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England in Ferment: The World That Shaped Locke

For John Locke, England was not merely a backdrop. It was a constant pressure, an unending conversation between power and its limits, between faith and conscience, between written law and the force that sought to prevail when law fell short. To understand why a man of the seventeenth century could dedicate his life to contemplating liberty, authority, tolerance, and knowledge, one must first imagine the air he breathed: an air thick with suspicion, religious oaths, factions accusing each other of treason, and a collective feeling—at times silent, at times deafening—that order could shatter at any moment.

In this world, politics was not a topic reserved for government salons, nor was religion a private matter kept to oneself. What today we might separate into ‘opinions’ or ‘personal convictions’ was then lived as a public destiny. To be Anglican, Puritan, or Catholic was not merely to believe one way or another: it was to belong, or not to belong, to the legitimate community. Furthermore, it meant access to office, study at certain institutions, marriage into certain families, the purchase of property, or, conversely, being marginalised with the label of dissident. Daily life, therefore, was permeated by a moral and political climate that turned disagreement into threat.

Throughout seventeenth-century England, the question that dominated the horizon was as ancient as it was dangerous: who rules, and why? However, what was particular about this century was that the issue ceased to be discussed solely with references to divine right, tradition, or custom, and began to be contested with a vocabulary that would slowly become modern: ‘consent,’ ‘rights,’ ‘representation,’ ‘law,’ ‘property,’ ‘liberty.’ This new language did not emerge as a whim of intellectuals; rather, it was forged through successive crises. Consequently, Locke’s political thought would be nourished by concrete historical experience, not by an abstract ideal born in tranquillity.

To grasp the tension of the period, one must step back a little and observe the inheritance England had carried since the sixteenth century, when the break with Rome transformed religion into a matter of state. With Henry VIII, the separation from papal authority was not merely a religious reform: it was an act of sovereignty. The crown placed itself at the centre of spiritual life, and that decision left a deep mark: if the king could define the religious framework, then political loyalty and theological orthodoxy became inevitably intertwined. From then on, the oscillations of subsequent reigns only intensified the problem.

With Elizabeth I, a settlement seeking stability was consolidated, a kind of balance between the Protestant Reformation and institutional continuity. However, that balance was precarious. Beneath the surface, real tensions persisted: more radical sectors considered the reform insufficient, while Catholics saw the new national church as an illegitimate imposition. In this way, the state learned to monitor and discipline, and a large part of society learned to distrust. The habit of associating religious dissent with political conspiracy became a reflex. This reflex would not disappear in the seventeenth century; on the contrary, it would become a logic of public survival.

When James I ascended the throne, England entered a phase where questions about authority became more explicit. James I strongly defended the idea of the divine right of kings, and his style reinforced an image of monarchy that not only governs but also seeks to set the limits of questioning. However, the English Parliament already had traditions and expectations that did not entirely fit with that vision. It was not merely an institutional clash, but something deeper: a dispute over the ultimate source of legitimacy. In this climate, any disagreement could be interpreted as moral disobedience, not just political opposition.

From that point, the reign of Charles I pushed tensions to the brink. Disputes over taxes, royal prerogative, the relationship with Parliament, and the religious direction of the kingdom combined explosively. The crown sought to govern with greater autonomy, and many interpreted this impulse as a direct threat to traditional liberties. At the same time, religious policies associated with high church Anglicanism—with an emphasis on ceremonies and episcopal authority—were seen by Puritan sectors as a regression towards Catholicism. Therefore, the conflict ceased to be negotiable: it came to be perceived as existential.

In ordinary life, this tension was not an abstraction. It meant, for example, that a Sunday sermon could be read as a political statement; that a prayer or a liturgical gesture could be interpreted as a sign of alignment; that obedience to the king was conflated with obedience to God. Likewise, it meant that in towns and countryside, rumours intensified, along with community vigilance and the fear that ‘the others’—the papists, the fanatics, the seditious—were preparing a coup. Paranoia was not simply an emotion: it was a mechanism of cohesion and, at the same time, a method of control.

