






























The one of these being the Food and Rayment which unassisted Nanm~ 
furnishes us with; the other provisions which our industry and pains prepare 
for us, which how much they exceed the other in value, when any one hath 
computed, he will then see, how much labour makes the far greatest part of 
the value of things, we enjoy in this World: And the ground which produces 
the materials, is scarce to be reckon'd in, as any, or at most, but a very small 
part of it; So little, that even amongst us, Land that is left wholly to Nature, 
that hath no improvement of Pasturage, Tillage, or Planting, is called, as 
indeed it is, wast; and we shall find the benefit ofit amount to little more than 
nothing.32 

In these passages, Locke claims that the value of material goods 
derives largely from the labour invested in them;33 he further claims 
that this fact results from the barren character of the natural world. 
But once again, this barrenness is itself the result of original sin and 
the curse on the earth. As we have seen in the cases of the domains 
of religion and politics, original sin enters into the development of 
Locke's position, because it is this sin that accounts for the 
barrenness of the earth, by way of the curse described in Genesis. 

III 
Thus far I have focused on the negative effects of original sin on 
human life in Locke's thought; however, it is importantto recognize 
that he did not hold these effects to be uniformly negative. The 
reason is the same as that for his rejection of imputed guilt: the 
conviction that God is just in his punishments as well as his 
rewards, and that we ought to be able to recognize all of his acts, 
including all his punishments, as just, because he has given us the 
rational faculties to do so. This means that, while it is true that the 
curse on the earth and attendant necessity of labour and drudgery 

32 Ibid. 315. 

33 But cf. Karen I. Vaughn, 'John Locke and the Labor The01y of Value', Journal of 
Libertarian Studies, 2 (1978), 311-26, and Ramon M. Lemos in John Locke: Critical 
Assessments, ed. Richard Ashcraft (London & New York: Routledge, 1991). 

216 



resulted in the need for revelation and political society, this labour 
itselfis notunivocally dolorous. For instance, in his 1661 Common
place Book, Locke argues that 'We ought to look on it as a mark of 
goodness in God that he has put us in this life under a necessity of 
labour ... to keep mankind from the mischiefs that ill men at leisure 
are very apt to do'. 34 If the leisurely classes invested more of their 
time in some 'honest labour ... there would [ not be] the temptation 
to ambition where the possession of power could not display itself 
in the distinctions and shows of pride and vanity'. 35 In the same 
passages, Locke includes a critique of contemporaneous political 
economy, claiming that the failure of governments to ensure ' the 
real necessities and conveniency of life' is due to 'the carelessness 
and negligence of the governments of the world, which are wholly 
intent upon the care of aggrandising themselves at the same time 
neglect the happiness of the people and with it their own peace and 
security'. 36 Whilst the need for labour might be a hindrance to the 
production or acquisition of natural religion, it is also a bulwark 
against the mischief and vice that the life ofleisure gives such great 

34 
John Locke: Political Writings, ed. D. Wootton (London: Penguin Books, 1993), 

440. A substantive treatment of these issues lies beyond the scope of this essay; I will note, 
however, that Locke suggests in other places at least one alternative explanation for the 
value of goods involving market forces; for an exploration of the relationship between 
these alternative explanations of value and that centered on labour see Karen I. Vaughn, 
loc. cit. Ramon M. Lemos, op. cit. claims that Locke 'does not ... accept a so-called labor 
theory of value, ifby this one means that the economic value of something is detern1ined 
by the amount of labor expended in its production' (348); however, he concedes at least 
that 'something upon which labor is expended may, as a result of this expenditure oflabor, 
be transformed and become considerably more valuable than it would be had no labor been 
expended upon it' (34 7). Lemos attacks any interpretation of Locke which entails that ' the 
value of something is detern1ined solely by the amount oflabor expended in producing it' 
(ibid.), but one could avoid this objection by interpreting Locke as claiming that the amount 
of labour expended in producing something is one, and not the sole, factor that ultimately 
determines its value. 

35 Ibid. 442. 

36 Ibid. 
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opportunity for. Labour is therefore as much a benefit toward 
moral action as it is an obstacle, and is part and parcel of a just 
government and healthy society. 

Locke also discusses the connection between legitimate 
government and original sin in the first book of the Two Treatises 
of Government. Here he appeals to the fall to attack the idea that the 
proper form of government is absolute monarchy, and that 
monarchic power is ultimately founded on Adamic dominion over 
humanity. He writes that, according to the scriptures, 'God sets 
[Adam] to work for his living, and seems rather to give him a Spade 
into his hand, to subdue the Earth, than a Scepter to Rule over its 
Inhabitants. In the Sweat of thy Face thou shalt eat thy Bread, says 
God to him, ver. 19' .37 He further suggests that ''twould be hard to 
imagine, that God, in the same Breath, should make him Universal 
Monarch over all Mankind, and a day labourer for his Life; tum 
him out of Paradice, to till the Ground, ver. 23. and at the same 
time, advance him to a Throne, and all the Priviledges and Ease of 
Absolute Power'. 38 Locke writes that if God had intended monarchy 
to be the natural form of government, such that monarchs should 
have derived their authority from the originary monarchy of Adam, 
then he would not have made labour one of the consequences of 
original sin. Given the central role of pride and ambition in not only 
original sin, but also so much later viciousness, it is no wonder that 
God incorporated the necessity of labour into the penalty for these 
vices. 

From the early Essays on the Law of Nature through the Essay 
Concerning Human Understanding to the late Reasonableness of 
Christianity, Locke maintains that humanity is in principle capable 
of discovering and formulating a true and complete moral system. 
However, in the Reasonableness he insists that revelation is 

37 Locke, Two Treatises of Government, 190. 

38 Ibid. 
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indispensable, and he does so because he believes that even if he 
himself had succeeded in producing a mathematical morality 
(which he did not), such a morality would be useless for the vast 
majority of humanity. The reason he offers for the latter is that the 
vast majority of humanity is destined to labour and toil; this destiny 
is the result of the curse on earth levied by God on account of 
original sin. Moreover, the consequences of the curse on earth are 
not confined to the need for revelation, but extend to inform 
Locke 's views on the origins and rationale of polity and economy. 
This should not be entirely surprising, considering how popular the 
notion was in early modern Protestant Europe and the unchallenged 
status of the bible as a source of historical as well as salvific trnth. 
The intertwined topics of original sin, labour, and the nonhuman 
natural world have profound import to a host of central Lockian 
ideas, and even if we accept that Locke discarded any notion 
whatsoever that intrinsic human moral and cognitive capacity had 
been damaged fundamentally by the fall , this would not mean that 
original sin and its impact have no place in his outlook. 
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