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john locke a letter concerning toleration stands as a foundational text in the Western philosophical tradition,
profoundly influencing modern conceptions of religious freedom and the separation of church and state.
This seminal work, penned by the esteemed English philosopher John Locke, articulates a powerful
argument for the separation of the civil magistrate's authority from the realm of religious belief. Locke
meticulously dissects the nature of faith, the limits of governmental power, and the inherent rights of
individuals to worship according to their conscience. His treatise remains remarkably relevant, offering
timeless insights into the complexities of religious pluralism and the challenges of establishing a just and
tolerant society. This article will delve into the core arguments, historical context, and enduring legacy of
this critical philosophical document.
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The Historical Context of Locke's Letter
John Locke's influential treatise, A Letter Concerning Toleration, was published anonymously in 1689. Its
emergence was deeply rooted in the tumultuous religious and political landscape of 17th-century England.
The period was marked by intense religious strife, including the English Civil War, the Restoration of the
monarchy, and ongoing persecution of religious minorities. Locke himself was sympathetic to Protestant
Dissenters, who faced significant discrimination despite the Church of England being the established
church. The prevailing view held that religious uniformity was essential for social and political stability, a
notion Locke vehemently challenged.

Furthermore, the Glorious Revolution of 1688, which saw the deposition of James II and the ascent of
William and Mary, created an environment where new ideas about governance and individual liberties
could be more readily explored and disseminated. Locke, who had been exiled to Holland for his political
associations, returned to England following this revolution. His Letter, though not directly addressing
specific political events, was undoubtedly informed by the desire to establish a more stable and peaceful
society by fostering religious accommodation. The prevailing fear was that religious dissent would
inevitably lead to sedition, a connection Locke sought to break.



Core Arguments for Religious Toleration
At the heart of Locke's argument for toleration lies a fundamental distinction between the spheres of civil
government and religious belief. He posits that the purpose of civil government is solely to protect the
lives, liberties, and estates of its citizens, and that its authority does not extend to matters of salvation or
religious truth. The state's coercive power is illegitimate when applied to the dictates of conscience. Locke
believed that true faith, by its very nature, cannot be compelled. To force someone to adopt a belief through
fear of punishment or promise of reward is to corrupt the very essence of religious devotion.

Locke further contends that the magistrate's role is to enforce civil laws that promote the common good of
society, which includes order and justice. However, these laws pertain to outward actions and their effects
on others, not to the internal state of a person's soul. He argues that attempting to enforce religious
conformity through civil means is not only ineffectual in achieving genuine belief but also inevitably leads
to societal unrest and the persecution of innocent individuals. The pursuit of religious truth, in Locke's
view, is a personal and voluntary endeavor.

The Distinction Between Civil Government and Religious
Assemblies
A crucial element of Locke's philosophy is the clear demarcation he draws between the function of the
civil government and the nature of religious assemblies, or churches. He defines the commonwealth as "a
society of men constituted only for the preserving and furthering of their own civil interests." These
interests are defined as life, liberty, health, and property, and the government's power is limited to
achieving these ends through laws and punishments. The church, conversely, is described as "a free and
voluntary society of men, joining themselves together of their own accord in order to the public
worshipping of God in such a manner as they judge acceptable to Him, and, by which, they may obtain the
salvation of their own souls."

This fundamental difference in purpose and scope dictates that neither entity should encroach upon the
other. The civil magistrate possesses the power to coerce, but this power is confined to civil matters.
Religious bodies, on the other hand, are voluntary associations where membership is a matter of personal
conviction and where discipline, if any, is spiritual rather than temporal. Locke insists that the government
has no right to dictate religious doctrines or practices, nor does it have the authority to dissolve religious
congregations based on their beliefs alone. This separation of powers is essential for preventing the state
from becoming a tool of religious persecution.

The Limits of Civil Power in Matters of Faith
Locke is unwavering in his assertion that the civil magistrate's authority ends where matters of faith begin.
He argues that the magistrate can no more compel belief in a religious tenet than he can compel a man to
love his enemy or to believe that an empty box contains something when it does not. Faith is a matter of



internal conviction, and external force is incapable of generating such conviction. The state can punish
actions that harm others, but it cannot punish thoughts or beliefs, especially those pertaining to one's
relationship with the divine.

He illustrates this point by considering the nature of belief itself. If someone is genuinely convinced of the
truth of a particular doctrine, they will believe it regardless of whether the magistrate forces them to or
not. If they are not convinced, no amount of coercion will make them truly believe; it will only lead to
hypocrisy and outward conformity without inward assent. Therefore, any attempt by the civil
government to legislate or enforce religious doctrine is not only beyond its legitimate scope but also
counterproductive to the very goals of religious adherence.

The Role and Nature of the Church
In Locke's framework, the church is a distinctly private institution, a voluntary association of individuals
united by their shared faith and their desire to worship God collectively. He emphasizes that membership
in a church is entirely voluntary. Individuals are free to join or leave a church based on their conscience
and their agreement with its doctrines and practices. The church's authority, therefore, is spiritual and
moral, limited to matters of religious doctrine, worship, and internal discipline that affect the spiritual well-
being of its members.

Crucially, Locke asserts that the church has no coercive power. It cannot inflict any punishment beyond
excommunication, which is a spiritual censure and an exclusion from the fellowship of the church. It
cannot inflict fines, imprisonment, or any form of physical punishment, as these are the exclusive domain
of the civil magistrate. This understanding of the church as a non-coercive entity is fundamental to Locke's
argument for toleration, as it prevents religious bodies from seeking or wielding state power to enforce
their beliefs on others.