The crisis culminated in the English Civil War, an event difficult for the contemporary sensibility to translate without losing its drama. A civil war is not just an armed conflict: it is the breakdown of the idea of community. It is seeing neighbours and relatives align on opposite sides, accepting that the law is no longer sufficient to contain violence, witnessing that authority can be disputed by force. For a young man educated in this world—and Locke would be one—the experience left a bitter lesson: institutions can fail, and when they fail, ordinary people pay the price. Consequently, thinking about the foundation of power and its limitation was not a luxury; it was a necessity.

The execution of Charles I in 1649 marked a turning point. It was not just the death of a king; it was the symbolic rupture of an order that, at least in theory, was considered sacred. The idea that a monarch could be tried and executed by his subjects shocked Europe. In England, it opened a period of political experimentation that some celebrated as liberation and others feared as anarchy. The question ‘what is legitimate?’ became urgent, because the act of killing the king forced a justification beyond mere military victory.

In this period, Oliver Cromwell emerged with force, an unavoidable figure of the seventeenth century. Under his leadership, England experienced a republic and then a Protectorate that attempted to maintain order without a crown, but not without coercion. The contradiction was evident to many: an authority considered absolute was overthrown, but another was installed that could be equally severe. Hence, the promise of liberty coexisted with new forms of surveillance, censorship, and discipline. This ambivalence—liberation on one hand, control on the other—would establish itself as a permanent warning in subsequent political imagination.

To understand the impact of this cycle on Locke’s intellectual formation, it is useful to observe that seventeenth-century England was a laboratory of ideas under extreme conditions. Debates on sovereignty, natural law, obedience, and resistance were not confined to an isolated academic plane. They circulated in pamphlets, sermons, tavern conversations, and parliamentary discussions. Words were weapons, and texts, instruments to mobilise or demobilise. In such a context, writing was not innocent. Even reading could be a risky act, as authorities—of one side or the other—monitored the spread of ideas deemed dangerous.

Moreover, the period saw a proliferation of religious and political groups that overflowed traditional frameworks. Sects, dissenting groups, independent congregations, and millenarian movements appeared with particular dynamism. This diversity could be experienced as hope—the possibility of a more authentic faith—or as threat—the suspicion that social unity was in danger. In any case, the phenomenon left a decisive impression: conscience cannot easily be made uniform. Attempting to do so by force usually generates more fracture, not less. In Locke’s background, this lesson would resonate strongly when he later reflected on tolerance.

The Restoration of 1660, with the return of Charles II, was not a simple return to the past. It was, rather, an attempt to rebuild an order that could no longer be sustained with the same innocence. The country bore recent wounds, memories of violence, and a social fatigue that demanded stability. However, the stability sought also involved reconfiguring loyalties and punishing dissent. Many who had prospered during the republican period were left exposed; others quickly adapted. In this climate, politics became an exercise in calculation: measuring what to say, where to say it, whom to trust with an opinion.

Under Charles II, public life was characterised by a delicate balance between pragmatism and fear. The king, aware of what had happened to his father, tended to move shrewdly; yet religious tensions persisted. England remained obsessed with the risk of a Catholic return, and this obsession was fed by both realities and phantoms. Consequently, every gesture of the court and every rumour about foreign influence could become political fuel. The press and pamphlets multiplied interpretations, and public opinion began to weigh in a way that anticipates later transformations.

During this same time, London—and other cities—were spaces where modernity emerged with a mix of misery and energy. Trade expanded, financial networks consolidated, and the Atlantic world gained increasing prominence. Yet this expansion coexisted with brutal inequalities, periodic epidemics, and a precariousness that could turn to tragedy within weeks. The Great Plague of 1665 and the Great Fire of 1666 were not just urban disasters; they were also collective experiences that reinforced the feeling of fragility. When a city can sicken and burn, the idea of human control over destiny becomes less convincing.

At the same time, the seventeenth century was an era of profound intellectual transformation. The so-called scientific revolution was not a single event, but a series of changes in methods, instruments, institutions, and styles of thought. In England, the consolidation of communities of experimenters and observers—with figures like Robert Boyle and, later, Isaac Newton—nurtured a new ideal of knowledge: less dependent on traditional authority and more oriented towards proof, observation, and public discussion. Therefore, the prestige of experiment and careful reasoning began to compete with the prestige of merely citing ancient authors.

