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Throughout the present volume, authors generally refer to An Essay
concerning Human Understanding as simply the Essay. Quotations
of the Essay are taken from the 1975 version, edited by Peter H.
Nidditch. This edition is based on the original fourth edition of the
Essay. The text has not been modernized, thus generally preserving
Locke’s original spelling, punctuation, italics, and case.

Works of Locke cited using abbreviations are the following:

C The Correspondence of John Locke, ed. E. S. de Beer. 9 vols.
(1976-).

CuU Of the Conduct of the Understanding, ed. Thomas Fowler
(r901).

D Drafts for the Essay concerning Human Understanding,

and Other Philosophical Writings, ed. Peter H. Nidditch
and G. A.J. Rogers. 3 vols. (1990- ).

E An Essay concerning Human Understanding, ed. Peter H.
Nidditch (1975).

EL Essays on the Law of Nature, ed. W. von Leyden (1954).

TE Some Thoughts concerning Education, ed. John W. Yolton
and Jean S. Yolton (1989).

' The Works of John Locke, new ed., corrected. 10 vols. (1823;
repr. 1964).

The majority of citations refer to the Essay. As per the
abbreviation scheme above, these citations are marked with an E,
and they specify the book, chapter, and article numbers, as well as
page numbers: for example, E ILviii.t5: 137 refers to Book II,
Chapter viii, article 15, on page 137 of the Nidditch edition.

Citations to other works are given in parentheses, beginning with the
uppercase abbreviation indicated, followed by a volume number (where
relevant) and, finally a page number preceded by a full colon. For
example, WIV: 36 refers to the Works of John Locke, volume IV, page 36.
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LEX NEWMAN

Introduction

The Essay is first published in December of 1689 by a fifty-seven-
year-old John Locke (1632-1704). (That same year Locke publishes
the Two Treatises of Government and the Letter Concerning Tol-
eration.) The philosophical themes of the Essay are the product of
years of thought, as many as twenty in some cases. Locke continues
working on the Essay in the decade following its initial publication.
He produces three updates — a second edition in 1694, a third in
1695, and a fourth in 1700. He oversees a translation into French.
And he writes three public responses to objections from Edward
Stillingfleet, the bishop of Worcester, one of which is a book-length
work in its own right. The result of Locke’s efforts is an undisputed
philosophical masterpiece. The systematic empiricism he develops
would become the standard for subsequent theorists. The impor-
tance of some of the positions developed in the Essay continues to
the present day.

The Essay is the product of more than simply the tireless efforts
of a gifted philosophical mind. The seventeenth century is a period
of significant intellectual development in Europe — developments to
which the philosophical themes of the Essay are responsive. In the
opening essay of the present volume (Chapter 1), “The Intellectual
Setting and Aims of the Essay,” G. A.]. Rogers details the historical
factors influencing Locke.

Consistent with the title of the Essay, Locke refers to “‘the
Subject of this Treatise’’ as being “the UNDERSTANDING” (E: 6).
The Introduction states his “/Purpose’” as being ‘“to enquire into the
Original, Certainty, and Extent of humane Knowledge; together,
with the Grounds and Degrees of Belief, Opinion, and Assent”’
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2 LEX NEWMAN

(E Li.a: 43). The express concern with epistemology is reflected a
few lines later in Locke’s overview of his method:

First, 1 shall enquire into the Original of those Ideas, Notions, or whatever
else you please to call them, which a Man observes, and is conscious to
himself he has in his Mind; and the ways whereby the Understanding
comes to be furnished with them.

Secondly, 1 shall endeavour to shew, what Knowledge the Understanding
hath by those Ideas; and the Certainty, Evidence, and Extent of it.
Thirdly, 1 shall make some Enquiry into the Nature and Grounds of Faith,
or Opinion: whereby I mean that Assent, which we give to any Proposition
as true, of whose Truth yet we have no certain Knowledge: And here
we shall have Occasion to examine the Reasons and Degrees of Assent.
(E Li.3: 44)

In the course of his inquiry, Locke explores topics that today are
studied under such headings as action theory, epistemology, ethics,
metaphysics, philosophy of language, philosophy of mind, phi-
losophy of science, physics, and psychology, among others.

The Essay unfolds in accord with the threefold order just out-
lined, but with a rather different emphasis than is suggested by
Locke’s remarks. The topics Locke lists under ““First’’ occupy the
majority of attention and are distributed over the first three books of
the Essay. The topics under ““Secondly” and ‘‘Thirdly” are com-
bined in the fourth and final book. The titles of the four books are as
follows:

I. Of Innate Notions

II. Of Ideas

III. Of Words

IV. Of Knowledge and Opinion

Books I and IT are in some sense a two-part investigation into the
origin of mental content. Book I gives a negative account, addres-
sing the kinds of views Locke rejects. Book II gives Locke’s positive
account — a detailed empiricist account. “Let us then suppose the
Mind to be, as we say, white Paper, void of all Characters, without
any Ideas; How comes it to be furnished?”” (E IL.i.2: 104) The bulk of
Locke’s answer unfolds over the course of Book II, the longest book
of the Essay. The present volume includes seven essays on topics
connected with these first two books of the Essay.
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Introduction 3

The first such essay concerns Locke’s rejection of nativism. Book
I makes a series of attacks on nativism, arguing that our knowledge
does not arise from “‘innate Principles,” or from notions ‘‘as it were
stamped upon the Mind of Man’’ (E Lii.1: 48). Unclear is whom
Locke targets with these attacks, or how he understands their
accounts. In ““Locke’s Polemic Against Nativism’’ (Chapter 2),
Samuel C. Rickless attempts to clear up the confusion, along with
clarifying both the structure of Locke’s anti-innatist arguments and
their success.

Locke holds that sense experience provides the building blocks of
mental content — what he calls simple ideas. From these simple
ideas the mind constructs complex ideas. At both levels of ideas,
Locke makes further taxonomic divisions. The result is an elaborate
taxonomy of ideas that helps define the organization of topics in
Book II. In “The Taxonomy of Ideas in Locke’s Essay’’ (Chapter 3),
Martha Brandt Bolton clarifies this classification scheme, while
addressing interpretative problems associated with the major
divisions.

The theory has it that simple ideas of external sense are our
window to the world. A corpuscularian understanding of body has
implications for how the qualities of bodies help produce such ideas
in the mind. What emerges is a famous distinction between two
kinds of qualities. In ‘““Locke’s Distinctions Between Primary and
Secondary Qualities” (Chapter 4), Michael Jacovides explains
Locke’s account while arguing that it is much richer than has
been appreciated — Locke is in fact drawing several overlapping
distinctions.

The longest chapter of the Essay concerns the idea of power.
Ideas of power figure in numerous aspects of Locke’s philosophy,
including the centerpiece of the chapter - his treatment of human
freedom. In ““Power in Locke’s Essay’’ (Chapter s), Vere Chappell
sorts out Locke’s views on power — clarifying its widespread role in
his philosophy, and defending a compatibilist interpretation of
Locke’s views on human freedom.

Appeals to substance have a distinguished philosophical history.
The notion purports to get at what it is to be a thing in the most
basic sense. Recent interpretations have tended to have Locke dis-
avowing the traditional notion of substance. In ‘““Locke on Sub-
stance’’ (Chapter 6), Edwin McCann carefully examines four
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4 LEX NEWMAN

influential such interpretations, concluding that an interpretation
attributing to Locke a traditional conception of substance emerges
as superior.

Related to our conceiving the world in terms of individual sub-
stances is that we have ideas of identity over time — ideas, for
example, of a mature oak tree as being the same organism as some
earlier tree that looked quite different, or of our own selves as being
the same persons that performed actions years earlier. In “’Locke on
Ideas of Identity and Diversity” (Chapter 7), Gideon Yaffe explains
Locke’s account, focusing especially on his famous treatment of
personal identity.

In significant respects, ideas take center stage throughout the
Essay. Yet Locke scholarship is divided about how he understands
the nature of ideas — whether he regards ideas as representational
entities, and, if so, what this means. At stake is whether the mind
directly perceives the world, or is instead trapped behind a veil of its
own ideas. In “Locke on Ideas and Representation” (Chapter 8),
Thomas M. Lennon clarifies the contours of the debate, while
arguing that Locke does not regard ideas as imposing a barrier
between mind and world.

Book III develops further the theory of ideas, notably in connec-
tion with general ideas and essences. In addition, Book III presents
Locke’s influential theory of language. The present volume includes
two essays on Book III topics.

Experience leads us to classify objects into such kinds as trees,
horses, gold, and so on. We tend to assume that the world naturally
divides into such kinds - indeed, that the essences of the kinds are
just as we conceive them. Locke rejects these assumptions. He dis-
tinguishes real and nominal essences, arguing that we classify
external objects based on nominal essences. In ““Locke on Essences
and Classification” (Chapter 9), Margaret Atherton works through
the texts and issues, developing an interpretation of Locke’s account.

The traditional view of Locke’s philosophy of language is that it
presents a theory of linguistic meaning. Recent commentators have
questioned this traditional account, arguing that it does not accu-
rately portray Locke’s understanding of the signification relation
between words and ideas. In “Language, Meaning, and Mind in
Locke’s Essay’” (Chapter 10), Michael Losonsky challenges these
recent commentators and defends the traditional account.
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Locke’s theories of ideas and language having been expounded,
Book IV turns to his theory of knowledge. Locke distinguishes two
main sorts of propositional cognition: knowledge, wherein the mind
has certainty; judgment, wherein it achieves only probability. Book
IV presents separate accounts of knowledge and judgment, while
treating a number of related issues. The present volume includes
five essays on Book IV topics.

The opening lines of Book IV state that “Knowledge is only
conversant”’ with ideas, because ideas are the only immediate
objects the mind ““does or can contemplate’’ (E IV.i.1: 525). Thus
restricted to ideas, Locke defines knowledge as the perception of the
agreement or disagreement of two ideas — a definition that has
generated considerable scholarly debate. In ““Locke on Knowledge”’
(Chapter 11), I defend an interpretation of Locke’s account of
knowledge that takes his controversial definition at face value.

In the course of developing the themes of Book IV, Locke makes
claims bearing on his own ontological commitments. It has seemed
to many readers that his claims are inconsistent — that they reveal
tension in his views about the epistemic status of corpuscularian-
ism, and further tension in his views about the nature of mind. In
"“Locke’s Ontology”’ (Chapter 12), Lisa Downing examines the
claimed tensions and argues that they can be resolved.

Locke maintains that inquiries into morality are those to which
our natural faculties are “most suited,” concluding that “’Morality
is the proper Science, and Business of Mankind of general’” (E IV.
xii.11: 646). Locke’s claims about the nature of moral ideas and
moral knowledge raise many questions. In ““The Moral Epistemol-
ogy of Locke’s Essay’’ (Chapter 13), Catherine Wilson sorts through
these various claims in an effort to clarify the account.

Locke generally reserves the language of judgment for contexts of
probability, thus distinguishing it from knowledge. Since on his
view strict knowledge is quite limited in scope, it emerges that
judgment plays an extensive role in his broader philosophical sys-
tem. In “Locke on Judgment’’ (Chapter 14), David Owen presents a
general interpretation of Locke’s theory of judgment, arguing,
among other things, that the contributions of the intellect and
the will in Locke’s account make it importantly different from
Descartes’s well-known account.
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6 LEX NEWMAN

Having explained knowledge and judgment, Locke discusses two
further grounds of assent — divine revelation, and religious enthu-
siasm. That these further grounds of assent are bases of religious
conviction raises questions about the balancing of faith and natural
reason. In ““Locke on Faith and Reason’’ (Chapter 15), Nicholas
Jolley discusses Locke’s overall philosophy of religion, his treat-
ment of faith and reason, and his treatment of enthusiasm.

Locke’s Essay covers far more topics of interest than are dis-
cussed here. That his Essay presents powerful and influential phi-
losophical ideas in an uncommonly systematic fashion renders it a
philosophical gold mine for both students and scholars. As the
essays in the present volume collectively exhibit, Locke scholarship
is alive and well. A host of interpretive issues continue to be
debated, and much of the diversity of interpretive positions in the
field is represented in these pages. That these interpretive debates
do, in many cases, track ongoing philosophical debates attests to
the ongoing relevance of Locke’s philosophy. The philosophical
world still has much to learn from the Essay.
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G.A.J. ROGERS

1  The Intellectual Setting
and Aims of the Essay

The Essay Concerning Human Understanding, though dated 1690,
was published in late 1689, when its author was fifty-seven. It had
been completed in Holland, where Locke had fled in 1683. It had a
much longer gestation than this suggests, however. When it was
published it was the product of a mature philosophical mind that
had been reflecting on the issues that it considers for nearly twenty
years. Locke tells us in the “Epistle to the Reader’” something of its
origin and history. He writes that five or six friends:

Meeting at my chamber, and discoursing on a subject very remote from this
[i.e., human understanding], found themselves quickly at a stand, by the
Difficulties that rose on every side. After we had a while puzzled our selves,
without coming any nearer a Resolution of those Doubts which perplexed
us, it came in to my Thoughts, that we took a wrong course; and that,
before we set our selves upon Enquiries of that Nature, it was necessary to
examine our own Abilities, and see, what Objects our Understandings
were, or were not fitted to deal with. This I proposed to the Company, who
all readily assented; and thereupon it was agreed, that this should be our
first Enquiry. Some hasty and undigested Thoughts, on a Subject I had
never before considered, which I set down against our next Meeting, gave
the first entrance into this Discourse, which having been thus by Chance,
was continued by Intreaty; written by incoherent parcels, and after long
intervals of neglect, resum’d again, as my Humour or Occasions permitted;
and at last, in a retirement, where an Attendance on my Health gave me
leisure, it was brought into that order, thou now seest it. (E: 7)

We can now fill out this story in much detail, and some of that
detail is directly relevant to understanding Locke’s purposes in
writing the book. To begin with, it is known that the subject matter
of the discussion in which Locke and his friends were originally

7
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8 G.A.J. ROGERS

engaged was ““morality and revealed religion.””* The meeting itself
took place in the winter, probably February, of 1671 and in Exeter
House in the Strand, the London home of Lord Ashley, later first
earl of Shaftesbury, situated where the Strand Palace Hotel now
stands. Whether that first document that Locke prepared for the
meeting is still in existence is not certain. What we have now are
two early drafts of the Essay, both probably written in 1671 (though
even this is not absolutely certain), known as Drafts A and B.” But
in Locke’s voluminous manuscripts there are many other references
to material relevant to the background and production of the Essay
through its five early editions. Further, in order to understand
those drafts, and therefore the published book, we have to look to
Locke’s intellectual background as a philosopher, educated in the
traditions of the more puritan strands of the Church of England, and
as somebody who had entered deeply into studies in medicine,
chemistry, and at least some other branches of natural philosophy
before he began to write works of philosophy as now understood.
And this was against a background in which Locke had taken his
Oxford first degree and was thus familiar with the main tenets of
Scholastic philosophy, and in the immediately following years had
become familiar with and influenced by the new philosophy ema-
nating from France, of which that of Descartes was by far the most
important.

Locke had been a student and tutor at Christ Church, Oxford, the
largest and most important college in the university, from the time
that he graduated in 1656 until he moved to London to join
Shaftesbury’s household eleven years later in 1667, where he was to
be based until 1675. Shaftesbury had by then become the leading
Whig politician in the country, and much of his time was spent on
government business. During those eight years Locke often worked
as Shaftesbury’s personal assistant in dealing with matters of poli-
tics and government. He was also responsible for finding Shaftes-
bury’s son a wife and, in due course, for the education of the son
produced from that marriage, the future third earl of Shaftesbury.
He also, as secretary of presentations, became a civil servant and

' Locke’s friend James Tyrrell, who was one of the five or six at that meeting, wrote
as much in his copy of the Essay, now in the British Library.

> Published as John Locke: Drafts for the Essay Concerning Human Understanding,
and Other Philosophical Writings.
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The Intellectual Setting and Aims of the Essay 9

was responsible for dealing with ecclesiastical matters that came
under Shaftesbury’s control as lord chancellor, the highest political
appointment in the land. When possible, Locke was also engaged in
medical practice with Thomas Sydenham, probably the greatest
physician of the age. In 1668, he became a Fellow of the recently
established Royal Society, attending its meetings when he was able
and renewing contacts from his days with the Oxford Philosophical
Society, of which the two most distinguished were Robert Boyle and
Robert Hooke, but which also included many others, such as
Christopher Wren, remembered as the architect of St Paul’s
Cathedral; the civil servant Samuel Pepys; Richard Lower, the
physician; Sir Kenelm Digby; John Wilkins, who had been one of
the moving forces behind the new science in Oxford and who later
became Bishop of Chester; Nehemiah Grew, the botanist; and many
other distinguished and not-so-distinguished men of science.

Perhaps enough has been said to indicate that Locke was far from
being a standard academic philosopher in the modern sense. Indeed,
as we shall see, the modern subject known as philosophy was in
many respects to be created by his Essay. Although he had spent
years teaching logic, rhetoric, and moral philosophy in Oxford,
Locke’s great intellectual passions in his earlier years were medi-
cine and chemistry. It is of major significance for understanding his
philosophy that in these disciplines he was actively engaged in
research with the two outstanding figures in the respective fields,
Thomas Sydenham and Robert Boyle.

The Royal Society was an institution that claimed to be putting
into practice the plans for the increase in knowledge of the natural
world that had been advocated by Francis Bacon at the beginning of
the century. Supporters of the Baconian vision had been active in
both Oxford and London during the period of the Commonwealth
following the English Civil War and the execution of King Charles
Iin 1649, the year Locke had entered Christ Church. At the heart of
Bacon’s programme was the aspiration to increase people’s knowl-
edge of the natural world and to use that knowledge for practical
benefit. Leading proponents of that movement in Oxford included
Robert Boyle, an aristocrat of independent means, and John
Wilkins, master of Wadham College and married to the sister of the
man who was effectively the country’s ruler, Oliver Cromwell.
Locke attended the chemistry classes that Boyle introduced in
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Oxford and began research on respiration and on human blood with
Boyle. In 1660, at the Restoration of the monarchy, many of the
Oxford group moved back to London, and it was this group, together
with physicians and other men interested in natural philosophy,
who were responsible for creating the new society. With royal
patronage, it immediately achieved a status that would otherwise
not have been available to it and soon provided a forum for the
international exchange of information about a wide range of natural
phenomena based on observation and experiment, in the way Bacon
had advocated. Locke began to attend its weekly meetings in 1668,
on his election to the Society, along with his medical work with
Thomas Sydenham and his many commitments to Shaftesbury.

We shall look more closely at the connections between Locke and
the Baconian movement associated with the Royal Society later. But
let us now return to Locke and his studies in Oxford prior to his
arrival in London. These fall into two very clear sections. As an
undergraduate, Locke had to follow the reading prescribed for him by
his tutor, but beginning in 1656 he could and did read much more
widely and combined his reading with practical enquiries, especially
in chemistry and medicine. The undergraduate course required him
to advance further his mastery of Latin, mainly through rigorous and
frequent exercises; logic, which was, of course, that of Aristotle’s
syllogistic; mathematics and astronomy, including Euclid and con-
temporary works of astronomy based on the heliocentric theory; and
the classical texts of Greece and Rome.3

It is particularly interesting that in all such enquiries, there is
little or no evidence that Locke would have encountered major
works of what today would have been called the classics in phi-
losophy. No doubt he would have been familiar with the major
works of Aristotle, but perhaps not with those of Plato. Certainly he
would not have encountered as a matter of course any of the major
philosophers of the Middle Ages. Of Latin authors, only Cicero and
Seneca would have been certainties. And by Locke’s day none of the
works of early modern philosophers such as Bacon, Descartes,
Hobbes, and Gassendi would have been included as texts.

3 For more on the courses at Oxford in Locke’s day, see Feingold 1997: “The
Humanities” and ‘“The Mathematical Sciences and the New Philosophies.” On
Christ Church in particular, see Bill 1988.
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This does not mean, however, that they would necessarily have
been totally excluded from any teaching. In Christ Church, as in
other Oxford and Cambridge colleges, each tutor had a fair amount
of flexibility in what he encouraged his pupils to read. In 1667, for
example, in Jesus College, Cambridge, John North as an under-
graduate read Descartes’s natural philosophy, presumably the
Principia Philosophia, “‘three times,” and he tells us that Descartes
was studied quite widely, especially by ““the brisk part of the uni-
versity”’ (North 1959: 257-8).

When Locke began his studies, then, the intellectual forces
gathering in the wider world, may be identified as, first, those
associated with the advocacy and practice of the method of enquiry
put forward by Francis Bacon in his Great Instauration, and more
specifically in his Advancement of Learning (1605) and Novum
Organum (1620), which lay at the base of the new enquiries sup-
ported by those who were to form the Royal Society. Second, there
was the effect of the writings of Descartes, which almost from their
inception had begun to make a significant impact on English
thinking. This was not least because several of the leading philo-
sophers in England had fled to France during the English Civil
War and there had had direct contact with Descartes and other
French thinkers such as Gassendi, Arnaud, and Mersenne. Of
these, intellectually the most important was Thomas Hobbes, but
Hobbes’s immediate influence, though greater than often supposed,
was somewhat diminished by the hostility with which he was
generally regarded in his own country. Furthermore, his own per-
sonal rivalry with Descartes — each saw the other as a threat to his
own standing as the leading philosopher of their generation -
guaranteed that Hobbes was never to be a proponent of Cartesian
philosophy. Others, such as Sir Kenelm Digby, Walter Charleton,
and John Evelyn, all encouraged the study of Descartes. But the
thinkers who probably did most to propel him in England were
Henry More and others collectively, but perhaps not quite accu-
rately, known as the Cambridge Platonists. This group of thinkers,
perhaps surprisingly, were themselves to have something of an
impact on Locke, a point to which we shall return.

The third great contemporary force acting on Locke’s thinking
was, of course, the traditional teachings and syllabus of the uni-
versities. These were still dominated by the works of Aristotle, for
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whom Locke was always to retain a high regard. It was his
commentators and paraphrasers whom Locke came rapidly to hold
in contempt. In England, Aristotle’s teachings were given a sig-
nificant Protestant twist in order to bring them in line with the
theology of the Church of England, represented in Oxford by the
teachings of two deans of Christ Church in Locke’s time, the pur-
itan John Owen, appointed by Oliver Cromwell, and John Fell,
made dean at the restoration of the monarchy in 1660. Both of these
men were well disposed toward Locke during his years at Christ
Church, and Locke was careful not to court religious controversy
until late in his life, which was in keeping with his generally
cautious approach to all controversial issues.

Locke and his friends tell us that he did not much enjoy the
undergraduate course at Oxford. He objected to the scholastic
syllabus and the exercises in logic and Latin poetry. But his note-
books reveal that as soon as he graduated, if not before, he was
turning to wider horizons. He told Damaris Masham that the first
books ““which gave him a relish of Philosophical Studys were those
of Descartes,”’* a claim that he confirmed himself in his Letter to
the Bishop of Worcester, in which Locke writes, ““I must always
acknowledge to that justly-admired gentleman [Descartes| the great
obligation of my first deliverance from the unintelligible way of
talking of the philosophy in use in the schools.” But he goes on to
say that none of the mistakes to be found in the Essay can be
attributed to Descartes, for its contents are ““spun barely out of my
own thoughts, reflecting as well as I could on my own mind, and
the ideas I had there” (W IV: 48—9).

Precisely when Locke first read Descartes is not easily deter-
mined. The earliest notes that I have discovered are in Locke’s
Medical Commonplace Book, which is dated 25 February 1659
(1660 new style), and the latest publishing date for any book cited
is 1660. The edition of Descartes that Locke used, according to
his own reference, was the Opera philosophica, third edition, pub-
lished in Amsterdam in 1656.° He enters short passages from the

4 Lady Masham in a letter to Le Clerc (January 12, 1705, p.7), a copy of which was
given to me by Esmond de Beer, from a copy given him by Rosalie Colie taken from
the original in the Remonstrants Library, Amsterdam.

5 In Harrison and Laslett 1971 the date of Locke’s copy is incorrectly given as 1658.
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Meditationes, Principia philosophiae, Dioptrice, and Meteora, with
most of the passages coming from the Principia.

It is plausible to put a construction on this last fact about Locke’s
interest in and debts to Descartes. What he found in Descartes’s
philosophy was a comprehensive and alternative account of the
nature of the universe — alternative, that is, to that offered by
the standard Aristotelian explanations. It was this wider vision that
grabbed Locke’s attention, not the particular epistemological con-
cerns that occupy the early sections of the Meditations. There is no
reason to see Locke at this early stage as being deeply engaged with
any kind of epistemological enquiry, nor to see Descartes as holding
any special interest for him in this direction. It is important to
remember that when Locke was beginning his studies, the word
‘philosophy’ covered the whole of what we would today call
natural science as well as epistemology, moral theory, and political
philosophy. This wider understanding of the term is what Locke
was suggesting when he claimed that Descartes had inspired his
interest in ‘philosophy’. Too often, on coming to learn of Locke’s
acknowledgment of his debt to Descartes, and influenced by a much
narrower picture of philosophy (fostered in part by Locke’s own
work), commentators have come to assume that the issues that
grabbed Locke’s attention in the Meditations were the early con-
cerns with scepticism. But there is no reason at all to believe this to
be true. Indeed, there is no reason to believe that scepticism was an
issue that greatly troubled Locke at all. What he found in the
Principia was a powerful but conjectural account of the world,
preceded by some methodological moves that he was later to find
wanting in various ways but that did not, at this stage, engage him
in any deep reflections. Those reflections were to come many years
later. Nor is there any reason to suppose that Locke in any sense
became a Cartesian as a result of those early readings. Certainly he
was to be strongly influenced by Descartes in some particulars
central to his philosophy. But he never showed any commitment to
Descartes’s method of enquiry and indeed had soon firmly rejected
it, as we shall see. Nor is there any reason to believe that Locke
followed Descartes in accepting an entirely mechanical account of
causation in the physical world. Indeed, it would be very difficult to
demonstrate that he held to any of the beliefs that were to become
the dogmas of modern philosophy, whether speculative or natural,
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though no doubt some of the beliefs that are central to Locke’s
empirical epistemology were taking at least an informal place in his
understanding of the world.

It is important for an appreciation of Locke’s argument in the
Essay to consider in more detail some of the many similarities
as well as the differences between Locke and Descartes in their
philosophical positions, differences that it is not always helpful to
characterise as those between a Rationalist and an Empiricist phi-
losopher. One relates to their objectives in writing a work of phi-
losophy. Descartes tells us that what he was attempting to produce
was a philosophy founded on the granite foundation of certainty.
From impeccable premises the argument would proceed with
ineluctable force to conclusions that could not be challenged. If
Descartes in the end was not so confident that he had achieved his
goal (as the closing sections of the Principles of Philosophy seem to
suggest) or that it extended to the whole of the Principia, where the
two later books may be read as invoking probabilist hypotheses,
there can be little doubt about the original motivation.

The enemy was, then, the sceptic whose defeat was central to the
project. Locke began with a quite different purpose. For the whole of
his life he was quite sure that for large sections of human enquiry
the outcomes could never be anything other than provisional. The
state of ‘mediocrity’ — a word Locke often uses — in which we find
ourselves was for him central to the human condition, and with it
came a very clear view about the fallibility of the human intellect.
Certainty was possible, but only in rather small quantities and in
very particular areas of enquiry. To expect philosophy or any other
enquiry to produce absolute certainty in large areas of human
concern was whistling in the wind.

He was therefore interested in arguing from known self-evident
principles to conclusions known equally to be certainly true in only
three areas: mathematics, morals, and some few but important
aspects of religion. Although Locke accepted the certainty of the
existence of the self (Descartes’s cogito), it was not for him, as it
was for Descartes, taken as a foundational truth. Nor did he ever
accept the very sharp dualism between mind and body that Des-
cartes inferred from his first premise. Equally, Descartes’s claim, in
the way we have it in the Meditations, to have identified by
introspection the essence of mind as thought and that of body as
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extension, he totally rejected. Locke accepted no such purely
intellectual route to knowledge of the essence of substances. In
short, Locke rejected completely the Cartesian route to knowledge
of the essence of self and matter.

However, there were many areas where he was far from hostile to
Descartes’s method and innovations. How many of these he took over
from his first readings we cannot with certainty say, but they were
soon to appear in his philosophical writings and later to be incorpo-
rated into his mature work. By far the most important of these is that
Locke adopted the Cartesian language of ideas to characterise our
experience. That Descartes was the source for this aspect of Locke’s
thought is difficult to doubt. It was Descartes who first gave ““ideas’” a
central place in his account of knowledge, whereas others who were
strong influences on Locke did not. Thus Francis Bacon scarcely uses
the term, and Boyle similarly eschews it. Hobbes, too, though not an
overt influence, but perhaps more influential than Locke cared to
admit, made no epistemically central use of the term.

Nor did it feature in the “language of the schools,” the current
discussions in the lecture theatres throughout the universities of
Christendom that were equally despised by Bacon, Descartes, and
Locke. The term was, however, to feature centrally in the writings
of philosophers influenced by Descartes throughout the second half
of the seventeenth century. Perhaps the most important of these for
Locke was the Logic or the Art of Thinking (1662) by Antoine
Arnaud and Pierre Nicole, but it is unlikely that this could have
influenced Locke in these very early years, as he probably did not at
this stage read French. His own copies of the Logic were the 1674
edition, which he acquired during his prolonged stay in France
between 1675 and 1679.

Locke’s rejection of syllogistic logic was clearly something that
he shared with Descartes, but it would be rash to assume that it was
Descartes who persuaded him of its redundancy. But he clearly
came to agree with Descartes that intuition lies at the heart of
knowledge. And perhaps even more importantly, he came to accept
that clear and distinct ideas provide our best criterion of truth.
Conversely, it was, again with Descartes, the indeterminate nature
of many ideas that lead to confusion and mistakes in our reasoning.

There is no reason to doubt that Locke took many of these
Cartesian thoughts away with him from his first reading of
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Descartes’s philosophy. No doubt he also took with him a respect
for the power of mechanical explanation to account for change in
the physical world. Descartes gave mechanical interaction the
central place in his explanation of physical phenomena, from light
to gravity and the circulation of the planets. But while for Descartes
such interaction was the necessary consequence of his definition of
matter, Locke was flexible enough to change his mind about
“impulse,” for example, in light of what he took to be the empirical
evidence supplied by Newton’s Principia. Thus in the first three
editions of the Essay he had written that bodies operate by
impulse, and nothing else” (E ILviii.11: 135); this was changed in
the fourth edition to ““Bodies produce Ideas in us ... manifestly by
impulse, the only way in which we can conceive Bodies operate in.”
Locke’s change of wording is explained later in his Second Reply to
the Bishop of Worcester, where he writes:

You ask, “how can my way of liberty agree with the idea that bodies can
operate only by motion and impulse?”” Answ. By the omnipotency of God,
who can make all things agree, that involve not a contradiction. It is true, I
say, “‘that bodies operate by impulse and nothing else”’. And so I thought
when I writ it, and can yet conceive no other way of their operation. But I
am since convinced by the judicious Mr. Newton’s incomparable book, that
it is too bold a presumption to limit God’s power, in this point, by my
narrow conceptions. The gravitation of matter towards matter, by ways
inconceivable to me, is not only a demonstration that God can, if he
pleases, put into bodies powers and ways of operation above what can be
derived from our idea of body, or can be explained by what we know of
matter, but also an unquestionable and every where visible instance that he
has done so. And therefore in the next edition of my book I shall take care
to have that passage rectified. (W IV: 467-8)

There were other reasons that might have led Locke in his for-
mative years to doubt that mechanism was the only causal factor in
bodies. To appreciate those other possibilities, we need to remem-
ber that Locke was also on the way to becoming a chemist, as we
shall see, and that chemistry in the early seventeenth century was
not mechanical. One way into Locke’s thoughts on such matters is
to return to that early notebook.

This early notebook, as its attributed name implies, and like
several other of his contemporary manuscripts, contains many
notes that reflect Locke’s reading in medical matters. It includes,
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for example, many notes from his medical friend and teacher
Richard Lower, who had, like Locke, been educated at Westminster
and Christ Church and who was destined to become, according to
Anthony Wood, “the most noted physician in Westminster and
London’ (Wood 1813: IV: 98). Certainly his research in physiology
gives him a high place in its history. Another senior member
of Christ Church was Thomas Willis, whose work in medicine
generally and on the brain in particular was of a ground-breaking
order. Locke made many notes from his lectures and publi-
cations. Medicine, as practised in the later seventeenth century,
was closely related to chemistry, specifically to iatrochemistry.
The medieval domination of Galenic medicine was challenged in
the early seventeenth century by the theories of Paracelsus, whose
practical remedies based on a completely new theory of disease
were playing a growing role in medical practice. Added to this was
the new impetus to research in medicine created by Harvey’s dis-
covery of the circulation of the blood. The new role that Harvey
gave to the heart — that of a pump - and the destruction thereby of
the whole tradition of medicine as taught and practised in the
medical schools of Europe invited a large number of research pro-
jects to make sense of this new physiology and to understand its
implications for disease. Although the heart as a pump brought
mechanism into biology in a large way, there remained a multitude
of questions for which mechanical answers seemed less obvious.
One of these was the place of respiration in the life cycle. Why
do we breath? Why do we need to take air into our lungs so reg-
ularly? What happens to it when it encounters the blood vessels?
These were difficult questions and ones for which there were no
obvious answers. A whole research programme beckoned. It was
one in which Locke was to become much engrossed and to play a
significant role.

For Locke, and for Oxford science in particular, perhaps the single
most important event at this time was the arrival in Oxford of
Robert Boyle in 1656. He was to remain there until 1668, when he
moved back to London, the year following Locke’s own move to the
capital. Boyle’s role in Oxford for those years was of the greatest
importance both for science and medicine and for Locke personally.
In 1659, Boyle brought to Oxford a German chemist named Peter
Sthael. This was just at the point when Locke’s interest in medicine
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and chemistry was emerging strongly in his reading and, perhaps
most importantly, in his observations and experiments. Locke
joined Sthael’s class in Boyle’s house in the High Street, where,
according to Anthony Wood (no friend of Locke), he was ““prateing
and troublesome.” How accurate Wood’s comment was we shall
probably never know. But we might speculate that Locke was likely
to ask questions and to challenge those claims of Sthael that Locke
believed were not supported by the evidence offered. When we
know that Sthael was a Paracelsian, with a commitment to
accounts of chemical change that were highly theoretical, it would
be no surprise to find that Locke sought justifications for claims for
which he could see no reason. This may be challenged on the
grounds that it presupposes that the Locke of 1659 held the same
views about unsupported claims that find powerful justification in
the Essay. But it is likely that by this time Locke was firmly
committed to the position that belief should be carefully propor-
tioned to the evidence. It is not too speculative to wonder if he
sometimes found that the claims of Sthael exceeded the evidence
offered.

Locke’s relationship to Boyle involved much more than atten-
dance at Sthael’s chemistry classes. From his graduating B.A. in
1656 to his departure for London in 1667, a very high proportion of
Locke’s time was spent in one way or another on medicine and
medical and iatrochemical research. Much of this was in the com-
pany of Lower, but from about 1660 onward Locke was heavily
engaged not only with Lower but also with Robert Boyle. His
notebooks show him engaged in fundamental research about the
interaction between air, still imperfectly understood but no longer
regarded as the simple element of Aristotelian and Galenic theory,
and human blood in respiration. The great question was the nature
of the physiological changes that occur in the lungs when we
breathe, and this became the centre of their research. Locke’s
notebooks reveal him to have been a careful investigator at the
frontier of contemporary medical science, engaged in careful
experiment and observation to test hypotheses about the nature of
the changes in the blood that are brought about by the act of
breathing. His research reached a level of sophistication that led
him close to very important discoveries, but he never quite made
the breakthrough that would have given him a central place in the
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history of physiology.® The results of the work of Boyle and Locke
were not to be published for another twenty years. They appeared in
1684 as Memoirs for the Natural History of Humane Blood, Espe-
cially the Spirit of that Liquor by the Honourable Robert Boyle. It
was dedicated to the ““very Ingenious and Learned Doctor J[ohn]
L[ocke].” In the letter of dedication, Boyle described their work
together, claiming that whilst observations of blood had often been
made before, proper controlled experimentation on blood had never
before been carried out. The work was, therefore, innovative and
important.

Locke owned more of Boyle’s books than he did those of any
other author (though few authors had written nearly as many). His
final library contained about sixty separate Boyle titles, some of
them, theological works (but, curiously, not the Natural History of
Humane Blood). There can be no doubt that Boyle’s influence on
Locke’s thinking was considerable. But we must also remember
that before they came into contact Locke had absorbed the spirit of
experimental enquiry from other leading players in the new medical
research, including his mentor, Richard Lower, and his colleague
David Thomas.

This spirit was essentially the same as that whose great
spokesman was Francis Bacon, the intellectual forerunner of the
Royal Society and the man whom all of the followers, not least
Boyle himself, constantly invoked as the inspiration for the new
method being used for the understanding of nature to which they as
a group subscribed. Central to this was the belief that careful
observation and experiment were much more important than the-
ory to a correct account of the natural world. Of course, there was a
place for hypotheses, but any such hypotheses must be rigorously
tested against the world. When the Royal Society was formed in
1662, it took as its motto ‘Nullius in Verba’ — nothing in words. In
so doing it committed itself to the notion that knowledge of the
natural world was to be obtained not by verbal exchanges but by
careful empirical enquiry. The title of Boyle’s work immediately
links it to the Baconian programme. Natural histories were under-
stood to be records of careful observation and experiment uncon-
taminated by conjectured explanations of the supposed phenomena

¢ On Locke’s place in medicine at this time, see Frank 1980, especially Chapter 7.
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or hypotheses about their causes. Thomas Sprat, the first historian
of the Royal Society, set out their objectives like this:

[Tlheir purpose is, in short, to make faithful Records, of all the works of
Nature, or Art, which can come within their reach: that so the present Age,
and posterity, may be able to put a mark on the errors, which have been
strengthened by long prescription: to restore the Truths, that have lain
neglected: to push on those, which are already known, to more various
uses: and to make the way passable, to what remains unrevel’d. This is the
encompass of their Design. And to accomplish this, they have indeaver’d to
separate the knowledge of Nature, from the colours of Rhetorick, the
devices of Fancy, or the delightful deceit of Fables. (Sprat 1959: 61-2)

The goal was the production of knowledge that could be put to
useful work in improving the lot of humankind. What better
example of this was there than medical research of the kind that
Locke conducted with Boyle?

