John Locke

Enlightenment Philosopher
“Both in practice and in theory, the views which [Locke] advocated were held, for many years to come, by the most vigorous and influential politicians and philosophers.  His political doctrines, with the developments due to Montesquieu, are embedded in the American Constitution, and are seen to be at work whenever there is a dispute between President and Congress.  The British Constitution was based upon his doctrines until about fifty years ago, and so was that which the French adopted in 1871.”—Bertrand Russell, History of Western Philosophy
An Enlightenment thinker, John Locke is probably best known for his idea of natural rights, or the rights of every individual to life, liberty, and property.  The purpose of government, he said, was to protect these rights.  People, he explained, were subject to the law of reason.  This law teaches that people ought not harm one another, nor interfere with other’s health, freedom, or possessions.

Born the son of a country lawyer in 1632, Locke experienced sweeping political changes during his lifetime.  He was just ten years old when his father joined the parliamentary army that opposed Charles I in the English Civil War.  He was seventeen when Charles I was tried for treason, found guilty and executed in 1649.  Just nine years later, Cromwell, who had experimented briefly with republican ideas of government but yielded quickly to military rule, died.

Given this background, it may not at first seem surprising that one of the starting places in Locke’s philosophy was the rejection of an absolute monarchy by divine right.  Absolute monarchy is the belief that all power within a state rests in the hands of a king or queen; divine right is the idea that the monarch’s power is God given.
Locke attacked the idea of absolute monarchy in his influential Two Treatises of Government.  Locke explained that obedience to a monarch is a form of slavery, and people are not slaves.  Locke also rejected the idea of absolute monarchy even if its power came from the consent of the people.  Instead, he believed that people could not give anyone authority over them for any purpose other than preserving their natural rights.

Locke’s second treatise of government suggests that the majority of individuals give the community the power to preserve each person’s natural rights to life, liberty, and property.  Even though the individual gives this power to the community, the individual still has rights to limit the power of that community.

People put their trust in the government.  As a result, legislative power is for the good of the people and comes from the consent of the people.  According to Locke the people have, “a supreme power to remove or alter the Legislative, when they find the Legislative acts contrary to [that] Trust.”  If the legislature acts against the people’s wishes, they have a right to dissolve it.  Or, in more dramatic terms, they have the right to revolution.

If such a revolution happened, Locke maintained that society would not fall apart.  He believed that the spirit of democracy itself would be more powerful than any government other people might dissolve.  Almost one hundred years later, this idea would be tested when the Constitutional Convention met in Philadelphia in 1787.

Questions

1. Determining Main Ideas.  According to Locke, why do people have a right to revolution?

2. Making Inferences.  How might supporters of absolute monarchy have reacted to Locke’s ideas about individuals transferring their power to a community?
3. Drawing Conclusions.  How do Locke’s ideas reflect a positive idea of human nature?
