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[p. 72] In spite of other titles to fame, John Locke mugt, | think, be remembered and
considered first as a philosopher. For, athough the philosophica work for which heis
justly famous was the product of the leisure hours of alife spent for the most part in
politica activity, and was neither published nor completed until he had turned 58,
Locke' s philosophy is so characterigtic of the man and has exercised so great an
influence upon subsequent thought that it must take a place in history which it never
took in hislife. The Essay concerning Human Understanding isawork hindered by
many weaknesses both of conception and composition. It orings, in the firgt place,
not from any radica doubt, any purging scepticism, but from curiogity and amild
perplexity. Locke sinsatigble curiogity iswritten al over his Journals, and his
biographer says that he “knew something of dmost everything that can be useful to
mankind.” Indeed, the view that it is equally unwarrantable either to doubt everything
or to make extravagant clams on behdf of the human mind, which may be said to be
the message of Locke' s philosophy, was as much a prejudice and a compromise with
which he began as the conclusion with which he finished. Locke is a cautious, patient
thinker, not given to paradox and as little controversa as may be: thereis nothing
audacious about his speculations, and nothing dazzling or even brilliant about his
writing. The Essay has perhaps less of the character of atour de force than any other
philosophica work ever published. And these, it ssemsto me, are in the nature of
defects in a philosophy. Mere ‘soundness' is avulnerable qudity in a philosophy; it is
more a the mercy of time than audacity and brilliance. For in philosophy what is
daring is provocative and will ways retain its power to awvaken, while what is
cautious and sound is after awhile forgotten, having about it a soporific effect. And it
isaways more difficult to doubt radicdly and intdligently than to believe. And again,
it was not for the man who refused the opportunity of a career and preferment in the
church for fear he might fail to meke his mark there, when he turned to philosophy, to
st before himsdf any but a modest task. For the Essay is no system of philosophy,
but a cautious atempt to determine the limits of our knowledge by enquiring into the
character of the mind. It isaview of the limits of human understanding. And this
attitude, also, more sensible to divisons, digtinctions and separations than to
agreements and unities, is regponsible for many of the defects of Locke s philosophy.
Fromits very plan hiswork was destined to be inconclusve and to result in a
compromise. And it isthe qudity of compromise which is a once the digtinction and
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the weakness of this philosophy. In virtue of this quality Locke was said (by Horace
Walpale) to be the first philosopher who introduced common sense into his writings.
But it is a dangerous mixture. Common-sense and philosophy are not apt to agree; and
when common sense is represented as the criterion of philosophic truth the result can
be nothing but error.

But what is characteristic and important in a philosophica thinker is not so much the
conclusions he reaches as the way he sets about it. And it is here that Locke shews
himsdf to be agenuine, perhaps greet philosopher. Apart from “amind covetous of
truth,” which is of course eementary, Locke stands out by reason of the independence
of histhought. Histhinking is his own ; he does not make the foolish attempt to be a
scholar and a philosopher at the same time. He was not ill-read in philosophy; but he
know that the philosopher’ s businessis to think rather than to read, to know his own
mind rather than that of others. “This” he says, “1 am certain, | have not made it my
business ether to quit or follow any authority in the ensuing discourse: truth has been
my only aim, and wherever that has gppeared to lead, my thoughts have impartialy
followed, without minding whether the footsteps of any other lay that way or not. Not
that | want a due respect to other men’s opinions; but after dl, the greatest reverence
isdueto truth: and | hope it will not be thought arrogance to say, that perhaps we
should make grester progress in the discovery of rational and contemplative
knowledge, if we sought it in the fountain, in the consideration of things themsdlves
and made use rather of our own thoughts than other men’ sto find it. The floating of
other men’s opinionsin our brains makes us not one jot the more knowing, though
they happen to be true.” Locke' s independence and his modesty are remarkable in that
they are, perhaps, the only uncompromising traits in a character otherwise given over
to moderation. And further, Locke was not only an independent thinker and a candid
thinker, but he chose a style of writing in agreement with his cast of mind—a
colloguid gyle. He was as unwilling to use the language of the schools as merdly to
rehash the idess of his predecessors. But in this matter of style he cannot be said to
have been dtogether successful. For, whatever the merits of saying what you mean in
the language of socid intercoursg, it |eads sometimes to misunderstanding which
might otherwise have been avoided. And, for example, Locke' s colloquid use of the
word ‘experience resulted in an ambiguity which rends his philosophy from end to
end. He was not a great enough writer to follow the track which avoids a once jargon
and ambiguity—that is nur fir die Schwindelfreie. Nevertheless, Locke singtincts
were those of a philosopher; and his great achievement is to have thought
systematicdly and to have escaped making a system.