But Boyle influenced Locke in other ways, too. The most famous
way was with regard to the nature and properties of matter. It is
often said, for example, and with reason, that Locke’s famous
account of the distinction between the primary qualities of bodies,
such as size, location, and solidity, and the secondary qualities of
colour, sound, taste, and smell was taken over from Boyle’s account
of matter. In his Origine of Formes and Qualities (1666), Boyle gave
an account of the properties of bodies that was, at least super-
ficially, very similar to that which appears in Chapter viii of Book II
of Locke’s Essay. Furthermore, Boyle was committed to a “‘cor-
puscular”” account of matter and its properties and to a mechanical
account of change in the physical world. Indeed, what Boyle stood
for in the background to Locke’s intellectual development was the
corpuscular or “mechanical” philosophy (Boyle uses the two terms
as virtual synonyms)” worked out in its most thorough way. But
Boyle’s mechanical philosophy was not the materialism of Hobbes,
for the former was quite sure that it ranged over only part of God’s
creation.

Further, and this is of great importance in understanding his
relationship to Locke, any account of the properties of matter that
the corpuscular philosophy was able to offer could be understood

7 On this, see Anstey 2000: 2 and passim.

Cambridge Collections Online © Cambridge University Press, 2007



The Intellectual Setting and Aims of the Essay 21

only as a tentative explanation of the phenomena, constantly open
to revision in light of further experimental or observational evi-
dence. This, combined with his eclecticism, resulted in a lack of
systematic explanation in his natural philosophy, even though the
overwhelming theme is the power and persuasiveness of the cor-
puscular hypothesis. This in its turn depended on a thorough
account of the qualities of bodies, and it is on these that much of his
experimental research focussed. What Boyle was to do was to offer a
new kind of explanation of the properties or qualities of bodies. In
this he was not original. Like many other seventeenth-century
philosophers, including Galileo, Descartes, Gassendi, and Walter
Charleton, he followed the ancient Greek atomists, Democritus
and Epicurus, in offering an atomistic account of matter and its
properties that distinguished sharply between what, under the
influence of Locke, came to be called the primary and secondary
qualities of bodies. In fact, Boyle seems to have invented the term
‘primary’ in this context, but it was Locke who seems to have been
the first to use the term ‘secondary’. The distinction is drawn
clearly by Boyle in Forms and Qualities. After distinguishing
between ““the two grand and most catholic principles of bodies,
matter and motion’’ (Boyle 1979: 20), he continued by saying that
matter must be divided into parts, each of which must have the
attributes of size and shape, attributes that must apply to the
minutest fragments of matters as much as to anything larger. So
matter must always have size, shape, and either motion or rest.
These, Boyle said, may be called the “moods or primary affections
of bodies to distinguish them from those less simple qualities (as
colours, tastes, and odours) that belong to bodies on their account”’
(1979: 21). It was thus that Boyle drew the famous primary/sec-
ondary quality distinction, which has challenged epistemologists,
especially in its Lockean form, since Locke’s day. But it is impor-
tant to remember that in its original form it was offered by Boyle as
part of a hypothesis (never more) about the nature of matter. And it
is important to remember, when considering Locke’s account of the
distinction, that he treats the issue as an excursion into the physical
sciences from his main enterprise in the Essay. After the discussion
of primary and secondary qualities, he writes: “I have in what just
goes before, been engaged in Physical Enquires a little farther than,
perhaps, I intended.” And as an excuse and explanation, he adds: “it
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being necessary to make the Nature of Sensation a little understood,
and to make the difference between the Qualities in Bodies, and the
Ideas produced by them in the Mind, to be distinctly conceived,
without which it were impossible to discourse intelligibly of them; I
hope, I shall be pardoned this little Excursion into Natural Philoso-
phy” (E ILviii.22: 140).

There can be little doubt of Locke’s debts to Boyle on this dis-
tinction, but it is also important to notice that Locke is quite clearly
aware of the line between natural philosophy and the nature of his
own, quite different, enquiry, and we shall return to this later. Let
us just note one further aspect of Locke’s debt to Boyle. It is a
recurring issue amongst Locke commentators what place exactly
the mechanical hypothesis and its linked corpuscular theory play in
Locke’s epistemology. But it is important to realize that Locke is
usually careful to distinguish between the corpuscular theory,
which he treats as an hypothesis, albeit the hypothesis most likely
to be true, and his commitment to many other propositions that are
not in the same sense regarded by him as conjectural. To argue, as
many have, that Locke’s epistemology presupposes the truth of
mechanism is entirely to misconstrue the relationship between his
philosophy as we have it in the Essay and his wider beliefs about the
natural world, which he sees as conjectures open to revision in the
light of further evidence. As he put it in Some Thoughts Concerning
Education, with regard to natural philosophy: “though the world be
full of Systems...yet I cannot say, I know any one which can be
taught a Young Man as a Science, wherein he may be sure to find
Truth and Certainty....Only this may be said, that the Modern
Corpuscularians talk, in most Things, more intelligibly than the
Peripateticks, who possessed the Schools immediately before
them’” (TE: 247-8).

A characteristic of Boyle’s whole approach to natural philosophy
is neatly captured by the title of a book about him, The Diffident
Naturalist (Sargent 1995). Boyle was always careful to claim no
more than he believed could be well supported by the empirical
evidence. He was strongly conscious of the danger of claiming more
certainty for his views than the evidence justified. Thus he
refrained from following Descartes in supposing there to be vortices
that carried round the planets and other heavenly bodies. Nor would
he certainly decide whether the air pump that he used with Hooke
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to carry out many of his experiments generated a true vacuum or
something less. Whether Locke learnt his own diffidence from
Boyle or not, he certainly shared with him a reluctance to claim
firm conclusions for positions that he was nevertheless inclined to
believe were true. And such, as we have seen, was his position with
regard to the corpuscular hypothesis itself.

In 1663, Locke was elected Senior Censor at Christ Church, a
position that he held for twelve months and that required him to
give a set of lectures. These have come down to us as Locke’s Essays
on the Law of Nature. They are important not only for an under-
standing of Locke’s moral and political philosophy, but also for
understanding his epistemology, for they contain in outline some of
the main claims to be made later in both Drafts and in the pub-
lished Essay.

Undoubtedly the most important of these is his early commit-
ment to the empirical principle in epistemology. Indeed, we can go
further and say that it was whilst writing the lectures that Locke
came to accept it. Indeed, it is in many ways right to concur with
the judgment of W. von Leyden that /it seems we are justified in
regarding the [lectures] as being in some sense the earliest draft of
the Essay” (EL Intro: 62). For in them we find argument and com-
mitment to many of the claims of the final work and even passages
that are carried over almost verbatim into the two early Drafts and
from there into the published Essay. The Drafts have a considerably
wider scope than the Essays, where he is concerned with the spe-
cific subject of the law of nature — contending, for example, that it is
not known innately. But the epistemological implications are
identical, even down to Locke’s claims about the scope of knowl-
edge being confined to the range of simple ideas that we have
experienced. The two great faculties of knowledge, Locke claims,
are reason and sense experience, but they have to work in tandem to
produce knowledge:

...sensation furnishing reason with the ideas of particular sense-objects
and supplying the subject-matter of discourse, reason on the other hand
guiding the faculty of sense, and arranging together the images of things
derived from sense-perception, thence forming others and composing new
ones...but if you take away one of the two, the other is certainly of no
avail, for without reason, though actuated by our senses we scarcely rise to
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the standard of nature found in brute beasts. ... without the help...of the
senses, reason can achieve nothing more than a labourer working in dark-
ness behind shuttered windows. ... The foundations...on which rests the
whole of that knowledge that reason builds up are the objects of sense-
experience. ... (EL: 148—49)

For Locke, this includes our knowledge of a lawmaker, that is God,
and our knowledge of that law. God is known to exist because we
know through experience that the physical world exists and exhi-
bits an order that could not occur by chance, and therefore there
must exist a superior and much wiser power who has a just and
inevitable power over us. It is equally obvious, Locke says, that God
requires us to behave in certain ways that we can discover by
considering our natures and the world in which we are situated.

It was already armed with these beliefs that Locke entered the
meeting with his friends in London in 1671 that led to the early
drafts of the Essay. He was already a committed empiricist, deeply
knowledgeable about contemporary medical research, familiar with
the writings of the leading intellectual figures of the century (of
whom Descartes and Boyle were probably the most important), a
Fellow of the Royal Society, and, as advisor to Shaftesbury, well
acquainted with the political scene in England. Nevertheless, in
that year he drafts the early versions of what was to become the
Essay Concerning Human Understanding. The word become is
used advisedly, because there is a great difference between the
nature of the two drafts that bears comment. Draft A is written in a
large folio notebook in which Locke also made many other entries.
It is written for Locke’s own personal use, though conceivably he
could have read from it to a group of friends. Nor does the draft
contain any indication that it is in any sense that of something
which might at that stage be thought of as a book. It is also very
heavily corrected. It is the working copy of something that might be
the basis for something more substantial, but only at a very early
stage. It was Locke’s own first thoughts, or so it would appear. But
running to about thirty thousand words, set out in forty-five num-
bered sections, it appears to be much longer than would be appro-
priate for its supposed intended purpose, an introductory paper on
its subject to be read to friends. This raises the question whether it
might itself be an expanded version of that first paper, one that

Cambridge Collections Online © Cambridge University Press, 2007



The Intellectual Setting and Aims of the Essay 25

Locke had prepared for his own private use. Draft B, on the other
hand, at 65,000 words and 162 numbered paragraphs, is about twice
the length of Draft A, and much more like a finished work — more,
in fact, like a draft book, and Locke uses the prefatory word ‘Essay’
for the first time in its title. From about this time Locke appears to
have carried with him a folio notebook, ‘De Intellectu’, in which he
began to draft a version of the Essay, obviously with the object of a
book in mind. Unfortunately, that notebook appears not to have
survived.

The final version of the Essay is, at about 290,000 words, almost
five times the length of Draft B. Despite this it covers much of the
same territory, but without nearly so much detail in its argument,
presenting a thoroughly empiricist account of knowledge and its
limits. Some of the topics that have since Locke’s day received the
most attention from commentators are, however, entirely or almost
entirely missing from Draft B. Thus there is no considered treat-
ment of the primary/secondary quality distinction, or of personal
identity, or of the association of ideas. Indeed, these last two are
covered only in chapters added to later editions of the Essay. Nor
does Draft B give the attention to the whole subject of knowledge
that we find in the final version as Book IV. As Book IV is that to
which the prior three books are directed as an argument, it suggests
that in 1671 Locke was, perhaps, not as clear as he was to become
about the full implications of his empiricist premises for the nature
and scope of knowledge that emerge in the published work. How-
ever, we can be fairly confident that the reason that Locke never
produced a text for publication in the 1670s is not that he faced
overwhelming intellectual difficulties with the topic but that, as he
tells us, he had other commitments that took him away from sus-
tained philosophical reflection. Soon Ashley was made an earl and
was thereby destined for positions of power that required Locke to
be active on his behalf. Philosophy had to be put aside.

When Shaftesbury was made lord chancellor in November 1672,
Locke became first secretary of presentations and then, when
Shaftesbury fell from power, secretary to the Council of Trade and
Plantations. Later he went to France, perhaps as an agent for
Shaftesbury; he was to stay there for four years, much of his time
spent in Montpelier at the medical school there. But by early 1679 he
was back in England, probably recalled by Shaftesbury, who had once
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again obtained high office and was in need of his services. From
then until Shaftesbury’s death in Holland in 1683, Locke was much
engaged with work for him.

Earlier, whilst in France, Locke kept an annual journal that he
continued to the end of his life. In it he entered a variety of infor-
mation, but the journals show that he was still very much thinking
about matters epistemological, for there are many entries on topics
that were later to find a place in the Essay. And the entries also
show that Locke still had an intention of presenting his ideas in the
form of a book. These notes cover many of the central themes of
that work, including, for example, knowledge, extension, species,
and time. Some of them reinforce passages in the Drafts, and others
show that Locke is extending his enquiries — he quotes from the
Cambridge Platonists, Ralph Cudworth, and John Smith, for
example — as well as showing that he has returned to thinking
about central and contentious issues in the philosophy of Descartes.

Locke’s interest in the Cambridge Platonists was undoubtedly
stimulated by a new friendship he made in 1681. This was with
Damaris Cudworth, daughter of the Cambridge Platonist, Ralph
Cudworth, and herself to become a philosopher of real ability. Not
surprisingly, she was much more sympathetic to the Cambridge
school than was Locke, and she was quite prepared to engage him in
philosophical exchange as an equal and later to publish her own
philosophy. They were evidently strongly attracted to one another,
but Locke’s departure for Holland in 1683 broke their personal
contact, and whilst he was away she married Sir Francis Masham
and moved to his home at Oates in Essex. At their invitation, Locke
was to spend his last years there as their paying guest. It is no
surprise that Masham was herself much more influenced by Henry
More, John Smith, and her own father than was Locke, but there can
be no doubt that Locke’s contact with her made him more aware of
their philosophical positions and more sympathetic to them than he
might otherwise have been. But it is also true that Locke could not
but be aware of them because they were collectively the most
interesting philosophers in England in the middle decades of the
century.®

8 On Locke’s relationship to the Cambridge group, see Rogers forthcoming.
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There is another strand to Locke’s thought that ought also to be
kept in mind when considering its aims and nature. It is his concern
with political theory. Although the interaction between his politi-
cal philosophy and his epistemology has often been regarded as
minimal, at best, there can be little doubt that Locke did not
himself see it that way. From the early Essays on the Law of Nature
through to the last edition of the Essay, Locke was committed to
the possibility of our being able to discover the law of nature, the
moral law that should govern our lives, by intellectual enquiry.
Morality for him was a collection of truths that could be reached by
reflection on the human condition and the obligations to which
social life gives rise. But he was also keenly aware from his exam-
ination of epistemological questions that reaching the truth about
moral and religious issues is often very difficult and problematic.
He therefore saw the issue of toleration of differing views on these
contentious matters to be of great social and political importance.
Indeed, the Essay might be seen as advocating what I have else-
where called an epistemology of toleration. It would be claiming too
much to hold that Locke was intent on producing an epistemology
that would carry this implication. But that it did can be seen as
giving his whole philosophy a strength that goes some way to
explaining its continued influence.

All his life Locke enjoyed serious conversation with friends, and
in France he was to make many new friends who shared his passion
for intellectual exchange. Many of these new friends were French
Protestants, and several were physicians associated with the
famous medical school at Montpelier. Locke’s flight to Holland in
1683 was almost certainly in part politically motivated. In 1685,
with the revocation of the Edict of Nantes and the consequent
excessive persecution of Protestants in France, some of Locke’s
French friends also fled to Holland, and Locke was to once more
enjoy discussion with them. But, more importantly, the stay in
Holland gave Locke the leisure that he had sought for some time, to
return seriously to finishing his ‘De Intellectu’. His departure to
Holland had not gone unnoticed by the powers that be in England,
and he was later accused of supporting those in Holland who were
planning rebellion. The result, in November 1684, was expulsion
from Christ Church at the express order of the king. The following
year, after the death of Charles and the succession of his brother,
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the Catholic James II, he was suspected of helping to fund the duke
of Monmouth’s abortive rebellion.” When Locke was expelled from
Christ Church, he wrote to his old pupil, the politically powerful
earl of Pembroke, protesting his innocence of any involvement in
plotting. He wrote:

My time was spent most alone, at home by the fires side, where I confesse I
writ a great deale, I think I may say, more then ever I did in soe much time
in my life, but noe libells, unlesse perhaps it may be a libell against all
mankinde to give some account of the weaknesse and shortnesse of
humane understanding, for upon that my old theme de Intellectu humano
(on which your Lordship knows I have been a good while a hammering)
has my head been beating, and my pen scribleing all the time I
have been here except what I have spent in travelling about to see the
country. (C 2: 665)

The long letter from which this passage is taken contains some
dubiously true claims as to Locke’s activities and contacts, but
about his major engagement there can be little doubt. For much of
the time he must have been writing the Essay. For nothing else
would explain the production of a major work of nearly 300,000
words. By December 1686, Locke was able to send to his friend
Edward Clarke “the [four]th and last book of my scattered thoughts
concerning the Understanding’’ (C 3: 88). Locke went on to claim
that until this point he had not read through the whole of the work,
and that he was now painfully aware of its repetitions and other
flaws. He recalls the meeting many years before at which Clarke
was one of the friends, when his enterprise had been launched, and
he continues with a description of his method:

For being resolved to examine Humane Understanding, and the way of our
knowledge, not by others’ opinions, but what I could from my own obser-
vations collect myself, I have purposely avoided the reading of all books
that treated any way of the subject, that I might have nothing to bias me
any way, but might leave my thought free to entertain only what the matter
itself suggested to my meditations. So that, if they at any time jump with
others, ‘twas not out of contradiction, or a mind to be singular. My aim has
been only truth so far as my shortsightedness could reach it. (C 3: 89)

9 This was almost certainly another ‘Lock’, a tobacconist from London. Cf. Cranston
1957: 251.
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We know already of Locke’s debts to Descartes and also something
of his debt to Boyle, but as a general comment on Locke’s method
what he says appears to me to be true. It has often been suggested,
not least by R.I. Aaron (1971: 31-5), that Locke appears to draw
much of his account from Gassendi. But there is no evidence
that Locke ever made a close study of Gassendi (cf. Milton 2000:
87-109), and it appears to me that insofar as they reach similar
conclusions, it is as Locke says: if he jumps with others, it was not
that he followed them but because they began from similar
premises and agreed in the force of the argument.

Whilst Locke was in Holland, Newton’s great work Philosophiae
Naturalis Principia Mathematica was published in 1687. It has
often been supposed that Newton’s work had a great influence on
the contents of Locke’s Essay, as in so many ways they share a
philosophy and as Newton is described in such glowing terms in
Locke’s ““Epistle to the Reader” (of which more later). But we now
know that Locke had substantially completed the Essay before
reading Newton’s work, which he did in 1687; he is probably the
author of the review of it that appeared in the Bibliothéque uni-
verselle in March 1688.%°

When Locke returned to England in February 1689, after the
Revolution of 1688 had brought William and Mary to the English
throne, it was as a recognised supporter of its outcome and on the
same ship as the new queen. He immediately began to prepare the
final text of several of his works for publication. The first to appear
was his great work of political philosophy, the anonymous Two
Treatises of Government, dated 1690 but licensed in October 1689.
The Essay was available for sale in December. Its “Epistle Dedi-
catory’’ is dated May 24, 1689."" Between the previous February and
their publication, Locke must have been extremely busy preparing
the final versions of both. Although the text of the Essay was
substantially ready perhaps two years prior to publication, it is
virtually certain that Locke made some last-minute changes,
including altering the order of presentation of his argument through

' On the relationship between the two books, see Rogers 1978. On the review, see
Axtell 1965.

'* This date was omitted in the first three editions but added by Locke to the fourth
edition. It is in fact the date on which Locke signed his contract with his publisher,
Churchill, upon delivery of the final manuscript.
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modifications to the chapter order. He also wrote the already-
mentioned famous ““Epistle to the Reader.” This serves both as an
Introduction to the book and as a statement of Locke’s objectives in
publishing it. But there is also a further Introduction to the whole
work, the first chapter of Book I, and we must look at both of these
to gain a firmer hold on Locke’s objectives.

In the “Epistle’” Locke tells us that his subject is the under-
standing, which, as the greatest faculty of the “’soul,” we may use to
pursue knowledge. Then, after apologising for various faults in his
style and especially for the repetitious nature of some of the con-
tent, he tells us that he is interested only in obtaining truth and
usefulness, ““though in one of the meanest ways.” That is to say,
Locke makes no claim to be revealing grand truths about the world —
no doubt men more clever than himself have long ago discovered all
that he can offer. He continues by saying that he is well aware that
he lives in a great age for discovery:

The Commonwealth of Learning, is not at this time without Master-
Builders, whose mighty Designs, in advancing the Sciences, will leave
lasting Monuments to the Admiration of Posterity; But every one must not
hope to be a Boyle or a Sydenham; and in an Age that produces such
Masters, as the Great Huygenius, and the incomparable Mr. Newton, with
some others of that Strain; ’'tis Ambition enough to be employed as an
Under-Labourer in clearing the Ground a little, and removing some of the
Rubbish that lies in the way to Knowledge. (E: 9-10)

This passage tells us much about Locke and his objectives and in
many ways sets the agenda for philosophy, especially in the English-
speaking world, for the next three hundred years. For what Locke is
doing here is saying that his task is quite different from that of the
natural scientist. The way in which the ground is to be cleared is
essentially therapeutic. He tells us immediately after the passage
just quoted that the ““rubbish” that has been introduced comprises
the ““Vague and insignificant Forms of Speech and Abuse of Lan-
guage’’ peddled as ““Mysteries of Science.” It is breaking into this
““Sanctuary of Vanity”’ that will, he supposes, render some service to
““Human Understanding.” In other words, the task of the philoso-
pher is to remove nonsense. Locke could not, of course, use the
word ‘philosopher’ here, because the subject matter of philosophy
in 1690 included all those enquiries in which his quartet had
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distinguished themselves. It is of some interest that Locke himself
was good friends with all four and collaborated in important med-
ical research with two of them, and in theology and perhaps some
alchemy with Newton. It is much more doubtful that Locke saw
himself as setting an agenda for philosophy with the Essay. But he
was no doubt aware that there was nothing definitive about his
achievement. He invited critical comment, which he says he would
welcome. He need not have worried. He was to receive a great deal,
some of it much more astute than others. His great critics were to
be Bishop Stillingfleet and George Berkeley, but there were a host of
others ready to wade in with their two penny worth well through
the eighteenth century and beyond. His great heirs were Hume and
Kant and virtually the whole of empirical philosophy in the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries.

But there is another dimension to Locke’s work that needs to be
stressed and that was no doubt very much part of his objective in
producing the Essay. The great French humanist Voltaire char-
acterised the Essay as a ‘“‘natural history of the human soul”
(cf. Flower 1950: 177). There is a clear sense in which Voltaire is
right about much of the Essay. The second book is in many respects
a natural history of ideas, explaining the origin of complex ideas
from their constituent simple ones, all themselves having their
source in experience. Locke himself classified his procedure as
following the ‘““Historical plain Method” (E Li.2: 44). So in some
obvious sense the Essay was written as a natural history of the
understanding, just as Locke and Boyle had collaborated to produce
a natural history of blood, and as Sydenham was working toward a
natural history of disease.

There might be thought to be something of a tension between
these two objects of enquiry: the therapeutic and the Baconian. But
that tension is hierarchical. The Baconian history requires clarity —
clear and distinct ideas — in our concepts if the second is to be
achieved. Locke set out his programme in his second “Introduc-
tion,” Chapter I of the first book. His objective is to identify the
bounds between opinion, on the one hand, and knowledge — genuine
knowledge — on the other, and to provide the criteria for assigning
the likelihood to truth of our beliefs or conjectures. To do so, he
tells us he will enquire into the sources of our ideas. Second, he
intends to show what knowledge we have through those ideas,

Cambridge Collections Online © Cambridge University Press, 2007



32 G.A.J. ROGERS

including their certainty, evidence, and extent. Third, he will
examine the grounds of belief, faith, and opinion and the appro-
priate degrees of assent. He combines these objectives with a firm
belief that genuine human knowledge, contrasted with conjecture
and speculation, and compared to the whole extent of creation, is
very limited. If we agree with him on nothing else, we must surely
agree with him about that!
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2. Locke’s Polemic against
Nativism

In the seventeenth century, there was a lively debate in the intel-
lectual circles with which Locke was familiar, revolving around the
question whether the human mind is furnished with innate ideas.
Although a few scholars declared that there is no good reason to
believe, and good reason not to believe, in the existence of innate
ideas, the vast majority took for granted that God, in his infinite
goodness and wisdom, has inscribed in human minds innate prin-
ciples that constitute the foundation of knowledge, both in practical
and in theoretical matters. It was in opposition to the latter group,
which included Descartes, leading Anglican divines, and the
Cambridge Platonists, that Locke directed his attack upon innate
ideas in the first book of the Essay."

In the minds of those who weighed in on one side or the other,
the importance of the controversy related to epistemological, moral,
and religious doctrines. At the epistemological level, innatists
(or, as I will also call them, nativists) held that all knowledge of the
natural and supernatural world available to humans is based on
fundamental “speculative” axioms, theoretical principles that nei-
ther require nor are capable of proof. These principles, such as the
causal principle (that nothing comes from nothing) or the principle
of noncontradiction (that nothing can both be and not be at the

' Aristotelian scholastics (including the logicians Burgersdicius and Sanderson, with
whose works Locke was familiar — see W IV: 449) agreed with the purveyors of
innate ideas that some principles (which they called “maxims” or ““axioms”) are
foundational. But in accordance with the famous scholastic dictum nihil est in
intellectu quod prius fuerit in sensu (nothing is in the understanding that was not
earlier in the senses), they denied that these maxims are innate.

33
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same time), were taken to be both universal and necessary, and
hence impossible to derive from experience. To the mind of an
innatist, if these principles are not based on experience and are not
(as chimerical ideas were thought to be) constructed out of simpler
elements by acts of volition, then they are neither acquired nor
constructed, and hence must be built into the mind ab initio. At the
moral and religious level, nativists held that knowledge of our
duties is founded on innate “‘practical’”’ axioms, the absence of
which seemed to make room for moral disagreement or relativism
profound enough to destabilize entire societies.

So the stakes could not have been higher when Locke first
penned his anti-nativist polemic. It was held on all sides that any
advance in the speculative or practical realm depends on the
resolution of the controversy over innatism. It is therefore some-
thing of a pity that more philosophical effort has not been expended
on gaining a clear understanding of the debate and of Locke’s con-
tribution to it.

The purpose of this essay is to shed light on Locke’s polemic and
the intellectual circumstances that prompted it. The basic inter-
pretive questions to be addressed are these. First, who were Locke’s
opponents? What sorts of nativist doctrines did they hold? What
reasons did they give in defense of nativism? Second, what are
Locke’s anti-nativist arguments in the Essay? Third, how successful
are Locke’s arguments, on their own and in the context of the Essay
as a whole? Do they succeed in undermining nativism itself, the
arguments therefor, or neither? Do some or all forms of nativism
escape Locke’s criticisms, or does Locke emerge victorious in
the end?

It has long been held that Book I of the Essay is, to put it mildly,
not one of Locke’s best philosophical efforts. Some think that
Locke’s opponent in Book I is nothing but a straw man, others that
his arguments are singularly ineffective. In the end, as I will argue,
Locke successfully undermined naive versions of nativism and
shifted the philosophical burden onto the shoulders of those who
defended a more sophisticated version thereof. Armed with a better
appreciation of the historical context of the Essay and a clear
reconstruction of Locke’s anti-nativist arguments, we will see that
Book I repays close attention and that Locke deserves significant
philosophical rehabilitation on the relevant issues.
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I. LOCKE’S OPPONENTS

Of Locke’s immediate predecessors, those who defended some
version of nativism may be divided into three groups: (i) Descartes,
(ii) prominent members of the Anglican Church, notably Edward
Stillingfleet, Bishop of Worcester, and (iii) a number of Cambridge
Platonists, including Henry More and Ralph Cudworth.

Descartes

Descartes, with whose views Locke was intimately familiar, holds
that all ideas are adventitious, constructed, or innate (Descartes
1984: II:26 and II:183).> Among adventitious ideas, — that is, ideas
occasioned by (brain) images received from the senses — Descartes
counts the ideas of primary and secondary qualities, as well as “the
idea we commonly have of the sun.” Among constructed ideas,
Descartes counts chimerical ideas, such as ideas of sirens and hip-
pogriffs, as well as scientific constructs, such as “‘the idea which the
astronomers construct of the sun by the reasoning.” By contrast,
Descartes holds that his understanding of ““what a thing is, what
truth is, and what thought is, seems to derive simply from [his] own
nature,” and also counts as innate “‘the idea of God, mind, body,
triangle, and in general all those which represent true, immutable,
and eternal essences.”

Descartes’s claim that some ideas (most notably, those that
represent true and immutable essences) are innate was explicitly
challenged by Thomas Hobbes (in the Third Objections) and by
Pierre Gassendi (in the Fifth Objections). “When M. Descartes says
that the ideas of God and of our souls are innate in us,” objects
Hobbes, “I should like to know if the souls of people who are in a
deep, dreamless sleep are thinking. If they are not, they do not have
any ideas at the time. It follows that no idea is innate; for what is
innate is always present’”’ (Descartes 1984: II:132). So Hobbes thinks
there can be no innate ideas, because (i) innate ideas are always
present, that is, conscious, and yet (ii) there are times when the
mind is not conscious of any idea (e.g., during deep, dreamless

> Every one of the works of Locke’s contemporaries and predecessors mentioned in
this essay appears in the library that was part of Locke’s estate upon his death; see
Harrison and Laslett 1971.
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sleep). As it happens, (ii) is something Descartes denies, in holding
that the mind is a substance whose whole essence is to think
(Descartes 1984: II:18). In response, Gassendi echoes Hobbes'’s cri-
ticism: “I want to stop here and ask whether, in saying that thought
cannot be separated from you, you mean that you continue to think
indefinitely, so long as you exist....[This] will hardly convince
those who do not see how you are able to think during deep sleep or
indeed in the womb’’ (Descartes 1984: II:184).3

In response to Hobbes’s ‘“dreamless sleep”’ objection, Descartes
writes (Descartes 1984: II1:132): “/Lastly, when we say that an idea is
innate in us, we do not mean that it is always there before us. This
would mean that no idea was innate. We simply mean that we have
within ourselves the faculty of summoning up the idea.” Expanding
on this point, Descartes tells Regius that ideas are innate in “‘the
same sense as that in which we say that generosity is ‘innate’ in
certain families, or that certain diseases such as gout or stones are
innate in others: it is not so much that the babies of such families
suffer from these diseases in their mother’s womb, but simply that
they are born with a certain ‘faculty’ or tendency to contract them”’
(Descartes 1984: I:304). Descartes therefore holds that an idea that
is neither constructed by an act of will nor prompted by the receipt
of sense impressions is something of which the mind need not be
conscious.*

3 It is worth noting that Locke criticizes Cartesian nativism on just these grounds
(E I.i.9-19: 108-16). Locke remarks that /it is an Opinion, that the Soul always
thinks ... and that actual thinking is as inseparable from the Soul, as actual
Extension is from the Body”’ (E II.i.9: 108). (In the French translation of the Essay,
Coste makes clear that the philosophers holding this “opinion”” are ‘Les
Cartesiens.”) In response, Locke claims that “’tis doubted whether I thought all
last night, or no”” (E IL.i.10: 109), and thus “every drowsy Nod shakes their Doctrine,
who teach, That the Soul is always thinking”” (E ILi.13: 111).

4 In response to Gassendi’s ““deep sleep”” objection, Descartes claims that the fact that
we do not remember having any thoughts when we were infants or in a deep sleep
does not show that we were not thinking at those times. For, as Descartes argues, it
is necessary for the formation of (corporeal) memories that physical traces be
“imprinted on the brain,” and hence, since the brains of infants and those in a deep
sleep are ““unsuited to receive these traces,”” it is possible that such individuals have
conscious thoughts without being able to remember at any later time that they had
these thoughts (Descartes 1984: II:246-7). Locke himself criticizes this gambit of
Descartes’s in IL.i.14-16. His main objections are two: first, that Descartes’s
hypothesis would have the absurd consequence that “/[Socrates’s] Soul when he
sleeps, and Socrates the Man consisting of Body and Soul when he is waking, are
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Descartes’s brand of nativism is rather sophisticated. Unlike a
more naive innatist who holds that maxims are actually, and not
merely potentially, in the mind, Descartes does not require that the
ideas of which these maxims are composed be more than poten-
tially there. Call the naive innatism just described ‘“occurrent
nativism,” and the sophisticated innatism of Descartes ‘‘disposi-
tional nativism.”> One of the questions I will be raising here is
whether dispositional nativism is better able than occurrent
nativism to withstand Locke’s anti-innatist attacks.

Anglican Churchmen

In Leviathan (1651), Hobbes had argued that there are no incor-
poreal substances and hence, since God is a substance, that God is a
body (Hobbes 1994: 540). Hobbes’s materialism was widely thought
to entail atheism, since it would seem impossible for bodies to be
perfect, yet God was held to be perfect by definition. Numerous
members of the Anglican Church felt it necessary to respond to
what they perceived to be Hobbes’s atheistic materialism. Perhaps
the most intellectually gifted and prominent of these divines was
Edward Stillingfleet, bishop of Worcester.

Stillingfleet gained fame with the publication of Origines Sacrae
(1662), a book with which Locke was familiar. There Stillingfleet
attempts to confute atheism by providing three main reasons for
belief in God’s existence, the first of which is that “God hath
stamped an universal character of himself upon the minds of men”’
(Stillingfleet 1662: 383).° Stillingfleet then provides two reasons for
accepting this result, the first being “because the whole world hath
consented in it.”” The argument here is that ““no sufficient account
can be given of so universal a consent, unless it be supposed to be
the voice of nature,” for ‘“a common and universal effect must flow

two Persons” (E ILi.11: 110; E ILi.15: 112 — Locke expands his discussion of the
point in E ILxxvii); and second, that “if [the Mind] has no memory of its own
Thoughts” then its power of thought is “idlely and uselessly employ’d,” a result
that contradicts the assumption that “‘nature never makes excellent things, for
mean or no uses” (E ILi.15: 113).

5 Here I adopt terminology introduced in Kim 2003.

¢ Note that Locke uses the word “character” to describe the innatism he goes on to
attack (see E Lii.1: 48).
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from some common and universal cause’ (Stillingfleet 1662: 384).
Thus, if we find that human beings all agree that God exists, this
must be the result of “a natural propensity to Religion implanted in
them, and founded in the general belief of the existence of a Deity”’
(Stillingfleet 1662: 389).

So one of Stillingfleet’s main arguments for God’s existence
relies on the claim that the idea of God is innate, a claim he defends
on grounds of universal consent. In his own defense, Stillingfleet
notes that he is not the first to have taken such a position. He refers
in particular to the Epicurean and Stoic arguments for God’s exis-
tence in Cicero’s De Natura Deorum. There, Velleius the Epicurean
claims that it is ‘“a necessary Prolepsis or Anticipation of humane
nature . . . that nature its self had stamped an Idea of God upon the
minds of men.” As Stillingfleet puts it, Velleius then argues that
“since the belief of a Deity, neither rise from custom nor was
enacted by Law, yet is unanimously assented to by all mankind,; it
necessarily follows that there must be a Deity, because the Idea of
it is so natural to us” (Stillingfleet 1662: 365-6). And Lucilius the
Stoic claims that “if there were no God, the belief [in a deity] would
not endure with such stability, it would not be strengthened by
lapse of time, nor could it have become fixed as the ages and gen-
erations of men advanced’” (Stillingfleet 1662: 384 — Latin transla-
tion by Francis Brooks).”

In saying that innate ideas are akin to Epicurean or Stoic ‘‘pro-
lepses,”” Stillingfleet allies himself with dispositional, rather than
with occurrent, nativism. A prolepsis may (without excessive dis-
tortion) be identified with an innate disposition to form an idea.
And, as Stillingfleet sees it, it is only in this “proleptic’”’ way that
the idea of God counts as innate. As he puts it: it is “‘not that there
is any such connate Idea in the Soul, in the sense which connate
Idea’s are commonly understood; but...there is a faculty in the

7 Stillingfleet’s argument for innatism on grounds of universal consent was also
anticipated by Lord Herbert of Cherbury. In De Veritate (1624), Herbert claims that
“universal consent [is] the final test of truth ...[and] the beginning and end of
theology and philosophy’’ (Herbert 1937: 117-18). Those propositions to which all
humans (apart from the mad and the weak-minded) assent, Herbert calls ““common
notions.” These common notions are not “‘conveyed by objects themselves,” and
hence Nature must have “inscribed them within us”’ (Herbert 1937: 126).
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Soul, whereby upon the free use of reason, it can form within its self
a setled notion of such a Being” (Stillingfleet 1662: 369).%

Cambridge Platonists

In Leviathan, Hobbes had written that, in the state of nature, “the
notions of right and wrong, justice and injustice, have...no place,”
and that “[w]here there is no common power, there is no law;
where no law, no injustice” (Hobbes 1994: 78). To members of the
Anglican Church, the idea that humans are not bound by a moral
law promulgated by God was anathema. Anglican divines, such as
Benjamin Whichcote, the father of Cambridge Platonism, pointed
in particular to a well-known passage from Romans 2:15 in which
the moral law is described as being ““written on the hearts” of
Gentiles. Whichcote and his brethren interpreted this passage to
mean that there is a sense in which moral principles are “con-
natural”: they are, in Whichcote’s words, ‘‘truths of first inscrip-
tion’’ that are ““known to be true as soon as ever they are proposed.”
Thus when a human being flouts moral rules, he ““confounds his
own principles...and must necessarily be self-condemned” (see
Whichcote 1901: 4-5).

Whichcote was more of a preacher than he was a philosopher. It
was left to his philosophical descendants, particularly Henry More
(and also Ralph Cudworth - see note 10), to clarify the sense in which
practical and speculative principles are innate, and to provide phi-
losophical (as opposed to merely scriptural) arguments for nativism.

