. He became a royal commissioner, in other words a minister, and he was mainly in charge of religious, political and economic affairs. He only held this position for a short amount of time, preferring to fully dedicate himself to his philosophical reflections. However, in 1691, his health started to decline gradually. He then left the political scene and retired to Oates (north-east of London), where he spent the final years of his life. During the summer of 1704, his health worsened considerably. He died in his office on 28 October 1704, and was buried three days later in High Laver, in the graveyard of the parish church.

		


		
			Context

			England in the 17th century

			Before the end of the 17th century, England did not hold the leading position that it would subsequently have on the international scene, although it had produced many famous names, such as William Shakespeare (English playwright, 1564-1616) and Francis Bacon (English statesman and philosopher, 1561-1626). Whether on an economic or an academic level, the continental nations, such as Portugal, Spain, France and, in particular, the Dutch Republic, which was then starting to develop rapidly, were completely overshadowing England. The insular country, however, still saw the development of a scientific elite towards the end of the century. In 1662, the Royal Society, which was aimed at promoting the sciences, was founded. Locke would join it a few years later. In 1676, the Greenwich Observatory was established. In 1682, Edmond Halley (English physicist and astronomer, 1656-1742) studied a comet that had already been observed in 1531 and 1607 and predicted that it would return in 1757 or 1758. Four years later, Isaac Newton (English physicist, astronomer and mathematician, 1642-1727) published his theory of universal gravitation in his work Philosophiæ Naturalis Principia Mathematica (1687).

			The religious context was also volatile. In England, the head of the Church was not the pope, but the king, after the schism initiated by King Henry VIII (1491-1547). In 1527, the latter had asked the pope to annul his marriage to Catherine of Aragon (1485-1536), as she had not given him a male heir. When the pope refused, Henry VIII separated from the Catholic Church in 1531 and founded the Anglican Church, of which he declared himself the supreme leader. Religion was subsequently subjected to the rule of the state. While keeping certain elements of Catholicism (the hierarchy of the Church, the recognition of saints, etc.), Henry VIII’s successors gradually integrated Protestant practices into Anglicanism (abandoning celibacy for priests and certain sacraments, simplifying access to holy writings, etc.).

			The creation of Parliament

			In the Middle Ages, the feudal relationship between the monarch and his vassal obliged the former to consult the latter for his opinion on various issues, particularly financial matters. It was with this aim that the king summoned his vassals in a consultative assembly. This gradually evolved into Parliament, an institution which became established in the 15th and 16th centuries.

			In the early 17th century, King James I (1566-1625) came into conflict with the English Parliament on various matters. James I was both king of England and king of Scotland, and he wanted to unite these two territories into one state, which both the English and Scottish Parliaments categorically refused. But as the absolute monarch of divine right, James I did not accept this resistance.
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			Portrait of James I.

			
				
					The absolute monarchy of divine right

					Throughout the Middle Ages and the early modern period, Europe was dominated by absolute monarchs of divine right. This meant that they held complete or almost complete power over their subjects. At that time, two types of power coexisted: spiritual power, which was in the hands of religious leaders, and temporal power, embodied by sovereigns. The latter was legitimate, as he followed the will of God, which also conferred a sort of spiritual power onto monarchs.

				

			

			At the same time, James I concluded a peace agreement with Spain, against whom piracy had been committed and authorised. The pillaging of Spanish ships that traded with colonies was a significant source of revenue at that time. This is why Parliament disliked the decision so intensely and refused to give their approval, which was necessary for levying taxes.

			These tensions did not diminish during the reign of his successor, Charles I (1600-1649). In fact, in 1629, he decided to levy another tax without consulting Parliament. The events that followed led to civil war in the 1640s. This saw the opposition of the Royalists, who advocated for a high concentration of power in the hands of the king, and Parliamentarians, led by Oliver Cromwell (1599-1658), who were in favour of a reduction of the monarchy’s power in favour of a Parliament that represented the people.

			In 1649, the English Parliament decided to launch an impeachment procedure against Charles I, which in principle involved trying the king’s close collaborators. Its application to the monarch provoked strong reactions in Europe, where the absolute monarchy of divine right was prevalent, as it seemed to rebel against God’s will.

			But this had no effect, and the process was launched. After Charles I’s execution, on 30 January 1649, Oliver Cromwell, the self-declared Lord Protector of the Commonwealth, abolished the monarchy, established a republic and implemented a written constitution in 1653. His time in power saw the rise of extremely authoritarian politics that were particularly intolerant towards Catholics. Cromwell reigned as a sovereign and even went as far as to designate his son as his successor. Parliament had had enough, withdrew their support for Cromwell’s Protectorate and re-established the monarchy in 1660, recalling the legitimate heir to the throne, Charles II.

			
				
					Did you know?

					Nowadays, unlike most other Western countries, the United Kingdom does not have a written constitution. This would only serve as a reminder of Cromwell’s authoritarianism and, moreover, proves that such a document is no guarantee against absolutism. The country does, nonetheless, have a long tradition of important texts that set out royal powers and guarantee the rights of the people, such as the Magna Carta (1215), the Petition of Right (1628) and the Habeas Corpus Act (1679).

				

			

			Despite the reestablishment of the monarchy, tensions subsisted. The royal family was still bitter towards Parliament, which they held responsible for the death of James I, and towards Anglicans, who had persecuted Catholics.

			The first steps of parliamentary democracy

			Once again, Parliament emerged victorious following tensions with royalty. Indeed, at the end of the Glorious Revolution (1688-1689), it enacted the Bill of Rights, which aimed to force the abdication of James II, who had succeeded his brother Charles II, in favour of his daughter, Mary II (1662-1694). She was trusted by Parliament, as she was married to a Protestant, William of Orange (1650-1702), who, moreover, had the support of John Locke. When this text was signed in February 1689, they came to the throne. The Bill of Rights was fundamentally important, and set out the principles of establishing a new regime, parliamentary democracy, which gave the people certain fundamental rights, limited royal power and demanded Parliament’s consent for the king to levy taxes. It resembled an actual contract between the monarchy and Parliament, which represented the people it had been elected by. It was also undoubtedly inspired by the ideas put forward by Locke in his Two Treatises of Government.
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			18th-century engraving of the Bill of Rights being presented to William and Mary.

			This long period of turmoil that England experienced during the 17th century was conducive to the development of political reflections. In fact, many thinkers tried to develop theories in order to implement a new form of power in which the people would no longer be subject to the absolutism of a king who considered his legitimacy to be the result of divine will. Hobbes was a good example of this. In 1651, he wrote Leviathan, in which he compared the monarchy to a biblical creature with several heads that could only survive if one of them took decisions. The king embodied this thinking head, which drew its legitimacy not from God, but from the submission of the powers of others. According to Hobbes, this delegation was final and irreversible. Thus, even if the king was conducting himself badly in politics, he could not be overthrown. Locke would subsequently attempt to define the limits of this absolute power described by his predecessor.
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