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Once upon a time, before men formed themselves into political societies, they lived in 

a state of nature. Each man in this state had certain natural rights, rights, that is, which 

belonged to him just because ‘he was a man. They were the rights to life, to liberty, 

and to property. Political societies-States were formed by mutual arrangement (as 

business men form mutual insurance societies) to guarantee these rights, because men, 

uncombined, found it difficult to make their rights secure. This is the only purpose of 

the State and its only justification. And if those who hold power in it use its power for 

any other purpose they betray their trust and forfeit the right to hold it. 

 

 

Influence of John Locke 

This, in bare outline, is the famous theory of natural rights and the social contract. I 

started it like the opening of a fairy story, because it seems to me just like a fairy 

story. Yet it is the theory of John Locke who was that rare thing, an English 

philosopher: the writer whose essays on Toleration and The True Original Extent and 

End of Civil Government were the inspiration of the Whig Party, the man who was 

able to explain, characteristically, how it was that the English Revolution of 1688 was 

not really a revolution at all. And the theory bit deep into the minds of those who were 

later to make the American and the French Revolutions. Indeed it bit deep into the 

political structure of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and traces of it can be 

found in unexpected corners today. More than that, the theory of natural rights looks 

like coming back to us with something of its old apostolic fervour, owing to the rise 

of American influence in world affairs: for the American Revolution began with the 

announcement, as self-evident truth, ‘that all men are created equal, that they are 

endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights, that among these are Life, 

Liberty, and the Pursuit of Happiness’. 

 

As soon as one begins to consider these ideas, several questions come up. Did their 

sponsors really believe in this original state of nature?  I think that they did. I cannot 

read Locke without thinking that he did.  Before the nineteenth century an 

antiquarian’s chief equipment was his imagination, and it is difficult to appreciate 

how very misty men of the seventeenth century were about all primitive history. 

Again, did these men really believe that political society is formed by any process at 

all resembling a voluntary contract? Again, I think, yes. Probably nobody accepts 

these beliefs today: yet it is often said that the ideas themselves represent something 

that is still alive and valuable, even if their basis is quite unreal. I would like to look 

into that. 

 

Certainly, they make a very pedestrian affair of the State if the whole association is to 

be thought of as a kind of business contract. Contract and rights; this is to use 

lawyer’s language, and it is true that this particular set of political ideas is largely the 
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creation of lawyers. But above all they are ideas designed to lower the status of 

political power.  How it is fallen from its high estate! No longer the supreme mission, 

responsible for everyone’s life, as Plato saw it: ne longer the divine duty of medieval 

thought: instead, power is an official confined to his task of making sure that the 

individual citizen is free to pursue the great end of making the best or most of himself. 

Here, then, is a negative theory about power, a theory intended to tie it down, and a 

positive theory about the individual, a theory intended to let him loose. Loose for 

what? I do not think that the answer belongs to this lecture, because the question itself 

did not directly trouble the men of whom I am speaking. What mattered to them, 

above everything else, was that there should be individual liberty. 

 

For Locke was rationalising a change that had come over the world. One must look 

back to see the nature of this change. The faith and the life of ten centuries had 

dissolved with the Middle Ages, and they with their beliefs and fears-had passed 

away. Men had reclaimed the right to critical thought, and to think critically means-

should mean discovery and invention. The power to criticise, the freedom to discover 

to innovate led to a new self-confidence. Man himself, perhaps, so ‘noble in reason’, 

so ‘infinite in faculty’, was the lost heir to the world’s estate: and that other world 

which pressed so close about and intermingled with the life of the Middle Ages 

shrank away from these hard and questioning eyes. There is a passage of Pascal that 

expresses something of the combined grandeur and arrogance of this new attitude: 

 

‘Thought makes the essence of man; one cannot think of him without 

it. Man is nothing but a reed, the weakest in all nature; but he is a reed 

that thinks. It needs no universe in arms to wipe him out: a mist, a drop 

of water, can finish him. Well, if the universe should wipe him out, 

still man would be nobler than his destroyer, for while he knows his 

death as he dies, the universe is not even conscious of its triumph over 

him. All human dignity, then, lies in thought.... Let us try to think 

aright, for right thinking is the basis of morality.’   