In his Antidote Against Atheisme (1653), More argues, in oppo-
sition to the Aristotelian claim that “the Soul of man [is| Abrasa
Tabula, a Table book in which nothing is writ,” that the Soul has
“some Innate Notions and Ideas in her self’ (More 1653: 13). More’s
conception of innateness is dispositional rather than occurrent:

[In saying that the mind has innate ideas| I doe not mean that there is a
certaine number of Ideas flaring and shining to the Animadversive faculty,

8 Like Stillingfleet, Herbert understands common notions to be latent, rather than
occurrent. As he puts it: “It is the law or destiny of Common Notions...to be
inactive unless objects stimulate them” (Herbert 1937: 120). Lord Herbert is
the only one of Locke’s nativist opponents to be mentioned by name in Book I of the
Essay. For more on the nature of Locke’s criticisms of Herbert, see note 18.
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like so many Torches or Starres in the Firmament to our outward Sight, or
that there are any figures that take their distinct places, & are legibly writ
there like the Red letters or Astronomical Characters in an Almanack; but
I understand thereby an active sagacity in the Soul, or quick recollection as
it were, whereby some small businesse being hinted unto her, she runs out
presently into a more clear and larger conception. (More 1653: 13)

More compares the formation of innate ideas in the Soul to the
recollection of an entire song upon being presented with two or
three words of its beginning. It is in this way that “‘the Mind of man
being jogg’d and awakened by the impulses of outward objects, is
stirred up into a more full and cleare conception of what was but
imperfectly hinted to her from externall occasions’”’ (More 1653: 14).

In arguing for nativism, More concentrates on speculative, rather
than practical, principles. More provides three reasons to accept
dispositional nativism. First, when geometrical figures are initially
presented to the senses, the mind can “/straightway pronounce” that
all perfect versions of these figures have certain properties. For
example, when it has been proved in the case of a particular sensible
triangle that its three angles are equal to two right ones, the mind
immediately knows that this is true of all (perfect) triangles (More
1653: 14-15). Second, there are ““Relative Notions or Ideas’ that are
not ““the impresses of any materiall object from without,” and
hence ““are the naturall furniture of the humane understanding.”
Suppose, for example, that objects A and B are alike in color, but
that B is then whitened. A is now unlike B, even though A has not
been ““touch’d or medled with.” It follows that the idea of being
unlike is “not any Physicall affection that strikes the corporeall
Organs of the Body,” but rather ‘“the Souls own active manner of
conceiving those things which are discovered by the outward
Senses” (More 1653: 15-16).° Third, there are “severall complex
Notions...which are true to the soul at the very first proposal,”
truths to which the soul “will certainly and fully assent,’” which
“must therefore be concluded not fortuitous or arbitrarious, but

9 Though More does not accept Plato’s doctrine of recollection, according to which
the souls of humans exist before they are born, notice the way in which More’s
argument from geometrical figures resembles the point made in favor of the
doctrine in Socrates’s examination of the slave boy in the Meno, as well as the way
in which More’s argument from relative notions resembles Socrates’s argument for
the doctrine at Phaedo 74ff.
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Natural to the Soul.” Among such complex notions, More lists:
"“The whole is bigger then the part”; "If you take Equall from
Equall, the Remainders are Equall”’; "'Every number is either Even
or Odde’’; and “The three angles in a Triangle are equal to two right
ones” (More 1653: 17-18)."°

In arguing against innatism, Locke therefore faced a vast array of
rationalist metaphysicians and Anglican divines. Apart from
Hobbes and Gassendi, Locke had few anti-innatist friends. Still, the
friends he had were not inconsequential. Before turning to Locke’s

"°In A Treatise Concerning Eternal and Immutable Morality, which was not
published until 1731, but with the contents of which Locke was almost certainly
familiar, Cudworth provides a kind of master argument for holding a version of
dispositional nativism. According to this argument, there are many ideas that are
not imprinted in the soul by means of the senses; and since what does not come
from without must be excited from within, it follows that these ideas ““must needs
spring from the active power and innate fecundity of the mind itself” (Cudworth
1996: 83). As Cudworth sees it, the mistake of the anti-nativist is to infer from the
fact that these ideas are first excited in the mind when the senses are stimulated
that the ideas are “stamped upon the soul from the objects without.” Rather, these
ideas are merely awakened or occasioned, but not conveyed or transmitted, by the
senses. Ideas that could not possibly be conveyed by the senses include (i) “ideas of
cogitative beings, and the several modes of them” (Cudworth 1996: 101), such as
the ideas of volition, cogitation, and sense, as well as the ideas of wisdom,
prudence, knowledge, truth, virtue, honesty, justice, and their opposites (Cud-
worth 1996: 83); (ii) ““all the logical and relative notions that are’”” (Cudworth 1996:
86), such as the relative ideas of cause and effect, means and end, similitude and
dissimilitude, equality and inequality, symmetry and asymmetry, whole and part
(Cudworth 1996: 84), and the logical ideas of essence, existence, thing, substance,
something, and nothing (Cudworth 1996: 104); (iii) ideas of perfect geometrical
objects (Cudworth 1996: 107-11); (iv) general ideas, such as “‘the idea of a triangle
in general,” which are not ideas of any particular thing (Cudworth 1996: 111); and
those ideas of sense that do not resemble anything in the objects that occasion
them, such as ideas of secondary qualities (Cudworth 1996: 112).

Like More, Cudworth does not think of intelligible ideas as “flaring and shining
to the Anidmadversive faculty.” Rather, ““native and domestic” ideas are “inward
anticipations” or ‘‘preconceptions’’ that are only “‘awakened by ... passive
impressions” (Cudworth 1996: 98). In much the way that More compares the
formation of innate ideas to the recollection of a song based on the hearing of a few
notes, Cudworth compares the excitation of innate ideas to the recollection of a
man’s face based on the perception of a few ““lines drawn with ink upon a piece of
paper” (Cudworth 1996: 106). As Cudworth sees it, there is no explaining one’s
recognition of the man’s face given the paucity of information derived from the
senses without supposing that one’s idea of the face is latently “‘pre-existent,”
waiting to be awakened by suitable stimulation. It is in this sense, and in this
sense only, that Cudworth treats intelligible ideas as innate.
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own objections to nativism, let us look briefly at the sorts of
objections put forward by Samuel Parker.

In A Free and Impartial Censure of the Platonick Philosophie
(1666), Parker, an Oxford don who was elevated to the bishopric of
Oxford in 1686, gives short shrift to the argument from universal
assent. Taking as his paradigm the ““Maxime, That the whole is
greater than its parts,” Parker claims that the fact that ““all men
assent to it at the first proposal” is not to be explained by supposing
it innate, but rather by the fact that “‘they are presented with
innumerable instances thereof, every visible thing in the world
being a whole compounded of parts sensibly smaller than it self.”
Furthermore, Parker argues that there would be no reason for
Providence (or for God) to imprint such “maxims’’ on the soul from
the beginning of its existence, since they are self-evident. As Parker
pithily puts the point: “A man that has animadversive Faculties,
has as little need to be minded of such obvious and apparent Cer-
tainties, as a man that has Eyes in his head, has to be taught that
there is a Sun in the Heavens.”” And finally, Parker argues that even
if there were such ““congenite Anticipations,” it does not follow
from a principle’s being “congenite’’ that it is true. After all, Parker
writes, ‘/'tis not impossible but the seeds of Error might have been
the natural Results of my Faculties, as Weeds are the first and
natural Issues of the best Soyles” (Parker 1985: 56).

Here then was the state of the debate when Locke first thought of
entering it on the anti-innatist side. Locke faced a number of phi-
losophers who favored dispositional nativism, some on grounds of
universal assent (Lord Herbert), some on grounds of universal assent
“‘upon the free use of reason’’ (Stillingfleet), and some on grounds of
universal assent “‘at the very first proposal”’ (Whichcote and More).
In addition, Locke faced dispositional nativists who argued that
there are ideas (notably, relative, logical, and geometrical ideas) that
“must needs spring from the active power ... of the mind itself”
because they could not be conveyed to the mind through the senses
(More, and also Cudworth). Occurrent nativism had already come
under attack by philosophers who thought it inconsistent with the
fact that fetuses and those in a dreamless sleep do not think (Hobbes
and Gassendi). But it had also been pointed out that dispositional
nativism is immune from this sort of criticism, since the latent ideas
posited by dispositional nativists need not be conscious (Descartes).
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And finally, some anti-innatists had argued (a) that nativism is not
the only plausible explanation for the widespread acceptance of
certain principles, (b) that the self-evidence of many of the principles
commonly thought innate makes it unnecessary for God to imprint
them on human minds, and (c) that a principle’s being innate does
not entail that it is epistemically trustworthy (Parker).

2. LOCKE’S ANTI-NATIVIST ARGUMENTS

In arguing against nativism, Locke adopts a two-pronged strategy.
First, Locke attempts to undermine reasons that have been given in
support of nativism. Second, Locke provides reasons for thinking
that nativism is false. Most of these arguments appear in Book I of
the Essay. As we'll see, the arguments belonging to the first prong
are addressed, in systematic fashion, to the nativist arguments
provided by Locke’s immediate predecessors. It follows that the
charge that Locke commits the straw man fallacy is without
merit. As we'll also see, arguments belonging to one prong of the
strategy are interwoven with arguments belonging to the other.
Since Locke does not always make this interweaving explicit, some
commentators, mistakenly thinking that a consideration that is part
of one prong is part of the other, have charged Locke with the fallacy of
affirming the consequent. These interpretive errors have contributed
to the inadvisable lowering of Book I in the esteem of Locke scholars,
and of historians generally. Once the dialectical structure of Locke’s
anti-nativist reasoning becomes clear and the interpretive errors are
cleared away, we can see Book I for what it is: a reasonable attempt to
demolish occurrent nativism and to shift the burden of proof onto the
shoulders of dispositional nativists.

Before analyzing and evaluating the arguments themselves, it is
important to clarify exactly what Locke takes himself to be arguing
against. As Locke puts it, his nativist opponent holds that ““there are
in the Understanding certain innate Principles; some primary
Notions, Kowai evvoiar [common notions], Characters, as it were
stamped upon the Mind of Man, which the Soul receives in its very
first Being; and brings into the World with it” (E Lii.1: 48). So
Locke’s target holds that there are innate principles. This much is
clear. But what is less obvious is that this is not the only position
Locke’s target accepts.
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First, Locke writes that his opponents hold that innate principles
are “the foundations of all our other knowledge” (E Lii.21: 59), that
God (or Nature) has imprinted these principles on human minds
“in indelible Characters, to be the Foundation and Guide of all
their acquired Knowledge, and future Reasoning’’ (E Lii.25: 62).""
Packed into these quotations are the following theses: first, that
God (or Nature) is the author of innate principles; second, that
innate speculative principles serve an epistemically foundational
role with respect to acquired speculative propositions and that
innate practical principles serve as a guide to human action; and
third, that the point or purpose of God’s having imprinted them on
human minds is that humans might thereby come to know what
can be known and recognize what needs to be done in order to
achieve happiness.

As will become clear later (particularly in our discussion of the
Argument from Universal Consent upon the Use of Reason — see
L1.ii.8), Locke assumes in addition that his innatist opponents deny
that all ideas are innate. In particular, as Locke sees it, self-
respecting nativists should accept that at least some propositions,
including most notably the theorems — as opposed to the axioms —
of arithmetic and geometry, are not innate. Here it must be
admitted that Locke is on shaky ground. It is true that occurrent
nativists, committed as they are to the principle that a proposition’s
being innate requires that it be actually perceived and to the
obvious fact that mathematical theorems are not actually perceived
at birth, are ipso facto committed to the view that mathematical
theorems are not innate. But the same is clearly untrue of nativists
belonging to the dispositionalist persuasion. All of Locke’s dis-
positionalist opponents (including, most notably, Descartes) took
for granted (and not unreasonably|) that the innateness of mathe-
matical axioms entails the innateness of mathematical theorems.
After all, if the use of reason is sufficient of itself to extract
mathematical theorems from mathematical axioms, then it
would appear that the mind is disposed to perceive and know
mathematical theorems without assistance from the senses, and
hence that such dispositional knowledge must be innate.

' Locke also takes his opponents to declare ““That God has imprinted on the Minds
of Men, the foundations of Knowledge, and the Rules of Living” (E Liii.14: 76).
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Second, Locke takes himself to “agree with these Defenders of
innate Principles, That if they are innate, they must needs have
universal assent” (E Lii.24: 61). As Locke sees it, the reason for
accepting the thesis that all innate principles are universally
assented to derives from another, namely, that “every innate Prin-
ciple must needs be [self-evident]”’ (E Liii.4: 68). For example, as
Locke argues, the principle of noncontradiction “‘carries its own
Light and Evidence with it, and needs no other Proof: He that
understands the Terms, assents to it for its own sake’’ (E Liii.4: 68).
The idea that innate principles are self-evident, and hence the
objects of universal assent, arguably follows from (or, at least, har-
monizes with) the claim that innate principles are meant to serve as
the foundation of all our acquired knowledge. For it is reasonable to
hold, as Locke’s opponents did, that what makes a principle indu-
bitable and foundational is the fact that understanding it is
sufficient for recognizing its truth.

The First Prong: Arguments for Nativism Undermined

As Locke sees it, the master nativist argument, already familiar
from our discussion of the views of the Epicureans, the Stoics, and
Lord Herbert, is the Argument from Universal Consent: ‘“There is
nothing more commonly taken for granted, than that there are
certain Principles both Speculative and Practical (for they speak of
both) universally agreed upon by all Mankind: which therefore
they argue, must needs be the constant Impressions, which the
Souls of Men receive in their first Beings, and which they bring into
the World with them” (E Lii.2: 49). The argument, in a nutshell,
is this:

Argument from Universal Consent (AUC)

(1) There are speculative and practical principles to which every human
assents.

(2) If every human assents to P, then P is innate.

So, (3) There are innate speculative and practical principles.

Locke criticizes both premises of AUC. As against (1), Locke
repeatedly points to evidence indicating that there is no one
speculative or practical principle to which all humans assent. For
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example, Locke thinks it obvious that infants and the weak-minded
do not assent to, let alone understand, the principle of non-
contradiction (E Lii.s: 49). And though it is commonly thought that
everyone assents to the principle that one should do what is just,
Locke thinks that simple observation of human behavior is suffi-
cient to establish that when outlaws embrace this principle, they do
so only as a rule of convenience, ready to be broken at a moment’s
notice (E Liii.2: 66).

Nowadays, the lack of universal assent to these principles may
seem obvious. But in Locke’s time, divines never tired of referring
to the latest far-flung area of the globe whose inhabitants were
reported by European travelers to believe in the existence of a deity
and to recognize the wrongness of such actions as murder and theft.
What irked Locke was that the proponents of AUC needed to show
more than just that there are principles to which many humans
assent: they also needed to show that there are principles to which
no humans fail to assent. Whence the importance of what might
otherwise appear to be an unnecessary reminder of the existence of
humans who are insufficiently mature, intelligent, or educated to
assent to the principles commonly thought innate.

As Locke sees it, the main reason to believe (2) takes the form
of an inference to the best explanation: given that some principle
P is universally assented to, the best explanation for the exis-
tence of such universal assent is that P is innate. What Locke
denies here is the assumption that the innateness of a principle
is what best explains the fact that it is the object of universal
assent. As Locke puts it: ““This Argument, drawn from Universal
Consent, has this misfortune in it, That if it were true in matter
of Fact, that there were certain Truths, wherein all Mankind
agreed, it would not prove them innate, if there can be any other
way shewn, how Men may come to that Universal Agreement,
in the things they do consent in; which I presume may be done”’
(E 1.ii.3: 49). Locke later argues that universal consent to prac-
tical propositions can be explained as resulting from inculcation
(E Liii.22-26: 81—4) and that universal consent to speculative
propositions can be explained as the concomitant of intuitive
knowledge (see E IV.ii.1: s30-1). So, in the first place, the
“‘unwary, and, as yet, unprejudiced Understanding’’ of children is
ready to accept any practical doctrine taught by their caregivers,
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at a time “before Memory began to keep a Register of...when
any new thing appeared to them.”” When these children become
adults, they do not remember that the practical rules to which
they now give ready assent were instilled in them by others, and
so ‘““make no scruple to conclude, That those Propositions, of
whose knowledge they can find in themselves no original,
were certainly the impress of God and Nature upon their
Minds” (E I.iii.22-23: 81-2). And, in the second place, a person’s
ready assent to a speculative maxim may be explained by the
fact that she intuits — that is, immediately perceives without
relying on any further intervening ideas — that the ideas out of
which the maxim is constructed agree (or disagree). As Locke
sees it, the self-evidence of this intuitive knowledge engages the
will inasmuch as the knowledge “is irresistible, and like the
bright Sun-shine, forces it self immediately to be perceived, as
soon as ever the Mind turns its view that way; and leaves no
room for Hesitation, Doubt, or Examination, but the Mind is
presently filled with the clear Light of it”” (E IV.ii.1: 531).

Locke claims that, in order to avoid the deficiencies of AUC,
“’tis usually answered, that all Men know and assent to
[speculative maxims]|, when they come to the use of Reason, and
this is enough to prove them innate” (E Lii.6: 51). Which brings us
to the following revision of AUC:

Argument from Universal Consent upon the Use of Reason (AUC-UR)

(4) There are speculative and practical principles to which every human
assents when he comes to the use of reason.

(5) If every human assents to P when he comes to the use of reason, then
P is innate.

So, (6) There are innate speculative and practical principles.

The point of turning AUC into AUC-UR, as Stillingfleet does (see
Stillingfleet 1662: 369), is to replace (1) with (4), which, being
weaker, has a better chance of being true.

Locke’s reaction to AUC-UR begins with the claim that the
phrase “when he comes to the use of reason’’ could mean one of
two things:

(a) when the use of reason makes them known to him, or

(b) at the very time when he is first endowed with reason.
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Upon disambiguation, AUC-UR turns into two arguments, AUC-UR
(a) and AUC-UR(D):

AUC-UR|a)
(4a) There are speculative and practical principles to which every

human assents when the use of reason makes them known to him.

(sa) If every human assents to P when the use of reason makes it
known to him, then P is innate.

So, (6) There are innate speculative and practical principles.

AUC-UR(b)
(4b) There are speculative and practical principles to which every human
assents at the very time when he is first endowed with reason.

(sb) If every human assents to P at the very time when he is first
endowed with reason, then P is innate.

So, (6) There are innate speculative and practical principles.

Let us now consider Locke’s reaction to each of these arguments,
beginning with the first. Locke claims that mathematical theorems,
no less than mathematical maxims, are such that every human
assents to them when the use of reason first makes them known to
him. It then follows from (sa) that ““there will be no difference
between the Maxims of the Mathematicians, and the Theorems
they deduce from them: All must be equally allow’d innate”” (E I.
ii.8: 51). Recall now that Locke assumes (unfairly, as it turns out, in
respect of dispositionalist nativists) that all of his nativist oppo-
nents are committed to the thesis that mathematical theorems are
not innate. It follows that one who proposes AUC-UR|(a) as his
reason to accept nativism is caught in a bind, for he must either
abandon one of the premises of this argument or abandon his
commitment to the proposition that mathematical theorems are
not innate. As we've seen, this problem should trouble the occur-
rent, but not the dispositionalist, nativist."*

> Locke also supposes that one who wishes to rely on (4a) over (1) presupposes that
the propositions to which every human assents when the use of reason makes
them known to him are not universally assented to before the use of reason
makes them known. Such an opponent must therefore hold that “‘the Use of
Reason is necessary to discover” these propositions (E Lii.g: 51). As against this,
Locke argues that such propositions cannot be innate. If they were, then reason
would be needed to discover propositions that are already in the understanding,
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In his response to AUC-UR(b), Locke makes two points. The first
is that the evidence, such as it is, suggests that (4b) is simply false.
For all maxims that are commonly thought innate ‘“are not in the
Mind so early as the use of Reason: and therefore the coming to the
use of Reason is falsly assigned, as the time of their Discovery.”” For
instance, the principle of noncontradiction is such that “Chil-
dren...and a great part of illiterate People, and Savages, pass many
Years, even of their rational Age, without ever thinking on this, and
the like general Propositions’” (E Lii.12: 53). So if there are indeed
any principles to which every human assents when he is first
endowed with reason, they are not the ones commonly thought
innate. The reason for this, Locke thinks, is that these principles are
general, and, as he will argue in Book II, general ideas are created by
the mental operation of abstraction, a faculty that (though innate) is
not ready to be used until after children come to the use of the
reason (E Lii.14: 54; E I1.xi.9: 159; E IL.xii.1: 163).

Locke’s second point is that (sb) is false as well. Suppose, to
begin, that one is considering whether a given (mental) proposition
is true. Such a proposition, Locke holds, consists of two ideas (E
IV.v.5: 575), knowledge of which consists in the perception of the
agreement or disagreement of those ideas (E IV.i.2: 525). Now
sometimes, as we’ve seen, the fact that two ideas agree or disagree
is something the mind immediately perceives, without the assis-
tance of intermediate ideas (E IV.ii.1: 530-1). But it can also hap-
pen that the agreement or disagreement of the two ideas that
make up a proposition is not immediately perceivable (E IV.ii.2:
s31-2). In such cases, reason is the faculty whose function it is to
discover and order the intermediate ideas that enable us to
demonstrate truths that are not self-evident (E IV.xvii.2: 668—9).
Now, as Locke assumes, nativists must surely admit that at least
some of the ideas (both extreme and intermediate] on which

and hence, since one is conscious of whatever is in one’s mind, already known. Yet
if reason is needed to discover these propositions, then they cannot possibly be
known before reason is used to discover them. Hence, before the use of reason,
these propositions would be both known and not known at the same time.
Contradiction. Notice that this argument relies on the assumption that one is
conscious of whatever is in one’s mind, an assumption that occurrent nativists
accept, but that dispositional nativists reject.
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reason operates are adventitious. The ““province’’ of reason, as one
might say, includes acquired ideas, as much as it is also held to
include innate ideas. But, Locke objects, by what kind of Logick
will it appear, that any Notion is Originally by Nature imprinted
on the Mind in its first Constitution, because it comes first to be
observed, and assented to, when a Faculty of the Mind, which has
quite a distinct Province, begins to exert it self?”” (E Lii.14: 54). Put
simply: if the province of reason includes acquired ideas, why
suppose that ideas discovered when reason first begins to exert
itself must be innate?

Locke now claims that, in order to avoid the deficiencies of
AUC-UR, ““Men have endeavoured to secure an universal Assent to
those they call Maxims, by saying, they are generally assented to, as
soon as proposed, and the Terms they are propos’d in, understood:
Seeing all Men, even Children, as soon as they hear and understand
the Terms, assent to these Propositions, they think it is sufficient to
prove them innate” (E Lii.r7: 56). Which brings us to a second
attempt at revising AUC, one that might reasonably be laid at the
door of Whichcote and More:

Argument from Universal Consent upon First Proposal (AUC-FP)

(7) There are speculative and practical principles to which every human
assents as soon as they are proposed and the terms in which they are
proposed in understood.

(8) If every human assents to P as soon as P is proposed and P’s con-
stituent terms understood, then P is innate.

So, (9) There are innate speculative and practical principles.

Locke replies by denying (8). To begin with, Locke notes that any
true (particular) proposition of the form “A is not B” (e.g., ““Yellow
is not red”’), where the idea expressed by ““A’’ disagrees with the idea
expressed by “B,”” will, according to (8), turn out to be innate. For
such a proposition is universally assented to as soon as it is pro-
posed and its constituent terms are understood. The problem is that
there will be “’a Million of . .. such Propositions, as many at least, as
we have distinct Ideas” (E Lii.18: 57). This again contradicts what
Locke (perhaps mistakenly) sees as the nativist presupposition that
innate principles are limited to a small number of general maxims.
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A further problem arises when this result is combined with
the assumption that (mental) propositions are composed of ideas
(E IV.v.5: 575) and the further (reasonable) assumption that a whole
cannot be innate unless its parts are innate. As Locke remarks,
these assumptions entail (T) that “no Proposition can be innate,
unless the Ideas, about which it is, be innate’’ (E Lii.18: 58). Now it
is plain that the proposition that yellow is not red is assented to as
soon as it is proposed and its constituent terms are understood.
Hence, by (8), this proposition is innate. Yet the ideas of yellow and
red are acquired through sense perception, and so are not innate. It
immediately follows from (T) that the proposition that red is not
yellow is not innate. Contradiction."3

As should now be clear, none of Locke’s criticisms of these three
versions of the Argument from Universal Consent commits the
straw man fallacy. The first targets Lord Herbert and those nativists
who relied on Epicurean and Stoic arguments; the second targets
Stillingfleet (and fellow travelers); and the third targets the Cam-
bridge Platonists, particularly Whichcote and More. Thus, it cannot
reasonably be argued that Locke was simply scoring rhetorical
points at the expense of possible, but nonactual, adversaries.

3 Locke also attacks a presupposition of (7), namely, that many of the propositions
that are assented to as soon as they are proposed and the terms in which they are
proposed in are understood are not assented to before they are proposed or before
the terms they are proposed in are understood. If the presupposition were
true, then there would be innate propositions to which some do not assent and to
which they never have assented. But given that these propositions are self-evident
and that one is conscious of whatever is in one’s mind, this is impossible: if the
propositions are innate, they are in the mind; so we are conscious of them; and if
they are also self-evident, then we cannot help but assent to them. Moreover, even
if lack of assent were no proof that the relevant propositions are not innate, we
would need to explain why it is that people fail to assent to these propositions
before they are proposed (even if the ideas out of which the propositions are
composed are familiar), but then assent to them after they are proposed. One
possible explanation is that ‘“proposing [propositions| print[s] them clearer in the
Mind” (E Lii.21: 59). But if this were true, then it would follow that teaching (via
proposal) makes innate propositions better known than they were before. And this
contradicts the nativist presupposition that innate propositions are supposed to
serve as the foundation of all our other knowledge. Notice again that Locke’s
attack on (7) depends on an assumption that the occurrent nativist accepts, but
that the dispositional nativist rejects: namely, that one is conscious of whatever is
in one’s mind.
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The Second Prong: Arguments Against Nativism

Having criticized AUC and the arguments it inspired, Locke turns
to his own criticisms of nativism. The first of these criticisms
appears in the middle of his discussion of AUC. Having stated that
AUC is unconvincing because there are reasons to think that uni-
versal assent is not sufficient for innateness (i.e., that (2] is false),
Locke seemingly attempts to turn AUC (including (2)) against the
nativist, claiming that ‘“‘this Argument of Universal Consent,
which is made use of, to prove innate Principles, seems to me a
Demonstration that there are none such: Because there are none to
which all Mankind give an Universal Assent’” (E Lii.4: 49). It
therefore appears as if Locke is putting forward the following piece
of anti-nativist reasoning:

(10) There are no principles to which every human assents.
(1) If every human assents to P, then P is innate. | =(2))

So, (12) There are no innate principles.

The problem with this argument is that it commits something akin
to the fallacy of affirming the consequent: if P is not innate, then P
is not universally assented to; P is not universally assented to;
therefore, P is not innate.

But an interpretation that would foist such an unfortunate
argument on Locke would be exceedingly ungenerous. In the very
next paragraph, Locke makes it clear that he simply assumes
that ““universal Assent...must needs be the necessary concomitant
of all innate Truths” (E Lii.5: 49), and he later points out that in this
he is in agreement with his nativist opponents (E Lii.24: 61). The
relevant assumption here is not that universal assent is sufficient
for innateness, but rather that universal assent is necessary
for innateness. So the innatist presupposition that Locke proposes
to turn against innatism isn’t (r1), but its converse. Whence
arises the first, and most important, of Locke’s anti-nativist
arguments:

Argument from Lack of Universal Consent (ALUC)
(10) There are no principles to which every human assents.
(rzc) If P is innate, then every human assents to P.

So, (12) There are no innate principles.
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In making the case for (10), Locke’s strategy is to argue, first, that
the principle of noncontradiction (PNC) and the principle of
equality (PE) are not universally assented to, and hence, since there
are no speculative principles that have a better chance of gaining
universal assent than these two self-evident maxims, there are no
speculative principles to which all humans assent.'* Second, Locke
claims that it is even more obvious that no practical principle is the
object of universal assent: as he puts it, ““it is much more visible
concerning practical Principles, that they come short of an uni-
versal Reception’ (E Liii.1: 65).

The text of the Essay at first suggests the following reconstruc-
tion of Locke’s argument for (11c). Innate principles, by definition,
are in each human mind. Now if a principle is in human mind M,
then it must be perceived by M; “imprinting, if it signify anything,
being nothing else, but the making certain Truths to be perceived”
(E Lii.5: 49). Moreover, all innate principles are self-evident: for if
there were ‘““natural Characters ingraven on the Mind. . ., they must
needs be visible by themselves, and by their own light be certain
and known to every Body’’ (E Liii.1: 66). But if a principle is both
perceived and self-evident, then it is “irresistible’” (E IV.ii.1: 531), and
hence compels assent. It follows that innate principles must be
universally assented to.

However, Locke came to recognize that a principle P can be in
mind M at time T without actually being perceived by M at T. This
is emphasized in a section that was added to the second edition of
the Essay. There Locke claims that “whatever Idea is in the mind, is
either an actual perception, or else having been an actual percep-
tion, is so in the mind, that by the memory it can be made an actual
perception again’’ (E Liv.20: 96-8). It follows from this, not (A) that
if Pisin M at T, then M actually perceives P at T, but rather (B) that
if P is in M at T, then either M actually perceives P at T or M
perceived P at some time before T.

'+ The argument for the claim that PNC is not the object of universal assent relies on
the premise that some humans do not so much as perceive or understand PNC. As
Locke puts it: ““’tis evident, that all Children and Ideots, have not the least
Apprehension or Thought of [PNC]” (E Lii.s: 49). This premise is then coupled
with the assumption that assent to P at time T requires perception of P at T, so
that “want of [apprehension] is enough to destroy...Assent” (E Lii.5: 49).
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If (A) is replaced by (B), then Locke must replace his argument for
(11c) with the following argument for (11d):

(rzd) If Pisinnate, then every human has at some time or other assented
to P.

Innate principles, by definition, are in each human mind. Now if P
isin M at T, then either P is perceived by M at T or P was perceived
by M at some time before T. But all innate principles are self-
evident and so assent-compelling when perceived. Thus, if P is
innate, then either M assents to P at T or M assented to P at some
time before T. QED.

But if (11c) is replaced by (11d), then (10) must be replaced by
(1od) to preserve the validity of Locke’s argument from lack of
universal consent:

Argument from Lack of Universal Consent* (ALUC*)

(rod) There are no principles to which every human has at some time
or other assented.

(rzd) If P is innate, then every human has at some time or other
assented to P.

So, (12) There are no innate principles.*’

Before moving on, Locke considers an objection to (11d). It might be
thought that for a principle to be innate is for the mind to possess
the capacity to perceive and assent to it (E Lii.5: 50). If this were

'S There are clear textual indications that, even as early as the first edition, Locke
intended to rely on (B), rather than (A), in arguing for (11d), rather than for (11¢). As
Locke puts it: ““No Proposition can be said to be in the Mind, which it never yet
knew, which it was never yet conscious of”” (emphasis added - E Lii.5: 50); or again,
“’to be in the Mind, and, never to be perceived, is all one, as to say, any thing is, and
is not, in the Mind or Understanding”’ (emphasis added - E Lii.5: so-1). However,
there are also clear textual indications that Locke refused to abandon (A), even as
he was pushing it aside in favor of (B) in ALUC*. For (A) operates not merely in
ALUC, but also in some of the arguments Locke uses to undermine AUC-UR(a)
and AUC-FP (see notes 12 and 13). Given the evidence, the most reasonable
hypothesis seems to be that Locke did not really think it important to distinguish
between (A) and (B) until the second edition (which is when he chose to emphasize
the distinction in E I.iv.20), at which time he simply forgot that (A) was implicated
in some of the arguments he was relying on to undermine various versions of the
nativist Argument from Universal Consent. Had he realized that (A) was so
implicated, he would have either removed the texts in which (A) is relied on or
altered them in such a way as to replace (A) with (B) without compromising
soundness.
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true, then (11d) would be false, for it could happen that, though M is
always capable of perceiving and assenting to P, there is no time at
which M actually assents to P. Locke’s reply to this objection is
this. If what it is for a principle to be innate is for every human
mind to be capable of assenting to it, then, since every truth is such
that every human mind is capable of assenting to it, it follows that
every truth is innate. This result then contradicts the nativist pre-
supposition that some truths are not innate.™®

In addition to ALUC*, Locke provides three independent reasons
for thinking that practical principles in particular are not innate.
The first is based on an already-familiar assumption, namely, that
all innate principles are self-evident:

Argument from Lack of Self-Evidence (ALSE)
(13) All innate principles are self-evident.
(14) No practical principles are self-evident.

So, (15) No practical principles are innate.

Locke does not think that this kind of argument will work to show
that speculative maxims are not innate. This is because he thinks
that speculative maxims, such as PNC and PE, are self-evident. But
practical principles are a different kettle of fish, for, as Locke sees it,
“there cannot any one moral Rule be propos’d, whereof a Man may
not justly demand a Reason’ (E l.iii.4: 68). Since it would not be
appropriate or “just’” to demand a reason for a self-evident principle,
moral rules cannot be self-evident.'” To bolster his case that every
practical principle “need[s] proof to ascertain its Truth,” Locke cites
as his primary example the Golden Rule, ““That one should do as he
would be done unto,” which is commonly thought innate, but for
which it would not be absurd to request justification (E Liii.4: 68).

6 Locke offers a “farther argument” against the innateness of speculative maxims.
Innate principles, he writes, “should appear fairest and clearest’” and “must needs
exert themselves with most Force and Vigour” in those “least corrupted by
Custom, or borrowed Opinions.” But those who are least corrupted in this way are
““Children, Ideots, Savages, and illiterate People.” Yet it is to these individuals
that speculative maxims are ‘“least known.” Consequently, no speculative
maxims are innate (E Lii.27: 63).

7 Locke also argues, in defense of (14), that, though no self-evident proposition can
be the object of widespread disagreement, there is a “‘great variety of Opinions,
concerning Moral Rules, which are to be found amongst Men” (E Liii.6: 68—9). It
follows directly that no practical propositions are self-evident.
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The second reason for thinking that practical principles are not
innate concerns the peace of mind with which moral rules are
routinely transgressed:

Argument from Confident Transgression (ACT)
(16) Human beings would not transgress innate practical principles with
confidence and serenity.

(17) Every practical principle is such that there are human beings who
transgress it with confidence and serenity.

So, (18) No practical principles are innate.

In defense of (17), Locke adduces evidence to suggest that many
human beings have committed the worst kinds of atrocities (murder,
rape, infanticide, cannibalism, etc.) “without scruple’”” (E Liii.g: 71). In
defense of (16), Locke argues that it is plain that innate moral rules
would be laws and that every law has a lawgiver who rewards those
who follow the law and punishes those who do not (E Liii.12: 74; E L.
iv.8: 87). Hence, since we are conscious of anything that is innate, we
would all know, if moral rules were innate, that we will be punished
for transgressing them (presumably by God in the afterlife, since it is
clear that many do not suffer in this life for their moral transgres-
sions). But the knowledge that one will be punished for transgressing a
rule is sufficient to produce fear, and hence a lack of confidence and
serenity when one actually transgresses.

Third, Locke argues that, though it should be easy to tell the
difference between innate and adventitious propositions, ‘‘no body,
that [he knows], has ventured yet to give a Catalogue of them”
(E Liii.14: 76):

Argument from Lack of a Catalogue (ALC)

(19) If there are any innate principles, then they are easily distinguished
from non-innate propositions (i.e., propositions that are either
deduced from innate principles or learned).

(20) If innate principles are easily distinguished from propositions that
are not innate, then it should be easy for any human being
to “know what, and how many, [innate principles] there were”
(Liii.14).

(21) It is not easy for human beings to know what, and how many,
innate practical principles there are.

So, (22) No practical principles are innate.

Cambridge Collections Online © Cambridge University Press, 2007



Locke’s Polemic against Nativism 57

Locke’s guiding thought here is that a principle’s innateness ought to
be transparent to any mind on which it is imprinted: P’s being innate
is sufficient for my being conscious of the fact that P is innate.™

Locke completes his anti-nativist attack with a general argument
that is intended to show that none of the constituents of any
principle commonly thought innate is innate, and hence that no
principle commonly thought innate is innate:

Argument from Lack of Innate Ideas (ALII)

(23) Principles are mental propositions that consist of the joining or
separating of ideas.

(24) If a complex whole is innate, then its parts must also be innate.

(25) None of the ideas that compose the principles commonly thought
innate is innate.

So, (26) None of the principles commonly thought innate is innate.

Taking (23) and (24) on board, Locke spends most of Liv defending (25).
Locke focuses on seven ideas in particular: the idea of impossibility
(which is relevant to PNC), the idea of identity (which is relevant to
PE), the idea of a whole and the idea of a part (which are relevant to
the speculative maxim that the whole is bigger than a part — see E L.
iii.1: 66), the idea of worship and the idea of God (which are relevant
to Lord Herbert’s practical maxim that God ought to be worshipped —
E Liii.15: 77), and the idea of substance (substratum).*®

Here, in brief, are his reasons for thinking that these ideas are not
innate:

Impossibility and Worship (E L.iv.3: 85-6; E Liv.7: 87): Children lack
these ideas. But an idea cannot be innate unless it is present to all

8 In the way of an objection to (21), it was brought to Locke’s attention that Lord
Herbert had proposed a complete list of innate practical principles, as well as a list
of six marks by means of which to distinguish them from non-innate practical
propositions, in his De Veritate. Locke argues that none of the propositions that
Lord Herbert considers innate satisfies all six marks of innateness (E Liii.15-9). It
follows that either (i) none of the practical propositions that Herbert thinks innate
is innate or (ii) the list of marks Herbert proposes as his means of distinguishing
between innate and non-innate propositions is inadequate.

' Locke does not mention any maxim that is commonly thought innate and that
contains the idea of substance. But we can speculate. All of Locke’s nativist
opponents would have thought it an innate maxim that all accidents must inhere
in a substance.
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human minds. So the ideas of impossibility and worship are not
innate. Moreover, only very few adults have a clear and distinct idea
of worship. But an idea cannot be innate unless it is clear (see note 16).
So the idea of worship is not innate.

Identity (E L.iv.4: 86): Suppose that X is a human composed of soul S
and body B at time T1, while Y is a human composed of soul S and
body B* at time T2 (where T1 is not identical to T2 and B* is not
identical to B). It is difficult to say whether X is the same human as Y,
and hence the idea of identity is not clear. But an idea cannot be innate
unless it is clear (see above). So the idea of identity is not innate.

