UNDERSTANDING CAN
NOT BE COMPELLED

John Locke

ibertarianism is often seen primarily as a philosophy of economic free-
dom, but its historical roots are perhaps more firmly planted in the
struggle for religious toleration. From the early Christians who developed theo-
ries of toleration in the face of Roman persecution to the observers of the happy
Dutch experience with toleration in the seventeenth century, proto-libertartans
argued that each person has “a property in his conscience” into which the state
should not intrude. John Locke (1632—1704) argued both that “liberty of con-
science is every man’s natural right” and that truth would emerge from religious

pluralism. This selection is drawn from his Letter Concerning Toleration, published
in 1689.

I ESTEEM IT above all things necessary to distinguish exactly the business of
civil government from that of religion, and to settle the just bounds that lie be-
tween the one and the other. If this be not done, there can be no end put to the
controversies that will be always arising between those that have, or at least pre-
tend to have, on the one side, a concernment for the interest of men’s souls, and,
on the other side, a care of the commonwealth.

The commonwealth seems to me to be a society of men constituted only for
the procuring, preserving, and advancing their own civil interests.

Civil interest I call life, liberty, health, and indolency of body; and the posses-
sion of outward things, such as money, lands, houses, furniture, and the like. . ..

The care of souls cannot belong to the civil magistrate, because his power con-
sists only in outward force: but true and saving religion consists in the inward
persuasion of the mind, without which nothing can be acceptable to God. And
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such is the nature of the understanding, that it cannot be compelled to the belief
of any thing by outward force. . . .

It is one thing to persuade, another to command; one thing to press with ar-
guments, another with penalties. This the civil power alone has a right to do; to
the other, good-will is authority enough. Every man has commission to admon-
ish, exhort, convince another of error, and by reasoning to draw him into truth:
but to give laws, receive obedience, and compel with the sword, belongs to none
but the magistrate. And upon this ground I atfirm, that the magistrate’s power
extends not to the establishing of any articles of faith, or forms of worship, by the
force of his laws. For laws are of no force at all without penalties, and penalties in
this case are absolutely impertinent; because they are not proper to convince the
mind. . . .

Let us now consider what a church is. A church then I take to be a 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 effectual to the salvation of their souls.

I say, it is a free and voluntary society. Nobody is born a member of any
church; otherwise the religion of parents would descend unto children, by the
same right of inheritance as their temporal estates, and every one would hold his
faith by the same tenure he does his lands; than which nothing can be imagined
more absurd. . . .

And first, I hold, that no church is bound by the duty of toleration to retain
any such person in her bosom, as after admonition continues obstinately to of-
fend against the laws of society. . . .

Secondly: no private person has any right in any manner to prejudice another
person in his civil enjoyments, because he s of another church or religion. . . .

Nobody therefore, in fine, neither single persons, nor churches, nay, nor even
commonwealths, have any just title to invade the civil rights and worldly goods
of each other, upon pretense of religion. Those that are of another opinion, would
do well to consider with themselves how pernicious a seed of discord and war,
how powerful a provocation to endless hatreds, rapines, and slaughters, they
thereby furnish unto mankind. No peace and security, no, not so much as com-
mon friendship, can ever be established or preserved amongst men, so long as
this opinion prevails, “that dominion is founded in grace, and that religion is to
be propagated by force of arms.” . . .

We have already proved, that the care of souls does not belong to the magis-
trate: not a magisterial care, I mean, if I may so call it, which consists in prescrib-
ing by laws, and compelling by punishments. But a charitable care, which
consists in teaching, admonishing, and persuading, cannot be denied unto any
man. The care therefore of every man’s soul belongs unto himself, and is to be left
unto himself. But what if he neglect the care of his soul? I answer, what if he ne-
glect the care of his health, or of his estate; which things are nearlier related to
the government of the magistrate than the other? Will the magistrate provide by
an express law, that such a one shall not become poor or sick? Laws provide, as
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much as is possible, that the goods and health of subjects be not injured by the
fraud or violence of others; they do not guard them from the negligence or ill
husbandry of the possessors themselves. No man can be forced to be rich or
healthful, whether he will or no. Nay, God himself will not save men against their
wills. . ..

In the next place: as the magistrate has no power to impose, by his laws, the
use of any rites and ceremonies in any church; so neither has he any power to for-
bid the use of such rites and ceremonies as are already received, approved, and
practiced by any church: because, if he did so, he would destroy the church itself;
the end of whose institution is only to worship God with freedom, after its own
manner.