However, it would be a mistake to imagine that science advanced in a neutral vacuum. Knowledge was also political. Patronage networks, aristocratic protections, and state interests influenced which research prospered and which was marginalised. Likewise, commercial and colonial expansion raised practical questions demanding solutions: navigation, cartography, medicine, administration. Consequently, the new intellectual style—more empirical, more technical—had concrete social value. For a thinker like Locke, this atmosphere offered a promise: if knowledge can be based on clearer and more debatable methods, perhaps public life can also be supported by more reasonable and less dogmatic arguments.

Nevertheless, religion remained the great point of friction. The Church of England, as an institution, operated both as a spiritual structure and a mechanism of governance. Bishops were not only religious leaders; they were components of an architecture of authority. For dissenters, this structure was oppressive. For the crown, it was an indispensable support. Hence, the conflict could not be resolved by theology alone, because it involved the distribution of power, social control, and the definition of belonging. The persecution of certain groups was not simply ‘intolerance’; it was, in the terms of the time, a policy of security.

Pressure intensified with the problem of succession and the fear of Catholicism. The idea of a Catholic monarch or a restoration of Roman influences triggered alarms in a country that had associated Catholicism with conspiracy, foreign intervention, and loss of liberties. In this climate arose the Exclusion Crisis, where the question was debated whether the heir, James II, could be excluded from the succession due to his faith. Here emerge with force the embryos of what would later become more stable parties or alignments, and also a discussion that would directly interest Locke: how far could Parliament go to protect the religion and liberties of the kingdom? What limits exist on the inheritability of power?

The figure of James II and what he represented—an openly Catholic monarch—sharpened the contradictions. In the logic of many seventeenth-century Englishmen, this was not a private detail, but a threat to the entire architecture of the state. Indeed, the memory of European religious wars and internal persecutions was still alive. Moreover, the already fragile English balance seemed to waver when the crown attempted to extend tolerance towards Catholics and dissenters through means many considered authoritarian, that is, through royal prerogative rather than parliamentary legislation. In other words, even measures that sounded ‘tolerant’ could be perceived as steps towards absolutism.

In this context, the Glorious Revolution of 1688—which brought William III and Mary II to the throne—was interpreted by many as a correction of course, an affirmation that royal power was not unlimited and that stability required institutional agreements. The Bill of Rights of 1689 consolidated this vision by establishing limits and reinforcing the role of Parliament. Although Locke is best known for the texts that engage with this event, what matters for this first chapter is the climate that made it possible: a country that could no longer live with the naivety that monarchy alone guaranteed order and justice.

Now, ‘England in ferment’ is not explained solely by great dates and names. It is also explained by the texture of daily life and the way institutions penetrated common experience. In many parishes, the church was the centre of the community: there births, marriages, and deaths were recorded; there moral instructions were heard, and often political messages disguised as spiritual exhortations. Religious uniformity, therefore, was not a theoretical matter: it was a way of maintaining a shared language, a discipline of customs, and a network of mutual surveillance. When that uniformity breaks, not only beliefs change; the way of living together changes.

Universities and schools, likewise, were places where one learned to think, but also to obey. Oxford and Cambridge were not ‘free’ spaces in the modern sense. Higher education involved oaths, doctrinal subscriptions, and alignment with the established church. Classical education—Latin, logic, rhetoric—could teach powerful skills, but also reinforced hierarchies. However, and here appears a central tension of the seventeenth century, the very education intended to produce conformity could produce critical tools. Learning to argue, to read carefully, and to identify contradictions was not always convenient for a regime that needed obedience.

Furthermore, printing and reading circuits expanded the public sphere. Although censorship existed and could be harsh, the circulation of pamphlets and treatises created a more intense political culture. Ideas no longer depended exclusively on the word from the pulpit or the royal decree; they could travel on paper, be replicated, discussed, and distorted. For this very reason, the state tried to control this flow. In parallel, authors learned to write carefully, with strategic ambiguities or arguments that could be read in several registers. This practice, widespread in the seventeenth century, shaped a form of thought that sought not only truth, but also survival.