Whole and Part (E L.iv.6: 87): The idea of a whole and the idea of a part
are relative to the ideas of extension and number. But if X is an idea
that is relative to the idea of Y, and person P possesses X, then P also
possesses Y. Hence, if X is an idea that is relative to the idea of Y, and X
isinnate, then Y is innate. It follows that if the idea of a whole and the
idea of a part are innate, then the idea of extension and the idea of
number must be innate as well. But the idea of extension and the idea
of number are acquired by means of the senses, and hence are not
innate. So the idea of a whole and the idea of a part are not innate.

God (E Liv.8: 87-8; E Liv.14-15: 92—3): Ancient philosophers report
the existence of numerous godless men, and current anthropological
evidence testifies to the existence of whole nations among whose
members there is to be found no idea of God. Moreover, even among
““civilized’”’ nations, there are many whose idea of God is not clear.
Finally, there are contrary and inadequate conceptions of God in
the minds of different human beings. But an idea cannot be innate
unless it is present to all minds, clear, adequate, and uniform (see
above). So the idea of God is not innate.

Substance (E Liv.18: 95): The idea of substance signifies only “an
uncertain supposition of we know not what. .., something whereof we
have no particular distinct positive Idea,” and hence is one of the most
obscure and confused of ideas (EL.iv.18: 95). But an idea cannot be innate
unless it is clear (see above). So the idea of substance is not innate.>®

*° From the result that the idea of God is not innate, Locke constructs a further
argument against the claim that there are innate practical propositions. As he
argues (see E Liii.12: 74), one cannot have the concept of moral obligation without
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3. LOCKE’S ANTI-NATIVIST ARGUMENTS EVALUATED

The First Prong: Arguments for Nativism Undermined

Locke’s criticisms of AUC, AUC-UR, and AUC-FP are sufficient to
establish that these arguments are unsound. Commentators have
mostly complained, not that Locke’s criticisms are off the mark,
but that they are directed at the kind of argument for nativism that
none of his contemporaries accepted. As we've seen, this is an
uncharitable way to read the Essay. For there is plenty of evidence
to suggest that Locke’s criticisms were directed at the views of
specific, albeit unnamed, writers with whose works Locke was
familiar.

The Second Prong: Arguments against Nativism

ARGUMENT FROM LACK OF UNIVERSAL CONSENT. According to ALUC*,
there are no principles to which all humans have at some time or
other assented (10d). But if P is innate, then all humans have at
some time or other assented to P (ri1d). Therefore, there are no
innate principles.

Locke’s reason for accepting (11d) is that whatever is in the mind
must be either occurrently perceived or stored in memory. But why
should we accept this? If memory is some sort of storehouse or
repository of ideas, why couldn’t there be another mental faculty
whose function it is to store ideas and then, like memory, bring
them to consciousness, but, unlike memory, without a conscious-
ness of their having been in the mind before? If there were such a
faculty, then ideas could be in the mind without being occurrently
perceived or stored in memory.

In a later section on memory, Locke points out that the
storehouse model of memory is misleading, for it is only in

having the concept of a law, and one cannot have the concept of a law without
having the concept of a lawgiver (i.e., God). So, if the idea of God is not innate, then
the idea of obligation is not innate. But every practical proposition is of the form,
““One ought (not) to do X,”” and hence the idea of obligation is a component of every
practical proposition. Given that no proposition can be innate unless its
component ideas are also innate, it follows that no practical propositions are
innate.
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a figurative sense that an idea that is in one’s memory is in one’s
mind:

But our Ideas being nothing, but actual Perceptions in the Mind, which
cease to be any thing, when there is no perception of them, this laying up of
our Ideas in the Repository of the Memory, signifies no more but this, that
the Mind has a Power, in many cases, to revive Perceptions, which it has
once had, with this additional Perception annexed to them, that it has had
them before. And in this Sense it is, that our Ideas are said to be in our
Memories, when indeed, they are actually no where, but only there is an
ability in the Mind, when it will, to revive them again; and as it were paint
them anew on it self. (E II.x.2: 150)

Locke claims that the storehouse metaphor is just that: a metaphor.
Importantly, we shouldn’t think of memory as (or as anything like)
a place where ideas are kept when they are not actually perceived:
ideas that are not actually perceived are, as he says, “no where.”
Memory is nothing but a power to revive ideas with the perception
of having perceived them before. Of course, the notion of ““reviving’”’
is metaphorical too, and also potentially misleading. For one natural
way of thinking of “reviving” is as bringing something from a
dormant state to a state of wakefulness. This suggests the possibi-
lity of an idea’s being in the mind, but only in a dormant (i.e.,
unconscious) state. Locke is careful to warn his readers not to
interpret ‘“‘reviving” in this way. Ideas are “revived” only in the
sense of being, as it were, repainted (yet another metaphor). If one
thinks (as Locke does) of the mind as a canvas or slate, an idea that
is “lodg’d in the memory” is an idea that used to be on the canvas
but no longer appears on the canvas. Its being revived, then, is no
more than its reappearing on the canvas.

There is clearly some tension in the metaphorical picture Locke
paints here. If a forgotten idea (i.e., an idea that was once perceived
but is no longer perceived) is ““no where” (in metaphorical terms,
does not appear on the canvas of the mind), then it stretches the
metaphor of containment to the point of absurdity to say that for-
gotten ideas are in the mind. And what should we say of ideas that
were once perceived but are never perceived again? According to
Locke, the mind has the power to revive these ideas, to repaint
them anew on the canvas of the mind. But what if the mind never
exercises this power? Should we say, as Locke does, that forgotten
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ideas that are never “‘repainted” are still in the mind? And if we
say this, then why can’t we say, in defense of dispositional nativ-
ism, that ideas that are never brought to consciousness but that
we have the ability to “paint”’ on the canvas of our minds without
any accompanying perception of having had these ideas before are
also in the mind? The problem here is that Locke’s own account
of the metaphysics of memory gives solace to the dispositional
nativist.>*

But the debate does not end here. As Locke argues, even if it were
possible for innate principles to be in the mind without being
present to the mind, it would be pointless for God to stamp merely
latent principles in our minds. For as long as they are latent
(possibly an entire lifetime), these principles do not help those
who possess them attain knowledge of their circumstances or of
their duties. As Locke puts the point: “If Men can be ignorant or
doubtful of what is innate, innate Principles are insisted on, and
urged to no purpose; Truth and Certainty (the things pretended) are
not at all secured by them: But Men are in the same uncertain,
floating estate with, as without them” (E Liii.13: 75). But surely
even nativists would agree that the point of God’s having endowed
us with innate principles is that they may serve to guide our actions
and thoughts. Thus, assuming that God never acts in a pointless
way, it follows either that all innate principles are occurrent (in
which case dispositional nativism must give way to occurrent
nativism, with its all-too-numerous theoretical drawbacks) or that
God did not engrave them on our minds (in which case Parker’s
remark that they may, for all we know, be untrustworthy -
“as Weeds are the first and natural Issues of the best Soyles” — is
singularly a propos). The burden placed on the nativist is significant
and underappreciated.>”

>* This problem also affects Locke’s ““farther argument” against the innateness of
speculative principles, a piece of reasoning that relies on the claim that innate
principles ““should appear fairest and clearest’” and ““must exert themselves with
most Force and Vigour” in uncorrupted minds (see note 16). In reply, the
dispositional nativist might well argue that, if a principle can be in the mind
without being brought to consciousness (a possibility for which Locke’s account of
memory makes room), then there is no reason to think that innate principles
should “exert themselves,” whether in corrupted or uncorrupted minds.

>* 1 imagine a similar outcome to the debate over the soundness of the Argument
from Confident Transgression. According to ACT, although human beings would
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ARGUMENT FROM LACK OF SELF-EVIDENCE. According to ALSE, whereas
all innate principles are self-evident, no practical principles are self-
evident, and hence no practical principles are innate. It would
be difficult for any of Locke’s immediate nativist predecessors to
deny the assumption that innate principles are self-evident, since
they held that innate principles are to serve as the foundations of
the rest of our knowledge. But the most glaring problem with
this argument lies with the assumption that no practical principles
are self-evident, for this is an assumption that Locke himself
rejects!

Here is where Locke stumbles. If no practical principles are self-
evident, then morals cannot be a demonstrative science. The reason
for this is that, for Locke, every principle of a demonstrative science
is either a self-evident axiom or derived from self-evident axioms by
self-evidently valid steps. Thus, if morals is a demonstrative sci-
ence, there must be at least some self-evident moral axioms, that is,
self-evident practical principles. The problem here is that Locke
holds that a demonstrative science of morals is possible (see E III.
Xi.16: 516; E IV.iii.18: 549; E IV.xii.8: 643). Thus, Locke must hold
that there are self-evident practical principles from which all other
practical principles are validly derived.??

not transgress innate practical principles with confidence and serenity (16), every
practical principle is such that there are human beings who transgress it
confidently and serenely (17). It follows that no practical principles are innate.
In defense of (16), Locke assumes that we are conscious of anything that is innate
(see above). Although the occurrent nativist accepts this assumption, the
dispositional nativist rejects it on the grounds that at least some innate principles
are latent, and hence not present to the mind. It is the latency of these principles
that explains why so many transgress them so confidently. It is at this stage that I
imagine Locke falling back on his claim that it would be pointless for God to
stamp merely latent principles in our minds.

Consider, for example, Locke’s derivation of the practical principle that where
there is no property, there is no injustice (E IV.iii.18: 549). Locke affirms, first, (a)
that to have property is to have a right to something, and second, (b) that injustice
is the invasion or violation of a right to something. It follows from these two
propositions that injustice is the invasion or violation of property, and hence that
where there is no property there is no injustice. But what is the epistemic status of
the two principles, (a) and (b)? It seems that they are self-evident, since Locke tells
us that the idea of property is the idea of a right to something, and that the idea of
injustice is the idea of the invasion or violation of a right. And aren’t these
self-evident principles themselves practical?

2

@
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Of course, Locke could abandon the claim that a demonstrative
science of morals is possible. If he did so, however, he would also
need to give up his conception of God’s goodness. As Locke sees
it, it would be unkind in the extreme for God to create humans
without giving them the wherewithal to determine what they
need to do and to avoid doing in order to act rightly and merit
eternal happiness in the afterlife. If morals were a demonstrative
science, then humans could discover their duties (and so the way
to eternal bliss) by exercising their (native) reason and their
(native) ability to perceive the agreement and disagreement of
ideas. But if morals is not a demonstrative science, then nothing
guarantees that humans who exercise their native faculties prop-
erly will discover the way to happiness. Surely God wouldn’t
create human beings knowing that they would suffer through no
fault of their own.

ARGUMENT FROM LACK OF A CATALOGUE. According to ALC, it should
be easy to distinguish innate from non-innate propositions, in
which case it should be easy to know what, and how many, innate
principles there are. But, in fact, it turns out to be rather difficult to
say what, and how many, innate practical principles there are.
Consequently, no practical principles are innate.

Here, Locke assumes that a proposition’s innateness ought to be
transparent to any mind on which it is imprinted: P’s being innate is
sufficient for one’s being conscious of the fact that P is innate. But
why should this be? In the first place, the dispositional nativist will
say that, since the fact that a proposition is innate isn’t even suf-
ficient for its being conscious, surely it can’t also be that a propo-
sition’s innateness is sufficient for one’s being conscious of its very
innateness! But the occurrent nativist can object as well. For even if
a proposition’s being innate is sufficient for its being conscious,
consciousness of a proposition need not entail consciousness of its
origin. The entailment would hold if the origin of a proposition
were somehow part of its content (so that mere awareness of the
proposition would allow us to say where it came from). But, of
course, a proposition’s origin is rather conspicuously not part of its
content. So why think that consciousness of an innate proposition
automatically translates into consciousness of its origin? On
balance, then, this argument is less than persuasive.
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ARGUMENT FROM LACK OF INNATE IDEAS. According to ALII, if the
ideas that compose principles are not innate, then the principles
themselves cannot be innate. But none of the ideas that compose
the principles commonly thought innate is innate. Hence, none of
the principles commonly thought innate is innate.

This argument, as Locke recognizes, is only as good as Locke’s
case for thinking that none of the ideas commonly thought innate is
innate. Locke claims that the ideas of impossibility, worship, and
God are not present to all humans, and that the ideas of impossi-
bility, worship, God, identity, and substance are unclear. Since
innate ideas must be clear and present to all humans, it follows that
these ideas are not innate.

As we've seen, the dispositional nativist denies that innate ideas
must be present to the mind. However, it is more difficult for the
dispositional nativist to deny that innate ideas must be clear. Were
God to create an obscure principle, what possible reason could He
have for stamping it on the minds of humans? If an innate princi-
ple’s function is to guide a person’s thoughts and actions, doesn’t its
being composed of obscure ideas get in the way of its performing
this function well? And why would God endow us with principles
that perform their function poorly, if at all?

It would seem that it would best serve the dispositional nativist
to insist that the ideas Locke finds unclear are really clear. Locke
doesn’t provide much in the way of argument for the claim that the
ideas of impossibility, worship, and God are not clear. But he does
argue that the idea of identity is not clear because there are situa-
tions in which it is difficult to say whether X is the same human as
Y, and he argues that the idea of substance is unclear because it
signifies only an “uncertain supposition of we know not what.”

In reply, the nativist might point out that the argument that the
idea of identity is obscure is one that Locke himself rejects. Locke
claims that, where X is a human composed of soul S and body B at
time T1, and Y is a human composed of soul S and body B* at time
T2 (where B is not the same body as B*), it is difficult to say whether
X is the same human as Y. But this contradicts Locke’s claim, in the
chapter ““Of Identity and Diversity,” that it is actually quite clear
that sameness of soul is not sufficient for sameness of human being.
Locke considers the question whether Heliogabalus, by supposition
a human being composed of a soul S and a human-shaped body B, is
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the same man as a hog composed of the same soul S and a hog-
shaped body B*. Locke’s answer to this question is emphatically in
the negative: “Yet I think no body, could he be sure that the Soul of
Heliogabalus were in one of his Hogs, would yet say that Hog were a
Man or Heliogabalus” (E IL.xxvii.6: 332). Locke’s point here gen-
eralizes: “[It is] a very strange use of the Word Man, applied to an
Idea, out of which Body and Shape is excluded” (E I.xxvii.6: 332).
Thus, in general, if X’s body is of characteristically human shape
whereas Y’s body is not, then it follows immediately that X and Y
are clearly not the same man.>*

As for the idea of substance, the nativist might object that
uncertainty as to the nature of what an idea represents does not
entail that the idea itself must be obscure. As Frege might put it, the
sense of a term might be clear, even as one is uncertain as to
the nature of the term’s referent. For example, the sense of “The
Morning Star” might be clear, even to one who knows little or
nothing about Venus itself.>®

4. CONCLUSION

How in the end should we evaluate Locke’s anti-nativist polemic?
As I have argued, Locke’s criticisms of the various versions of the
nativist Argument from Universal Consent hit the mark, thereby
shaking one of the reasons most commonly given in favor of nati-
vism by Locke’s opponents. By contrast, Locke’s direct criticisms of
nativism itself are a mixed bag. On the one hand, some arguments
(e.g., the Argument from Lack of Universal Consent) rank as powerful
indictments of occurrent nativism. On the other, some of the
arguments (e.g., the Argument from Lack of Self-Evidence) are

>4 Since E ILxxvii was added to the second edition of the Essay, it is possible that
Locke simply forgot to change (or even delete) his first edition argument in E Liv.4
for the claim that the idea of identity is obscure.

*5 Concerning the ideas of whole and part, Locke’s argument is that they are relative
to the ideas of extension and number, which are themselves acquired through the
senses. But, Locke claims, if X is an idea that is relative to the idea of Y, and X is
innate, then Y is innate. Since the ideas of extension and number are not innate, it
follows that the ideas of a whole and of a part are not innate. The real sticking
point here is Locke’s insistence that the ideas of extension and number are
adventitious. This is something that Descartes, for one, denied. Adjudicating this
dispute is beyond the scope of this essay.
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inconsistent with other positions Locke holds, while others are less
than persuasive (e.g., the Argument from Lack of a Catalogue).
Moreover, none of the arguments can reasonably be read as a knock-
down argument against dispositional nativism. Nevertheless,
Locke’s additional concern about the seeming pointlessness of
God’s providing humans with latent principles (especially con-
sidering the fact that God might have made these principles
occurrent instead) successfully shifts the burden of proof onto the
shoulders of dispositional nativists.

It might be thought that, after attending to arguments for and
against nativism in Book I, Locke’s attention shifts to other matters
in Books II-IV of the Essay. This is not entirely accurate. In parti-
cular, it is possible to read much of the Essay as an extended answer
to the nativist challenge propounded by Descartes and the Cam-
bridge Platonists. More, for one, had argued that ideas of relations
could not be “Impresses of any material Object from without [the
mind],”” and hence must be part of the ‘“natural furniture of the
humane Understanding.”” (And Descartes and Cudworth had
argued, on similar grounds, that ideas of cogitative beings and their
modes, and general ideas, must be innate — see note 10.) More had
also argued that principles on which the mind can “‘straightaway
pronounce,” including such mathematical theorems as that the
angles of a triangle are equal to two right ones, cannot be adventi-
tious. In Book II, when Locke moves on to give his own empiricist
account of how the human mind comes by ideas of relation (E II.
xxv—-xxviii), ideas of cogitative beings (E I.xxiii.15), ideas of cogi-
tative modes (E IL.xix—xx), and general ideas (E I.xii), we should read
him as addressing, forcefully and directly, the nativist argument
that these ideas cannot be either adventitious or constructed. And
in Book IV, when Locke provides an empiricist account of demon-
strative knowledge (E IV.ii), we should read him as countering the
Morean argument that mathematical theorems must be innate.
Overall, the polemic against nativism articulated in Book I does not
merely introduce, but also frames, the main epistemological doc-
trines defended in the rest of the Essay. It is in this sense that a
proper understanding of Locke’s polemic serves to deepen one’s
understanding of the book as a whole.
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3 The Taxonomy of Ideas in
Locke’s Essay

According to Locke’s theory, ideas are the building materials of
human understanding. They compose and combine in several ways.
There are two main types of ideas, simple and complex, and there
are several types of complex ideas differentiated by modes of con-
struction. Moreover, although ideas direct the mind to objects of
thought, ideas do not attain truth or falsity. Propositions, not ideas,
are strictly true or false, according to the Essay; but propositions are
composed of ideas and connective mental acts. The Essay is ulti-
mately concerned with propositions, because they are what we
know, believe, or judge to be true. The treatise aims to explicate the
“QOriginal, Certainty, and Extent of humane Knowledge; together
with the Grounds and Degrees of Belief, Opinion, and Assent”’
(E Li.2: 43). These topics are reached in Book IV after a thorough
inquiry into the origin of the various types of ideas in Book II and an
examination of names in Book III. The antecedent material on ideas
is theoretical ground for the subsequent linguistic and epistemic
theories. Names are typed and characterized in accord with the
sorts of ideas that determine their signification. Propositions, too,
are divided into types that have distinctive epistemic properties in
virtue of the sorts of ideas that enter into their composition. The
main purpose of this essay is to bring out the systematic theoretical
uses to which Locke puts the taxonomic scheme, as well as to trace
some strains they put on the classification.

A distinction between “‘simple apprehensions,” which are not
yet truth evaluable, and “complex apprehensions,” which are, has
deep roots in Aristotelian-Scholastic logic. A compositional view of
propositions is part of this tradition. Late Scholastic logic texts
commonly taught that mental, spoken, and written propositions are

7
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composite; basic mental propositions are composed of subject and
predicate terms, the copula and mental acts that determine quality,
quantity, modality, and so forth." This was attractive, because it
assigns propositions the structure required for evaluating syllo-
gisms. Although Locke is impatient with syllogistic, he subscribes
to a rudimentary compositional theory of mental and verbal pro-
positions. Mental propositions (to stick with them) are formed out
of ideas joined, in the affirmative case, or separated, in the negative,
by one of several mental acts, and their truth conditions are deter-
mined by these constituents (E IV.v: 574—9; E IV.i.3: 525).

As for ideas, the thesis that ideas can be combined to form fur-
ther ideas (as opposed to propositions) is abroad in early modern
thought before Locke. Descartes recognizes our ability to make
ideas by putting other ideas together, such as the idea of a golden
mountain; he maintains that such ideas, unlike their simple com-
ponents, typically fail to represent anything with a nature or
essence.> According to the logic of Arnauld and Nicole, there are
three main types of ideas: ideas of substances, modes, and modified
things. This last sort consists of an idea of the first sort joined to an
idea of the second sort, such as the idea of round body; again, the
indeterminate idea of substance joined with the idea of a determi-
nate mode (e.g., prudence) constitutes the idea of all things with
that mode, all prudent men.? Gassendi invokes composition and
other constructive techniques specifically for the purpose of expo-
siting his empiricist view of the origin of ideas, or images; according
to this account, all our ideas either come through the senses, as
ideas of sun and man, or are formed from such ideas by operations of
unification, enlargement, diminution, transference, adaptation,

-

See Ashworth 1981; Ashworth 1974: 49-52. Compositional theories of the
proposition are urged in Arnauld and Nicole 1996; Gassendi 1981; and Hobbes
1981. Descartes puts less importance on the distinction between ideas and bearers
of truth; see, e.g., ““Second Set of Replies”” (Descartes 1984: II: 114) and letters to
Mersenne (Descartes 1984: III: 186, 187); cp. Meditation III (Descartes 1984: II: 30).
“First Set of Replies’” (Descartes 1984: II: 83—4); Principles of Philosophy I. 47-8
(Descartes 1984: I: 208-9).

Arnauld and Nicole 1996: 30-2, 40-4, 44-8. This classification of ideas is paired
with a semantic theory on which names that express ideas of modified things —e.g.,
“round,” “prudent” — directly (and distinctly) signify the things and indirectly (and
confusedly) signify the mode.

»

[
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analogy, and comparison.* Broadly speaking, Locke’s theory about
the structural differences among types of ideas and the composition
of propositions implements strategies of a sort deployed by his
predecessors to deal with diverse issues in the philosophy of human
cognition. Nevertheless, Locke’s account of the ways in which
complex ideas are formed from simple ideas is the source of many of
the most distinctive features of his account of human under-
standing.

Before continuing with the taxonomy of ideas, I want to bring out
some general points. Ideas are fundamental in Locke’s theory,
because they account for the content of all conscious states — they
account for what consciousness is of. There are two aspects of the
content of consciousness, for Locke, and ideas address both. In the
first place, ideas are present to awareness; when a person has in
mind an idea, the person is aware of the idea (although perhaps not
as such). So ideas constitute the ‘‘accessible content’” of con-
sciousness inasmuch as a person has awareness of ideas.® In addi-
tion, many (perhaps not all) ideas have intentional content, that is,
they are ““of” something.® Locke’s theory is, roughly, that we think
of actual and possible things by virtue of having ideas that represent
those things. When one sees, remembers, or contemplates a cat, one
has in mind an idea of a cat. The perceiver or thinker is aware of the
idea and, for reasons we will consider more carefully, thereby sees
or thinks of a cat. Inasmuch as ideas are present to awareness, they
are designed to explain cognition internal to consciousness — the
phenomenal character of sensory states and the appearances of
things, ways of conceiving things and the evidential relations that
underwrite knowledge, reasoning, and probable judgment, accord-
ing to Locke. Inasmuch as a mind takes its ideas to represent things
that exist, and inasmuch as they do, in fact, represent such things,
ideas link internally accessible content with reality.

Often Locke’s attention is focused on ideas as contents of
immediate awareness. He maintains that ideas cease to exist when
the mind ceases to be aware of them.” Nevertheless, a person ‘‘has”’

4 Gassendi 1981: 84-6.

5 Locke sometimes says we “‘perceive’”’ or “‘immediately perceive’’ ideas, e.g., E IL.
viii.8: 134.

¢ Sensory ideas of pleasure, pain, and the like are the likely exception.

7 EILx.2: 150.
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ideas that are not, at the moment, in view, provided the person has
been aware of them and is able to bring them back to awareness
when needed. One is said to ““have” an idea in either of two ways:
occurrently or dispositionally.® On different occasions of thinking
of the sun, as such, a person is aware of different tokens of the
same idea-type, as we say; that is, two token ideas of exactly the
same thing.

It is a matter of some theoretical importance, however, to specify
what it is in virtue of which an idea represents a thing. We have said
that there are two aspects of an idea: it is a content of awareness and
it has intentionality - it is of something. Is an idea of a thing in
virtue of the idea’s presenting a content of awareness to which the
things it represents conform or, alternatively, in virtue of the idea’s
being caused by, corresponding to, and being referred to things in
the world that it represents? The former is a descriptive theory of
representation, whereas the latter is a referential theory. For Locke,
the answer varies with the sort of idea in question. In the case of
general ideas, he takes the former, internalist approach apparently
because it leaves no room for serious error about one’s occurrent
ideas, or what one is thinking of, classifying by, and so on.® Yet
simple ideas of sensation represent in virtue of their causal con-
nections, rather than in virtue of conformity or resemblance. For
our purposes, it is enough to be aware that these two views are
abroad in the Essay.

The taxonomy of ideas is on display in the analytical table of
contents prepared by Locke.™ It is reflected in the titles of many
chapters and prominent in the topical outlines. Here is a sketch of
the main divisions:"*

3

See E Liv.20: 96-8; I.x.2: 150; IV.i.8: 527-8.

See E I1.xi.9: 159; on the certainty of ideas, see E I.xxix.5: 364; IV.ii.1: 5371; cp. E IL
xi.2: 156. On consequences for Locke’s account of the signification of names of
substance kinds, see Bolton 1998.

E: 17—41.

Fourth edition changes in ILxii.1 lead some scholars to think that in earlier
editions, ideas of relations are a species of complex ideas, but that they are
subsequently removed from that genus because they cannot be formed by
composition. The significance of this change in IL.xii.1 is debatable, because other
pertinent passages remain unchanged from earlier editions. See, e.g., E [1.xii.3: 164;
ILxxix.1: 363; Il.xi.4, 6: 157, 158. On this debate, see Gibson 1917; Aaron 1937;
Carter 1963; Rabb 1974; Stewart 1979, 1980.

©
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Simple ideas:
Ideas of sensation
Ideas of reflection
Complex ideas:
Composite ideas of unitary things:™
Ideas of modes:
Ideas of simple modes
Ideas of mixed modes
Ideas of substances
Ideas of relations

In addition, each of these classes is divided into ideas of parti-
cular things and ideas of kinds of things. Particular ideas are prior to
general ones, for Locke, because experience delivers nothing but
ideas of particulars. General ideas are made from these materials by
a mental process, abstraction. The text is less than explicit about
several aspects of this operation and the abstract ideas it yields. It
““‘makes nothing new,”” yet begins with particular ideas and ends
with a sortal one.'? The particular/general idea distinction raises a
number of issues not directly relevant to aspects of the taxonomy in
focus in this essay.'# Still, abstraction is a mental process performed
on materials provided by experience. It will sometimes be necessary
to take note of it, but little more is said about it here.

THE ORIGIN OF IDEAS

The taxonomy is used in Book II to elaborate the anti-innatist
theory that all ideas are derived from experience. Experience is
either sensory or reflective: ““External Objects furnish the Mind
with the Ideas of sensible qualities,” and ““the Mind furnishes the
Understanding with Ideas of its own Operations.” Referring to ideas
acquired from these sources, Locke says: “These, when we have
taken a full survey of them, and their several Modes, Combinations,
and Relations, we shall find to contain all our whole stock of Ideas;
and that we have nothing in our Minds, which did not come in,
one of these two ways’ (E ILi.5: 106). This theory is advocated

" Locke tends to speak of the operation, “‘combining’” or ‘‘composition”; I use
““composite”’ to mean the result of this operation. On the unitary character of ideas
of modes and substances, as opposed to relations, see E ILxii.1, 6; [Lxxv.I.

'3 E Lii.xs: 55; ILxi.g: 159; [ILiii.6-9, 11: 410-12, 414; IV.vii.9: §596.

'4 The best available discussion is Ayers 1991: I: 259-63.
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throughout Book II, and the taxonomy structures the argument.
The book proceeds first to canvas the various sorts of ideas we
receive in experience, then to review the various sorts of complex
ideas we have, arguing that each can be formed from ideas received
in experience. In effect, the argument employs the following cri-
terion for distinguishing between simple and complex ideas: (a)
simple ideas are those ideas a human mind can have only by
encountering them in or abstracting them from experience; com-
plex ideas are those a human mind can have without receiving them
in or abstracting them from experience because it can form them
from simple ideas.”® The anti-innatist thesis is that this dichotomy
strictly exhausts the class of human ideas.

The early chapters of Book II focus on the origin of simple ideas.
To have the idea of blue, for example, one must be able to think of
blue when appropriate. The theory is that a person acquires this
ability by encountering external objects that cause her to have
sensations of blue — presentations of phenomenal-blue. Although
these early chapters may leave the impression that this ability is an
immediate, nearly automatic effect of the sensation, Locke seems
to think that some mental processing is required. At least a person
needs to encounter phenomenal-blue often enough to retain the
sensation in memory. This must somehow enable the person to
recognize the sensation when it is presented again, to distinguish it
from other sensations (D I: 1; E IL.xi.8: 158; IL.x.10: 154—5). More-
over, the account is plainly meant to cover both particular and
general simple ideas, although no fuss is made over the distinction
in these chapters. Abstraction, along with these other sorts of
operations, is subsumed under the rubric ‘“‘experience,” which
serves to gloss over them. This turns out to mask some complica-
tions, as we will see. Chapters ii through vii subdivide the class of
simple ideas according to modes of reception. Some of these, such
as ideas of colors, tastes, and so on, are received from external
objects by one sense only; others, such as ideas of figure, motion,
and extension, are conveyed by both sight and touch; ideas of
affirming, perceiving, doubting, willing, and so on are acquired by

'S This describes natural human faculties. The possibility of God’s producing ideas
directly in us is not, I think, ruled out by Locke’s attack on innate ideas nor by his
censure of enthusiasm.
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reflection on the mind’s own operations; some simple ideas are
conveyed by both sense and reflection, namely, ideas of pain,
pleasure, existence, unity, and power. The aim is to pick out, on
empirical grounds, those ideas that are simple in the sense specified
in the first clause of (a).

Thesis (a) focuses on the genesis of ideas, but the simple/complex
distinction suggests a structural contrast as well. The plausibility of
the empiricist claim depends largely on the contention that simple
ideas are constituents, preferably the only constituent ideas, of the
complex. The closer Locke comes to making out that complex ideas
are composed of no ideas but those acquired in experience, the more
support is gained for his empiricist theory. Whether he maintains
that all complex ideas are strictly composed of simple ideas, rather
than formed from simple ideas in some other way, deserves
attention.

The syntactic structure of complex ideas is indicated, at least in
part, by the mental operations that produce them. Combining,
collecting, composing, and repeating are often cited, but comparing
ideas is mentioned as well (e.g., E Il.xi.4: 157; IL.xii.1: 163; [LXXV.1:
319). This suggests that complex ideas of relations, in particular,
comprise two or more simple ideas and a relation among them — the
latter being a constituent of the complex, but not a compositional
part. To be explicit, an idea A is composed of other ideas just in case
A comprises other ideas each of which can exist apart from A.*® By
contrast, if an idea A is formed by comparing two ideas, then A
consists of the two ideas compared and their comparison; the for-
mer two ideas can exist without A, but not the latter constituent of
the idea."” This sort of complex idea has noncompositional internal
structure. To put it differently, combining ideas X and Y yields a
novel composite idea comprising no ideas but X and Y; comparing X
and Y yields a novel noncomposite idea comprising X, Y, and a
novel constituent (their relation). This suggests that an empiricist
has reason to be cautious about the operation of comparing because
it yields ideas with an origin that is not entirely transparent.

6 Cp. Gibson 1917: 46-7, where a composite idea is a mere aggregate without
unifying structure; Locke’s composite ideas have structure; see Losonsky 1989.

7 This is not to deny that one might selectively attend to the relation between A and
B, to the neglect of A and B; perhaps this is how we form abstract ideas, according
to Locke (see Ayers 1991: I: 259-63).
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As for complex ideas of substances and modes, they are strictly
composed of simple ideas. Some passages may seem to express
this view of complex ideas in general: *...all our complex Ideas
whatsoever; which however compounded, and decompounded, may
at last be resolved into simple Ideas, ...” (E Il.xxii.9: 292). Taken in
a natural sense, this may indicate that the distinction between
simple and complex ideas is strictly based on composition: (b)
simple ideas have no compositional parts, whereas complex ideas
are partwise composed of two or more other ideas (and ultimately of
simple ones); this would allow that some simple ideas might have
noncompositional internal structure. Yet Locke is attracted to the
view that simple ideas, strictly so called, are radically simple —
altogether without internal structure — and a corresponding notion
of structure broader than strict composition. From this, we might
draw a more restricted notion of simple idea and a more inclusive
notion of complex idea: (c) a simple idea comprises no other ideas,
whereas a complex idea comprises two or more other ideas and has
either compositional or noncompositional structure. According to
(c), we can say that simple ideas are strictly atomic and that some
complex ideas are produced by comparing ideas.

Some scholars maintain that Locke adopts a wholly composi-
tional theory of ideas.”™ M. A. Stewart argues that an atomic view of
simple ideas and a compositional view of complex ideas is integral
to Locke’s scientific program. This is to treat ideas on analogy with
Boyle’s atomist mechanist physical theory. Locke does sometimes
exploit this explanatory model. But ideas with the noncomposi-
tional structure required to represent things in relation drop out on
this picture. Simple ideas are construed atomistically'® (as on thesis
(c)) and complex ideas as strictly compositional (as on thesis (b)).
What makes this account of Locke’s view of complex ideas plau-
sible is that several ideas classed as simple in Book II, Chapters
ii—vii are later acknowledged to comprise relations:

I confess Power includes in it some kind of relation, (a relation to Action or
Change,) as indeed which of our Ideas, of what kind so-ever. .. does not? For
our Ideas of Extension, Duration, and Number, do they not all contain a
secret relation of Parts? Figure and Motion have something relative in them
much more visibly: And sensible Qualities, as Colours and Smells, etc.

8 Gibson 1917: 45-70; Stewart 1979, 1980. *° See especially Stewart 1979: 67.
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what are they but the Powers of different Bodies, in relation to our
Perception, etc. (E IL.xxi.3: 234)

This gives some support to the view that all complex ideas have
compositional structure, because it opens the prospect that com-
plex ideas of relations might be strictly composed of simple ideas
some of which are already ideas of relations. We will consider this
later.

But the passage cuts against the atomic view of simple ideas in
general. It shows no trace of the illusion that the idea of power is
resolvable into nothing but ideas exclusive of relations. It gives no
hint that, because the simple idea of power is the idea of a thing’s
relation to change, it is composed of the idea of change inter alia,
and ultimately of nothing but (more) simple ideas. On the contrary,
by allowing that relations are endemic to most, if not all, simple
ideas, the passage implies that there is no ultimate composition
base of nonrelational simple ideas. Here a functional notion of
simple idea is invoked — not because the idea of power ought to be
classed as complex, but still to enforce its right to be regarded as
simple: “Our Idea therefore of Power...may well have a place
amongst other simple Ideas,...being one of those, that make a
principal Ingredient in our complex Ideas of Substances ...” (E IL
xx1.3: 234).>° Locke may allude to a radical simplicity that the idea
lacks, but he opts for a notion of simple idea tolerant of a certain
internal structure (consistent with (b)). Even worse for the atomic
view, Locke explicitly says elsewhere that some simple ideas have
compositional structure. The simple idea of extension, for instance,
is composed of other ideas of extension.>*

The idea of power demands separate treatment, but a couple of
points are in order here. It is, more exactly, the idea of a thing ““able
to make, or able to receive any change.”” It is acquired by both sense
and reflection: we observe that qualities in outer objects and ideas
in ourselves are regularly changed by other objects and by our
volitions; from this, one infers that similar changes will be made by
similar agents in future, ““and so comes by that Idea which we call

*¢ E IL.xxiii.7-8: 299-300 invokes the functional notion of simple idea in connection
with ideas of powers that are explicitly labeled complex; as such, they are
evidently in the class of simple modes of the idea of power.

>t E IL.xv.9: 201-3; ILxVi.1: 205.
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Power” (E IL.xxi.1, 2: 233, 234).>> In other words, experience leads us
to expect that changes similar to those a thing is observed to make,
or undergo, will take place in other similar things.>® The point I
want to make here is a general one: we observe things in relation in
experience, according to Locke.>* It is plain to him, for instance,
that we observe things (actually) making changes — fire melting
wax, giving pain, and so on.>® Also, perhaps less controversial, we
discover spatial and temporal relations by using our senses; we
have, then, ideas of the distances between particular bodies, and the
like. The point that our senses, in particular, do not just deliver
ideas of isolated things, but rather ideas of things in causal, spatial,
and temporal relations, would have had some importance for Locke.
The opposite contention, that we have no merely sensory appre-
hension of relations, had been used to argue that all ideas of rela-
tions are innate.>® Locke might have had a theoretical reason to
admit simple ideas that represent things in relation.

Earlier chapters of Book II give the impression that Locke’s
notion of simple idea is the atomic one. This observation sets the
tone: “For though the Sight and Touch often take in from the same
Object, at the same time, different Ideas; as a Man sees at once
Motion and Colour; the Hand feels Softness and Warmth in
the same piece of Wax: Yet the simple Ideas thus united in the
same Subject, are as perfectly distinct, as those that come in by
different Senses’’ (E ILii.1: 119). The passage goes on to say that each
idea “being...in it self uncompounded, contains in it nothing but
one uniform Appearance, or Conception in the Mind.”” In line with
this in Book III, names of simple ideas, unlike names of complex
ideas, are said to be incapable of definition. This may seem plau-
sible for simple ideas proper to one sense modality, but it cannot
be sustained for simple ideas in general. Although the atomic

2 Should Locke have taken the fact that the idea is formed by an inference based on

materials provided by experience to show that it is not simple, on thesis (a)? This
might be argued. But I am inclined to say that recording the changes agents are
observed to make and inferring abilities to make similar future changes are among
the psychological processes at work in accumulating experience, as Locke sees it.
>3 E IL.vii.8: 131.  ** Cp. Gibson 1917: 67.
>5 See E IL.xxvi.1: 324. I find it difficult to explain why Locke classes the idea of
power, but not the ideas of cause and effect, as simple ideas.
See More 1978: I: vi, 18; Cudworth 1996: 87, 9o-2.