You will say, by this rule, if some congregations should have a mind to sacrifice
infants, or, as the primitive Christians were falsely accused, lustfully pollute
themselves in promiscuous uncleanness, or practice any other such heinous enor-
mities, is the magistrate obliged to tolerate them, because they are committed in
a religious assembly? I answer, No. These things are not lawful in the ordinary
course of life, nor in any private house; and, therefore, neither are they so in the
worship of God, or in any religious meeting. But, indeed, if any people congre-
gated upon account of religion, should be desirous to sacrifice a calf, I deny that
that ought to be prohibited by a law. Meliboeus, whose calf it is, may lawfully kill
his calf at home, and burn any part of it that he thinks fit: for no injury is thereby
done to any one, no prejudice to another man’s goods. And for the same reason
he may kill his calf also in a religious meeting. Whether the doing so be well-
pleasing to God or no, it is their part to consider that do it.—The part of the
magistrate is only to take care that the commonwealth receive no prejudice, and
that there be no injury done to any man, either in life or estate. . . .

But idolatry, say some, is a sin, and therefore not to be tolerated. If they said 1t
were therefore to be avoided, the inference were good. But it does not follow, that
because it is a sin, it ought therefore to be punished by the magistrate. For it does
not belong unto the magistrate to make use of his sword in punishing every
thing, indifferently, that he takes to be a sin against God. Covetousness, unchar-
itableness, idleness, and many other things are sins, by the consent of all men,
which yet no man ever said were to be punished by the magistrate. The reason s,
because they are not prejudicial to other men’s rights, nor do they break the pub-
lic peace of societies. . . .

Speculative opinions, therefore, and articles of faith, as they are called, which
are required only to be believed, cannot be imposed on any church by the law of
the land: for it is absurd that things should be enjoined by laws which are not in
men’s power to perform; and to believe this or that to be true does not depend
upon our will. . . .

Further, the magistrate ought not to forbid the preaching or professing of any
speculative opinions in any church, because they have no manner of relation to
the civil rights of the subjects. If a Roman Catholic believe that to be really the
body of Christ, which another man calls bread, he does no injury thereby to his
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neighbor. If a Jew does not believe the New Testament to be the word of God, he
does not thereby alter any thing in men’s civil rights. If a heathen doubt of both
Testaments, he is not therefore to be punished as a pernicious citizen. The power
of the magistrate, and the estates of the people, may be equally secure, whether
any man believe these things or no. I readily grant that these opinions are false
and absurd; but the business of laws is not to provide for the truth of opinions,
but for the safety and security of the commonwealth, and of every particular
man’s goods and person. And so it ought to be; for truth certainly would do well
enough, if she were once left to shift for herself. She seldom has received, and I
fear never will receive, much assistance from the power of great men, to whom
she is but rarely known, and more rarely welcome. She is not taught by laws, nor
has she any need of force to procure her entrance into the minds of men. . . .

Any one may employ as many exhortations and arguments as he pleases, to-
wards the promoting of another man’s salvation. But all force and compulsion
are to be forborn. . . .

But to come to particulars. I say, first, no opinions contrary to human society,
or to those moral rules which are necessary to the preservation of civil society, are
to be tolerated by the magistrate. But of those indeed examples in any church are
rare. For no sect can easily arrive to such a degree of madness, as that it should
think fit to teach, for doctrines of religion, such things as manifestly undermine
the foundations of society, and are therefore condemned by the judgment of all
mankind: because their own interest, peace, reputation, every thing would be
thereby endangered.

Another more secret evil, but more dangerous to the commonwealth, is when
men arrogate to themselves, and to those of their own sect, some peculiar pre-
rogative, covered over with a specious show of deceitful words, but in effect op-
posite to the civil rights of the community. For example: we cannot find any sect
that teaches expressly and openly, that men are not obliged to keep their
promise; that princes may be dethroned by those that differ from them in reli-
gion; or that the dominion of all things belongs only to themselves. . . . But nev-
ertheless, we find those that say the same things in other words. ... These
therefore, and the like, who attribute unto the faithful, religious, and orthodox,
that is, in plain terms, unto themselves, any peculiar privilege or power above
other mortals, in civil concernments; or who, upon pretense of religion, do chal-
lenge any manner of authority over such as are not associated with them in their
ecclesiastical communion; I say these have no right to be tolerated by the magis-
trate; as neither those that will not own and teach the duty of tolerating all men
in matters of mere religion. For what do all these and the like doctrines signity,
but that they may, and are ready upon any occasion to seize the government, and
possess themselves of the estates and fortunes of their fellow-subjects; and that
they only ask leave to be tolerated by the magistrates so long, until they find
themselves strong enough to eftect it.

Again: that church can have no right to be tolerated by the magistrate, which
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is constituted upon such a bottom, that all those who enter into it, do thereby,
ipso facto, deliver themselves up to the protection and service of another

prince. . . .
Lastly, those are not at all to be tolerated who deny the being of God.

Promises, covenants, and oaths, which are the bonds of human society, can have
no hold upon an atheist.