The language of ‘liberty’ in England, for example, was not an empty slogan. It had roots in legal and parliamentary traditions, in the idea that Englishmen possessed ancient, inherited rights linked to custom and the common law. Yet these rights did not mean the same for everyone. The liberty of a landowner, that of an urban craftsman, and that of a rural labourer did not coincide in scope or protection. Even so, the vocabulary of English liberties functioned as a powerful political resource: it allowed criticism of the king not necessarily as an enemy of the nation, but as someone deviating from a legitimate order.

The notion of property, in particular, occupied a special place. For many families, property was not just wealth: it was independence, the ability to resist pressure, the capacity to educate children, a source of prestige, and, above all, the basis for political participation. The relationship between property and citizenship was close. He who had no property could be seen as dependent and, therefore, less fit to exercise autonomous judgment. This conception, characteristic of a significant part of seventeenth-century English political thought, fuelled debates that would later become central to Locke. However, it also contained a bias that today seems evident: it established full liberty as a privilege for those already better placed in the social hierarchy.

On the other hand, the English economy was in transition. The growth of trade, maritime expansion, and the rise of certain urban sectors shaped a society where money circulated more dynamically. Yet this dynamism coexisted with the rural world and processes of agrarian transformation that affected entire communities. The tension between old ways of life and new economic pressures generated resentment and displacement. In such a context, the idea of ‘order’ could be invoked both to protect the vulnerable and to impose discipline upon them. The same term could serve opposing projects.

Atlantic and colonial expansion, in turn, was not a distant affair. Although many Englishmen did not travel, the trade in sugar, tobacco, and other products, investments, naval conflicts, and rivalries with other European powers were part of the kingdom’s imagination and economy. The wealth entering through these circuits contributed to growth, but was also associated with violence, dispossession, and slavery. In the seventeenth century, these realities could be justified with religious, economic, or civilisational arguments. What is relevant here is that the England which shaped Locke was not just an island with internal disputes: it was an actor in a wider world, where liberty proclaimed at home coexisted with coercive practices abroad.

This coexistence fuelled moral contradictions that were not always explicitly named, but were present as a shadow. English political culture could speak of rights, limits to power, and protection of property, while participating in structures of colonial domination. The result was not simple hypocrisy; it was a complex mix of convictions and blindness, ideals and conveniences. In the climate of the seventeenth century, many people could sincerely believe in liberties for ‘the English’ without extending the same framework to other peoples. This moral frontier would become one of the most uncomfortable areas when, later, the legacy of Locke and his time is assessed.

Violence, for its part, was not exceptional. The civil war, religious persecutions, and episodes of repression left their mark. Yet even in times of relative peace, violence was present in the social structure: public punishments, harsh prisons, inequality that condemned broad sectors to poverty. Authority was exercised in the home, in school, at work. Consequently, speaking of liberty in the seventeenth century was not speaking of a gentle society; it was speaking of an aspiration that forged a path in a world where coercion was a common language.

In this framework, intellectual disputes over the nature of knowledge acquired a practical dimension. If people could be deceived by fanaticism, propaganda, or fear, then understanding how beliefs are formed and how an assertion is validated became crucial. Concern over error, superstition, and ‘received ideas’ was not philosophical pedantry. It had direct consequences: a society that believes without examining can be manipulated; a society that argues without rules can fragment; a society that imposes uniformity by force can ignite. Locke’s later interest in the limits of human understanding is better understood if one remembers that his era lived through an excess of conflicting certainties.

Indeed, seventeenth-century England was a time of absolute rhetorics. Each side tended to present its cause as the only one compatible with truth and salvation. Whoever disagreed was labelled heretic, tyrant, traitor, or seditious. This dynamic, repeated and amplified, generated a public life where moderation seemed suspect. Being prudent could be interpreted as lack of conviction; being tolerant, as weakness; asking for proof, as irreverence. Therefore, developing a thought that sought reasonable agreements and limits to power was, in itself, a countercultural act.

Yet moderation was not always virtue; it could also be a mask. In the seventeenth century, many learned to say just enough to survive and to keep silent about what was necessary to avoid persecution. The line between prudence and opportunism was thin. This matters because the atmosphere surrounding Locke was one where words had a cost. Consequently, intellectual ethics—honesty, precision, coherence—were tested not only on the level of ideas, but also on that of conduct. Thinking was a moral exercise under pressure.