“v
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account of simple ideas evidently interests Locke, it is not, all
things considered, his view.

Thesis (b) gets things wrong on two counts. In the case of simple
ideas, it does not go far enough in tolerating internal structure. As
we saw, some simple ideas are composed of other ideas, and some
simple ideas have noncompositional structure. Is thesis (b) never-
theless correct about complex ideas? That depends largely on
Locke’s view of how complex ideas of relations are constituted.
Does he envisage that their only relational constituents are simple
ideas that include relations — ideas of power, motion, extension, and
so on; that the complex is strictly composed of simple ideas,
including some that represent relations? Locke pursues this pro-
gram in some cases. He may justly suspect that ideas generated by
acts of comparing two or more ideas are not fully traceable to
experience. But the scheme is neither explicitly stated nor rigor-
ously enforced. It seems unlikely, then, that it is essential to the
division of ideas into simple and complex, or that Locke intends
this fundamental dichotomy to be hostage to the success of a
strictly compositional rendering of all complex ideas of relations.
This argues for an inclusive notion of complex ideas as in (c).
Taking all this into account, it seems best to say that structure is
not what differentiates the classes of simple and complex ideas.
Ideas that have compositional and noncompositional structure are
found on both sides of the divide. Still, Locke’s taxonomy of the
structures of complex ideas is crucial to his case for empiricism. It
gives specific content to (a) by identifying the patterns according to
which complex ideas are formed from simple ideas if Lockean
empiricism is true.

The role the fundamental division of ideas plays in expositing the
empiricist theory can be summarized as follows. Simple and com-
plex ideas might seem to be characterized in two logically inde-
pendent ways: thesis (a) invokes origins — experience as opposed to
operations performed on material supplied by experience; thesis (b)
invokes internal structure. But thesis (a) is the pillar on which
the distinction between simple and complex ideas rests. In con-
nection with (b), two sorts of internal structure are abroad — com-
positional and noncompositional. Locke’s initial exposition favors
the assumption that simple ideas, as such, have structure of neither
sort. This turns out to be an oversimple account, as the reader
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eventually learns. It makes Locke’s case for empiricism seem more
straightforward than it is; but it is not essential to the case he
makes. Thesis (a) itself is more complicated than might at first
appear. Ideas that originate in experience are not entirely innocent
of mental processing, because experience involves memory, pre-
dictive inference, abstraction, and more (as we will see). To the
extent that Locke provides no clear way to distinguish the sorts of
mental processes that constitute experience and those operations
that make further ideas from those delivered by sense and reflec-
tion, thesis (a) — and the empiricist argument that turns on it - is
less than precise.

SIMPLE IDEAS OF SENSATION

Simple ideas of sensation are central in Locke’s account of cogni-
tion of the external world. In the early chapters of Book II, they are
treated as uniform, nondecomposable presentations to awareness.
But more important for cognitive theory, they represent, and are
taken to represent, qualities of things in the external world. It is
central to this perceptual theory that all simple ideas of sensation,
qua representative, are ‘‘real’”’ and ““adequate.”

Locke does very often speak of simple sensory ideas as if they were
qualities, not representative of qualities; for instance, simple ideas of
softness and warmth are said to be ““united in the same subject,” a
piece of wax — as much as to say, ideas depend on the wax roughly as
accidents, on a substance. But more than once, when the dependence
relation between ideas and bodies is the topic, Locke self-consciously
corrects his own habit of speech (E IL.viii.8: 134; IL.xxxi.2: 375-6). He
appears to ascribe some importance to the habit; but still, he argues
that simple physical considerations show that ideas are not qualities
in things, but rather mental effects “‘in us”’ caused by qualities, or
modifications of the internal constitutions of bodies.>”

These episodes are indicative of Locke’s account of sensory
cognition.*® The key point is that humans are naturally disposed to
ascribe sensory ideas to external objects, to ascribe them to one or
more subjects on the model of accidents.?® The fact taken from

27 E IL.viii.o-14: 134-7. 2% See Bolton 2003, 2004.
> E ILviii.16-18: 137-9; IL.xxxii.14: 388-9; IL.xxx.2: 372.
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rudimentary physics, that ideas and corporeal qualities are related
by causality, leaves the natural disposition to refer ideas to external
subjects, as if inhering in them, largely intact. And it brings into
play the representative connection between ideas, on the one hand,
and qualities and the subjects to which they belong, on the other.
Sensory ideas thus serve us as generally reliable marks by which to
distinguish different objects around us and their various qualities.
To perform this role, simple ideas need not be images or resem-
blances of the qualities they represent, because their marking
function is underwritten by causal connections alone.3°

For this reason, all simple ideas of sensation are real. In general,
an idea is “‘real,” in Locke’s technical sense, if (1) we suppose the
idea represents something that exists in the world and (2) this
supposition is correct.3* We do suppose that simple ideas of sen-
sation either are or represent the various qualities of things around
us — we use them as distinguishing marks; the supposition is true
because of the regular causal correspondence between those ideas
and the qualities, or causal powers, of bodies around us. All simple
ideas of sensation are thus real. (See E I1.xxx.2: 372; IV.iv.4: 564.) For
similar reasons, all such ideas are ““adequate.” That is, they are real
and they “‘perfectly,” as opposed to only “partially,” represent the
things we suppose them to represent. This is because simple ideas
represent causal powers and, being regular effects of those powers,
answer them completely.?* The reality and adequacy of simple
sensory ideas is assured precisely because they are passively
received from external sources in accord with causal laws.33

These points in Locke’s theory of sensory representation force a
qualification of the view of paradigmatic simple ideas that pervades
the early chapters of Book II. The idea of blue, for example, turns
out to be more than a phenomenal presentation, ‘“‘uniform in
appearance’’ and ineffable. Even in IL.ii.1, sensory awareness is said
to be articulated by several distinct qualities of one subject —
warmth and softness in the wax. As Locke puts it elsewhere, we
““tacitly refer” the simple ideas we receive from the senses to
external objects.?* The point that sensory ideas are attended by acts

3° E ILxxx.2: 372; IV.iv.4: 564. 3" See E IL.xxx.1: 372. 3 E ILxxxi.2: 375-6.

33 On the passive reception of simple ideas in general, see E IL.xxx.3: 373; IL.xxxi.2,
12: 375-6, 383; IL.xii.1: 163; Il.i.25: 118.

34 F ILxxx.1-2: 372; [Lxxiii.1: 295.
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referring them to the world is reiterated in Book III: names of simple
ideas “intimate...some real Existence, from which was derived
their original pattern” (E IILiv.2: 421).3° Perhaps the supposition
that simple sensory ideas either are or represent qualities of external
objects is best understood as an attitude toward the phenomenal
content the idea presents to awareness.3® It is not intrinsic to the
phenomenal presentation, but it is surely essential to the idea of
blue. It could not represent as it does or perform its marking func-
tion without the attendant reference. This is in tension with the
thesis that names of simple ideas are indefinable, which naturally
accompanies the atomic notion of simplicity. Because the idea of
blue involves a phenomenal presentation and an “‘intimation’”
common to other simple sensory ideas, the name of the idea can be
expressed by two names, neither of which is synonymous with the
name defined. Strictly speaking, this undermines the thesis about
language, and exposes Locke’s tendency to neglect the intentional
content of sensory ideas. Still, something can be saved even though
the names of simple ideas can be defined, because at least the
respects in which simple ideas of secondary qualities differ from
each other cannot be defined.

With the doctrines about simple ideas in Book II, Chapters xxx
and xxxi in place, Locke is poised to unfold his theory of sensitive
knowledge in Book IV. Assent to what the mind supposes about its
sensory ideas — that they indicate the presence of different external
objects that unite different qualities - is, by and large, assent to the
truth, because of the arrangements that guarantee the reality and
adequacy of those ideas. Moreover, the claim that simple ideas of
sensation are real accords with the simple/complex idea distinction —
simple sensory ideas are direct effects of the physiological sensory
system, undisturbed by mental operations.

It is remarkable, then, that these tenets of the theory of sensory
representation are compromised in the chapter “Of Perception.” It
states that in grown people, ideas passively received from the senses
are “‘often...alter’'d by the Judgement, without our taking notice

35 This is true also of names of ideas of substances, but not of names of other sorts;
see E II.v.12: 435-6.

3¢ Or we might treat it as a way of conceiving the content, which appears to be the
approach to memory: the mind “renews its acquaintance with (ideas lodged in
memory), as with Ideas it had known before” (E IL.x.7: 153).
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of it” (E ILix.8: 145). This is all to the good, the passage suggests,
because initially we may not take the ideas we receive by sight to
represent the qualities they do. The example concerns the idea one
receives when looking at an alabaster globe. It is, Locke says, the
idea “of a flat Circle variously shadow’d.” (The point seems to be
that one’s accessible content of awareness is the same as when one
looks at the flat surface of a skillful painting of a globe.) But in the
course of experience, one discovers the causes of such visual ideas
and learns to collect the causally operative figure from patterns of
light and shadow. Then “Judgment presently, by an habitual cus-
tom, alters the Appearances into their Causes’”” and, using the idea
to mark its cause, ‘“frames to it self the perception of a convex
Figure, and an uniform Colour.”

This gets the right result — an idea that marks, corresponds to,
and represents the cause of the passively received idea. Accordingly,
we correctly distinguish convex surfaces from flat ones by sight.
Notice, however, that this success depends on the mind’s inter-
vening in the causal link between simple sensory ideas and quali-
ties. This distorts the division between simple and complex ideas
and, moreover, undermines the reality and adequacy of simple
sensory ideas as such. The visual idea that successfully marks a
globe is derived from other ideas — but nonetheless evidently ranks
as a simple idea.?” Locke’s effort to build a theory of sensory cog-
nition on the type simple idea is in jeopardy. This may suggest that
his notion of simple idea won’t bear the weight he puts on it in this
connection, but let us look more closely.

It is likely Locke has a central problem of seventeenth-century
optical theory in mind in ILix.8.3® William Molyneux’s question
poses an instance of a general issue about visual perception of fig-
ure, position, motion, and the like. To be brief, the problem is that
the data the mind receives through the retinal image was thought to

37 E ILv would seem to class all sensory ideas of figure (versus simple modes) as
simple; in E ILviii.1 and elsewhere, ideas of primary qualities are ranked among
simple ideas; in E IL.ii.1, instances of visual ideas of motion and color. And sensory
ideas altered by judgment fit none of the types of complex ideas in the taxonomy.
Because the example is not only a case of visual perception of figure and distance,
but also an example of trompe d‘oeille, this may be a rare moment when Locke
focuses on perceptual error; cf. E I1.xi.3. But the fact that judgment affects mainly
visual ideas, as opposed to other sense modalities, suggests this is not the problem
in view.

38
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underdetermine the distances and other spatial properties of objects
in the line of sight.3® The corporeal image does not vary as the
distance of the object varies; nor does the image always vary in
accord with the varying sizes, shapes, and motions of viewed
objects. The two authors agree that a man born blind, but newly
made to see, could not initially distinguish a globe from a cube on
the basis of the visual impressions those objects would produce in
him. The visual novice has ‘‘not yet attained the Experience’”’ that
would enable him to associate the figures, which he knows by
touch, with their visual appearances (E IL.ix.8: 146). Of course, a
sighted person normally acquires visual ideas of figure, position,
and so on; but only by forming the habit of altering the ideas that
appear in the mind directly from external causes. For our purposes,
the point is that although Locke ranks both visual and tactual ideas
of extension, figure, motion, and so on as simple, he nevertheless
maintains that the visual ideas are derived from other ideas.

This answer to Molyneux’s question is undoubtedly tailored to
empiricism about ideas; that’s the main point. The specific inten-
tional objects assigned to visual ideas are drawn from tactual ideas,
and thus are within the scope of the Lockean theory of the origin of
ideas. But the fact remains that in IL.ix.8-10, judgment is said to
mediate the connection between bodily qualities and the ideas that
represent them — threatening the reality and adequacy of those
ideas, and blurring the dichotomy of simple and complex ideas
based on their origins.

How much damage does this do? I am inclined to think that the
role given to judgment in ILix.8-10 is a complication that effects
where the line between simple and complex ideas is drawn, but
does not detract from Locke’s theory of the origin of ideas. It would
do no harm if visual ideas of extension, figure, distance, and motion
were classed as complex. Locke can be excused for not doing so. To
frame claims about simple ideas around it would complicate almost
everything said about simple ideas of sensation. It would introduce
an additional type of complex ideas; and it would serve no useful
purpose. It is true that the operation of judgment complicates the
account of sensory representation, as well, but it does not affect its
overall shape or plausibility, or so I would urge.*° To be sure,

39 See Bolton 1994; Lievers 1992.  4° Cp. Schumacher 2003.
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sensory ideas altered by a mental operation are not certified to be
real and adequate. But this might lead us to conclude that the pic-
ture painted in ILxxx.2 and elsewhere is an idealization. Locke
invokes it to explain the representative function of simple ideas,
but he realizes that it is too simple. Certain physical and physio-
logical facts require that passively received sensory input be
adjusted if a mind is to achieve cognition of external things.** Yet,
we might think, this does not embarrass the theory of representa-
tion, but only elaborates it. One further point: judgment is fallible;
it cannot match the strict guarantee of reality and adequacy enjoyed
by ideas passively received from external sources. Still, it produces
results that approximate that ideal. Judgment tends, over time, to
align with the optimal model, precisely because its operations are
guided by experience, or so Locke might plausibly contend. But
still, the insertion of judgment between passively received sensory
input and the ideas delivered to sensory awareness raises a problem
for Locke’s claim that we have sensitive knowledge. He maintains
that judgment, the faculty that affirms propositions on the evidence
of what has been observed in the past, yields probable opinion, at
best.** In view of this, the part given to judgment here would seem
to be at odds with the doctrine presented in Book IV, that we know
that particular things exist when we receive ideas owing to their
causal powers — particular things that unite the qualities typical of,
for instance, water or a man.

SIMPLE IDEAS OF PRIMARY QUALITIES

Ideas of primary qualities, unlike ideas of secondary qualities, are said
to resemble the bodily modifications that cause them.*? Specifically,
ideas of primary qualities are said to be images of their causes. Yet
II.xxx.2 leaves no doubt that the representative character of all simple
ideas, images or not, rests on their causal connections; causality, not
resemblance, underwrites the certainty of sensitive knowledge

4% As earlier, other operations on simple ideas (e.g., abstraction) go unremarked in
the discussion of reality.

4 E IV.xiv; IV.xv.4—5: 655—7. In E ILix.9—-10, however, Locke stresses the habitual
nature of the alteration made on sensory input, rather than the evidence provided
by past experience.

43 E ILviii.1s, 18: 137, 138.
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regarding the existence of particular things and their respective sen-
sible qualities.** This allows scope for the question whether ideas of
primary qualities are essentially images of bodily modifications — that
is, in and of themselves — or whether they are instead images by
virtue of the contingent fact that they are interpreted in terms of
corporeal modifications in the course of experience.*®

Construed as images, ideas of primary qualities would seem to
have structural complexity. An image, like an icon, is a repre-
sentation divisible into parts, each of which represents a part of
what is represented by the image as a whole. When confronted with
this, Locke manifests, once again, that he has no deep commitment
to the atomic notion of simple idea. He accepts that ideas of space
and duration ““consist of Parts’’; there are no indivisible ideas from
which ideas of larger extensions and durations are composed. If
Locke suggests that ideas of “‘the least portions of [duration or
extension], whereof we have clear and distinct Ideas’’ are most fit to
be considered the components of other ideas of duration and space,
it is not because such an idea is atomic, but rather because it is clear
and distinct.*® A less welcome consequence of the theory that ideas
of primary qualities are images of bodily modifications is that, as
such, these (simple) ideas would seem to be capable of explication.

In the chapter /Of Solidity,” oddly enough, the atomic view of
simple ideas holds sway — here in connection with the idea of a
primary quality. The chapter ends by declaring that the idea of
solidity is an ineffable tactual sensation. We cannot say ““wherein
solidity consists,”” just as we cannot verbally convey ideas of color
to a blind person (E ILiv.6: 127). Nevertheless, the chapter has a
good deal to say about what solidity is, that is, what the idea is of:
““That which...hinders the approach of two Bodies, when they are
moving one towards another,...” (E ILiv.1: 123). Solidity is defined
in terms of a certain bodily interaction; perhaps this is not a defi-
nition in the strictest sense, because Locke tends to think solidity is
the force that results in the mutual resistance of bodies. Yet if we
are unable to define solidity, it is because of ignorance in natural

44 See E IV.xi.

45 The latter account of visual ideas is strongly indicated by Locke’s answer to
Molyneux’s question.

46 E IL.xv.9: 202. The idea of space is treated both imagistically and discursively in
this passage, but turns out to be composite either way.
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philosophy, not because the idea is intrinsically inexpressible. As in
other early chapters of Book II, the content a simple sensory idea
presents to awareness is emphasized to the neglect of its intentional
content. This raises no alarms until Locke offers to describe what
such an idea is of, that is, to specify its intentional content. The
oddity in IL.iv is the appearance of there being two ideas of solidity —
one a sensory presentation, the other expressed by a causal defini-
tion; one is received via the senses, the other has a more obscure
origin. Or, we might say, there is one idea, which presents an
ineffable tactual content that nonetheless receives verbal articula-
tion. I doubt that this appearance indicates an irresolvable incon-
sistency. The immediate tension is relieved if we suppose that the
idea of solidity is initially just an incommunicable sensory pre-
sentation and, after due experience, the presentation is interpreted
as a representation (image?) of other bodies’ resisting the motion of
one’s own body. But this suggestion needs more careful considera-
tion. For our purposes, it is enough to say that this chapter, espe-
cially, shows that Locke’s theory of how simple ideas are acquired —
complete with intentional content — is more complicated than often
assumed.

SIMPLE IDEAS OF REFLECTION

Book II, Chapter i names sensation and reflection as the sources of
simple ideas. This suggests that we have experience of our own
mental operations on a par with our sensory experience of things in
the world. But, in fact, Locke does not treat them just alike.
Whereas the perception of external things and their qualities is
mediated by ideas, for Locke, ideas do not mediate perception of
one’s ongoing mental acts, or so I suggest. Like Descartes, Locke
subscribes to the thesis that one is conscious of all one’s acts of
perceiving, thinking, and so forth. ““It being impossible for anyone
to perceive, without perceiving, that he does perceive.””4” The
(meta)perception that necessarily attends all other acts of percep-
tion and thought is not, so far, reflection.*® Reflection is ‘‘that

47 B IL.xxvii.9: 335; see also E ILi.19.

48 But reflection seems to come in degrees; for close consideration of relevant texts,
see Kulstad 1984. The view urged here is in substantial agreement with Gibson
1917: 55-7.
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notice which the Mind takes of its own Operations, and the manner
of them” (E IL.i.4: 105; ILvi.1: 127). And reflection is the source of
ideas: “Whoever reflects on what passes in his own Mind, cannot
miss it: And if he does not reflect, all the Words in the World,
cannot make him have any notion of it” (E ILix.1: 143; also E ILi.7-8:
107-8; ILi.24—5: 117-18). Taken together, these points strongly
suggest that reflection occurs when one attends to a mental
operation of which one would have some scattered awareness
anyway. If so, it is natural to think, the content of immediate
awareness reflection delivers is the act attended to — or, more
exactly, an aspect of the act. Ideas are invoked only to explain the
ability to recall an act previously reflected upon and to provide for
general ideas of kinds of mental acts. Indeed, the whole theory of
ideas is linked to the assumption that cognition of our own mental
states is immediate in a way that cognition of external things is not.
As Locke puts it: “...since the Things, the Mind contemplates, are
none of them, besides it self, present to the Understanding, ‘tis
necessary that something else, as a Sign or Representation of the
thing it considers, should be present to it: And these are Ideas”
(E IV.xxi.4: 720-1).° Unraveling the reasoning behind this remark
is difficult, to be sure. Still, it supports the view suggested here.

This may explain why simple ideas of reflection drop out of
consideration in IL.xxx—xxxi, chapters devoted to the reality, ade-
quacy, and truth of ideas in respect of what they are supposed to
represent. Simple ideas of reflection have no representative function
in experience comparable to that sensory ideas have. In other
respects, however, the two sorts of simple ideas play the same roles —
they are components of complex ideas of substances, and some of
them ground families of ideas of modes.

COMPLEX IDEAS

Although several simple ideas enter the mind at once, and a number
of them are observed in the same thing, the senses do not deliver
ready-made complex ideas. This follows from what we have already
said about complex ideas: “...as the Mind is wholly Passive in the

4 Likewise Arnauld and Nicole (1996: 25): ““... we can have no knowledge of what is
outside us, except by means of the ideas in us...”
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reception of all its simple Ideas, so it exerts several acts of its own,
whereby out of its simple Ideas, as the Materials and Foundations of
the rest, the other are framed”’ (E IL.xii.1: 163). In effect, this passage
acknowledges that the constituents of a complex idea are united by
something more than mere co-presence (or succession) in aware-
ness.’® Mental operations are required both to select simple ideas
and to provide a structure by virtue of which they constitute
one idea.

More than one purpose is served by the main tripartite classifi-
cation of complex ideas. As we have said, it is the framework of
Locke’s theory of the origin of ideas; each of the three types is
defined, in part, by the operation that generates it, or by the struc-
tural pattern that unifies it. The typology is put to a different sort of
use in Book IV, where it underwrites our capacities for knowledge
and probable opinion. In what follows, we will look at the former
issue and then briefly at the latter.

IDEAS OF MODES, SUBSTANCES, AND RELATIONS -
STRUCTURE AND ORIGIN

Ideas of modes are distinguished from other complex ideas because
they “contain not in them the supposition of subsisting by them-
selves, but are considered as Dependences on, or Affections of
Substances” - for example, ideas of triangle, gratitude, murder (E IL
Xii.4: 165; also E II.xxii.1: 288). This sets up an important contrast
with ideas of substances, which are “taken to represent distinct
particular things subsisting by themselves” — for example, lead,
sheep, man (E I1.xii.6: 165; also E IL.xxiii.1, 3: 295-7). In part, the
difference turns on where the objects of ideas stand in, roughly, the
familiar asymmetric dependence relation of accidents on sub-
stances. But it is at least as important that the two types of ideas
carry different existential assumptions (see, e.g., E IL.xxx.4-5: 373—4).
Ideas of substances are supposed to represent one or more things
that exist and, moreover, subsist by themselves. Opposed on both
counts, ideas of modes represent entities that are not presumed to
exist (nor presumed not to exist) and that (if they exist) depend on
the existence of substance.

5° See, e.g., E ILv.4: 429.
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In fact, the pair of criteria that distinguish between ideas of
substances and modes would seem to be capable of coming apart.
Leibniz observes that diseases are like modes in their dependent
metaphysical status but also “imitate substances” in respect of the
difficulty we have understanding them** — the difficulty, namely,
that we know a disease only from its observable manifestations.
This is an epistemic trait closely tied to one of Locke’s criteria, that
ideas of substances are, and ideas of modes are not, meant to
represent things that exist. Leibniz means to suggest that there are
many natural phenomena, other than those that might qualify to be
substances, that have this sort of epistemic status — natural events,
processes, reactions, relations, and so on.>” But oddly enough, ideas
of such things have no place in Locke’s taxonomy. Something more
will be said about this later. But it remains rather puzzling, espe-
cially in view of Locke’s interest in medicine.

IDEAS OF SUBSTANCES

The special function of ideas of substances is to represent certain
things in the world that we know only by virtue of their effects on
our senses or by reflection. As we saw, simple ideas of sensation are
supposed to represent qualities of things in the world; by the same
token, several simple ideas found ‘‘constantly together” are sup-
posed to represent several qualities belonging to one thing.’? Sub-
stance-ideas are intended to represent these things complete with
their qualities. The point is central to Locke’s anti-Cartesian theory
of knowledge: whatever we know about substance is discovered in
experience. Experience shows that there are substances in which
certain causal powers are united, but leaves us ignorant of the
internal source from which they arise.

The demand to represent a structure that we can identify via its
effects but cannot otherwise knowledgeably describe is met,
according to Locke, by the way complex ideas of substance are
composed. Our idea of substance in general is made by uniting a
number of ideas of sensible qualities found constantly together in

5t Leibniz 1996: 426.
52 Ayers 1991: II: 91-109 explores some of the metaphysical issues.
53 ILxxiii.1: 295.
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the same thing and the idea of a substratum in which those quali-
ties ““subsist” and from which they ‘‘result,” but that otherwise
remains unknown.** Locke is committed to saying that we form the
idea of substratum - such as it is — from ideas acquired in experi-
ence; he undertook to explain this when Stillingfleet challenged
it.>> Still, the schematic supposition that unifies the several com-
ponents of the idea — many qualities inhere in and result from a
common substratum — would seem to be innate, yet arguably con-
sistent with Locke’s empiricism about ideas. As for ideas of parti-
cular sorts of substances — man, horse, gold, and so on - they are
composed of simple ideas of qualities supposed to flow from, and
coexist in, an unknown real essence or inner constitution.’®

IDEAS OF SIMPLE AND MIXED MODES

Ideas of modes represent a variety of entities that, assuming they
exist, are substance-dependent: sorts of possible qualities, mental
operations, pleasures and pains, passions, actions, motions, powers.
Ideas of this type have a proprietary compositional structure: a base
simple idea is combined with other ideas that modify it. In Locke’s
usage, ““idea of mode’” does not mean the idea of a modification of
substance (as it does for Arnauld and Nicole).’” Instead, it refers to
ideas that represent modifications of a basic idea; there are, for
instance, modes of the idea of number, modes of the idea of motion,
modes of the idea of action. The template is conveyed in a marginal
addition to Draft B: “The Complex Ideas of Modes which are of
some one Simple Idea considered as chief & other simple Ideas
considered as modifying it whether they be the cause or the degree
or object or end or other circumstances, v.g. figure of extension,
Consideration of Thinkeing, runing or beating. of motion &c.”’s®
This suggests that Locke takes up a challenge posed by Cartesian
doctrine. Descartes maintains that we have ideas of thought and
extension, two enduring substantial attributes that are intrinsically
indeterminate but capable of temporary determinate modifications.

>4 ILxxiii.1—2: 295-6.  °° E Liv.18: 95; W IV: 19-21.

5¢ IL.xxiii.3: 296 (and elsewhere); on inner constitution and substratum, see E II
XxXx1.13: 383.

57 Locke notes that his use of the term is unusual (E I.xii.4: 165).

58 D I: 162, note 4.
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Moreover, the ability to think of particular modes of a substance
presupposes an (innate) idea of its substantial attribute. For exam-
ple, the idea of extension is conceptually prior to, and implicit in,
ideas of the particular figures that bodies do or can have.’® Of
course, no indeterminate extension is discovered in experience.
Locke’s theory of ideas of modes is meant to provide an alternative
explanation of the human ability to form indefinitely many ideas of
variations of a single “attribute” (for lack of a better word) —
extension and thought; and Locke also applies the model to motion,
action, pleasure and pain, power, and more.

Paradigmatic ideas of simple modes are, naturally, modes of the
simple idea of space. Initially, one acquires a sensory idea of some
distance or volume — it doesn’t matter what — from observing the
intervals between bodies. This idea is subject to modification by
repetition or division; in effect, it serves as the idea of a unit dis-
tance or volume. Whether Locke has in mind partwise image con-
struction or numerical addition of units is, perhaps, unclear. But the
latter would seem to be in view here: our ““Power of repeating, or
doubling any Idea we have of any distance, and adding it to the
former as often as we will, without being ever able to come to any
stop...is that, which gives us the Idea of Immensity”’ (E II.xiii.4:
168; also E IL.xv.9: 201—3). The strategy exploits the fact that the
potential limitability of space is intrinsic to any part of space: “Each
different distance is a different Modification of Space, and each Idea
of any different distance, or Space, is a simple Mode of this Idea’”’ (E
II.xiii.4: 167). Just as any finite space can be augmented or dimin-
ished, so the idea of any finite space represents, and exhibits, this
potential. As a basis for modification (composition), then, the idea
of a finite space serves just as well as the Cartesian idea of
unbounded space. Still, one might object to this empiricist strategy,
as Leibniz does, that nothing given to sensory awareness exhibits
the endless potential for division intrinsic to the structure of
space.®®

Locke adopts a modal approach to simple ideas of secondary
qualities, which may well come as a surprise. Simple modes of the

59 Principles 1, 63—5 (Descartes 1984: I: 213-15); see also the exchange with Arnauld,
ATV, 214, 221; for the latter, Descartes 1984: III: 357. Also see Leibniz 1966: 444-5.
¢ Leibniz 1996: 158.
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idea of white, for example, are “degrees of whiteness’’; “shades’’ of a
color are mentioned, too. The suggestion is that repeating an idea of
white — superimposing it? — yields ideas of more intense white.
Locke names ideas of ““compound Tastes and Smells” as simple
modes, apparently referring to the results of combining several
tastes or aromas in imagination. This is, he says, like a musician
who composes a tune or chord in the head before actually hearing it
(see E II.xviii.3—6: 224~5). No doubt people can image compound
sounds, tastes, smells, and colors, although artists, composers, and
chefs might seem better at it than most. Accordingly, Locke points
out that we do, or at least can, acquire (some) ideas of colors, and the
like, by this technique, thereby circumventing the senses. But
notice that modified ideas of colors, odors, and so on lack some
important properties of Locke’s simple ideas of sensation.®® The
latter are caused by, and tacitly referred to, things in the world; but
modes of simple sensory ideas, being composed without concern for
external causes, (so far) lack these external connections. They nei-
ther represent nor purport to represent existing qualities.

Ideas of mixed modes, in contrast to simple modes, are “com-
pounded of simple Ideas of several kinds, put together to form one
complex one” (E ILxii.5: 165). Here, too, the unity of ideas of this
type is due to their comprising a base simple idea modified by other
ideas. The simple ideas that “have been most modified, and had
most mixed Modes made out of them, with names given to them"
are ““thinking, and Motion, (which are the two Ideas which com-
prehend in them all Action,) and Power, from whence these Actions
are conceive to flow.”” The passage goes on to illustrate modes of
action: “Consideration and Assent, which are Actions of the Mind;
Running and Speaking, which are Actions of the Body; Revenge and
Murther, which are Actions of both together...” (E IL.xxii.10: 293).
But Locke does not take the same care to explain the composition of
these ideas as in the case of ideas of simple modes. In the end,
mixed modal ideas are not even restricted to modifications of a
central idea. Locke puts in this category ideas that express ‘‘the
several Fashions, customs, and Manners” of different ““Nations’ (E
II.xxii.6: 290). It includes ideas ““made use of in Divinity, Ethicks,
Law, and Politicks” (E IL.xxii.12: 294). The emphasis is on things

T Conditions for reality of simple ideas and ideas of modes differ.
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that owe their existence to conventional arrangements, whether
social, legal, moral, political, cultural; examples include ideas of
obligation, reprieve, triumph, beauty. This leaves Locke, as far as I
can see, without a general account of the unifying structure that
forges two or more simple ideas into one idea of a mixed mode.
Indeed, to explain their unity he relies heavily on the fact that such
ideas are given names.®*

IDEAS OF RELATIONS

In the taxonomy of complex ideas, the last item is ideas of relations.
We have already said something about the challenge this type of
ideas poses for Lockean empiricism. It is difficult to see just how he
means to say that this type of complex ideas is constituted. This is in
part because chapters devoted to ideas of relations often speak of
relations, relative denominations, and acts of comparing, but seem to
have little to say about ideas of relations; for example: ... Relation is
a way of comparing, or considering two things together; and giving
one or both of them some appellation from that Comparison, and
sometimes giving even the Relation it self a Name'’ (E IL.xxv.7: 322).
To my mind, such passages by no means settle the question whether
all relations are mind-dependent, for Locke. Rather than addressing
the metaphysical issue, the discussion is intended to bring out how
we think of relations — how they are presented in thought. Above all,
Locke wants to stress that the idea of a relation represents two or
more things and a relation among them, whereas complex ideas of
substance and modes represent unitary things:

Thus a Triangle, though the parts thereof compared, one to another, be
relative, yet the Idea of the whole, is a positive absolute Idea. The same
may be said of a Family, a Tune, etc. for there can be no Relation, but
betwixt two Things, considered as two Things. There must always be in
relation two Ideas, or Things, either in themselves really separate, or
considered as distinct, and then a ground or occasion for their comparison.
(E IL.xxVv.6: 321)

This is not to deny that a relation between A and B can be counted

one thing, but just to emphasize that its status as relation is lost

> See E IL.xxii.4: 289-90; IILV.10: 434.
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unless A and B are regarded as distinct. But what is the syntactic
structure of the complex idea of a relation?

Such ideas are regularly said to be ““made up of”’ and to ‘‘termi-
nate in”’ simple ideas.®®> This contrasts with the terminology of
combining, collecting, and repeating simple ideas standard in con-
nection with complex ideas of substances and modes. This, in itself,
is some evidence that complex ideas of relations are constituted
differently than complex ideas of these other sorts. But the text
provides no general account of how complex ideas of relations break
down. This much is clear, however. The idea of a relation includes
ideas of the foundations of the relation and the relation so founded:
“A Man, if he compares two things together, can hardly be supposed
not to know what it is, wherein he compares them: So that when he
compares any Things together, he cannot but have a very clear Idea
of that Relation” (E IL.xxv.8: 322; also E IL.xxviii.19: 361). Still, the
complex idea of a relation could be constituted in either of two
ways: (i) a strict composite of simple ideas, including at least one
simple idea of a relation; this would assimilate ideas of relations to
ideas of modes, which elaborate or modify a central simple idea — a
pattern might be found in the simple ideas of power and motion,
which involve relations and are cited as the bases of ideas of simple
and complex modes; or (ii) a complex comprising two or more
simple ideas®* that specify foundations and the idea of the relation
they found; the complex idea is, then, constituted by other ideas,
but not strictly composed of them. Perhaps the best evidence that
Locke thought of treating all complex ideas of relations according to
(i) is the sample analysis of the ideas of father and friend in II
xxviii.18.%5 Each is resolved into ideas some of which are plainly
ideas of relations, namely, ideas of generation, child (of), love, dis-
position. These are not yet simple ideas. But perhaps they might be
treated as modes of simple relational ideas.

But although this approach would have had understandable
attractions for Locke, the groundwork for it is not laid in the Essay.
The list of ideas comprising relations that are ranked as simple is
short — ideas of power, sensible qualities, space, duration, and

6 See, e.g. E ILXXV.IT: 323—4; ILxxXVi.6: 327; IL.xxviii.18: 360-I.

%4 For brevity, I have omitted “or complex ideas formed from simple ideas.”

65 See Stewart 1980, which acknowledges that the plan to make all complex ideas of
relations compositional is not fully worked out.
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motion are the principal ones. Many relations that Locke plainly
does not overlook, ones that occupy his attention even in the early
drafts, cannot plausibly be treated as modes of this base set of
simple ideas. This is especially true of ideas of civil, legal, and moral
relations — citizen, constable, patron, right, duty — and the relation
that constitutes morality, for Locke, “conformity of our voluntary

actions with a law’’.%¢

IDEAS OF SUBSTANCES AND MODES (AND RELATIONS) -
REALITY AND CONTRIBUTION TO KNOWLEDGE

Locke’s theory of knowledge rests, in part, on the fit that generally
obtains between the representative functions we ascribe to different
types of ideas, on the one hand, and the foundations in reality those
types of ideas have, on the other (as he sees it). Ideas are said to be
real just in case they fit reality in this way (E ILxxx.1: 372). Unless
our ideas are real, by and large, we have no prospect of acquiring
knowledge of the world, for we cannot think of anything outside
our own minds without having an idea of it, according to Locke. It is
thus a matter of some importance for him to show that, for the most
part, our ideas are real (E IV.iv). The taxonomy is essential to the
argument; more will be said about it shortly.

The classificatory scheme has another crucial role in Locke’s
account of human knowledge. As we saw, ideas of substances
purport to represent actual things, as do simple ideas of sensation,
whereas ideas of modes and relations are meant to specify sorts of
things with no presumption that such things exist. Locke builds a
great deal on this carefully worked out distinction. Propositions
composed of ideas that purport to represent actual things have an
epistemic profile very different from that of propositions formed
from ideas that carry no existential commitment. They demand
opposite methods of inquiry, which yield different sorts and degrees
of epistemic warrant and hold contrasting promise of advancement.
Indeed, some philosophers regard this deep epistemic dichotomy as
the Essay’s most important achievement. Yet its thorough
grounding in Locke’s typology of ideas is not often noted. In fact, it
is little more than an extension of the central doctrine of Book II.

6 E IIL.xxviii.3—4, I5: 350-I, 359.
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The classificatory scheme is embedded in the catalogue of types of
propositions, which shapes the account of the basis, scope, and
limits of human knowledge (E IV.i.3: 525). To be sure, propositions
are classified on the basis of types of ““agreement or disagreement’’
among ideas that make propositions true; the terminology here is
not that of the taxonomy. Nevertheless, Locke’s assessment of the
prospects for knowledge of “relations,”” as opposed to knowledge of
“‘co-existence’” and ‘‘real existence,” can be traced directly to the
fact (as he has it) that the former deal almost exclusively with ideas
of modes and relations, and the latter with simple ideas and ideas of
will turn briefly to the epistemic profile of substances, as opposed to
modes, and finally to the use of the category of modal ideas in
mathematical and moral epistemology.

The result that (nearly) all ideas are real, in Locke’s technical
sense, falls out of his account of the genesis of ideas — a neat result
of his particular version of empiricism. For each type of ideas is
acquired in a way that determines what that type is intended to
represent, while it also assures that many, if not all, ideas of that
type succeed in this. We saw this earlier, in the case of simple ideas.
In virtue of their causal origins, simple ideas of sensation cannot fail
to represent the different qualities of actual things, as we naturally
take them to do. The case is different for ideas of substances,
because their function is to represent substances — actual things
that comprise a source of unity among qualities:

Our complex Ideas of Substances, being made all of them in reference to
Things existing without us, and intended to be Representations of Sub-
stances, as they really are, are no farther real, than as they are such Com-
binations of simple Ideas, as are really united, and co-exist in Things
without us. (E ILxxx.5: 374)

The idea of a mermaid belongs in the class of ideas of substances,
but it is defective (““fantastical”’ is Locke’s term). Lapses of this sort
can, however, be avoided by diligent observation.