Locke's Exceptions to Toleration
While Locke's A Letter Concerning Toleration is a powerful defense of religious freedom, it is not without
its limitations. Locke himself identified certain groups and beliefs that, in his view, should not be tolerated
by the civil magistrate. These exceptions are primarily based on the principle that toleration should not
undermine the foundations of civil society or the authority of the state. His most significant exceptions
include:

Atheists: Locke argued that atheists, who do not believe in God, cannot be trusted because they do
not acknowledge any divine authority that might bind their conscience or compel them to keep
their promises. He believed that oaths, which were a common basis for legal and political trust, were
meaningless without a belief in a divine avenger of falsehood.

Those who owe allegiance to a foreign power: Locke believed that individuals who profess allegiance
to a foreign prince or power (specifically referring to the Pope in the context of Catholicism) could



not be considered loyal subjects of the state. He saw such allegiance as a potential threat to the
sovereignty and security of the commonwealth.

Those whose religious tenets encourage practices that are harmful to the public peace: Any religious
group whose doctrines or practices are inherently disruptive to civil society or advocate for violence
or sedition would fall outside the scope of toleration. This included beliefs that justified rebellion or
the infringement of others' rights.

These exceptions reflect the practical concerns of Locke's era, where religious differences were often
intertwined with political loyalties and perceived threats to social order. It is important to note that these
exceptions have been subject to considerable debate and criticism throughout history, with many arguing
that they represent a departure from the core principles of universal toleration that Locke otherwise
championed.

The Enduring Significance of A Letter Concerning Toleration
The impact of John Locke's A Letter Concerning Toleration on the development of liberal thought and
democratic societies cannot be overstated. It laid much of the groundwork for the concept of religious
freedom as a fundamental human right, separating the spiritual realm of belief from the temporal realm of
governance. This separation was instrumental in the eventual establishment of secular states and the
protection of minority religious groups from persecution.

Locke's arguments provided a philosophical basis for the Enlightenment’s emphasis on reason, individual
liberty, and the rejection of enforced dogma. His ideas directly influenced later thinkers and revolutionary
documents, including the American Declaration of Independence and the French Declaration of the Rights
of Man and of the Citizen. The principle of religious toleration, as articulated by Locke, remains a
cornerstone of modern democratic values, fostering a more inclusive and peaceful coexistence among
diverse populations. His treatise continues to be studied and debated, offering vital perspectives on the
ongoing challenges of balancing individual freedom with the needs of a cohesive society.

Criticisms and Counterarguments
Despite its profound influence, A Letter Concerning Toleration has also faced significant criticisms and
generated counterarguments throughout history. One prominent line of criticism concerns Locke's
exceptions to toleration, particularly his exclusion of atheists and those who allegiated to foreign powers.
Critics argue that these exceptions are inconsistent with the universal principles of liberty and conscience
that Locke otherwise espouses, suggesting they were more pragmatic concessions to the political realities of
his time than logically derived extensions of his core philosophy.

Furthermore, some scholars have questioned the practical feasibility of Locke's strict separation between
civil and religious spheres. The extent to which religious beliefs influence moral judgments and social



behavior can be complex, and drawing a clear line where religious conviction becomes a threat to civil
order is not always straightforward. The very definition of "harm to the public peace" can be subjective and
open to interpretation, potentially allowing for the suppression of minority views under the guise of
maintaining stability. These criticisms highlight the ongoing complexities in applying Locke's foundational
ideas to diverse and evolving societies.

FAQ

Q: What is the main argument of John Locke's A Letter Concerning
Toleration?
A: The main argument of John Locke's A Letter Concerning Toleration is that the civil government's
authority is limited to protecting civil interests such as life, liberty, and property, and does not extend to
dictating or enforcing religious beliefs. Locke contends that true faith cannot be coerced and that the state
should not interfere in matters of conscience or religious worship.

Q: Why did John Locke write A Letter Concerning Toleration?
A: John Locke wrote A Letter Concerning Toleration in response to the religious strife and persecution
prevalent in 17th-century England. He aimed to advocate for religious freedom and to argue for a
separation between the powers of the church and the state, believing it would lead to greater social
harmony and individual liberty.

Q: What is the distinction Locke makes between the civil government
and the church?
A: Locke distinguishes between the civil government, which he defines as a society constituted for the
preservation and furtherance of civil interests, and the church, which he describes as a free and voluntary
society of individuals who join together for the public worship of God. He asserts that the government's
power is coercive and limited to civil matters, while the church's power is spiritual and voluntary.

Q: Who did John Locke believe should NOT be tolerated?
A: John Locke believed that atheists, who he argued lacked the moral foundation for trustworthiness, and
individuals who owed allegiance to a foreign power (like the Pope, in his view) should not be tolerated. He
also argued against tolerating religious groups whose tenets encouraged practices harmful to the public
peace or advocated for sedition.



Q: How did A Letter Concerning Toleration influence later political
thought?
A: A Letter Concerning Toleration profoundly influenced later political thought by providing a
foundational argument for religious freedom as a fundamental right. It laid the groundwork for the concept
of separation of church and state, influenced Enlightenment thinkers, and contributed to the principles
enshrined in foundational documents like the American Declaration of Independence.

Q: Is John Locke's A Letter Concerning Toleration considered a universal
defense of religious freedom?
A: While A Letter Concerning Toleration is a seminal work advocating for religious freedom, it is not
considered a fully universal defense by modern standards due to Locke's explicit exceptions for atheists and
those owing allegiance to foreign powers. These exceptions reflect the specific historical context in which
he was writing.

Q: What is the role of conscience in Locke's argument for toleration?
A: Conscience is central to Locke's argument. He believed that religious belief is an internal conviction of
the mind and that it is impossible for external force to create true belief. Therefore, individuals must be
free to follow their conscience in matters of faith without fear of state persecution.
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