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continuing with: religion
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English philosopher and physician 

Locke’s father served on the 
Parliamentarian side in the English Civil 
War 

An Essay Concerning Human 
Understanding defends empiricism, the 
view that there are no “innate ideas” 

A Letter Concerning Toleration is not 
actually a letter 
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John Locke (1632-1704)

Saint Augustine. Confessions. Translated by R. 
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license. For more information, see 
https://ocw.mit.edu/help/faq-fair-use/.

Portrait of John Locke (1697) by 
Godfrey Kneller. This image is in the 
public domain. 
Source: Wikimedia Commons.

Image courtesy of David Broad on Wikimedia Commons. License CC BY.
Leiter, Brian. Why Tolerate Religion? Princeton University Press, 
2014. © Princeton University Press. All rights reserved. This 
content is excluded from our Creative Commons license. For more 
information, see https://ocw.mit.edu/help/faq-fair-use/.

Portrait of John Locke (1697) by Godfrey Kneller. This image is 
in the public domain. Source: Wikimedia Commons.

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:John_Locke.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Monticello_-_Grave_marker_US_President_Thomas_Jefferson_-_near_Charlottesville,_Virginia_-_panoramio.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:John_Locke.jpg


Locke

The commonwealth seems to me to be a society of men 
constituted only for the purpose of preserving and promoting 
the public good. By ‘the public good’ I mean: life, liberty, 
freedom from bodily illness and pain, and the possession of 
things such as money, land, houses, furniture, and so on.
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Why isn’t promoting true religion another one of its purposes?

1. According to Locke, if making laws about religion is a
legitimate exercise of government power, then it was given
that power either by God or by the people. Why does Locke
think the people have not given government that power?
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Locke

no-one can be so unconcerned about his own salvation that 
he blindly leaves it to someone else—whether monarch or 
subject—to tell him what faith or worship to embrace.
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What if you think others know better than you?

Locke’s “doxastic involuntarism”

no-one can just believe what someone else tells him to 
believe, even if he wants to...Laws without penalties have no 
force, and in our present context [that is, laws establishing a 
religion] penalties are just silly, because they have no power 
to change anyone’s mind. (Discussion postponed until 
Augustine)
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Locke’s libertarianism

So the responsibility for each man’s soul is his; it is to be left to 
him. You say: ‘What if he neglects the care of his soul?’ Well, 
what if he neglects the care of his health? or of his estate? They 
are nearer to the magistrate’s jurisdiction than the man’s soul is; 
so is it all right for the magistrate to set up a law explicitly 
forbidding people to become poor or sick? Laws try to secure 
that a person’s goods and health are not harmed by fraud or 
violence on the part of others; but they don’t try to secure them 
against negligence bad management by the person himself.
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Locke’s libertarianism

If you said ‘Idolatry should be avoided, because it is a sin’, 
that would be right. But its being a sin doesn’t imply that it 
should be punished by the magistrate. It’s not for the 
magistrate to wield his sword in punishing everything that he 
thinks is a sin against God. Covetousness, uncharitableness, 
idleness, and many other things are generally agreed to be 
sins, but no-one has ever said that they should be punished 
by the magistrate. That is because they don’t interfere with 
other people’s rights, and don’t disturb the public peace.
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more Locke

[What if the magistrate could succeed in getting citizens to 
profess one particular faith?] 

The right to rule, and practised skill in ruling, don’t bring 
with them secure knowledge of other things, least of all of 
true religion.
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Compare: “the right to rule doesn’t bring with it secure knowledge 
of economics”

2. Locke wrote that “Confiscation of goods, imprisonment,
torture—nothing like that can make men change their inward
judgments about things.” Writing 1200 years earlier, Augustine
asserted, to the contrary, that fear of punishment could change
people’s judgments. How did he think it could happen?
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Augustine, Bishop of Hippo Regius (in 
present-day Algeria, then part of the 
Roman Empire) 

influential philosopher and theologian
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Saint Augustine (354-430), by Philippe de Champaigne (1650)
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Augustine arguing 
with Donatists, 
Charles-André van 
Loo (1705-1765), 