Ideas of modes and relations carry less demanding conditions for
reality.®” In accord with the dual criteria that differentiate ideas of

IRTH

7 In E ILxxx-xxxii, Locke seems to use “ideas of modes,”” “ideas of mixed modes,”’
and ““ideas of mixed modes and relations” indifferently to refer to all complex
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modes, as opposed to substances (E II.xii.4—6: 165), the former are
““Combinations of Ideas, which the Mind, by its free choice, puts
together, without considering any connexion they have in Nature”’
(E IV.iv.5: 564). Behind this is a metaphysical picture on which
substances are the only structures that effect a natural unity;
events, processes, and relations are not plainly marked out in nat-
ure. Locke speaks as if changes mix and flow without having, or
appearing to have, sharp natural contours. It is, then, up to us to
form ideas of actions, motions, and so on to suit ourselves. This is
not to deny that a person might form a modal idea - for instance, the
idea of fencing or speaking — by observing things (E I1.xxii.9: 291-2).
Locke’s thought seems to be that observers either establish for
themselves the distinction between actions that constitute fencing,
and those that don’t, or they pick it up from preexisting social
conventions. Such ideas are intended to define kinds — to delineate
kinds — that can be applied in the world, if appropriate, and to enable
us to consider actions (etc.) that are so far unrealized. For this rea-
son, “‘there is nothing more required to those kind of Ideas, to make
them real, but that they be so framed, that there be a possibility of
existing conformable to them’’ (E I.xxx.3—4: 373; also IV.iv.5: 564).

To return briefly to a point mentioned earlier, the crux of this
account of the reality of modal and relational ideas is that they have
no external patterns. The existence of what we might call “natural
processes,”” and the importance of framing ideas that are intended to
represent them, is completely ignored. Above all, we might think
that ideas of things related by cause and effect and ideas that modify
the simple idea of power are intended to copy nature and are defi-
cient if they fail to do so. But Locke’s fitting the type in the direc-
tion of conventionally established kinds is preparation for his
account of knowledge in the (nonphysical) sciences.

Further knowledge-theoretic implications of the typology of
ideas are developed with the aid of Locke’s notion of a real essence.
He maintains that every kind for which we have a name has a real
essence, that is, a foundation on which depend the several qualities
that coexist in, or properties that necessarily belong to, all instances
of the kind (E IIL.iii.15-18: 417-19). The real essence of a substantial

ideas other than ideas of substances; similarly, E IV.iv.s-11. In the next several
paragraphs here, I follow this usage.
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kind is the real internal constitution from which the species-typical
qualities flow. Because the (real) idea of a substance, such as gold,
represents actual things although we detect only a few of their
qualities, the real essence of gold is hidden from us.®® Thus
“‘because we knowing not what real Constitution it is of Sub-
stances, whereon our simple Ideas depend, and which really is the
cause of that strict union of some of them one with another, and the
exclusion of others; there are very few of them, that we can be sure
are, or are not inconsistent in Nature, any farther than Experience
and sensible Observation reaches” (E IV.iv.12: 568; also IV.iii.9-16,
25-9: 544-8, 555-60). We are effectively blocked from having more
than inductive empirical evidence with regard to the qualities that
coexist in all samples of gold. The situation is very different for
modal kinds.

Ideas of modes and relations represent kinds of things with real
essences that are identical to those very ideas, because the ideas
define those kinds, to begin with.®® That is, by constructing a modal
idea, or by modifying a base idea with another idea, humans do the
work of constituting a kind as a subject of properties. This empiricist
account of the genesis of modal ideas is a premise; from it, Locke
concludes, the properties that belong necessarily to a mode, such as a
triangle, are consequences of nothing but the idea of that mode — an
idea that is, or can be, present to immediate awareness.

The epistemic consequences of the mode/substance distinction
are now plain: ““We must therefore . . . adapt our methods of Enquiry
to the nature of the Ideas we examine, and the Truth we search
after” (E IV.xii.7: 643). Empirical methods are the best we have
for inquiring about the existence, qualities, and powers of sub-
stances. It is fruitless to aspire to a ‘‘perfect Science of natural
Bodies”” — an explanatory order among many known general physi-
cal truths (E IV.iii.29: 560; also 26: §56; IV.xii.9-13: 644-8). Induc-
tive evidence supports only probable judgment, which falls short of
the certainty demanded of knowledge, in Locke’s view.”® By

8 EIILiii.17-18: 417-18; E IIL.Vi.3, 6: 439—40, 442; much of this chapter is devoted to
urging that the boundaries of kinds for which we have names are determined by
their nominal essences (the accessible content of our general ideas) rather than by
real essences in the world.

9 E IILiii.18: 418-19; E IIL.v.14: 436-7.

79 E IV.xiv: 652-3; IV.xv: 654~7; the topic is discussed more fully in Owen 1993.
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contrast, we need not resort to experience in order to prove general
propositions with regard to a mode. Since a mode’s properties are
consequences of nothing but its idea, we need only attend to that
idea and its relations to other modal ideas - relations that can, in
principle, be exhibited to awareness, either immediately or by
means of intermediary ideas. Locke concludes: ‘‘Because the
Advances that are made in this part of Knowledge, depending on our
Sagacity, in finding intermediate Ideas, that may shew the Rela-
tions and Habitudes of Ideas, whose Co-existence is not considered,
‘tis a hard Matter to tell, when we are at an end of such Dis-
coveries...” (E IV.iii.18: §48-9).

To Locke’s mind, the success of mathematics as a science is
explained by the fact that it deals with ideas of simple modes,
which purport to represent things that are merely possible: ““The
Mathematician considers the Truth and Properties belonging to a
Rectangle, or Circle, only as they are in Idea in his own Mind. ...Is
it true of the Idea of a Triangle, that its three Angles are equal to
two right ones? It is true also of a Triangle, where-ever it really
exists.”” Real things are considered only hypothetically: if a triangle
exists, then the theorem is true of it.”* On the strength of this
analysis of mathematical knowledge, Locke envisages similar
results for other ideas of the same type: “...if other Ideas, that are
the real...Essences of their Species, were pursued in the way
familiar to Mathematicians, they would carry our Thoughts farther,
and with greater evidence and clearness, than possibly we are apt
to imagine” (E IV.xii.7: 643). In particular, Locke argues that a
demonstrative science of morality is possible.”?

Many philosophers in Locke’s time maintained that both
mathematics and morality are, or could be, demonstrative sci-
ences.”? Locke has an original way to justify assimilating the two
fields, namely, by appeal to the typology of ideas. Because the
success of mathematics is attributed to the fact that it deals with
ideas of modes, and the consequences this entrains, a similar result
is anticipated for other ideas of modes. But despite its theoretical

7T B IV.iv.6: 565.

7> E IV.xii.8: 643—4; IV.iii.18-20: 548-52. The sciences of divinity, politics, and law
are mentioned (E IL.xxii.12: 294).

73 The view can be traced to Erhard Weigel, and it was held by Pufendorf, Cudworth,
and Leibniz, to name a few.
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ground, the case is not strong. There are any number of ideas of
Lockean modes that are plainly not subjects of nontrivial general
necessary truths — ideas of beauty, a dance, modes of pleasure and
pain, and many more. Yet these ideas share all the characteristics of
mathematical ideas that, supposedly, explain why there is a science
of mathematics. At this juncture, the taxonomic type cannot bear
the weight that Locke’s epistemology rests on it. But in other
respects, the taxonomy holds up well under its epistemic uses.

CONCLUSION

Attention to the taxonomy helps one to understand some of the
subtlety and power of Locke’s overall theory of human cognition. In
its role as scaffolding for the genetic story in Book II, it reveals the
temper of his version of empiricism. Simple sensory ideas are pre-
sentations to immediate awareness; at least some of them are
ineffable. But in the course of a person’s experience, or cognitive
development, such presentations are embedded in mental opera-
tions that bestow on them various representative contents and
functions. As cognitive development — and chapters of the book —
move on, the atomistic notion of sense impressions lingers only as
an ingredient in more complicated mental constructions that con-
stitute even simple ideas. It was mentioned earlier, but bears
repeating, that the mental acts that refer sensory ideas to qualities
of external objects, and the associated supposition that several such
ideas inhere in a common subject, implicate intellectual resources
in addition to passively received sensations. Indeed, at least some
types of complex ideas have unifying structures — modification,
coexistence in a subject — that are brought to (not found in) bare
contents of immediate sensory awareness. Many, if not all, of these
bases of unification are abstract schemata untouched by Locke’s
attack on innate propositional knowledge and ideas, or so I would
argue. The assumption that humans have natural abilities to deploy
such schemata allows the Essay to achieve a fairly sophisticated
treatment of external reference, existential commitment, and the
compositionality of ideas — all of which elude philosophers with
more far-reaching versions of empiricism.

At the same time, the taxonomy constrains what Locke can say
about ideas. Rather than sweep inconvenient facts about vision
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under the rug, he acknowledges that visual ideas are altered by
mental operations; while they end up functioning as simple sensory
ideas should, they do not fully accord with his general theory of
simple ideas. But the type modal ideas, designed to avoid innately
known extranatural standards, is allowed to yield an implausible
assimilation of mathematical ideas and ideas of sorts of colors,
thoughts, motions, and actions, which takes all of these ideas to
specify sorts humans define at will. Locke’s treatment of ideas of
substances, however, credibly posits patterns in the natural realm,
to which we have cognitive access only through experience. Each of
these two types of ideas is neatly tailored to its particular function.
Perhaps this helps to explain why the taxonomy fails to provide for
any number of ideas we evidently possess — including ideas central
to medicine, economics, applied mathematics, and so on. We may
presume that Locke does not mean to deny that we have such
ideas, but only to deny them a place in his basic theory of human
cognition.

The typological developed in Book II is, after all, deployed
throughout Book IV. The etiologies of different idea-types provide
theoretical basis for Locke’s contention that ideas are capable of
informing us about reality. The earlier material is less conspicuous
in the explications of sensitive knowledge, a priori knowledge, and
empirical inquiry, but it is the ground on which the epistemology
stands. The classificatory scheme thereby imparts considerable
unity to the main components of the Essay’s treatment of human
understanding. If readers fail to appreciate the powerfully sys-
tematic character of this theory, it is because they mistake the
significance of the taxonomy of ideas.”*

74 Twant to thank the organizers of and participants in the British Society for History
of Philosophy conference on Locke in Oxford, 2004, for the chance to present and
discuss some material that found its way into this essay. I also thank Lex
Newman for helpful comments.
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4  Locke’s Distinctions between
Primary and Secondary Qualities

Is there a distinction between primary and secondary qualities? The
question may rest on a confusion. It is not obvious that it would be
raised if the questioner knew what he meant by ‘primary’ and
‘secondary’ qualities.

There is at least this distinction. We may distinguish between
the basic explanatory features of things and the derivative features
they explain. In the disciplines that gave rise to chemistry, there’s a
long tradition of calling the fundamental explanatory qualities or
principles ‘firsts’ (Baeumker 1909; Maier 1968: 17-18; Anstey 2000:
20-30). Aristotle’s ““first qualities” are hot, cold, dry, and wet;
Paracelsus’s tria prima (‘three firsts’) are salt, sulphur, and mercury.
Boyle was willing to follow Aristotelian usage in calling hot, cold,
dry, and wet ‘first qualities’; he called what he considered to be
the more fundamental attributes of size, shape, motion, and rest
““Primary Modes of the parts of Matter, since from these simple
Attributes or Primordiall Affections all the Qualities are deriv’d”’
(Boyle [1670] 1999: 6.267).

If Locke were only interested in advocating mechanistic physics,
his discussion of primary and secondary qualities would be of
marginal interest. Long before the publication of An Essay con-
cerning Human Understanding, Boyle offers a defense of the thesis
that “allmost all sorts of Qualities...may be produced Mechani-
cally — I mean by such Corporeall Agents as do not appear, either to
Work otherwise than by vertue of the Motion, Size, Figure, and
Contrivance of their own Parts” (Boyle [1666] 1999: 5.302) — that is

"I thank Lex Newman, Matthew Stuart, Jonathan Walmsley, Martha Bolton, and
Walter Ott for very helpful comments.

I01
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clearer and more developed than Locke’s defense. The account in
the Essay remains worth careful study because Locke fits the
corpuscularianism with an epistemology, a philosophy of mind, a
semantics, and a metaphysics.

His use of the expression ‘I call’ in E IL.viii.9 suggests that Locke
officially defines primary qualities as “such as are utterly inseparable
from the Body.” This definition doesn’t seem entirely apt for his
purposes. Richard Aaron (1971: 126; cf. Jackson 1929: 63-6; Mackie
1976: 20-1) observes that when Locke “first introduces primary
qualities in IL.viii.9g he seems to be thinking of them not as deter-
minates, if I may use W. E. Johnson’s terminology, but as determin-
ables, not as particular shapes, for instance, but as shape in general.”
Determinate figures such as Locke’s examples “Circle or Square”
(E ILviii.18: 138) don’t count as primary by his official definition
unless we tacitly assume that qualities also count as primary if they
are determinations of inseparable determinable qualities. Moreover,
motion seems to be an intelligible, explanatory, yet separable quality
by his lights. Locke can only get it to count as inseparable by putting
it under the gerrymandered determinable quality motion or rest
(R. Wilson 2002: 223).* If that gerrymandered quality is legitimate,
then so are transparent or colored and tasty or insipid. Even so, the
definition and the example that he uses to motivate it help to justify
his theses that primary qualities are amenable to rational inference
and that they are not powers to produce ideas in us.

Locke’s use of the expression ‘I call’ in E IL.viii.10 suggests that
he officially defines secondary qualities as “Powers to produce
various Sensations in us.” The wider philosophical community
calls this the Lockean account of secondary qualities, and I myself
agree that we should accept this definition as definitive. There are,
however, at least two weighty reasons for hesitating.

The first is that it seems indistinguishable from what seems to be
his official definition of quality: “the Power to produce any Idea in
our mind, I call Quality of the Subject wherein that power is” (E II.
viii.8: 134). Locke offers, by way of illustration, “a Snow-ball having
the power to produce in us the Ideas of White, Cold, and Round, the
Powers to produce those Ideas in us, as they are in the Snow-Ball, I

> Anstey (2000: 46) observes that Boyle “wavers” on the inseparability of motion
([1666] 1999: 5.307).
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call Qualities” (ibid.). Assuming that not all qualities are secondary
qualities, commentators have some explaining to do. The problem
splits those scholars who take his definition of qualities as powers to
produce ideas in us seriously (Curley 1972: §3; Bolton 1976a: 306-7;
Campbell 1980: 568-70; Alexander 1985: 165) from those who treat it
as a mere slip (Jackson 1929: 71; Maier 1968: 65; Cummins 1975:
408-10; Mackie 1976: 11-12; Stuart 2003: 70). I am more sympathetic
to the second group, but, in the spirit of compromise, I'll later
describe two Lockean senses of power. In one of these senses, sec-
ondary qualities are powers; in the other, primary qualities are.

Here's a second reason for doubting that Locke genuinely intends
to define secondary qualities as powers to produce sensations in us.
Locke gives various examples of secondary qualities, including three
in the passage where he seems to define them: “Colours, Sounds,
Tasts, etc.” (E IL.viii.10). And, while these examples are never offered
as if they are exhaustive, one might doubt that there is any principled
difference to be drawn between the power to produce the idea of red
and the power to produce the idea of oblong. Why should our ideas of
color pick out mere powers to produce ideas in us, while our ideas of
shape pick out intrinsic, mind-independent qualities?

To answer this question is to unpack the argument of Essay II.
viii. From an argument for a physical hypothesis, Locke draws
conclusions about how our ideas represent. From that physical
hypothesis and his theory of representation, he draws metaphysical
conclusions about primary and secondary qualities. Because Locke
believes that primary qualities are explanatory and that secondary
qualities are not, he concludes that our ideas of primary qualities
resemble and that our ideas of secondary qualities do not. Because
our ideas of primary qualities resemble and our ideas of secondary
qualities do not, he concludes that our ideas of primary qualities
represent intrinsic, mind-independent, real qualities and that our
ideas of secondary qualities represent powers to produce ideas in us.

Locke draws more than one distinction here; he wants to con-
vince his reader that they overlap. If we oversimplify and try to boil
his theses down to one essential distinction, his discussion loses
part of its depth. The distinctions are:

1 Primary qualities are explanatory; secondary qualities are
not deeply explanatory.
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2 Ideas of primary qualities resemble something in bodies;
ideas of secondary qualities do not.

3  Primary qualities are not dispositions; secondary qualities
are dispositions to produce ideas in us.

4  The genera of primary qualities are inseparable from bodies;
the genera of secondary qualities are separable.

5 Primary qualities belong to bodies as they are in themselves;
secondary qualities do not.

6  Primary qualities, with the possible exception of some sorts
of velocity, are real beings; secondary qualities are not.

Let me explain these six contrasts in some more detail.

FIRST DISTINCTION, PART I: PRIMARY QUALITIES
ARE EXPLANATORY

Defending corpuscularianism is not the primary business of Locke’s
Essay, but it still contains arguments that a body “performs its
Operations’’ through ‘“the Mechanical affections” (E IV.iii.25: §556)
of its microphysical parts. In particular, Locke argues that ““Powers
to produce various Sensations in us’” work “‘by their primary
Quualities, i.e. by the Bulk, Figure, Texture, and Motion of their
insensible parts” (E ILviii.10: 135; cf. §§23, 26).

In §§11-14 of Book II, Chapter viii, Locke defends a corpuscularian
theory of perception as follows. Bodies affect our sense organs
through impulse, since alternative forms of corporeal interaction are
inconceivable. When we perceive bodies at a distance, they affect our
senses. Thus, there must be intermediate bodies between us and the
perceived bodies. These intermediate bodies are imperceptible and
so, presumably, too small to be perceived (McCann 1994: 62). To
those who object that his explanation is vitiated by its postulation of
an inconceivable, divinely instituted connection between motions in
our sense organs and ideas of color and smell in our minds, Locke
replies that it is “‘no more impossible, to conceive, that God should
annex such Ideas to such Motions, with which they have no simi-
litude; than that he should annex the Idea of Pain to the motion of a
piece of Steel dividing our Flesh, with which that Idea hath no
resemblance” (E ILviii.13: 136-7). Locke borrows this violent analogy
from Descartes (Descartes 1984: I: 284; Maier 1968: 49—-50, 66).
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In E Il.viii.21, after this initial defense of a corpuscularian theory
of perception, Locke argues that it allows us ‘“to give an Account,
how the same Water, at the same time, may produce the Idea of
Cold by one Hand, and of Heat by the other,” when we’ve heated
one hand and cooled the other. On the hypothesis that ““the Sen-
sation of Heat and Cold, be nothing but the increase or diminution
of the motion of the minute Parts of our Bodies’’? — that is, if sen-
sations are determined by a change in the velocity of the particles in
our nerves — then the phenomenon “is easie to be understood”” (cf.
W III: 328). The hypothesis is hinted at by Bacon ([1620] 2000: 126,
131), asserted by Descartes (1984: III: 66; [1637] 2001: 266), and
developed at length by Boyle ([1673] 1999: VIL: 345-6, 350—4;
Woolhouse 1983: 150-2). When one hand is heated and the other
cooled, plunging both hands into the same water will speed up the
particles in one hand and slow down the particles in the other.
Edwin Curley (1972: 458) and J. L. Mackie (1976: 22—3) construe this
straightforwardly as an argument to the best explanation for a piece
of corpuscularianism.

In illustrating inference by analogy, Locke offers another defense
of a corpuscularian account of heat, this one concerned with heat
insofar as it is a mind-independent phenomenon. He writes,
““observing that the bare rubbing of two Bodies violently one upon
another, produces heat, and very often fire it self, we have reason to
think, that what we call Heat and Fire, consists in a violent agita-
tion of the imperceptible minute parts of the burning matter” (E IV.
xvi.12: 665-6). The analogy is between heat and fire that are
obviously caused by motion and heat and fire with an unknown
cause. Tendentiously, Locke moves from the premise that rubbing
macroscopic bodies produces heat and fire in some cases to the
conclusion that heat and fire consist in the violent motion of
imperceptible parts.

Often, Locke’s analogies illustrate and justify his belief that
microphysical primary qualities explain the biological and chemical
capacities of bodies. Death is like the stopping of a clock through
the filing of a gear; sleep is like the stopping of a clock through
placing a piece of paper on the balance; dissolving a metal with an

3 At the end of this sentence, Locke gives what I think is his considered view: the
sensations of heat and cold ““depend”” on increases and decreases of motion.
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acid is like opening a lock with a key (E IV.iii.2§5: 556); the internal
structure of a human being is like the internal structure of the clock
at Strasbourg (E IIL.vi.3: 440; Woolhouse 1983: 99-103; cf. Laudan
1966). Generally speaking, Locke thinks that mechanical explana-
tions work for artifacts. He insinuates that similar explanations
would work in the natural world, if we could perceive the real
essences of natural objects.

As we have seen, according to Locke, secondary qualities depend
on primary qualities. Let me defer the question of whether he
thinks that secondary qualities are explanatory at all until T have
more pieces of his metaphysics on the table.

SECOND DISTINCTION, PART I: IDEAS OF PRIMARY QUALITIES
RESEMBLE SOMETHING IN BODIES

Locke feels the need to explain his digression into ‘“‘Physical
Enquiries” in a book devoted to the study of human understanding
(E ILviii.22: 140). He makes this detour in part to establish some-
thing about the relation between our ideas and the external world, a
central topic of Book II of the Essay (Maier 1968: 64; Bolton 1983:
359). After advancing his account of perception, he writes,

From whence I think it is easie to draw this Observation, That the Ideas of
primary Qualities of Bodies, are Resemblances of them, and their Patterns do
really exist in the Bodies themselves; but the Ideas, produced in us by these
Secondary Qualities, have no resemblance of them at all. (E ILviii.15: 137)

St. Thomas, a target here, had written, ““colors are on a wall, the
resemblances [similitudines| of which are in the sight” (ST 1a 76
A1; Cohen 1982); Descartes, an ally here, classified his previous
beliefs that there is something in bodies “exactly resembling’’ our
ideas of heat, colors, and tastes among his “ill-considered judge-
ments’’ (Descartes [1641] 1984: II: 56-7; M. Wilson 1994)

Today, some commentators think it is so obvious that ideas
cannot resemble bodies that they insist on reinterpreting philoso-
phers who write that some ideas do. Jonathan Bennett (1982) states
this position with special vigor. For Locke, they have argued, an
idea resembles a quality in the corresponding thing just in case the
scholastic theory of perception applies to that idea (Woolhouse
1983: 159-61; Heyd 1994; McCann 1994: 63—4), or if the quality
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helps to explain the production of the idea (Bennett 1971: 106;
Curley 1972: §5; Cummins 1975: 402-5), or if the thing has the
quality that the idea represents it as having (Woozley 1964: 32—5), or
if just one fine structure corresponds to the simple idea (Campbell
1980: 582). In my opinion (Jacovides 1999: §2.1), these readings
either stretch the meaning of ‘resemblance’ too far or don’t com-
pletely fit Locke’s text (but cf. Hill 2004).

I think, following Thomas Reid ([1764] 1877: 1.131), Hilary
Putnam (1981: 57-8), Michael Ayers (1991: I: 63—5), and Kenneth
Winkler (1992: 154-6), that the best reading of Locke’s theses takes
them literally. However few philosophers today think that ideas can
resemble bodies, in the seventeenth century the doctrine was
commonplace. More specifically, it was a common doctrine that
sense production causes a corporeal image somewhere in the head
(Descartes [1637] 2001: 87—105; Willis [1661-64] 1980: 139). Though
Locke is agnostic about the relation between matter and ideas (E 1.
i.2: 43—4; Acworth 1971: 10), this background shows that we can’t
just dismiss a literal reading as uncharitable. Moreover, other texts
support a literal reading (E ILviii.18: 138; E ILix.8: 145; E ILxVi.1:
205; E IV.iv.6: 565).

Whatever Locke means by ‘resemblance’, the relation is one of
the two ways that he believes that ideas can represent external
objects. The other way is by brute causal connection. According to
Locke, since the mind can’t make simple ideas on its own, they
““‘must necessarily be the product of Things operating on the Mind
in a natural way, and producing therein those Perceptions which by
the Wisdom and Will of our Maker they are ordained and adapted
to” (EIV.iv.4: §63—4). In Ayers’s apt phrase (1991: I: 62), some of our
simple ideas are mere ‘blank effects’ of their causes. Though they do
represent the outside world by signaling various features of it, the
connection isn’t intelligible: they ““can, by us, be no way deduced
from bodily Causes, nor any correspondence or connexion be found
between them and those primary Qualities which (Experience
shews us) produce them in us” (E IV.iii.28: §559; cf. E IV.iii.13: 545;
McCann 1994: 69-72). Thus, they don’t give any insight into the
nature of the causes.

According to Locke, resemblance allows us to represent external
objects in a way that preserves the truth of theorems: “Is it true
of the idea of a Triangle, that its three Angles are equal to two right
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ones? It is true also of a Triangle, wherever it really exists” (E IV.
iv.6: 565). Not only does resemblance give him a second mechanism
for mental representation, it also gives the possibility of
something more than the mere awareness of the presence of some
external quality; resembling ideas give the possibility of an intelli-
gible grasp of the workings of external objects (Downing 1998:
388-9 note 15).

Once we realize that Locke believes that only resembling ideas
can underwrite an accurate, explanatory physical theory, we can
understand his inference from his corpuscularian theory of causa-
tion to his resemblance theses in §15. Consider first the reasoning
behind the positive resemblance thesis. Assume that Locke’s
argument for a corpuscularian theory of perception succeeds and
yields a right and intelligible account of the external world. If we
can have right and intelligible theories only on the condition that
our ideas of the explanatory qualities of that theory resemble those
qualities, then it follows that our ideas of the explanatory qualities
of corpuscularianism (that is, our ideas of primary qualities)
resemble those qualities (Alexander 1985: 195-6).

SECOND DISTINCTION, PART II: IDEAS OF SECONDARY
QUALITIES DON'T RESEMBLE ANYTHING IN BODIES

Because Locke believes that ideas are the immediate object of the
understanding (E II.viii.8: 134) and because he worries whether and
how our ideas represent external objects, he believes that there
ought to be a presumption against thinking that our ideas resemble
external things. He defends this presumption in the three sections
immediately following his statement of his resemblance theses. In
what follows, I'll take Locke’s talk of ‘ideas being in things’ to be
another way of saying that the idea resembles something in the
object. This reading fits the texts and his marginal summary of the
passages including §§16-18. It also has Locke defending a position
that is substantial, controversial, and (by his lights) true.

In all three sections, he compares ideas of secondary qualities to
pain (Atherton 1992: 118; McCann 1994: 65-6). He borrows Des-
cartes’s thought experiment of walking closer and closer to a fire
(Descartes [1641] 1984: II: 57; Maier 1968: 49, 66) to show that
the idea of warmth is as likely to resemble external objects as the
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idea of pain.* According to Locke, this similarity establishes a
presumption that ideas of warmth and ideas of pain stand in the
same relation to the outside world. Someone considering such a
fire, “ought to bethink himself, what Reason he has to say, That his
Idea of Warmth, which was produced in him by the Fire, is actually
in the Fire; and his Idea of Pain, which the same Fire produced in
him the same way, is not in the Fire”’ (E ILviii.16: 137). There’s no
such reason, Locke believes, and without some such, we ought to
say that neither our idea of warmth nor our idea of pain resembles
something in the fire.

He next compares the ideas of whiteness and cold that snow
produces with the pain it can also produce (E IL.viii.16: 137), and the
ideas of whiteness and sweetness with the pain and sickness that a
laxative produces (E ILviii.18: 138), both times challenging his
opponent to give ‘“some Reason to explain’ (ibid.) the difference
between the two cases that justifies thinking that ideas of second-
ary qualities, but not ideas of pain, resemble something in bodies
(Rickless 1997: 311-12).

So Locke has a presumption against believing that ideas resemble
something in bodies. He thinks that ideas of primary qualities
overcome that presumption, since they are elements of the most
intelligible theory that explains the workings of bodies, and he
thinks that the only way that a theory could intelligibly explain the
workings of bodies is if our ideas resemble the explanatory qualities
in that theory. No similar argument is available to overcome the
presumption that ideas of secondary qualities do not resemble
anything in bodies, so Locke concludes that they don’t.

Consider in this light Locke’s diagnosis of why people mis-
takenly think that the causes of our ideas of secondary qualities
resemble those ideas. When we see the sun burn a fair face or
whiten a lump of wax, ““we cannot imagine, that to be the Recep-
tion or Resemblance of any thing in the Sun, because we find not
those different Colours in the Sun it self” (E ILviii.25: 142; cf. Pal-
mer 1974: 44-5). By contrast, ““our Senses, not being able to discover
any unlikeness between the Idea produced in us, and the Quality of
the Object producing it, we are apt to imagine that our Ideas are
resemblances of something in the Objects” (ibid.). We can’t

4 Locke offers a teleological explanation of the phenomenon at E ILvii.4.
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compare our ideas of things and the things themselves, since the
ideas get in the way (Palmer 1974: 46). Locke’s diagnosis, like his
main argument, requires a veil of ideas to generate the presumption
that our ideas don’t resemble external objects.

Another argument for the conclusion that ideas of secondary
qualities don’t resemble anything in bodies is worth mentioning.
When Locke presents the example of water seeming hot and cold in
his Second Reply to Stillingfleet, there’s no mention of corpuscu-
larianism, just an argument that it’s impossible for ideas of hot and
cold to be ““the likenesses and the very resemblances of something
in the same water, since the same water could not be capable of
having at the same time such real contrarieties” (W IV: 399). If, as
Aristotle said (GC 329b19), hot and cold are contraries, then they
can’t both be in the water (Heyd 1994: 27). If we further assume that
both hands have been stressed equally by unusual temperatures,
there’s no reason to think that the idea produced by one and only
one hand resembles something in the water (Bolton 1983: 365-6;
Rickless 1997: 317-18). Still, this point can’t be directly generalized
to cases where our sense organs aren’t distressed (Aaron 1971: 120),
and Locke doesn’t explicitly make that generalization either at E II.
viii.21 or in the Stillingfleet correspondence.

THIRD DISTINCTION, PART I. SECONDARY QUALITIES
ARE DISPOSITIONS TO PRODUCE IDEAS IN US

Locke defines ‘secondary qualities’ as “Such Qualities, which in
truth are nothing in the Objects themselves, but Powers to produce
various Sensations in us by their primary Qualities” (E Il.viii.1o0:
135). He defines ‘quality’ as “‘the Power to produce any Idea in our
mind” (E II.viii.8: 134). Which of these definitions should we take
more seriously? What was Locke thinking when he offered these
strangely overlapping definitions? Why does he believe that sec-
ondary qualities are nothing but powers to produce ideas in us?
With respect to the first question, there are at least three reasons
to take the definition of secondary qualities more seriously. First,
only it is supported by other texts. If the definitions in §§8 and 10
were both deleted, we would have no idea that Locke ever con-
sidered primary qualities to be powers, but we would have plenty of
texts where he declares secondary qualities to be powers (e.g., E IL
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xxiii.8: 300; E ILxxxi.2: 375-6), including passages in Book II,
Chapter viii where he is contrasting secondary qualities with pri-
mary ones (e.g., §§15, 22-3, 26; Stuart 2003: 70). Second, Locke
denies that primary qualities are powers by writing, “‘the simple
Ideas whereof we make our complex ones of Substances, are all of
them (bating only the figure and Bulk of some sorts) Powers” (E II.
xxxi.8: 381; Stuart 2003: 70 — ‘bating’ means ‘with the exception
of’).> Third, as I'll show, we can easily reconstruct a sound argu-
ment against the thesis that primary qualities are powers to produce
ideas in us from materials that Locke provides us. Sound arguments
for interesting conclusions are so rare in philosophy that I would
hate to think that he stumbled across one without realizing it.

Even though Locke’s definition of quality as a power to produce
ideas doesn’t cohere with the rest of the Essay, I think that some-
thing can be said about why he offered it. He uses the word ‘power’
in two different ways (Leibniz 1981: 216, Jacovides 2003: 332-3).¢
His usual sense of ‘power’ is deflationary. On this account, powers
are merely capacities to do things and not explanatory entities. We
might call these bare powers (cf. E IL.viii.25) or dispositions. To say
that a bare power such as ‘‘the digestive Faculty” answers the
question ““what it was that digested the Meat in our Stomachs . . . is,
in short to say, That the ability to digest, digested”” (E II.xxi.20:
243—4). A different, explanatory notion of power shows up at E II.
xxii.11. Locke there asserts, ““Power being the Source from whence
all Action proceeds, the Substances wherein these Powers are, when
they exert this Power into Act, are called Causes.” We might call
these robust powers.

When Locke characterizes qualities as powers to produce ideas in
us, he is mixing bare powers and robust powers (Bolton 2001: 111).
Primary qualities are powers in the sense that they are responsible
for producing the relevant ideas. A body produces sensations ‘“by
Reason of its insensible primary Qualities’” (E ILviii.23: 140).

5> According to Alexander (1985: 166), Locke’s point here is only that some sorts of
substances don’t include shapes in their abstract ideas. The passage makes clear
that he thinks that shapes are in our ideas of some sorts and not in others, but what
Locke asserts is that all of the ideas in our abstract ideas of substantial sorts are
powers except for our ideas of figure and bulk (Stuart 2003: 94-5 note 24).

¢ Three, if you count the normative sense of ‘power’ in E II.xxviii.3 and in The Second
Treatise of Government, §3.
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Secondary qualities are powers in the sense that having a secondary
quality entirely consists in being able to produce a certain idea in
perceivers. Such powers don’t give a serious explanation of the
corresponding actuality.

Locke’s occasional suggestions that he uses the word ‘quality’
loosely need to be understood in light of its traditional status in the
table of categories. He tells us that features that enter the mind
through more than one sense, such as ““Extension, Number,
Motion, Pleasure, and Pain,” aren’t classed as qualities “in its
ordinary acception’” (E Ill.iv.16: 428). His point is they were tradi-
tionally classed as quantities, actions, and passions. Rickless (1997:
302) argues that the problem with the excluded features is that they
aren’t powers, but that wasn’t the ordinary usage of ‘quality’.
According to Locke, powers to affect bodies have as much right to
be called qualities as secondary qualities (E II.viii.1o: 135). His point
is that a scrupulous metaphysician might class them as relatives (cf.
Jackson 1929: 61-2).

Locke’s clearest exposition of the hybrid nature of his conception
of qualities comes in a memorandum at the end of Draft A of the
Essay. He first stipulates that when he speaks of ideas existing out
in the world, he means what is “the cause of that perception. & is
supposed to be resembled by it.” Of such a cause, he tells us, ““this
also I call quality. whereby I meane anything existing without us
which affecting any of our senses produces any simple Idea in us”
(Draft A 95: D I 82—3). These qualities are supposed to be resem-
blances, and they affect our senses, so we may think of this passage
as an early description of primary qualities.

Locke goes on to define ‘quality’ in its application to what we
may recognize as secondary and tertiary qualities:” “‘because the
powers or capacitys of things which too are all conversant about
simple Ideas, are considerd in the nature of the thing & make up a
part of that complex Idea we have of them therefor I call those also
qualities” (Draft A 95: D I: 83). Powers or capacities are counted as
qualities because people think that they are parts of the natures of

7 ‘Tertiary quality’ is what commentators call Locke’s ““third sort’” of quality (E IL
viii.10: 135), which he describes as ““The Power that is in any body, by Reason of the
particular Constitution of its primary Qualities, to make such a change in the
Bulk, Figure, Texture, and Motion of another Body, as to make it operate on our
Senses, differently from what it did before” (E I.viii.23: 140).
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things and because the corresponding ideas are constituents of
our complex ideas. By saying that he ‘‘also’” calls powers
‘qualities’, Locke implicitly contrasts powers with the first sort of
qualities.

He then somewhat artificially distinguishes between primary
and secondary qualities on the one hand, and what his commen-
tators will call tertiary qualities:

destinguish qualities into actuall & potential v:g: all the actuall qualitys in
salt are those which any way affect our senses being duely applied to them
& soe cause simple Ideas in us as its tast colour smell & tangible qualitys.
the potentiall qualitys in it are all the alteration it can of its actual qualitys
receive from any thing else, or all the alteration it can make in other things
v:g solution in water, fusion in a strong fire corrosion of Iron &c. (ibid.)

Powers that would affect our senses if duly applied count as actual
qualities here. Judging by his examples, potential qualities are
either capacities to be affected or capacities to affect things other
than the senses.

Martha Brandt Bolton describes Locke’s contrast between
“actual” and “‘potential qualities” and rightly concludes, “This is
surely not the doctrine of primary and secondary qualities” (1976a:
308). Jonathan Walmsley quotes Locke’s proto-description of pri-
mary qualities and writes, “‘Locke put all the attributes of bodies
and the respective ideas they caused in us on an equal footing”
(2004: 31). Indeed, the passages they quote don’t draw the distinc-
tion between primary and secondary qualities, but nearby lines in
the memorandum do draw a distinction between the causes of our
ideas and mere powers or capacities.

In Draft A, the purportedly resembling causes of our ideas, what he
came to call primary qualities, are not called powers.® This two-part

8 In correspondence, Walmsley emphasizes that the resemblance is merely supposed
and that in the corresponding passage in Draft B (178: D I: 164), the resemblance is
“vyulgarly supposed.” Let me suggest that the difference between the draft
treatments and the published treatment of resemblance is connected with a change
in Locke’s account of primary qualities. In the drafts, the first sort of quality
comprises whatever causes our sensations; the resemblance comparison is between
cause and effect; and the vulgar often mistakenly suppose a resemblance between
an idea and its cause. In the published version of the Essay, the first sort of quality
comprises the inseparable qualities of bodies and their determinations; the
comparison is between those qualities and the ideas that best represent those
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definition is revised into a glib patchwork definition, in both Draft C
(quoted in Aaron 1971: 69—70) and in the published version, where we
are left with the brief and misleading description of a quality as “‘the
Power to produce any Idea in our mind” (E ILviii.8: 134).