 

This sense of personal independence-personal responsibility-was reflected .in the 

independent national state. From the fifteenth century onwards, at least, Christendom 

was in liquidation and its former members began to claim that neither external ruler 

nor external rule should stand between them and their ‘manifest destiny’. The old 

ideas of a universal order were put away.  

 

The first result was to strengthen the grip of secular power. For the holder was at once 

a tribal chief, embodying his people’s hopes and ambitions, and at the same time the 

only remaining representative of order in the new and pathless wilderness that they 

were to explore.  Small wonder that this period of dissolution was the period of the 

extremist doctrines of political obedience. But it is strange to see how these doctrines 

were upheld by the teaching of those bold men who were working to create the 

Protestant and Reformed churches: none so absolute as they in civil matters, partly 

perhaps because they were so radical in religion. In was work enough to defy the 

lightning of Rome. Wycliffe, Luther, Tyndale - each of them can be drawn upon for 

the most positive instructions of non-resistance to the civil power. ‘The King’, said 

Tyndale - later to die bravely for his faith at Vilvords -‘is in this world without law 

and may at his lust do right or wrong and shall give account to God only’. ‘The only 

right of the Christian’, said Luther, ‘is suffering and the Cross’. When the serfs in 
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Suabia revolted, Luther replied to their: appeal that their Lords had behaved like 

tyrants and would be judged by God, but they themselves had transgressed against 

God by their insurrection. This is to turn the doctrine of Divine Right upside down. 

And our own James I, who could always be trusted to’ say a silly thing in an arresting 

way, was there to do it. ‘If there is an unjust royal command’ he explained, ‘the 

people may do no other than flee unresistingly from the anger of its King; its tears and 

sighs are the only answer to’ him allowed it, and it may summon none bur God to its 

aid’. 

 

 

The ‘Mortal God’ 

There is no end to this sort of thing in the seventeenth century. I could match the 

divines from the philosophers and find in the greatest of them - Bacon, Descartes, 

Pascal, Spinoza - the same virtual worship of State power, ‘that Mortal God’, as 

Hobbes called it, ‘to which we owe under the Immortal God our peace and defence’. I 

cannot explain it-this panic of the soul-for it seizes men who are capable of intrepid 

conduct as well as of audacity in thought. It seems to be a feeling that civil order is so 

overwhelming a good that civil obedience becomes the first and highest duty of man, 

no matter what private conscience or personal morality may say. 

 

Wars of religion had ravaged western Europe in the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries, and men who had lived through those times had reason enough to put peace 

and order above every other value. That would account for the attitude of practical 

statesmen such as William Cecil in England and De l’Hospital in France: they had 

first to disarm the fanatic before their successors would have time even for toleration. 

But order for the sake of order is a sterile use of power: in the end it can never be 

adequate as a justification of the State’s authority. Some deep internal sense of 

insecurity must have caught these philosophers and religious leaders of that day: for 

their concern should be with time and eternity, not with current politics. I have seen 

such a sense of insecurity at work in the world of our day, and it corrupts-though it 

corrupts subtly-both the rulers and the ruled. And whatever else it does, it elevates 

political power into a world of its own, in which the rules that govern conduct, if there 

are any, are not the human rules of right and wrong. 

 

 

Machiavelli and the Hero Prince 

This is the real importance of Machiavelli. People speak of this devoted little 

Florentine as if his writings contained some dark scheme for debauching public 

morality. Nothing of the sort. He was an ardent Italian nationalist, sick at heart to see 

Italy destroyed by the intrigues of other countries, France, Germany, Switzerland, 

Spain, and by her own dissension. What he wanted above everything was to see Italy 

strong and united. To gain this there must arise some hero-prince, ‘half-fox, half-lion’, 

who would abjure the accepted rules of moral conduct for himself in order to win 

freedom for his people; for, says Machiavelli in his Discourses, ‘Where the 

deliberation is wholly touching the safety of the fatherland there ought to be no 

consideration of just or unjust, pitiful or cruel, honourable or dishonourable, but 

rather, all other respect being laid aside, that course ought to be taken which may 

preserve the life and maintain the life and liberty thereof ‘. Very likely Machiavelli-

who was not at all indifferent to private morality thought that those who mixed 

themselves in these high politics would go to Hell for their pains, but he thought the 
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sacrifice was called for to preserve the fatherland. In other words he wanted to do 

what Cavour succeeded in doing in the nineteenth century, and by methods not SO 

dissimilar; but whereas Cavour was loudly applauded, because by that time the cause 

of nationalism had acquired a sanctity of its own, the name of Machiavelli remains as 

a byword for political cynicism.   