Saint Augustine of Hippo receiving the Most Sacred Heart of Jesus by Philippe de 
Champaigne. This image is in the public domain. Source: Wikimedia Commons.
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Augustine

originally my opinion was, that no one should be coerced into 
the unity of Christ, that we must act only by words, fight only by 
arguments, and prevail by force of reason, lest we should have 
those whom we knew as avowed heretics feigning themselves to 
be Catholics. But this opinion of mine was overcome not by the 
words of those who controverted it, but by the conclusive 
instances to which they could point.
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How many supposed the sect of Donatus to be the true Church, 
merely because ease had made them too listless, or conceited, or 
sluggish, to take pains to examine Catholic truth! ... How many, 
believing that it mattered not to which party a Christian might 
belong, remained in the schism of Donatus only because they had 
been born in it, and no one was compelling them to forsake it and 
pass over into the Catholic Church! To all these classes of persons 
the dread of those laws in the promulgation of which kings serve the 
Lord in fear has been so useful, that now some say we were willing 
for this some time ago;

20

Translated by J.G. Cunningham. From Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, First Series, Vol. 1. Edited by Philip Schaff. (Buffalo, NY: Christian Literature Publishing 
Co., 1887.) Revised and edited for New Advent by Kevin Knight. © New Advent LLC. All rights reserved. This content is excluded from our Creative Commons 
license. For more information, see https://ocw.mit.edu/help/faq-fair-use/.

Translated by J.G. Cunningham. From Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, First Series, Vol. 1. Edited by Philip Schaff. (Buffalo, NY: Christian Literature Publishing Co., 1887.) 
Revised and edited for New Advent by Kevin Knight. © New Advent LLC. All rights reserved. This content is excluded from our Creative Commons license. For more 
information, see https://ocw.mit.edu/help/faq-fair-use/.



Others say: We knew not that the truth was here, and we had 
no wish to learn it; but fear made us become earnest to 
examine it when we became alarmed, lest, without any gain in 
things eternal, we should be smitten with loss in temporal 
things: thanks be to the Lord, who has by the stimulus of fear 
startled us from our negligence, that now being disquieted we 
might inquire into those things which, when at ease, we did 
not care to know! 
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Augustine

So…is the “you can’t compel belief” argument good?
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3. Does Jefferson give any arguments for religious liberty and
toleration in the Statute that do not appear in the Locke
reading? If so, what are they?
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John Trumbull, Declaration of Independence (1818)

Jefferson
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Declaration of Independence (1819) by John Trumbull. This image is in the public domain. Source: Wikimedia Commons.
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I have duly received your favor of the 5th. inst. with 
respect to the busts & pictures I will put off till my 
return from America all of them except Bacon, Locke 
and Newton, whose pictures I will trouble you to have 
copied for me: and as I consider them as the three 
greatest men that have ever lived, without any 
exception, and as having laid the foundations of 
those superstructures which have been raised in the 
Physical & Moral sciences, I would wish to form them 
into a knot on the same canvas, that they may not be 
confounded at all with the herd of other great men. 
to do this I suppose we need only desire the copyist 
to draw the three busts in three ovals all contained in 
a larger oval in some such form as this

25Thomas Jefferson to John Trumbull
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Francis Bacon, 1561-1626
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Locke or Not?

The argument in Jefferson’s Notes on the State of Virginia:
appeal to the ‘harm’ principle.  

The legitimate powers of government extend to such acts only 
as are injurious to others. But it does me no injury for my 
neighbor to say there are twenty gods, or no god. It neither 
picks my pocket nor breaks my leg.
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The Virginia Statute for Religious Freedom

a) all attempts to influence [the mind] by temporal
punishments or burthens, or by civil incapacitations
tend only to beget habits of hypocrisy and meanness
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Locke or Not?



b) legislators and rulers... being themselves but
fallible and uninspired men... hath established and
maintained false religions over the greatest part of
the world and through all time
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Locke or Not?

c) That to suffer the civil magistrate to intrude his powers
into the field of opinion and to restrain the profession or
propagation of principles on supposition of their ill
tendency is a dangerous fallacy which at once destroys all
religious liberty because he being of course judge of that
tendency will make his opinions the rule of judgment and
approve or condemn the sentiments of others only as they
shall square with or differ from his own;
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Locke or Not?



d) Truth is great, and will prevail if left to herself, that she is
the proper and sufficient antagonist to error, and has nothing
to fear from the conflict, unless by human interposition
disarmed of her natural weapons free argument and debate,
errors ceasing to be dangerous when it is permitted freely to
contradict them.
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Locke or Not?

Heresy and Treason

Heresy: an opinion, doctrine, or practice contrary to the truth or 
to generally accepted beliefs or standards (esp. in religion). 

Treason: attempting by overt acts to overthrow the government.
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In many cases (see earlier slides), heresy was taken to be 
treason.  

Could there be a religion with this feature: adhering to it 
automatically made you guilty of treason? 

If so, what would Locke and/or Jefferson say about it? 



Leiter on religious toleration
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