If Draft A is the frame upon which the Essay was built (and it is),
then secondary and tertiary qualities are bare powers. Why does
Locke believe that our ideas of secondary qualities represent mere
capacities? Recall that Locke believes that the redness, the
squeakiness, and the sourness that you find in your ideas don't
resemble anything out in the world. He would not, however, be at
all happy to say that our judgments about color, sound, smell, and
taste are all false. He wants our ideas of secondary qualities to
provide us with knowledge (E IV.iv.4: §63—4), and he recognizes that
ordinary judgments about these qualities allow us to distinguish
objects for our uses (E ILxxxii.15: 389). These antiskeptical and
pragmatic attitudes push him to interpret ordinary utterances about
secondary qualities so that they come out right. According to
Locke, we can do that by analyzing secondary qualities as powers:
“if Sugar produce in us the Ideas, which we call Whiteness, and
Sweetness, we are sure there is a power in Sugar to produce those
Ideas in our Minds, or else they could not have been produced by it
(E IL.xxxi.2: 375; Ayers 1991: I: 38-9).

Locke draws the consequence that there would be no “Imputa-
tion of Falshood to our simple Ideas, if by the different Structure of
our Organs, it were so ordered, That the same Object should pro-
duce in several Men’s Minds different Ideas at the same time”’ (E IL
xxxii.15: 389). According to Locke, ““all things that exist are only
particulars” (E IILiii.6: 410). The relevant idea that determines
whether an object is to be called ‘red’ is thus only a particular idea
in the speaker’s head, and this can’t steer us wrong, no matter
what’s inside the heads of others (Ayers 1991: I: 207-9).

Because Locke thinks that primary qualities are inseparable from
bodies, he believes that primary qualities aren’t powers to produce
ideas in us. I'll discuss his argument for that conclusion after I've
discussed his inseparability theses.

qualities; and Locke himself believes that those ideas resemble those qualities. For
Walmsley’s different view of the matter, see Walmsley 2004: 28-31.
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FOURTH DISTINCTION, PART I: THE GENERA OF PRIMARY
QUALITIES ARE INSEPARABLE FROM BODIES

Locke advances four propositions about the inseparability of
primary qualities at the beginning of E IlL.viii.g. Primary qualities
are (1) ““such as are utterly inseparable from the Body, in what estate
soever it be,” (2) ““such as in all the alterations and changes it suf-
fers, all the force can be used upon it, it constantly keeps,” (3) “such
as Sense constantly finds in every particle of matter, which has bulk
enough to be perceived,” and (4) such as ““the Mind finds inseparable
from every particle of matter, though less than to make it self singly
be perceived by our Senses.””® Thesis three is clearly an a posteriori
claim. Thesis one seems to summarize the theses that follow.

The epistemic status of theses two and four is controversial.
Some argue that they are trifling, that is, mere enunciations of the
qualities in the abstract idea of body (Bennett 1971: 90; Davidson
and Hornstein 1984: 285; Atherton 1992: 115; Downing 1998: 401—
3). In favor of this, we may observe that Locke’s rejection of de re
inseparability (E IIL.vi.4: 440) seems to contradict any other reading.
On the other hand, this account doesn’t fit with the brevity of
Locke’s descriptions of the constituents of the abstract idea of body
(at E IL.xiii.1x1: 171; E IL.xxiii.22: 307; E III.vi.33: 460; E IIL.x.15: 498;
and E IV.vii.13: 604), nor with his implication that the result of
pounding a body with ““all the force that can be used upon it"” will
still have primary qualities (E II.viii.9: 134). Moreover, it would be
odd for Locke to put so much effort into justifying what would be,
by his lights, a trifling thesis.

Arnold Davidson and Norbert Hornstein and Robert Wilson
rightly emphasize Locke’s use of transdiction, that is, his inference
from perceptible cases to imperceptible cases. They (Davidson and
Hornstein 1984: 285-9; Wilson 2002: 204-11), however, restrict the
inference to mere inductive extrapolation: in perceptible cases,
bodies have primary qualities, so they probably have them in
imperceptible cases as well. McCann (1994: 61-2, 65) considers the
inference to be substantive yet known independently of experience
(in Lockean terms, a nontrifling proposition, known through
intuition or demonstration).

9 My enumeration follows R. Wilson 2002: 203.
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Locke defends his inference as follows:

For division (which is all that a Mill, or pestel, or any other Body, does upon
another, in reducing it to insensible parts) can never take away either
Solidity, Extension, figure, or mobility from any Body, but only makes two,
or more distinct separate masses of Matter, of that which was but one
before. (E ILviii.9: 135)

The modal expression ‘can never’ suggests that McCann is right,
since, as Kant once said, experience tells us what is, but not that it
is necessarily. The inseparability Locke asks us to consider in E II.
viii.g is something like the connections between primary qualities
that he describes in E II.xxiii.17, E IIl.x.15, and E IV.iii.14, and even
more like the processes that he says that watchmakers and lock-
smiths can make without trial in E IV.ii.2§ (cf. Winkler 1992:

153-4).

THIRD DISTINCTION, PART II: PRIMARY QUALITIES ARE NOT
DISPOSITIONS TO PRODUCE IDEAS IN US

Locke chooses the example of wheat with imperceptible particles
in mind. Ground wheat is flour, of course, and since flour is a
powder, it is difficult to see the features of its smallest constituents.
If a perceiver’s vision is weak enough or if the flour is very well
ground, then each of the smallest particles in the flour is “less than
to make it self singly be perceived by our Senses” (E Il.viii.9: 135).
Though we cannot perceive these particles with the naked eye,
Locke believes that reason tells us that these small particles exist
and that, no matter how small, they possess primary qualities
(Maier 1968: 64). Here Locke follows Democritus (A37 Barnes 1987:
247), Descartes ([1644] 1984: I: 286-87), and Boyle ([1666] 1999:
5.307; Aaron 1971: 121-2).

Locke’s concern to show that imperceptible particles possess
primary qualities should be seen as part of a tacit argument for the
thesis that primary qualities are not dispositions to produce ideas in
us. If all imperceptible bodies possess primary qualities, then those
primary qualities are not dispositions to produce ideas in us, since
imperceptible bodies have no such dispositions (Cummins 1975:
409-10; Stuart 2003: 70). For his purposes, Locke tells us, he needs to
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distinguish the primary, and real Qualities of Bodies, which are always in
them, (viz. Solidity, Extension, Figure, Number, and Motion or Rest; and are
sometimes perceived by us, viz. when the Bodies they are in, are big enough
singly to be discerned) from those secondary and imputed Qualities, which
are but the Powers of several Combinations of those primary ones, when they
operate, without being distinctly discerned. (E IL.viii.22: 140)

The contrast that he wants us to heed is between qualities that are
possessed by every material body, including imperceptible ones, and
qualities that are not possessed by imperceptible bodies, since those
qualities are dispositions to produce ideas in us.

This argument for the separability of powers to produce ideas in
us is most convincing if we take the relevant powers to be mere
dispositions, but the argument is strong on any plausible construal
of ‘powers to produce ideas in us’. There is no interesting sense in
which a picometer (a trillionth of a meter) is a power to produce the
corresponding idea in perceivers. Are we supposed to imagine that,
for Locke, a picometer is the power to produce the idea of a meter in
humans, when combined with a trillion other particles of the same
size? I suppose it’s true that picometer-wide corpuscles have that
power, but so do smaller particles. I doubt that that or anything like
it is his considered analysis of the primary quality.*

Bolton thinks of primary qualities as explanatory ““causal powers”’
(1976b: 494). She tries to make Locke’s definition of qualities as
powers to produce ideas in us compatible with the inseparability of
primary qualities from insensible particles by arguing, “The fact that
aparticle is insensible, however, does not show that it has no powers
to produce ideas.” She offers three reasons: first, /it would produce
ideas if suitably magnified” (ibid.). Perhaps and perhaps not, but when
Locke defends the inseparability of primary qualities from the frag-
ments of the flour, he surely isn’t making a point about the possible
capacities of microscopes. We are supposed to divide the grain frag-
ments in thought and conclude that the results possess primary
qualities whether or not they have powers to produce ideas in us. If

© If the example seems anachronistic, Locke’s millionth part of a gry (E IV.x.10: 623~
4) is about eighty-three picometers. A gry is 1/3,000 the length of a pendulum with
a period of one second. For a simple pendulum with a small amplitude, the length
of the pendulum should be about twenty-five centimeters.
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the flour argument shows anything, it shows that corpuscles possess
primary qualities independently of whether they can be seen by any
means at all. Next, Bolton argues, “Locke holds that it is by means of
the primary qualities of insensible particles that our ideas of colours,
odours, etc. are produced” (ibid). Fair enough. We should therefore
restrict our focus to those corpuscles that are not involved in the
production of sensation. “Finally,” Bolton argues, ‘‘itis because of the
primary qualities of insensible particles that a body has its ‘tertiary’
powers, or powers to cause changes in other bodies, thereby altering
the ideas they produce” (ibid.). Generally speaking, however, indi-
vidual corpuscles make no difference at the level of experience, and
Locke believes that primary qualities are inseparable from individual
corpuscles, not just inseparable from their aggregates.

Setting aside worries arising out of Locke’s misbegotten definition
of ‘quality’, we should be careful to avoid a fallacy. It does not always
follow from the premise that a determinable quality F is G that
the determinate qualities that fall under F are also G. After all, the
determinable quality extended is inseparable from bodies, but the
determinate quality one foot tall is not. Let me go slowly and expli-
citly, so that we may see that Locke’s swift and tacit inference is valid.

Divide the primary qualities into three groups. Begin with those
qualities that are determinate and inseparable: solidity and mobi-
lity. If imperceptible bodies without any dispositions to produce
ideas in us possess these qualities, then these qualities are not
dispositions to produce ideas in us. In a second group, include
determinate primary qualities that can be possessed by both
imperceptibly small bodies and ones that are visibly large. Spheri-
city, single, convex everywhere, and traveling at ten meters per
second may be possessed by a corpuscle or by a baseball. If a cor-
puscle does not have any power to produce ideas in us, then none of
its qualities is a power to produce ideas in us, no matter where these
qualities are instantiated. The remainder are varieties of extension
and bulk. Those bodies that are too small to be seen possess dif-
ferent determinate qualities in this group than bodies of perceptible
size. However, it would be incredible if being one meter long were a
bare power to produce ideas in us while being ten microns long
were not. Lengths and volumes are too homogenous for that to be
a serious possibility. Therefore, we may conclude that primary
qualities are not essentially dispositions to produce ideas in us.
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THIRD DISTINCTION, PART II: THE GENERA OF SECONDARY
QUALITIES ARE SEPARABLE FROM BODIES

In E IL.viii.g9, Locke argues that portions of matter continue to possess
primary qualities, even after they have been pulverized to imper-
ceptible pieces. The complementary thesis is that portions do not
continue to possess secondary qualities after they have been pul-
verized into imperceptible pieces. Secondary qualities are disposi-
tions to produce ideas in us, and imperceptible bodies are
imperceptible because they lack such dispositions (Bolton 2001: 111).

Locke makes two other suggestions about the separability of
secondary qualities that are worth examining. The first has to do
with transparency and flows from Locke’s adoption of a Boylean
theory of colors. Insipid, silent, odorless, transparent bodies don’t
fall under any of the genera of secondary qualities (Rickless 1997:
303; Downing 1998: 4023 note 46). According to Locke, ‘insipid’
and ‘silence’ signify the absence of ideas of taste and sound (E II.
viii.5: 133; Woolhouse 1983: 150).

One might have thought that transparency was the least com-
mon of these privative attributes, but Locke suspects that, viewed
with sufficiently strong lenses, everything is transparent. There are
three reasons for thinking that he believes this. First, in discussing
the role of analogy in natural philosophy, he offers as examples the
production of colors by ““the different refraction of pellucid Bodies”
(he must have in mind prisms and the like) and the production of
color by different arrangement of “watered Silk.” (The latter phe-
nomenon is actually produced by diffraction, though Locke couldn’t
have known that.) He concludes “that the Colour and shining of
Bodies, is in them nothing but the different Arangement and
Refraction of their minute and insensible parts” (E IV.xvi.12: 665—
6), that is to say, in something like the way different arrangements
of prisms produce colors.

Second, in discussing the possibility of microscopical eyes, Locke
supposes that if we could see much better, the colors that we see
would ““disappear’”” and be replaced with “an admirable Texture of
parts of a certain Size and Figure” (E IL.xxiii.11: 301). His examples
from the microscope intended to illustrate his thesis (sand, pounded
glass, hair, and blood) are all cases in which an object that looks
entirely colored under ordinary conditions turns out to be either
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entirely or mostly transparent when viewed under a microscope
(Maier 1968: 66—7). Third, Boyle had observed, ‘““multitudes of
Bodies, there are, whose Fragments seem Opacous to the naked Eye,
which yet, when I have included them in good Microscopes,
appear’d Transparent” ([1664] 1999: 4.52; C. Wilson 1995: 230), and
tentatively suggested that this might be true universally. Locke
often borrowed physical doctrines wholesale from Boyle. Indeed,
this is an interesting case of borrowing a near-contradiction, since
the doctrine that all color is the result of refraction and that every
body is transparent under sufficient magnification seems to be in
some tension with corpuscularianism. The smallest corpuscles
themselves can’t be transparent, one might have thought, since
transparent objects let light pass through them."*

One final way in which Locke believes that secondary qualities
might be separated from bodies is by removing all perceivers from
the world:

were there no fit Organs to receive the impressions Fire makes on the
Sight and touch; nor a Mind joined to those Organs to receive the Ideas
of Light and Heat, by those impressions from the Fire, or the Sun, there
would yet be no more Light, or Heat in the World, than there would be
pain if there were no sensible Creature to feel it, though the Sun should
continue just as it is now, and Mount Ztna flame higher than it ever did.
(E IL.xxxi.2: 376)

Alexander (1985: 176) argues that in this context, ‘light’ and ‘heat’
refer to ideas. I'm not inclined to agree (nor is Rickless [1997: 303—
4]), but, even if Alexander were right, the doctrine that powers to
produce ideas in animals would vanish if all the animals vanished
follows from Locke’s metaphysical premises.

According to Locke, “’Powers are Relations’” (E I1.xxi.19: 243; cf. E
II.xxxi.8: 381; Boyle [1671] 1999: 6.521-2; Anstey 2000: 86-7). He
also asserts that relations cease to obtain whenever one of the relata
ceases to exist: ‘‘if either of those things be removed, or cease to be,

' Newton develops this tension in a fruitful way, building on the proposition that
““the least parts of almost all natural Bodies are in some measure transparent: And
the Opacity of those Bodies ariseth from the multitude of Reflexions caused in
their internal Parts. That this is so has been observed by others and will easily be
granted by them that have been conversant with Microscopes” (Opticks, Book 2,
Pt. 3, Prop. 2, Thackray 1968).
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the Relation ceases, and the Denomination consequent to it,
though the other receive in it self no alteration at all” (E IL.xxv.s:
321). I doubt that either of these premises is universally true: the
capacity to grow is a power in Locke’s dominant sense but not a
relation, and I don’t think that Bridget Fonda ceased to be Henry
Fonda’s granddaughter when Henry ceased to exist. Still, those
assumptions, along with Locke’s thesis that secondary qualities are
powers to produce ideas in us, entail that secondary qualities are
separable from bodies by eliminating us, which is what Galileo
([1623] 1957: 274) had concluded.*”

FIFTH DISTINCTION, PART I: SECONDARY QUALITIES DO NOT
BELONG TO BODIES AS THEY ARE IN THEMSELVES

Lucretius argued from the variable colors of objects that they had no
color in the dark (De Rerum Natura 2.799-809; Guerlac 1986: 10).
Sextus Empiricus appealed to variable appearances as a mode of
bringing about the suspension of judgment (Outlines of Pyrrhonism
1.91-9; Bolton 1983). Locke argues from the variable appearances of
the colors in porphyry to the conclusion that those colors don’t
belong to porphyry as it is in itself. Actually, his main conclusion is,
once again, that ideas of colors don’t resemble anything in the
stone, but, in my judgment, the subconclusion that colors don’t
represent intrinsic qualities of porphyry is more interesting.
Locke asks us to

consider the red and white colours in Porphyre: Hinder light but from
striking on it, and its Colours Vanish; it no longer produces any such Ideas in
us: Upon the return of Light, it produces these appearances on us again. Can
anyone think any real alterations are made in the Porphyre, by the presence
or absence of Light; and that those Ideas of whiteness and redness, are really
in Porphyre in the light, when ‘tis plain it has no colour in the dark? It has,
indeed, such a Configuration of Particles, both Night and Day, as are apt by
the Rays of Light rebounding from some parts of that hard Stone, to produce
in us the Idea of redness, and from others the Idea of whiteness: But
whiteness or redness are not in it at any time, but such a texture, that hath
the power to produce such a sensation in us. (E ILviii.19: 139)

> Boyle’s view of the question is slippery ([1666] 1999: 5.309-22) and much discussed
(Jackson 1929: 59-60; Curley 1972: §4; Alexander 1985: 70-84; Anstey 2000:
Chapter 4).
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I would reconstruct his premises as follows:
1 Porphyry is red and white in the light.

He asks us to consider the red and white colors in porphyry and says
that they vanish when we obstruct the light.

2 Porphyry is not red and white in the dark.

Locke tells us that porphyry “has no colour in the dark.” According to
Samuel Rickless (1997: 315), Locke just assumes that bodies lack
colors in the dark, and this assumption saps the argument’s persuasive
force. I think rather that the argument turns on peculiarities of por-
phyry, a slightly reddish rock with little crystals in it. Up close, the
crystals look white, and observers can see the reddish color. At a
moderate distance, even in good light, the stone looks merely grey.
The third premise is

3  Neither the presence nor the absence of light causes a real
alteration in porphyry.

This is the obvious assertoric content of the rhetorical question
“/Can anyone think any real alterations are made in the Porphyre, by
the presence or absence of light?”

Peter Geach (1994: 71-2) calls the following proposition the
Cambridge criterion of change: “The thing called ‘x’ has changed if
we have ‘F(x) at time t’ true and ‘F(x) at time t" false, for some
interpretation of ‘F’, ‘t’, and ‘t"".”” Geach calls a thing’s meeting the
Cambridge criterion without really changing ‘a mere Cambridge
change’, as when the number five ceases to be the number of
someone’s children. The premises just reviewed amount to saying
that porphyry loses its red and white colors in a mere Cambridge
change (cf. Heyd 1994: 22—3). Behind Locke’s claim that porphyry
doesn’t really change when the light is blocked off must be some-
thing like the following dependency thesis: if a body undergoes a
real change from being F to not being F, that change must depend on
a change in constitution or on a change in fundamental explanatory
qualities.” Hindering light from striking a rock doesn’t do either of
those things.

3 To avoid circularity, the fundamental explanatory qualities may be given by other
considerations, such as the ones that Locke offers. A change in those qualities is
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There are two more principles that Locke tacitly relies upon to
get from the premises to the conclusion. The first is a representa-
tional principle:

4 If an idea resembles a quality in a body, then the quality
belongs to the thing as it is in itself.

Locke believes that only resembling ideas represent things as they
are in themselves (Goldstick 1986; Downing 1998: 389-2). He
writes,

the greatest part of the Ideas, that make our complex Idea of Gold, are
Yellowness, great Weight, Ductility, Fusibility, and Solubility, in Aqua
Regia, etc. all united together in an unknown Substratum; all which Ideas,
are nothing else, but so many relations to other Substances; and are not
really in the Gold, considered barely in it self. (E IL.xxiii.37: 317)

Earlier, I argued that we should interpret Locke’s writing of ‘ideas
not being in things’ as meaning that the ideas don’t resemble
anything in the things. Given that interpretation, Locke here
asserts that most of our ideas in the complex idea of gold represent
relational features and don’t resemble anything in the gold. This
suggests (though it does not imply) that, on his view, if an
idea represents a relational quality, then it doesn’t resemble a
feature in the body. The conditional statement would make the
argument in E ILviii.t9 work, and it fits with Locke’s theory of
representation.
The second principle he needs is a metaphysical principle:

5 If a body can lose a quality in a mere Cambridge change,
then the quality doesn’t belong to it as it is in itself.

I think that this principle is both ancient (Theaetetus 154b) and
plausible. Locke concludes that no reasonable person can believe
that ““those Ideas of whiteness and redness are really in Porphyre in
the light,” and that ““whiteness or redness are not in [porphyry] at
any time.” As I've argued, he uses ‘whiteness’ and ‘redness’ as

just a matter of meeting the Cambridge criterion for change with respect to them.
I have added the clause about constitution to save Locke from a counterexample
that Brian Weatherson has presented on his weblog (“Change,” September 21,
2003, http://tar.weatherson.org/2003/09/21/change).
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names for ideas here. He is, once again, arguing for a special case of
his negative resemblance thesis (Bolton 1983: 355). So,

6  The ideas of red and white don’t resemble qualities in por-
phyry.

Supplemented by his tacit principles, Locke’s argument is valid.
Setting aside worries about premise four and Locke’s theory of
representation, it seems to me that porphyry is red all the time
(though its redness is sometimes hard to see) and that the crystals
are never white (it’s just a trick of the light), so premises one and
two are false. There are, perhaps, better examples of mere Cam-
bridge changes of color (Bennett 1968: 105-7; Guerlac 1986: 8, 10;
Jacovides 2000: 150-5, 159).

FIFTH DISTINCTION, PART II: PRIMARY QUALITIES BELONG
TO OBJECTS AS THEY ARE IN THEMSELVES

Locke tells us that the idea of a primary quality is ““an Idea of the
thing, as it is in it self, as is plain in artificial things’ (E IL.viii.23:
140). Why should artifacts (as opposed to animals, plants, or
minerals) make it plain that primary qualities belong to things as
they are in themselves? The salient feature about primary qualities
in the artifacts that Locke has in mind, such as clocks and locks, is
that they explain how the artifacts work. The implicit principle
that Locke relies upon in his justification is that if a quality is
explanatory in a relatively deep way, then it belongs to a thing as it
is in itself.

With that principle in mind, consider E II.viii.2o0, which describes
a phenomenon and adds a rhetorical question: ““Pound an Almond,
and the clear white Colour will be altered into a dirty one, and the
sweet Taste into an oily one. What real Alteration can the beating of
the Pestle make in any Body, but an Alteration of the Texture of it?”’
The answer must be ‘only that’, but it isn’t obvious what the
question means.

In light of his treatment of real alterations in the porphyry
argument, I suggest that Locke thinks of real alterations as changes
in a thing’s intrinsic features. The reader who considers the
example is supposed to consider the interaction as an interaction of
intelligible features and come to the conclusion that the only
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intelligible and explanatory feature that will be changed in the
almond is its texture (Alexander 1985: 127; Heyd 1994: 25-6;
McCann 1994: 66). Since Locke believes that only deep explanatory
features are intrinsic, he concludes that the almond’s texture,
as opposed to its color and taste, belongs to the almond as it is in
itself.

FIRST DISTINCTION, PART II: SECONDARY QUALITIES ARE
NOT DEEPLY EXPLANATORY

As I said in the last section, Locke’s assertion that artifacts make it
obvious that primary qualities belong to things as they are in
themselves shows that he believes that deeply explanatory qualities
belong to things as they are in themselves. That conditional doc-
trine helps prove what has thus far gone without saying. Since
Locke believes that secondary qualities are relational, we may
conclude that he believes that they aren’t deeply explanatory.

The conditional principle, alongside Locke’s thesis that all
powers are relations, implies that no power is deeply explanatory. It
isn’t at all obvious that such qualities as fragile, malleable, and
conductive are never explanatory. The denial that any power is
explanatory does fit with his repeated claims that powers to affect
bodies are akin to powers to produce ideas (E IL.viii.10, 23); he goes
so far as to call powers to affect bodies ‘““Secondary Qualities,
mediately perceivable’” (E IL.viii.26: 143). More broadly, it fits well
with his model of explanation, in which ideas and propria flow from
intrinsic essences, and relations all “terminate” (E IL.xxv.9: 323) in
the comparison of ideas (Woolhouse 1983: 92—4).

I should point out a wrinkle in this relatively neat story. In E IL
viii.26, Locke not only asserts that secondary qualities (mediately
and immediately perceived) depend on primary qualities, but also
asserts that secondary qualities are those “whereby we take notice
of Bodies, and distinguish them one from another.” If we lean on
this in a certain way, the passage suggests that secondary qualities
explain facts about human awareness and classification. Perhaps
the most precise thing to say is that Locke has a hierarchy of
explanatory features. Primary qualities are more fundamental than
secondary qualities, and relational qualities, in his view, cannot be
explanatory at a certain depth.
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SIXTH DISTINCTION, PART I: SECONDARY QUALITIES ARE
NOT REAL BEINGS

Ontological questions are not at the forefront of the chapter on
primary and secondary qualities, but remarks scattered through the
Essay do suggest that Locke denies that secondary qualities, like
other powers, are real beings that ultimately constitute elements of
the world. So far as we know, the oldest way to contrast secondary
and primary qualities is with respect to their reality. Democritus
wrote, “By convention colour, by convention sweet, by convention
bitter: in reality atoms and void” (B12s, Barnes 1987: 254). Locke
tells us that one of the points of his excursion into natural
philosophy is “to distinguish the primary, and real Qualities of
Bodies. .. from those secondary and imputed Qualities, which are
but the Powers of several Combinations of those primary ones” (E II.
viii.22: 140). By real qualities, Locke certainly didn’t mean what
Ockham or Descartes meant (Menn 1995). That is, Locke doesn’t
believe that primary qualities can exist independently of their bodies.
Rather, he explains, he calls them ““real Original, or primary quali-
ties, because they are in the things themselves, whether they are
perceived or no: and upon their different Modifications it is, that the
secondary Qualities depend’’ (E I.viii.23: 141; cf. E IL.viii.14, 17, 18,
24, 25; cf. Rickless 1997: 305; Stuart 2003: 93n5). He calls them real
(and original and primary) because they belong to things as they are in
themselves, because they belong to imperceptible bodies, and
because they are explanatory — considerations that we have already
touched upon.

Other passages suggest a further, ontological significance to
Locke’s description of primary qualities as real."* First, at E IL
xxxi.2, Locke complains that our terminology is misleading: “‘the
Things producing in us these simple Ideas, are but few of them
denominated by us, as if they were only the causes of them; but as if
those ideas were real Beings in them”’ (cf. Boyle [1666] 1999: 5.310—
15; Alexander 1985: 71-2; Anstey 2000: Chapter 4). Fire, for exam-
ple, ““is denominated ... Light, and Hot”’; it would be more accurate
to call it lightful and hotful, since our present terminology gives us

' John Carriero has written a manuscript in which he argues for an ontological
interpretation of Essay E ILviii. I wasn’t convinced when I first read it, but I've
come around.
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the false impression that light and hot are real beings in the fire.
Along the same lines, Locke denies that faculties are ““real beings”
(E IL.xxi.6: 237). When he says this, he doesn’t mean to “deny there
are Faculties both in the Body and Mind: they both of them have
their powers of Operating, else neither the one nor the other could
operate. For nothing can operate, that is not able to operate; and that
is not able to operate, that has no power to operate” (E I1.xxi.20: 243).
Locke believes talk of powers and faculties is legitimate in philoso-
phy “cloathed in the ordinary fashion and Language of the Country”’
and intended for a general audience; he believes that references to
powers may be paraphrased away by talking about what a thing is
able to do; and he believes that ordinary ways of speaking mislead us
into thinking that powers are agents (E IL.xxi.20: 243—4). Finally,
recall that Locke believes that secondary qualities, like all powers,
are relations. He doesn’t think much of the ontological status of
relations, describing them as ““having no other reality, but what they
have in the Minds of Men” (E IL.xxx.4: 373)."°

Rejecting the existence of secondary qualities as real beings does
not commit one to believing that no object can be rightly described
as colored, noisy, tasty, smelly, or warm. A reasonable philosopher
may believe that barns are red without believing that any rednesses,
either particular or universal, inhere in them (Quine 1980: 10).
Galileo had written, ““tastes, odors, colors, and so on are no more
than mere names so far as the object in which we place them is
concerned, and that they reside only in the consciousness’’ ([1623]
1957: 274). Locke’s work may be taken as an elaboration on that
theme. Concrete secondary-quality terms rightly apply to bodies,
but the only existing entities denoted by our secondary-quality
words are ideas.

According to Locke, secondary qualities are not real entities that
exist in bodies, and, thus, philosophers need not investigate deeply
the conditions under which they come into existence and go out of
existence. On his view, the real and explanatory entities are pri-
mary qualities, the bodies in which they inhere, ideas, and the
minds in which they inhere. The states of affairs in which these
entities are arrayed are the basic facts that make our assertion about
secondary qualities true or false. There is nothing to keep us from

'S Here I am indebted to Walter Ott.
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decreeing that an object is properly described as ‘red’ if it appears red
to some observer (Bennett 1968: 115).

SIXTH DISTINCTION, PART II: PRIMARY QUALITIES,
WITH THE POSSIBLE EXCEPTION OF SOME SORTS OF
VELOCITY, ARE REAL BEINGS

Locke’s chapter on primary and secondary qualities begins with six
sections on whether positive ideas might have privative causes. His
answer is yes. Part of his discussion assumes a kind of folk meta-
physics that he calls ““the common Opinion” (E IL.viii.6: 134).
Shadows (E ILviii.5: 133) and holes (E IL.viii.6: 133—4) may cause
ideas of black even if they are mere privations. Another part of his
argument considers the hypothesis that our ideas are caused by a
change in the velocity of the corpuscles in our animal spirits. If
ideas are ‘‘produced in us, only by different degrees and modes of
Motion in our animal Spirits, variously agitated by external
Objects,” then a privative cause would cause a positive idea, since
‘“the abatement of any former motion, must as necessarily produce
a new sensation, as the variation or increase of it” (E ILviii.4: 133).
In the end, Locke tells us, the question of whether there are pri-
vative causes turns on ““Whether Rest be any more a privation than
Motion” (E IL.viii.6: 134). This remark may seem to neglect the
preceding suggestion that the abatement of motion might be a pri-
vative cause, but really it doesn’t. Locke’s thought is that, for rea-
sons of Galilean relativity, it may turn out that velocity is always
relative to a frame of reference, and if that were true, then neither
rest nor deceleration would be intrinsically privative. (Ayers 1991: I:
223-36 argues that Locke moved away from relativism and toward
the doctrine of absolute space.) Locke sets aside shadows and holes
as candidate privative causes, because of his commitment to cor-
puscularianism. He believes that the only possible privative causes
will be primary qualities, since he believes that

When we go beyond the bare Ideas in our Minds, and would enquire into
their Causes, we cannot conceive any thing else, to be in any sensible
Object, whereby it produces different Ideas in us, but the different Bulk,
Figure, Number, Texture, and Motion of its insensible Parts. (E IIL
xxi.73: 287)
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Moreover, the only primary qualities that Locke suspects might be
privations are connected with motion - rest and the abatement of
motion. He believes that the other primary qualities are real beings
and that they are part of the furniture of the world in a way that
secondary qualities could not be.
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5 Power in Locke’s Essay

Locke devotes a whole chapter — Chapter xxi of Book II, the longest
in the Essay - to the idea of power. After a few remarks on power in
general, this chapter contains an extensive account of two parti-
cular powers belonging to human beings, the power of willing and
the power of acting freely. But power also appears at several other
places in the Essay. The qualities of material substances, treated in
E IL.viii and elsewhere, are powers for Locke; the mental operations,
described in E Ilix—xi, of which we have ideas of reflection, are
exercises of powers of the mind, which Locke calls faculties; and
ideas of powers also ““make a great part of our complex ideas of
substances’’ (E II.xxiii.7ff.).

In this chapter I propose, first, to consider Locke’s conception of
power in general; second, to sketch his views of qualities, faculties,
and substances; third, to lay out his accounts of the will and of
freedom; and finally to outline his views on motivation, which are
connected to his treatment of the will and of freedom and which
take up a large part of Chapter xxi. Since qualities and substances
are being treated in other chapters in this volume, I shall deal very
briefly with these two topics, and concentrate most of my attention
on power in general and on the particular powers of will and
freedom.

I. POWER IN GENERAL

Powers for Locke are modifications or affections - or, as philoso-
phers nowadays would say, properties — of substances. By possessing
a power, a substance is able to do or to suffer something, to perform
an action or undergo a passion. The power is said to be the source or
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basis of the action or passion, and the action or passion is called the
actualization or realization of the power. Actualizations of power
are often directly observable, but powers themselves never are: their
presence in the doing or suffering substance must be inferred; and if
a substance does do or suffer something, then the inference to
its having the corresponding power is immediate and certain (E II.
xxi.4: 235).

Locke takes most of the foregoing doctrine and language for
granted. Many of his seventeenth-century contemporaries and most
of his medieval predecessors held the same opinions and used the
same vocabulary.

Locke begins his discussion in the chapter Of Power by
explaining how the mind acquires the idea of power. It does so, he
says, by observing changes in things, both within itself and in the
world outside: it observes the latter by means of the senses, the
former by “reflecting on its own Operations.” It then notices that
these changes occur, always or at least more often than not, in the
same ways; and it “‘concludes’’ that there is some constant item or
factor, both in the things suffering the changes and in the things
causing them, that accounts for these regularities. This item or
factor is the power such things have to change or to be changed in
the ways they do or are.

The idea of power is thus linked for Locke with the ideas of
change and causation. A power is necessarily a power of doing or
suffering something, and the actualization of a power either pro-
duces or constitutes a change in a substance, either the same sub-
stance as the one that possesses the power or a different one.
Furthermore, all changes have causes for Locke, and the cause of a
change that occurs when a power is actualized is either that power
itself, or the substance possessing that power: he speaks in
both ways.

Because every power is a power to do or to suffer something,
something different from the power itself, Locke says that the idea
of power includes that of relation, “‘a relation to Action or Change”:
powers are, in other words, relational properties of their bearers. Yet
Locke also says that the idea of power is a simple idea. This is
surprising, since in an earlier passage he had characterized a simple
idea as one that is “in it self uncompounded, [and]| contains in it
nothing but one uniform Appearance, or Conception in the mind,
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and is not distinguishable into different Ideas’” (E ILii.1: 119). By
that standard, power is anything but a simple idea. But in ILxxi,
Locke gives as his reason for considering power a simple idea, that
it make[s] a principal ingredient in our complex Ideas of Sub-
stances” (E I1.xxi.3: 234); and at the end of the chapter, he includes
power among ‘‘our original Ideas, from whence all the rest are
derived, and of which they are made up”’ (E II.xxi.73: 286). Here he
seems to be introducing a new conception of simplicity, different
from the one he had before. (In a later passage, Locke acknowledges
that the ideas of some powers that we find in substances “though
not simple Ideas, yet ... for brevity’s sake, may conveniently
enough be reckoned amongst them’’ [E IL.xxiii.7: 299]. This is still a
different conception of simplicity, or rather, use of “simplicity.”’)
Locke distinguishes two species of power, active and passive. An
active power is not merely a power of doing as opposed to undergoing
something. That distinction itself is uncertain, given the plasticity of
the verb ““do”: undergoing may itself count as doing, as may resting
or staying. (A: ““Don’t just stand there, do something! B: I am doing
something. I'm standing here.”) In any case, that’s not the basis on
which Locke draws the distinction. An active power, he says, is one
whereby a substance is ‘“able to make ... any change’’; a passive
power is one whereby a substance is ““able to receive any change.”
Thus the notion of causing is explicitly built into the idea of an
active power; with that of a passive power, causation is only implied.
But even this is not all there is to Locke’s conception of active
power. To exercise an active power is not merely to act, or to cause
a change in something; it is also to initiate or create the change all
by oneself, entirely on one’s own. When a moving billiard ball
causes another ball to move by striking it, the first ball is not
exercising an active power, Locke says, because it has not put itself
into motion “by its own Power.” It has rather “‘receive[d] the
impression whereby it is put into that Action purely from without,”
that is, “from some external Agent’’; and this power “‘is not properly
an Active Power, but a mere passive capacity in the subject” (E II
xxi.72: 285). And in general, whenever one body impels another, the
one does not “produce’” motion in the other, but only ““transfers’” or
““communicates’’ its own motion, which it has “received” from
something else. Indeed, Locke suggests that no body is ever able to
produce motion in itself, and hence that no body is possessed of any
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active power at all. If we reserve the term ‘“agent’” for a substance
that has (and exercises) active powers, then Locke’s position is that
no body is an agent, properly speaking.

Where then do we find active powers in the universe? Only, Locke
thinks, in God and in finite spirits, including (in the latter category)
our own minds, and so (by extension) ourselves. For we are able,
‘‘barely by a thought of the Mind,” which is to say, “by willing it,” to
move our own bodies, and parts of our bodies, and so to produce or
initiate motion in something. (Locke sometimes identifies this
something as oneself, but he does not usually think of one’s body as a
thing distinct from oneself.) We are also able, just by willing, to
produce or direct thought in ourselves, though we cannot do this on
every occasion, any more than we can move our bodies in every way
and under all circumstances. This power of willing, what most phi-
losophers (including Locke) call “the will,”” is thus an active power,
the clearest example we have thereof in our experience.

At this point in Chapter xxi, Locke embarks on his discussion of
this active power of the will and of willing. Before we follow him on
that journey, however, we should consider one further point in his
account of power in general, and also deal briefly with qualities,
faculties, and substances.

Locke seems to assume that every power is either active or pas-
sive, and thus that these are the only two kinds of power there are.
But recent philosophers have identified various further kinds, and
subkinds, of these two. They often use the word ““disposition,” as
Locke does “‘power” (and as Aristotle did dunamis and Aquinas
potentia), as a general term covering all of these kinds. But then
they distinguish capacities and abilities from liabilities and sus-
ceptibilities, and these from inclinations and tendencies, and all of
them from one another (see Ryle 1949: 116ff.) Only abilities and
capacities would fall under Locke’s active powers, though not all of
them would; susceptibilities and liabilities would all be passive
powers; and inclinations and tendencies would have instances
under both headings.