 

In fact he was no cynic. But having-unlike most political schemers -made no secret of 

his purpose, he has done himself no good by the candour of his language. If you read 

The Prince - his manual for the private instruction of the saviour-to-be-you need 

strong nerves. ‘It is necessary for a prince who desires to preserve himself to be able 

to make use of honesty or to lay it aside as need shall require ‘. ‘It must be understood 

that a prince, and especially a new prince, cannot observe all those things which are 

considered good in men, being often obliged, in order to maintain the State, to act 

against faith, against charity, against humanity, and against religion’. And, lastly, my 

two favourites: first: ‘It cannot be called a virtue to kill one’s fellow citizens, betray 

one’s friends, be without faith, without pity and without religion’; and then: ‘It is to 

be noted that in taking a State, the conqueror must arrange to commit all the cruelties 

at once, so as not to have to recur to them every day’. How candid and how modest all 

this is after the sanctimonious ideologies to which we are, now asked to grow 

accustomed! 

 

What is disconcerting about Machiavelli is that he cannot be dismissed as altogether 

in the wrong. Political power cannot be administered as if its actions were merely 

private dealings between one man and another. In that sense it is not bound by the 

same rules as those of personal morality: and, unless this is realised, altogether too 

little attention is paid to considering what is the special morality of power.  From that, 

two reflections, before I pass on; one, that reinforces Plato’s theme, no system can be 

so important as that which trains and secures the best of the corps of rulers; the other, 

other countries may have gone some way to solving what this country has hardly 

begun to admit.  There is, for instance, the work of the Conseil d’Etat in France. 

There, in a country in which” traditionally, the acts of the Government and its 

servants are not subject to the same limitations of law as rule the private citizen, they 

have developed-not from outside, but within the Government itself-a judicial branch 

that prescribes for it its own rules of justice and fair dealing. 

 

Put the theories of John Locke against this background. The social contract, natural 

rights, government by consent of the governed: they are all ideas-myths, if you like-

which are launched as arguments against absolute power. Locke and Shaftesbury and 

their party turned them against James II primarily because he claimed that the King 

could govern without observing the laws of the kingdom and could even exempt his 

subjects from them. 

 

As ideas they were quite ‘familiar to the Middle Ages, who had used them, more 

wisely I think, as good arguments to confound an opponent, rather than as the ultimate 

revelation of truth. They make part of the armour of the oppressed against the 

oppressor. The supporters of the Empire had used them against the papacy, the papal 

reformers against the Pope, the Jesuits of the Counter-Reformation against the new 

Protestant governments. But it was the peculiar achievement of the eighteenth century 

and of the school of Locke to make these ideas the theory of government itself. 

 



 5 

To my mind they cannot take the strain. They are not enough to account for the 

demands that the State makes upon individuals or, for that matter, for the claims that 

they make upon it. It is a weakness at the heart of the liberal democratic State that its 

theory has always been so sober a thing, so much an affair of the counting-house and 

the shareholders’ meeting. When a reckoning is made of its great successes -which 

may be quite short-lived in terms of history- a large share may be found to be due to a 

social tradition that is much older than the theory itself that indeed persisted as a bond 

of society in spite of the prevailing theory and in opposition to it. But, discount them 

as you will, these arguments about men being subject only to such government as they 

consented to, and about their being bound to each other or to the State power by 

agreement and no -more- these arguments suited their times,- because they suited the 

energies and the opportunities of their day. The question is what value is left in them 

if the energies and the opportunities of another day may take a different course.  