The very structure of the English state was in transformation. The relationship between crown and Parliament was not a simple ‘balance of powers’ as might be thought retrospectively. It was a living conflict, with rival interpretations of law and history. Both king and Parliament could invoke traditions to justify their position. The king could appeal to monarchical continuity and the need for unified authority; Parliament could appeal to the defence of liberties and the idea that taxation required consent. Therefore, the past became an argumentative battlefield. History, in that sense, was a political resource.

Cities, especially London, amplified this dispute. The concentration of printing presses, coffeehouses, and meeting places contributed to the formation of a more visible public opinion. The coffeehouses of the seventeenth century—despite their limitations—functioned as informal centres where news, rumours, and arguments were discussed. There merchants, professionals, students, and curious individuals mingled, creating an atmosphere where conversation could become political spontaneously. This new ecosystem of discussion—still unstable, still marked by hierarchies—is part of the world that nourished the thinkers of the era.

It is also important to mention the role of war and diplomacy in English identity. Rivalries with Holland, France, and Spain, along with naval conflicts and commercial disputes, reinforced the feeling of being on a dangerous European chessboard. On this board, religion and politics intertwined: Catholic France could be perceived as a political and spiritual threat; Protestant Holland could be a commercial rival and, at the same time, an example of relative tolerance in certain periods. Hence, the English view of the outside was not merely geopolitical; it was ideological. And that view influenced internal debates.

In this context, a decisive dimension appears: the fear of tyranny. In the seventeenth-century vocabulary, ‘tyranny’ was not merely personal cruelty. It was, above all, the exercise of power beyond the law, arbitrary imposition, the elimination of guarantees. The memory of perceived absolutist attempts—real or exaggerated—fuelled the idea that liberty depended on institutional limits. Yet the inverse fear also operated: the fear of anarchy, of the multiplication of sects, of widespread disobedience. England moved between these two fears: it feared the king without brakes and feared the people without control. The difficulty was constructing an order that fell into neither extreme.

For this reason, the theme of law acquired particular prestige. Law could be presented as the antidote to arbitrariness, a form of stability not dependent on the monarch’s temperament. Even so, law could also be an instrument of persecution when used to penalise religious dissent or control expression. The same legal apparatus that protected rights could punish ideas. This ambivalence teaches something essential about Locke’s world: the concepts we celebrate today—law, order, liberty—were contested and could be used in opposite senses.

Social morality, moreover, was traversed by an intense religious sensibility. The notion of sin, the idea of providence, the expectation of divine judgment, and the moral reading of events—epidemics as punishments, military victories as signs—were common. In this atmosphere, inner life mattered, but was also an object of suspicion. How could one know if someone was sincerely faithful or merely pretending? How to distinguish conviction from mask? These questions, repeated in small and large communities, fuelled a problem that would later become central to the theory of tolerance: the practical impossibility of the state genuinely judging conscience.

Despite everything, it would be unjust to portray seventeenth-century England as pure darkness. It was also a time of creativity, reconstruction, and search. People tried to rebuild their lives after the war; merchants opened routes; families cared for their prestige and survival; intellectuals debated with intensity. Hope was not a naive sentiment, but an obstinate energy. The same society that had seen a king fall and a Protectorate rise could later negotiate a new institutional balance. This capacity for adaptation—sometimes dignified, sometimes self-interested—is part of the human background from which Locke would emerge.

Education, reading, and conversation acquired particular value in this framework. Not everyone had access, of course, but where it existed, habits of reflection were formed. Epistolary writing, manuscript circulation, discussion clubs, and patronage networks created intellectual communities that were, at the same time, social and political networks. In the seventeenth century, no one thought completely alone. Ideas were cooked in company, in dispute, in cooperation. In turn, this life of networks entailed risks: a wrong friendship could bring suspicion, and a letter could be compromising evidence.