A philosophy of this kind, something constructed to satisfy the thinker’s own mind,
without the attraction of brilliance or the provocation of audacity, is not one for which
we should predict along and influentia career in the world. And the fact thet for a
century Locke' s Essay was a centre of philosophicd interest, not only in England
(where commonplace philosophy has more chance than € sewhere) but also and
particularly in France (where compromise is viewed with suspicion and modesty
mistaken for weakness) seemsto cdl for explanation. The fact of Locke sinfluence
upon XVIl1th century French thought is undeniable. The Essay wastrandated in
1700, and it was adopted as the officia philosophy of the Encyclopedists until they
could provide one of their own; and even then, what they provided was very much
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after Locke. Voltaire leads the chorus of acclamation in the Lettres Anglaises. A
multitude of writers, he says, have written the romance of the soul; Locke has written
its history. D’ Alembert saysin the Encyclopédie: “ce que Newton n'avait ose ou

N’ aurait peut-étre pu faire, Locke I’ entreprit et |’ exécuta avec success.” Diderot
admits himsdf adisciple. And | Helvétius and Condillac recommend Locke by
gppropriating the greater part of his philosophy. Nevertheless, it was nat, | think,
merely on account of its merits that Locke' s philosophy exercised so greet an
influence. What was influentia was not so much Locke as a perverson of Locke; for
the French thinkers saw in this Chritian, English, Puritan, cautious thinker the
founder of Delsm and the gpostle of Materiaism. They made a system of what was
never, in Locke s view, more than a methodica attempt to think clearly about the
limits of knowledge, and in the name of that system they upset the world, for alittle
while. It was, however, in England itsdf that Locke' s influence was most direct and
genuine. Hobbes was infected with materidism, Berkeley and Hume (both of whom
owed much to Locke) with paradox, and Locke, in spite of criticism and opposition,
took, and for awhile held, the supreme place in English philosophy.

But, for the Englishman, what is interesting and memorable is not so much the author
of the Essay, the father of the so-called ‘philosophy of experience’ or the foundation
member of the Royal Society, but rather the Locke who was in at the birth of the
Whig party and who provided liberalism with its gospel and creed. It isthe “friends of
freedom” who Locke' s earliest biographer thinks will welcome his biography.
Liberdlism was not, of course, the invention of Locke; but, standing between two
ages, he served as the filter by means of which Puritanism was drained of its
immoderation and its ‘enthusiasm’ and was converted into what the XV I1I1th century
knew as Whigism and the XIXth as Liberdism. Liberdism is Puritanisn mede
respectable, and nobody contributed more than Locke to this piece of ‘rescue-work.’
Locke s doctrines of toleration (alimited toleration), of liberty (areasonable liberty),
of individudism (not afanaticd individuaism), of the sovereignty of the people (to

be exercised sometimes) and of property, are the seeds from which modern liberdism
sorang. And perhaps ‘the rights of nationality’ and ‘the perfectability of the human
race are the only ideas of importance which have since been added to liberdism.
Locke believed in science, in freedom, in progress, in property and the pride of
ownership, in gability, in moderation, in compromise, and he believed that truth
(liberd truth) is greet and will prevail; and it is because of hisformulation of aview

of life no less than of politics governed by these beliefs that heis counted the father of
liberalism. Others, no doubt, before him had been liberds, others have done more
than he in the practica gpplication of these ideas, but no one has possessed a more
comprehensive grasp of this least comprehensive of views. Locke was the gpostle of
the liberalism which is more consarvetive than conservetism itsdlf, the liberdism
characterised, not by insengtiveness, but by a sinister and destructive senstiveness to
the influx of the new, the liberdlism which is sure of its limits, which has ahorror of
extremes, which laysits pardysing hand of respectability upon whatever is dangerous
or revolutionary. And liberdism was for Locke as much a part of his temperament—
Locke “who never said anything which could shock or injure anybody”—as a
thought-out view of life and palitics.
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Now, whether or not we should remember this side of Locke' s character and work
with gratitude mugt, | suppose, be ameatter of opinion. But it is at least remarkable
that at the present time the gospd of Locke is less able to secure adherents than any
other whatever. At onetime it seemed that liberalism, under the stimulus of the
romantic movement, might be transformed into something less boring and
upholstered; but the spirit of Locke prevailed. And it appears likely thet the fate now
of thisliberdism isto die of neglect. The moderate individualism of Locke has no
atraction for those who have embraced aradicd, an Epicurean individuaism.
Locke' s “steady love of liberty” appears worse than davery to anyone who, like
Montaigne, is “besotted with liberty.” Democracy, parliamentary government,
progress, discussion, and “the plausible ethics of productivity” are notions—al of
them insgparable from the Lockian liberaism—which fal now to arouse even
opposition; they are not merely absurd and exploded, they are uninteresting. Not a
little, indeed, of the revolt againgt so-cdled Victorianism isin fact arevolt rather
agang Locke and hislegacy of liberdism. This liberdism may have given us our
liberties (though thet is doubtful), it may be aview of things which will come again,
but just now it is not one which commands attention or indeed respect. | am not, of
course, referring merdy to liberdiam in politics and liberdism asa socid gospd. The
liberdism of Locke hasinvaded other interests than these; but everywhereit is
equaly deed. The liberalism, for example, which made a revolution in theology
respectable and determined its limitsis no less dead than that which sponsored the
respectability of democracy. And everywhere what has been fatd to liberdismisits
boundless but capricious moderation.

Locke slife and character, like his philosophy and like hisliberdiam, are full of
indructive contragts. His influence upon the palitics of his time was immense, but
aways indirect; he could never be persuaded to take the stage. He was a successful
palitician, but a man without guile or ambition. He was a bachel or who kept accounts,
a bourgeois who never had ahome of his own; a man of property without any
property. His life was spent in agreet variety of places, in England and on the
Continent, and in agreet variety of occupations; but there is nothing of the
cosmopolitan in his character. He was a busy man of affairs who appeared dwaysto
be a leisure. 1t was, however, fitting that he should live the full span of aman'slife
and should dig, in the XVIl1th century, without an epigram on hislips. He was
moderate in everything except his love of moderation. Thereisnothing a dl of
pretension in his character; he was meek, and until recently he inherited the earth.
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