 

It may be useful to bring home to people that all societies hang together in reliance 

upon some conditions which they regard as the basis of civilised life, and that all 

power ought to be exercised so as to respect those conditions. But surely it is wildly 

unreal to pretend that the list of those conditions can be drawn up with any precision, 

or that they are settled by any process that is at all like a contract. Nowadays, at any 

rate, there is no voluntary agreement involved in being a citizen of a particular State. 

Virtually all its members belong to it because they were born in it, and long before 

they were old enough to make a mature decision they had become part of it by the 

force of family ties, associations, education; in short, men adopt the way of life of a 

society for almost any other reason than that of deliberate choice. And just because a 

man’s relationship to his country is part of its history and his, the bonds that unite him 

to it, to its institutions and to his fellow-countrymen, are far stronger than the 

obligations of any contract. I cannot improve upon Edmund Burke’s comment, when 

he says; 

 

Society is indeed a contract . . . but the State ought not to be 

considered as nothing better than a partnership agreement in a trade of 

pepper and coffee, calico or tobacco, or some other such low concern, 

to be taken up for a little temporary interest and dissolved at the fancy 

of the parties.... It is a partnership in all science; a partnership in all art; 

a partnership in every virtue, and in all perfection: As the ends of such 

a partnership cannot be obtained in many generations, it becomes a 

partnership not only between those who are living, but between those 

who are living, those Who are dead, and those who are to be born. 

 

Just so. But if the State does indeed serve purposes so elevated and so all-embracing, 

what becomes of the theory that it exists only to guarantee certain essential conditions 

for its members? 

 

 

Difficulties of Definition 

These conditions are, according to Locke, their ‘natural rights’. As a general principle, 

natural rights do not, I think, get one very far. In its origin the idea is religious, and is, 

in effect, the faith that such conditions are things essential to the making of a human 

soul. But, as an idea, it has suffered somewhat from the fact that its development 

came in a period of rationalism. It does not rationalise easily. For one thing no one has 
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ever succeeded in settling what these natural rights are. It is all very well for Locke to 

say that they are life, liberty, and property, but he was something of an innovator in 

introducing’ property ‘. To him it was equivalent to the fruits of a man’s own labour, 

though his fellow Whigs would hardly have been content with so nice a definition. He 

would have done better to follow Bodin, and to say with him that property is a natural 

right because the family is the essential unit of ordered society, and the family and 

private property are ideas inseparably connected. The American Declaration of 

Independence carne out for , life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness’ as natural 

rights; the French Declaration of 1789, ‘life, property, security, and resistance to 

oppression’. I could add longer and even vaguer combinations from other sources. I 

believe that one list included the National Debt as a natural right. 

 

To cut it short, the list tends to vary with the outlook - or the literary power-of its 

makers, and, although such rights may be sacred, inalienable, or imperscriptible, as 

they have been variously called, it is a pity that it still remains so uncertain what in 

fact they are. It is not as if they could be put forward, either, as absolute rights. Only 

an anarchist could maintain that society may not in any circumstances interfere with, 

say, a man’s life, liberty, or property. What we quarrel about is the definition of the 

circumstances that justify such interference.  Locke and his school treated this 

problem as virtually solved so long as you had government by consent and, as their 

assumptions still prevail in democratic countries, it is worth while to give them a 

glance.   

 

Government by consent of the governed is a very important principle and it runs back 

to the beginnings of English history. To put it as it was put by Hooker, from whom 

Locke drew much of his argument, ‘Laws they are not: for the public approbation 

hath not made them so’. That was one of the constitutional functions that Parliament 

had acquired: to assent or to refuse consent to laws on behalf of the realm. Members 

of Parliament have been described as ‘the King’s Physicians ... with whom he 

consults’. And, of course, you must have representatives for this purpose. They might 

be chosen or summoned as representative of the established interests of the country: 

we have come to a system in which they represent the population of a mere 

geographical division.  But when the representative body advance from the work of 

themselves accepting or refusing to the work of making and unmaking the laws, 

displace the old monarchical power and become a sovereign in their own right, does 

not the theory of consent become a rather insubstantial support for the laws’ claim to 

obedience? Obviously, millions of voters can be represented in Parliament only by a 

member whose political views are opposed to theirs; just as electors who favour the 

minority party can expect to see, mainly, only legislation to which they object. 