On the other hand, the culture of courtesy and honour conditioned public expression. Manners were not simple formalities: they could be a way of marking social position and avoiding conflict. Knowing how to speak without saying too much, to insinuate without accusing, to criticise without exposing oneself, was a valued skill. This rhetoric of prudence combined with periodic explosions of verbal and political violence. Therefore, the language of the seventeenth century was double: sometimes careful to the point of ambiguity, sometimes brutal to the point of open insult. Whoever wanted to survive and maintain influence had to master both registers.

Likewise, the role of church and state in regulating private life was extensive. Marriage, sexual morality, family discipline, and attendance at religious services were under public scrutiny. The home was understood as a small political unit, with the father in a position of authority. This view reinforced hierarchies, but also created a space where habits of obedience and responsibility were learned. At the same time, rigidity could generate resistance and dissent, especially when authority was exercised abusively. This early learning of power—at home, in school, in the parish—is part of the soil from which Locke’s political philosophy would find examples and analogies.

In parallel, the experience of conflict taught that power needs sustained legitimacy, not just force. Force can impose, but it rarely stabilises on its own. After years of war and regime changes, many Englishmen learned to value institutional arrangements that reduced arbitrariness. In this sense, seventeenth-century England was a harsh teacher: it showed that absolutism could be unbearable, but also that the collapse of order could be devastating. From this lesson emerged a type of political rationality oriented towards balancing, limiting, and channelling. It was not necessarily idealistic; it was practical, born of weariness and fear.

Yet the search for balance always faced a problem: who defines the balance? For some, the king needed ample scope to maintain the unity of the kingdom. For others, Parliament should be the guardian of liberties. For still others, true authority resided in God and in a purified community of believers, even against established institutions. These positions were not mere theories: they had adherents, resources, networks, and mobilising capacity. Therefore, the debate on legitimacy was a debate on real power.

At this point, it is worth looking at the phenomenon of ‘permanent suspicion’ as a cultural trait. In the seventeenth century, accusations of plots were frequent. The so-called ‘Popish Plot’, for example, although now considered a fabrication, shows the extent to which society was willing to believe in Catholic conspiracies to assassinate the king. This credulity was not just ignorance; it was the consequence of decades of conflict, propaganda, and fear. When a community becomes accustomed to thinking its internal enemy is hidden in every corner, tolerance becomes difficult. Moreover, politics becomes emotionally unstable: governance becomes a reaction to phantoms.

The way the state responded to this climate also shaped society. Laws against dissent, mandatory oaths, religious tests for holding office, and sanctions against those who did not attend established church services created a stratified citizenry. There was a legitimate centre and suspicious margins. This structure reinforced identities and resentments. At the same time, it generated a question that, for Locke and many of his time, became difficult to ignore: what kind of social peace is achieved by punishing consciences? If unity is imposed, is it real unity or merely silence?

Now, not everything was conflict. There was also continuity. The life of the majority remained marked by work, weather, harvests, family obligations, and the struggle to subsist. Precisely for this reason, moments of crisis were so destabilising: they interrupted an already demanding routine. When politics overflowed, it did so not onto a leisured society, but onto one dependent on fragile rhythms. An additional tax, a military levy, a trade prohibition, or a local persecution could ruin domestic economies. Hence, the discussion on government was not a distant exercise: it had immediate effects on every household’s table.

In this England, torn between tradition and transformation, between faith and conflict, between authority and resistance, a particular moral horizon was forming: the aspiration for an order that would allow living without fear. It was not a romantic aspiration. It was the concrete desire not to be punished for a prayer, not to lose property over a political dispute, not to see the community dragged into another war. This desire, widely shared though not always articulated, fuelled the valuation of moderation, of prudent tolerance, and of limiting power. Yet, as often happens, this aspiration coexisted with opposing impulses: vengeance, purge, imposition, uniformity.

The paradox of seventeenth-century England, then, is that it simultaneously produced a language of liberty and a frequent practice of coercion; a defence of law and a use of law to persecute; an exaltation of conscience and a constant fear of others’ consciences. From this contradictory fabric emerged figures who attempted to give intellectual shape to lived experience. Locke would be one of them, but before becoming an author, he was an inhabitant of a world that allowed no simplifications.

In sum, the England that shaped Locke was a country that learned, forcibly, that stability is not inherited: it is constructed. It learned that religion can sustain communities, but also break them
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