 

I think that Locke takes the theory of consent much too lightly. The truth is that he 

was a leader of that school of sentimental English and American writers who speak of 

‘The People’ as if it were a single person with one mind and one interest instead of a 

complex mass of individuals with different purposes and conflicting interests. To such 

thinkers the problem is easy: the representative body stands for The People and 

whatever it decides upon, even by a bare majority, is the Voice of the People. A 

business-like race, such as the English, gets so accustomed to accepting a majority 

vote that it sometimes forgets that the majority principle-though unavoidable for 

handling practical affairs of daily life-is not so obviously right as the only test, when it 

comes to deciding some great issue of social or constitutional policy. It is the 



 7 

weakness of Locke’s theory that it raises only the feeblest of barriers to the Dower of 

Parliament itself. Apart from a passing compliment to the Law of Nature, which he 

calls an ‘eternal rule’ to all legislators, and some good practical advice about not 

making ‘extempore arbitrary decrees’ instead of standing laws, he really leaves 

Parliament in possession of the field. It is to be a master without constitutional 

limitations, for its purpose, he says, is that of ‘achieving the public good’. After all, he 

reflects, if it betrays this trust and endeavours ‘to invade the property of the subject 

and to make themselves, or any part of the community, masters or arbitrary disposers 

of the lives, liberties or fortunes of the people’ (whatever all that means) the People 

can always have a revolution! The Tsarist Government used to be spoken of as 

despotism tempered by assassination; similarly, it might be said that the classi5al 

Whig theory was one of parliamentary sovereignty tempered by revolution!  

 

It is only fair to Locke to say that, writing at the end of the seventeenth century, he did 

not foresee the extent to which the closely organised political party or caucus would 

invalidate the theory of Parliament that he was so eloquently expounding. It is a very 

instructive piece’ of our political history to note how attitudes towards organised party 

have changed. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries organised party was not 

respectable: it was called faction. It was regarded as unfair to the process of 

parliamentary debate (‘avoid faction’ wrote Chatham’s grandfather to his son, ‘and 

never enter the House prepossessed: but attend diligently to the debate and vote 

according to your conscience’). Also it was thought to be faintly seditious, for the 

King was still very much in politics and the Government in power-his Ministers-had 

something of royalty about them.  The seventeenth-century Marquis of Halifax, with 

whose writings I sometimes refresh myself, is particularly brisk at the expense of 

party. ‘The best party’, he says in his Political Thoughts and Reflections, ‘is but a 

kind of conspiracy against the rest of the Nation. They put everybody else out of their 

Protection. Like the Jews to the Gentiles, all others are the off scowrings of the 

World’. 

 

Of course we have changed all that long since. With the middle of the nineteenth 

century the principle of the organised party in political life became accepted. Indeed it 

might be truer to say that it became the principle of political life. Few of those 

actively engaged in politics would accept that you could now conduct the business of 

Parliament without it. Perhaps a good deal turns upon the degree to which the 

organisation is carried: for, carried to its logical conclusion, Parliament is turned into 

the instrument of power instead of being its holder. But if the obligation of the man of 

politics is not to begin and end with the duty of playing for his side-and surely it must 

reach beyond that-there ought to be room on his bookshelves for the works of George 

Savile, Marquis of Halifax: Halifax, called the Trimmer, because he put the 

commonwealth above party. His own essay, The Character of a Trimmer, is not 

ashamed to claim his title. Not a romantic man, or a sentimental man, or a great 

partisan, or a great hater: but a brave, cool-headed, independent Englishman, who 

knew only one theme for eloquence: 

 

Our Trimmer is far from idolatry in other things, in one thing only he 

cometh near it, his Country is in some degrees his Idol; he doth not 

worship the Sun, because ‘tis not peculiar to us, it rambles about the 

world and is less kind to us than others; but for the Earth of England, 

tho’ perhaps inferior to that of many places abroad, to him there is 
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Divinity in it and he would rather die than see a spire of English grass 

trampled down by a foreign trespasser. 