2. QUALITIES

Qualities for Locke are primarily properties of material substances.
Immaterial spirits and souls have modifications and affections, but
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these are not generally called qualities (one passage in which they
are, however, is E Il.xxiii.30: 313). Locke introduces qualities in
Chapter viii of Book II, under the heading ‘“Some farther Con-
siderations concerning our simple Ideas.” Qualities are presented
as correlates in the material world of the simple, sensory ideas we
have in our minds: they are described from the outset as ““Power]s]
to produce [such] Idea[s] in our mind’’ (E II.viii.8: 134) and are said
to be “in Bodies” or ““Objects,” which is to say, material objects
(ibid. and E ILviii.9g).

The best-known feature of Locke’s account of qualities is the
distinction he draws between primary and secondary qualities.
Primary qualities (of bodies) include ““Solidity, Extension, Figure,
Motion, or Rest, and Number.” (The primary qualities of spirits,
which he mentions in E IL.xxiii.30, are “Thinking, and a power of
Action,” what he elsewhere calls “Will.”’) Secondary qualities (of
bodies) are ““Colours, Sounds, Tasts, etc.” (No secondary qualities
of spirits are listed in E II xxiii.30.) Secondary qualities, he says, are
“nothing in the objects [which have them] themselves, but Powers
to produce various Sensations in us,” whereas primary qualities are

such as are utterly inseparable from [any] Body, in what estate soever it be;
such as in all the alterations and changes it suffers ... it constantly keeps;
and such as Sense constantly finds in every particle of Matter, which has
bulk enough to be perceived, and the Mind finds inseparable from every
particle of Matter, though less than to make itself singly be perceived by our
Senses. (E IL.viii.9: 134-35)

(Locke obviously is referring here not to determinate size, shape,
etc., but to corresponding determinable qualities.) Since in this
definition of primary qualities, Locke doesn’t explicitly say that
they also are powers, some scholars have supposed that he does not
take them to be. But that is a mistake. Not only has Locke said,
without qualification, that qualities in general are powers, but in
later passages he makes it explicit that primary qualities too cause
simple ideas in perceivers, for example, ““These ... original or pri-
mary Qualities of Body ... produce simple Ideas in us,” and so
must be powers to do so. The difference between primary and sec-
ondary qualities, apart from the fact that a body may lack one or
more species of the latter, is that secondary qualities are nothing
but powers, whereas primary qualities are powers and something
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besides. What this extra something might be, Locke never explicitly
says, though some scholars have tried to work out what he must
have had in mind (see Campbell 1980).

In addition to primary and secondary qualities, Locke distin-
guishes a third category, though he doesn’t call these tertiary qua-
lities. These are the powers that some bodies have to change the
qualities of other bodies: ‘“the power in Fire to produce a new
Colour, or consistency in Wax or Clay ..., is as much a quality in
Fire, as the power it has to produce in me a new Idea or Sensation of
warmth or burning”’ (E Il.viii.10: 135).

Secondary qualities are linked by Locke to human minds: they
produce sensations in the latter. He also connects them to the
primary qualities of the bodies that possess them, or rather to
the primary qualities of the insensible parts of such bodies. Sec-
ondary qualities “depend on’’ primary qualities, he says: the color,
taste, and smell of objects are ““Powers [in them] to produce various
Sensations in us by their Primary Qualities, i.e. by the Bulk, Figure,
Texture, and Motion of their insensible parts’”’ (E Il.viii.ro: 135).
Locke is here acknowledging a point that has been prominent in
recent discussions of dispositional properties, that such properties
in some way presuppose the existence of nondispositional ones,
called ““categorical” or ““intrinsic’’ properties, belonging to the same
subject. Properties of the former sort appear or manifest themselves
only on occasion, when certain conditions involving objects or
situations external to their bearers are satisfied. In the case of
Locke’s secondary qualities, the condition is that a human mind
properly connected to properly functioning and properly situated
sense organs is present. But the primary qualities of the insensible
parts of the property bearer are always and unconditionally present
within it.

3. FACULTIES

Locke is famous for having ridiculed the “faculty psychology’’ of
earlier philosophers, which still was prevalent among his con-
temporaries. On this view, the mind was held to consist of, or to
contain, a number of faculties, including ones for understanding
and willing; and the presence of these faculties was thought to
explain how it is that minds perform these activities. In truth, these
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faculties are nothing but powers in the minds that possess them and
in themselves are perfectly innocent: Locke himself refers quite
often to the powers of the mind as faculties. The problem is that
other philosophers have treated these faculties as if they were not
merely powers but “real Beings in the Soul,” which themselves
have powers and activities belonging to them. Thus the faculty of
will was said to “direct the Understanding,” and the faculty of
understanding to “‘obey, or obey not the Will”’; and in the same vein
the will was said to be or not to be free, although freedom is itself a
power, as much as the will is. But this way of talking, Locke says, is
“absurd’’ and ““unintelligible,” and has ““produced great confusion”
(E IL.xxi.18: 242).

4. SUBSTANCES

Locke says that ““our Idea ... of Power [is one of those] simple
Ideas” that “make a principal Ingredient in our complex Ideas of
Substances’’ (E I1.xxi.3: 234). A few lines before he had been more
specific: it is ““active Powers’ that ““make so great a part of our
complex Ideas of natural Substances” (E IL.xxi.2: 234). Two ques-
tions arise. First, if natural substances include bodies, as it seems
past doubt they do, how can they have active powers? This appears
to be another expression of the tension we noted earlier in Locke’s
thinking about power and bodies.

The second question is, how is the idea of power involved in our
ideas of substances? In the chapter on substance, Chapter xxiii,
Locke explains that, in the case of a material substance, we have
“no other Idea of any [such| Substance ... but what [we have]
barely of those sensible Qualities’” that we have observed to exist in
it, together ““with a supposition of such a Substratum, as gives as it
were a support to those Qualities” (E IL.xxiii.6: 298); these qualities,
of course, are ““the Powers, [that] Substance [has] to produce several
Ideas in us by our Senses” (E II.xxiii.9: 300). In this passage it
appears that the qualities Locke has in mind are primary and sec-
ondary qualities, but elsewhere in the chapter (sections 7 and 9: 299
and 300), he makes it clear that he takes the ideas of their tertiary
qualities to be included in our ideas of material substances as well.
The situation is a bit more complicated in the case of spiritual
substances, including our minds. Here the simple ideas we have are
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ideas of ““those Operations of our own Minds, which we experiment
daily in ourselves [sc. by reflection], as Thinking, Understanding,
Willing, Knowing, and Power of beginning Motion, etc. co-existing
in some [Substratum]” (E I.xxiii.15: 305). It is true that thinking
and such are not powers but actions, but their presence in a subject
entails the existence of the corresponding powers to perform them.
If we observe thinking going on in our mind, then we immediately
““collect a Power [in that mind], able to make that [Action]”’ take
place (E IL.xxi.4: 235). So our ideas of all substances consist entirely
of ideas of powers or of activities that entail powers, together with
the idea of a substratum. But the latter is a thin idea, with little
content: ““we have no idea of what [this substratum] is, but only a
confused obscure one of what it does” (E IL.xiii.19: 175).

§. THE HUMAN WILL

Before considering Locke’s view of the will and of freedom, we must
note that his thinking on these topics changed considerably during
the years 1690-1704. These changes are reflected in the alterations
he made in the text of the five different editions of the Essay that
were published during this period. The first edition appeared in
1690, the second in 1694, the third in 1695, the fourth in 1700, and
the fifth in 1705, shortly after his death. In my account here, I shall
mostly expound the views expressed in the fourth edition, which is
the one Peter Nidditch used as the copy-text for his now-standard
edition of Locke’s work (Locke 1975). But sometimes I refer to
views presented in different editions, and when I do I shall so
indicate by including a bold numeral in the citation, 1, 2, or § (the
third edition was a virtual reprint of the second, with no sub-
stantive changes).

Locke introduces the will in Chapter xxi as an active power, the
only one whose operation we have any experience of. The will is the
power to perform acts of willing, or what Locke (and many other
philosophers) call volitions. Volitions are actions, and since they are
exercises of an active power, the things that perform them are
agents. Volitions also have objects: every volition is a volition to
something. In particular, a volition is a volition to act, or to do
something; hence the object of a volition is also an action, a dif-
ferent one from the volition itself. But this action does not actually
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exist at the time the volition occurs: ““object’” here means “‘inter-
nal” or “intentional object”’: it is something projected or to-be-
accomplished and not something already existing or done.

Locke sets two further requirements for the object of a volition: it
must be (a) an action that is to be performed “‘presently’’ (that is,
soon after the volition takes place) and (b) an action that the agent
believes to be in his power to perform (though he may be mistaken
in this).

Very often, when an agent performs a volition to ¢, he does ¢, and
he ¢’s because he has performed a volition to do so. In such a case,
Locke says, the agent acts voluntarily; ¢ is a voluntary action on his
part, and he has acted according to his will. (Locke also says that a
voluntary action ‘“‘conforms to”’ the agent’s volition or will.) The
relation between a voluntary action and the volition that precedes it
is in some way causal: the volition is the cause or part of the cause
of the action. Locke never gives an explicit account of this relation,
although in one passage he allows that “the actual choice of the
Mind [may be| the cause of actual thinking on this or that thing” (E
II.xxi.19: 242-3) (see Lowe 1986 on this question).

Locke says that human agents engage in two (and only two) sorts
of voluntary actions, thinking and moving. Thinking is an action of
or in our minds, moving an action of or in our bodies. But not every
thought or movement we engage in is a voluntary action. We are
sometimes caused to move by some (already moving) object other
than our own bodies, or to think by some (e.g., sensible) object
outside our own minds. Such motions and thoughts are not
voluntary on our part. Since we do not ourselves, by ourselves,
initiate them, they are not even actions in the strict sense of being
exercises of active powers. They are really only passions.

When an agent performs a voluntary action, the volition that
brings or helps to bring the action about is ““successful’’ or “satis-
fied.” But a volition may fail: an agent may will to ¢ and yet not ¢,
for any of several reasons (he is prevented from doing so, or he
changes his mind, or he is distracted, or the action turns out not in
fact to be in his power, etc.).

Still, volitions normally do not fail in this way. When an agent
wills to walk, then normally he does walk, and normally his
walking is voluntary. Because of this, Locke sometimes identifies
the exercises of an agent’s will with voluntary actions, and not with
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the volitions that prompt them: walking as opposed to willing to
walk. He even defines the will on occasion as the power ““we find in
ourselves ... to begin or forbear, continue or end several actions of
our minds, and motions of our Bodies, barely by the thought or
preference of the mind ordering ... the doing or not doing such or
such a particular action” (E ILxxi.5: 236). Notice that the power
specified here is not merely the power to perform these actions of
our minds and bodies, but the power to perform them by willing,
and indeed “‘barely by’ willing: if they were performed by some
other means, they would not be voluntary, and would not even
seem to be exercises of the will. Even so, this is loose talk on
Locke’s part. Strictly speaking, it is only the volition to walk that
counts as the exercise of the will; the external action is “’consequent
to”” the volition. It is true that in saying that the will is the power to
perform such consequent actions by willing, Locke is indicating
that these actions are not direct exercises of this power, but that
willing somehow intervenes to play a causal or at least instru-
mental role. But even so, this way of speaking could be misleading.

Locke thinks that not only positive actions such as walking but
also negative ones such as not walking may be voluntary. Instead of
saying that agents sometimes ““will not to walk,”” however, he tends
to describe them as ““willing to forbear walking.” This expression
could cause confusion, since willing is built into forbearing. An
agent who forbears to walk is one whose not walking is voluntary,
that is, one who wills not to walk, does not walk, and does not walk
because he has willed not to do so. Such forbearances (that is,
actions forborne) must be distinguished from mere nonactions,
such as not walking without having willed not to do so, as when a
man ambles about aimlessly, moving his legs automatically. (For
illuminating discussions of negative actions and some cousins
thereof, see Ryle 1973 and Stuart unpub.)

Locke supposes that willing is a specific sort of mental action,
and that it has a distinctive appearance or phenomenal quality that
distinguishes it from other mental actions. In the second edition of
the Essay, he says that ““whosoever desires to understand what
[willing] is, will better find it by reflecting on his own mind, and
observing what it does, when it wills, than by any variety of
articulate sounds whatsoever” (E 2-5 IL.xxi.30: 249). Nonetheless,
in both the first and the second editions, Locke tries to describe
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““the act of Volition”’ by using words. In both editions, he employs
verbal expressions that are supposed to have the same meaning as
“willing,” mainly “‘choosing”’ and “‘preferring.” In the first edition,
he says that ““preference’’ is a better term than ‘“choice’” to ““express
the act of Volition,” because ‘“choice is of a more doubtful sig-
nification, bordering more on Desire, and so is referred to things
remote; whereas Volition, or the Act of Willing, signifies nothing
properly, but the actual producing of something that is voluntary”’
(E 1 IL.xxi.33: 258—9). It is puzzling that Locke is willing to equate
preferring with willing in this passage, where he explicitly identi-
fies willing as an action. For to prefer something is not to perform
any action, but rather to have a certain disposition or power, and so
to be in a passive state: a man can prefer vanilla (to chocolate, say)
without even thinking of ice cream, let alone be engaged in the
process of deciding which to buy in the shop.

Matthew Stuart has provided a neat solution to this puzzle.
There is, he has found, a sense of the verb “prefer,”” which is now
obsolete but was current in the seventeenth century, according to
which to prefer is “to forward, advance, promote (a result); to assist
in bringing about’’ (Stuart unpub.: Chapter A, pp. 8f., citing the
OED). In this sense, preferring might well be counted an action.

Neat though it is, however, this solution can be applied only to
some occurrences of “prefer’ in Locke’s text. In an important pas-
sage in the first edition, after declaring again that willing “is
nothing but the preferring the doing of any thing, to the not doing of
it,”” Locke goes on to identify such preferring with ‘“the being
pleased more with the one, than the other” (E 1 I1.xx1.28: 248). By
no stretch can, or could, the passive form ‘“‘be pleased with” be
taken to signify an action of the mind, as opposed to a passion
thereof.

In the second edition, besides continuing to use “preferring’’ and
even ‘““choosing” to render “willing,”” Locke makes use of expres-
sions that are not so much synonyms of ““willing”” as metaphors for
willing. Thus the mind, in willing, is “ordering, or as it were
commanding the doing or not doing such or such particular action”
(E 2—5 IL.xxi.5: 236). Locke also says that, in willing, the mind
““directs”” particular actions. But then in a later passage, he comes
back to his main point, warning his reader that none of these terms,
““Ordering, Directing, Chusing, Preferring, etc. will ... distinctly
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enough express Volition’’ to him ““unless he will reflect on what he
himself does, when he wills”’ (E 2—§ IL.xxi.15: 240). It hardly needs
remarking that someone who doesn’t already know what willing is,
is unlikely to find it helpful to be told to reflect on what he does
when he wills.

Despite his caveats, however, Locke himself sometimes tends to
assimilate willing to other mental phenomena, both actions and
passions. It is this tendency that accounts, I believe, for his mis-
handling of some of the examples he employs in his discussion of
freedom, as I hope to show in the next section.

6. HUMAN FREEDOM

Locke defines freedom as the power a man has “to think, or not to
think; to move, or not to move, according to the preference or
direction of his own mind” (E ILxxi.8: 237). Some commentators
have claimed that his view is the same as that of Hobbes, who
indeed defines a free agent in his Treatise of Liberty and Necessity
as one “‘that can do if he will and forbear if he will’’ (Hobbes 1999:
39). But Hobbes speaks misleadingly in this passage: it does not
accurately express the position he actually held. He states it better
in Leviathan xxi, where he defines a free man as “‘he that ... is not
hindered to do what he has a will to,”” that is, who ““finds no stop in
doing what he has the will ... to do” (Hobbes 1999: 95). What
Hobbes should have said in the Treatise, therefore, is that a man is
free to do something if, having willed it, he can do it; and he is free
to forbear doing something if, having willed not to do it, he is able
not to do it. Locke’s position, by contrast, is that a man is not free to
do something he has willed to do unless he not only is able to do it
but also is able not to do it; and he is not free to forbear doing
something he has willed not to do unless, besides being able not to
do it, he also is able to do it if he wills to do it. Locke makes this
clear in the sentence that directly follows the one just quoted:
“Where-ever any performance or forbearance are not equally in a
Man’s power; where-ever doing or not doing, will not equally follow
upon the preference of his mind, there he is not Free” (E loc. cit.) —
although, he immediately adds, “‘perhaps the Action may be
voluntary.” The action he refers to here is either that of thinking or
that of not thinking (forbearing to think), either that of moving or
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that of not moving (forbearing to move). It suffices for any one of
these actions to be voluntary that the agent wills to do it, does or is
able to do it, and does or is able to do it just because he wills it.

On Locke’s view, then, freedom is a two-way power belonging to
an agent, both a power to ¢ and a power not to ¢, whichever way the
agent wills. Further, although being voluntary is not sufficient for
an action to be free, it is a necessary part of it. Locke makes this
point explicitly when he says that “/Liberty cannot be, where there
is no Thought, no Volition, no Will; but there may be Thought,
there may be Will, there may be Volition, where there is no
Liberty” (E IL.xxi.8: 238). Here is further evidence of the difference
between the views of Locke and Hobbes: Hobbes explicitly says that
he takes ““all voluntary acts to be free’’ (Hobbes 1999: 82).

(Some terminological points: (a) ‘“Liberty’’ and “freedom’’ are
synonyms for Locke. (b) The adjective ““free” is almost always
applied to agents, and not to actions, but agents are often said to be
free with respect to particular actions. So there is no reason not to
apply ““free’”’ to particular actions as well: a free action is just one
with respect to which an agent is free. (¢) The contrary of “free” is
“nmecessary,” and Locke does often speak of necessary actions, as
well as of necessary agents. (d) The sense of “‘necessary’”’ in which it
means ‘“‘not free”’ is quite different from that of logical or meta-
physical necessity, on the one hand, and that of nomological
necessity, on the other, in both of which senses Locke uses
“necessary’’ in other chapters of the Essay. What this necessity
amounts to, however, apart from precluding freedom, Locke does
not say.)

Locke’s claim, that being voluntary and being free, as he under-
stands these notions, are different, seems incontestable. None-
theless, he seeks to bolster it by describing some examples in which
an agent is supposed to do something that is voluntary and yet is
not free. These examples have been the target of much critical
attention on the part of Locke scholars.

The most famous such example is that of the man in the locked
room. Here is Locke’s presentation of it:

[SJuppose a Man be carried, whilst fast asleep, into a Room, where is a

Person he longs to see and speak with; and be there locked fast in, beyond
his Power to get out: he awakes, and is glad to find himself in so desirable
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Company, which he stays willingly in, i.e. preferrs his stay to going away. I
ask, Is not this stay voluntary? I think, no Body will doubt it: and yet being
locked fast in, he has not freedom to be gone. (E IL.xxi.10: 238)

It is clear that Locke’s conclusion from this example, that an action
may be voluntary and yet not free, is not established unless the
action in question, namely, the man’s staying in the room, is both
not free and voluntary. Locke assumes that it is both, but this
assumption is open to question. The question is not whether the
action is really not free by Locke’s definition, for it obviously is not.
The question is whether the action of staying is really voluntary. It
is not a voluntary action by Locke’s definition unless the agent has
performed a volition to stay, and it is doubtful that he has: at least,
none is mentioned. Locke says that the man stays willingly, but
doing something willingly is different from, and does not entail,
willing or having willed to do it. Locke also says that the man
prefers staying to going away. But his preferring in this case is not
any act of volition on his part, but only a passive disposition. This is
one of those instances in which Locke’s equation of willing with
preferring brings him to grief.

But even if Locke’s point, that there are voluntary actions that
are not free, is not established by the locked room example as he
presents it, the point is correct, and it can be confirmed by making a
small change in the example. Suppose that the man, having been
carried into the room while asleep, wakes up, looks around, and is
tempted to leave, but then on thinking it over decides to stay and
enjoy the company of the person he finds there. In that case the man
performs, or could well be supposed to perform, an actual volition,
and then to stay because of that volition. With this change in the
example, the man’s staying would be ““truly voluntary,” and it still
would not be a free action.

Locke holds that a free action must be voluntary, and we noted
earlier the passage in which he claims that only a being that is
capable of thought has a will, which is the power to perform acts of
willing and thence voluntary actions. (We conceive not a Tennis-
ball to think, and consequently not to have any [power of] Voli-
tion.”) This is true if only because willing is itself a species of
thinking: volition is one kind of thought. But Locke’s position goes
considerably further than this. He holds that a being that is able to
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will must have a faculty of understanding, and so be capable of
cognitive thought, and indeed rationality. In taking this position,
Locke was aligning himself, perhaps unwittingly, with Thomas
Aquinas, who insisted on this very point (Aquinas 1964ff.: Vol. 17,
p. 13 [ST I-ILvi.2. ad 1]).

Questions about human freedom have been discussed by philo-
sophers since ancient times. One reason for their popularity has
been the widely perceived connection between freedom and mor-
ality. Thinkers of quite different persuasions have agreed that
agents cannot be held morally responsible for their actions unless
those actions are free (or the agents are free with respect to them).
Some have gone further, claiming that no action has moral prop-
erties or moral significance, no action is morally good or bad, right
or wrong, unless it is performed freely, or at least by a free agent.
Locke takes no notice of this issue, and says nothing explicit about
it. But there is an interesting passage that first appeared in Book IV
of the fourth edition of the Essay that gives a clear indication of his
stand on it. This occurs in the chapter on reason. Locke is dis-
cussing the structure of deductive reasoning, arguing that it need
not be, and in real life most often is not, syllogistic. As an alter-
native to the syllogistic model, he proposes that reasoning be con-
ceived as a series of propositions in each of which two ideas are
connected, with each proposition forming a link in a chain wherein
each link follows logically from its predecessor, and whereby the
first idea contained in the first proposition is connected to the
second idea contained in the last proposition in the chain. He then
gives as an example a chain of propositions starting with (the pre-
mise) ““Men shall be punished in another world” and ending with
(the conclusion) ““Men can determine themselves.” We need not be
concerned with all of the intervening steps, but the following are
relevant. The proposition that ““a man is justly punished for doing
something’’ is supposed to entail that “he is guilty of that action”’;
that in turn entails that “he could have done otherwise,” and from
that in turn it follows that “he did what he did freely”” (E 4-§ IV.
XVii.4: 672—3). It is obvious from this that Locke accepts the tradi-
tional position on this issue: that a man is morally responsible only
for actions with respect to which he is free.

One of the most prominent questions addressed in recent
discussions of freedom is that of the relation of freedom to
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determinism — the doctrine that everything that happens, including
human actions, is antecedently determined to happen, either by
God or by natural causes or causal laws. The question is whether
free agency is logically compatible with determinism. Some, the
compatibilists, have answered yes; others, the incompatibilists,
have answered no; and the latter have gone two ways: those who
believe in freedom (and hence reject determinism) are libertarians;
those who embrace determinism (and eschew freedom) are hard
determinists. So in which of these camps should Locke be placed?
Locke certainly believes in freedom, so he is not a hard determinist.
But is he a compatibilist or a libertarian? Some scholars have
defended the former option (Chappell 1998), others the latter
(Schouls 1992); whereas Matthew Stuart has claimed that Locke
took ‘“no forthright stand on the issue of determinism’’ (Stuart
unpub.: Chapter A, p. 32).

It is true that Locke made no explicit pronouncement either pro
or contra determinism. But there is enough evidence to warrant the
conclusion that, had he been given the choice, he would have
accepted determinism, with respect to the action both of God and of
natural causes.

Thus, in his proof of the existence of God in Book IV of the Essay,
Locke asserts as a premise, known “‘by an intuitive Certainty, that
bare nothing can [not] produce any real Being,”’ or, as he shortly
restates it, ““what had a Beginning, must be produced by something
else” (EIV.x.3: 620). Here he is speaking of natural causation, since the
beings in question are those that have beginnings. More particularly,
in his discussion of willing, Locke not only states but also argues
that, to be exercised, the will must be ‘“determined by some-
thing without it self’” (E 1 ILxxi.28-9: 248). (I shall return to this
argument. )

On the other hand, Locke wrote the following to his friend
Molyneux:

I own freely to you the weakness of my understanding, that though it be
unquestionable that there is omnipotence and omniscience in God our
maker, and I cannot have a clearer perception of any thing than that I am
free, yet I cannot make freedom in man consistent with omnipotence and
omniscience in God, though I am as fully perswaded of both as of any truths
I most firmly assent to. (C 4: 625-6, letter #1592)
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This statement might seem to indicate that Locke is an incompa-
tibilist after all, though he also believes both in freedom and in the
determination of everything by God. But in fact, Locke does not say
here that freedom and determination are incompatible, or that they
cannot be reconciled, merely that he cannot understand how the
two can both obtain. This is a familiar stance for Locke. At several
points in the Essay he encounters situations in which his under-
standing falls short of his conviction. In this case, his conviction,
clearly, is both that human beings are free and that everything in
the universe is determined, both by the nature of God and by nat-
ural causes. He is committed, therefore, to compatibilism, despite
his failure to embrace this position explicitly.

Since freedom according to Locke is primarily a property of
agents, which are substances, it is simply absurd, he says, a mistake
of language, to attribute freedom to the will, as many of his pre-
decessors and contemporaries had done. Even to ask ““whether the
Will has Freedom, is to ask, whether one Power has another Power,
one Ability another Ability; a Question at first sight too grossly
absurd to make a Dispute, or need an Answer’’ (E ILxxi.16: 241). To
ask ““whether Man’s Will be free [is as insignificant], as to ask,
whether his Sleep be Swift, or his Vertue Square: Liberty being as
little applicable to the Will, as swiftness of Motion is to Sleep, or
squareness to Vertue”’ (E ILxxi.14: 240). Nonetheless, Locke con-
cedes that those who ask this question may be intending to ask
something different, something that is not only significant but also
worth trying to answer.

This different question concerns willing rather than the will, the
exercises of a power rather than the power itself. Locke contrasts
willing with action that is ‘““consequent” thereto, that is, with
voluntary motion and thought. But willing itself is an action for
Locke, so it is natural to ask whether willing counts among those
actions that can be voluntary and, if so, whether willing is ever a
free action. Locke divides this question into two: (1) Whether “a
Man in respect of willing any Action in his power once proposed to
his Thoughts’’ can be free (E 1—4 I1.xxi.23: 245); and (2) “Whether a
Man be at liberty to will which of the two he pleases, Motion or
Rest” (E ILxxi.25: 247). To the first question Locke gives a
straightforwardly negative answer; the second, he says, is an absurd
question that ““needs no answer,” and yet he thinks it follows from
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the absurdity of the question that the answer to it too is negative.
He offers an argument for each of these negative answers. The first
argument, presented in §23 and summarized in §§24 and 25, is fully
stated, but recent scholars have had different opinions on how to
construe it. The second argument is only hinted at in a couple of
highly compressed sentences, one (in editions 1—4) at the end of §23,
and the other (in all editions) at the end of §2.5. Scholarly opinion is
less sharply divided on the proper interpretation of this argument
than it is on the first one, but even so, no complete consensus has
been reached (see Chappell 1994a; Rickless 2000; Yaffe 2000: 271f,;
and Stuart unpub.: Chapter A, pp. 4off.).

Rather than examine these interpretive controversies, I will
simply and dogmatically summarize the view I have myself
defended as to the shape and import of these two arguments, and
proceed on that basis.

The first argument has the structure of a destructive dilemma,
and its conclusion is that in the case of a prospective action that an
agent is considering, the agent cannot avoid willing either to do it or
not to do it. So with respect to that sort of action, willing something
with respect to it is unavoidable. This conclusion might be called
the Unavoidability Thesis. But this argument is unsound, because
one of its premises (not one that Locke states explicitly, but one
that is required for the argument to be valid) is false, a criticism
that was also pointed out by Leibniz in the New Essays (Leibniz
1981: 181).

The other argument is a reductio ad absurdum of the proposition
that there are free volitions. The conclusion is that an infinite series
of free volitions must be performed before the free one in question
can be accomplished. But this conclusion is reached on the basis of
certain premises (in addition to the one that is supposed to be
reduced to absurdity), some of which are not acceptable to Locke’s
libertarian opponents, who are presumably the argument’s targets,
and some of which are unacceptable to Locke himself. So this
argument cannot be effective for the purpose for which Locke
evidently intended to use it. (For details, see Chappell 1994a; for
criticisms of and alternatives to Chappell’s readings, see especially
Rickless 2000. and Stuart unpub.).

On my reading, then, both of Locke’s arguments in support of the
view that agents are never free with respect to acts of volition are
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faulty: neither does support the conclusion Locke intended it to
support. In any case, that he held this view seems clear, though
some recent scholars dispute even that. Locke’s position is that
freedom extends only to actions that are consequent to volition, not
to volitions themselves. In taking this position, Locke joined forces
with Hobbes, and set himself against an array of libertarian philo-
sophers, both before and during his time: the Jesuit Molina, Hobbes’s
adversary Bramhall, the Cambridge Platonist Cudworth, and the
Arminians, whose number included Locke’s friends Philip Van
Limborch and Jean Le Clerc. These philosophers not only thought it
possible for acts of willing to be free; they held that no action is free
unless it is preceded and determined by a free volition.

7. MOTIVATION

From his discussion of freedom, Locke is led to consider motiva-
tion. His treatment of this topic, however, is really a continuation
of his account of willing and of action rather than of freedom. The
discussion of motivation carries through to the end of Chapter xxi,
and it is both rich and tangled — tangled in large part because this is
the material to which Locke made the most changes for the second
and later editions. The majority of these changes consist of addi-
tions to, rather than alterations of, the existing text. Locke did drop
a few first edition passages, but most he retained, sometimes rear-
ranging them and adding new material around them. The result is
hard to follow, and even harder to make sense of.

For Locke, the question of motivation is the question of what
determines the will when an agent performs a volition and thence a
voluntary action. We might wonder why the will needs determining
in the first place. In the first edition, Locke offers an argument for
holding that it does:

Volition or Willing ... is nothing but the preferring the doing of any thing,
to the not doing of it; ... Well, but what is this Preferring? It is nothing but
the being pleased more with the one, than the other. Is then a Man indif-
ferent to be pleased, or not pleased more with one than another? Is it in his
choice, whether he will, or will not be better pleased with one thing than
another? And to this, I think, every one’s Experience is ready to make
answer, No. From whence it follows, ... That the Will, or Preference, is
determined by something without it self.... (E 1 IL.xxi.28-9: 248)
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One problem with this argument is that it equates willing with
being pleased, which, as we have seen, conflicts with Locke’s
dominant conception of willing as an action, as opposed to a mere
passive state. Furthermore, Locke’s position here, the conclusion of
his argument, seems to conflict with his account of the will as an
active power. For an active power, we saw earlier, is a power that
can be exercised by its possessor all by himself, entirely on his own.
That sounds like the very antithesis of being determined ‘“by
something without it self.”

Be that as it may, Locke is evidently committed to the position
that the human will must be so determined if it is to be exercised.
In the passage just quoted, he seems to regard it as an empirical fact
that the will does not determine itself. But he also has the two
arguments we examined earlier, which lead to a similar conclusion.
So it looks as if he can claim ample reason for holding this position.
But even if these arguments are faulty, even if the empirical claim is
false, and even if the position itself is at odds with Locke’s con-
ception of the will as an active power, we must try to understand
his view and see what more he has to say about it.

Note first that in Locke’s view it is inaccurate to speak of the will
as being subject to determination. In a passage added to the second
edition, he says that since the will is “nothing but a power in the
Mind to direct the operative faculties of a Man to motion or
rest, ...the true and proper Answer...to the Question, what is it
determines the Will?”’ is: the agent, that is, the man whose will it is.
““For that which determines the general power of directing, to this
or that particular direction, is nothing but the Agent it self Exer-
cising the power it has’” (E 2—5 IL.xxi.29: 249). So the question
should be altered to: what determines a man to will something? — as
Locke himself puts it, “What moves [the Agent], in every particular
instance, to determine [his] general power of directing, to this or
that particular Motion or Rest?’’ (ibid.) So in the second edition as
well, Locke is holding fast to the position that the thing being
determined, whether agent or will, does not determine itself: what
determines it is something “without it self.”

It appears that determination is a kind of causation for Locke, and
in the case of the will (or of agents with wills) there are two sides to
it. On the one hand, to determine the will of an agent is to cause the
will to be exercised, that is, to cause the agent to exercise his will,

Cambridge Collections Online © Cambridge University Press, 2007



I50 VERE CHAPPELL

so that an act of volition is produced. On the other hand, to deter-
mine the will is to specify an action to be willed, that is, to cause
the agent to perform a volition with a specific object or content. The
distinction here corresponds to Aquinas’s distinction between the
exercise and the specification of the act of willing (Aquinas 1964ff.:
Vol. 17, pp. 66-7 [ST I-ILix.1. ad 3]; Vol. 17, pp.86-7 [ST I-IL.x.2.
corpus]). Aquinas indicates that the former is brought about by
efficient causation, whereas the latter is accomplished by formal
causation. Locke does not make explicit use of this Thomistic (and
Aristotelian) language, but invoking it can help us to understand his
thinking. The main point to keep in mind is that, for Locke, what
determines the will must serve both as an efficient cause,
prompting or inducing the agent to activate his power of willing at a
particular time, and as a formal cause, providing the agent with a
specific action to direct his willing upon.

In the first edition, what determines the will of an agent, Locke
says, is happiness, which is ““that ... we call Good” (E 1 II.xxi.29:
248). Good, in turn, is identified with pleasure; and the contrary of
happiness, which he calls misery or evil, is the same as pain, though
he conceives these two broadly, “‘there being pleasure and pain of
the Mind, as well as the Body”’ (ibid.). Locke makes it clear that it is
the agent’s own pleasure and pain that determines his will: Locke is
an egoist as well as a hedonist.

Happiness or good, or in case there are several goods, the greatest
good among the alternatives: this is Locke’s initial answer to the
question he poses. But he soon qualifies this initial answer, one rea-
son being, apparently, that, for a nominalist like Locke, good itself is
not the sort of thing that could cause any agent to do anything at a
time: it could not serve as an efficient cause of an act of willing.
Rather, Locke says, it is “‘the appearance of Good, greater Good” that
determines the will (E 1 ILxxi.33: 256). By “the appearance of
Good, ... " here he means “what appears to be good, or better [than
the alternatives], to the agent at the time and in the circumstances in
which he is willing.” In other words, what determines the agent’s will
is what he perceives or believes to be good or best, or, as Locke prefers
to say, the agent’s judgment of good. Perceptions and judgments, and
also in this context beliefs, are occurrent states of the agent’s mind,
thus datable events, and so are fit to serve as efficient causes of acts of
his will. So what determines the will of an agent on any occasion,
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according to Locke in the Essay’s first edition, is the agent’s judgment
of what is best for him to do in the circumstances in which he finds
himself, where “what is best” means “what will or is likely to pro-
duce or lead to the most pleasure for him, either in the next moment
or at some time in the future.”

The Essay was published at the end of 1689 (although it was
dated 1690). Within a couple of years, Locke began making plans for
a second edition. He solicited his acquaintances for suggestions for
improving his work. One who obliged was William Molyneux,
whom Locke had come to know through correspondence in 1692.
Molyneux at first had nothing but praise for Locke’s book, but upon
being prodded he did venture a few critical comments, including
some about the chapter on power. He found Locke’s “Discourse
about Mans Liberty and Necessity”’ to be ““wonderfully fine spun,”
he said, but thought it required ““some Farther Explication.” But the
only specific criticism he even hinted at was one about motivation:
“you seem,”” he wrote to Locke, “‘to make all Sins to proceed from
our Understandings, ... and not at all from the Depravity of our
Wills.” And yet, he added, “/it seems harsh to say, that a Man shall
be Damn’d, because he understands no better than he does” (C 4:
6oo0-1: letter #1579). In essence, Molyneux was accusing Locke of
overintellectualizing motivation, of making an agent’s volitions
depend too heavily on his judgments regarding the truth of certain
propositions, even though these propositions concern the agent’s
own pleasure and pain. Molyneux was thus attributing to Locke the
position of Socrates: to know the good is to do it, so that when
wrong or evil occurs, it is because of some cognitive fault on the
part of the agent: ignorance or error.

Whether Locke thought this accusation just, or took intellectu-
alism to be a bad thing, is unclear. But he was moved by his friend’s
concern to undertake ‘“a closer inspection into the working of
Men’s Minds, and a stricter examination of those motives and
views, they are turn’d by,” in consequence of which he “found
reason somewhat to alter the thoughts [he] formerly had concerning
that, which gives the last determination to the Will in all voluntary
actions”’ (E 2—5 “Epistle to the Reader’”: 11). That which Locke now
thinks is “the great motive that works on the Mind to put it upon
Action, which for shortness sake we will call determining of the
will, is always some uneasiness’’ (E 2—§ I1.xxi.29: 249).

Cambridge Collections Online © Cambridge University Press, 2007



I52 VERE CHAPPELL

Uneasiness Locke takes to be a state of the mind, an occurrent
feeling of discomfort or dissatisfaction that either is the same as, or
at least always accompanies, desire. It is an affective rather than a
cognitive state, though it has an (intentional) object: when a man is
uneasy, there is always some thing or circumstance, actual or
possible, that he is uneasy about. Indeed, Locke holds that the
object of uneasiness is always some evil, or at any rate some absent
good, and he still equates good and evil with pleasure and pain, as
he had done before. Or rather, again as before, it is the pain or
pleasure that the agent believes will ensue or be lost that causes his
uneasiness or desire. But the new position differs from the earlier
one in that the agent’s judgments of good and bad affect not his will
(at least directly), but rather his desire, which Locke now makes a
point of distinguishing from will (as he had not done in the first
edition). In the new view, the only thing that actually touches the
will, so to speak, so as ‘“to set us on work,” is uneasiness: ‘“’tis
uneasiness alone [that] operates on the will”; nothing but uneasi-
ness “immediately determines [it] to [any] voluntary action’’ (E 2—3
II.xx1.33-6: 252—4).

It might look, therefore, as if Locke has now made his position
immune to the charge of intellectualism. What determines the will
is not a judgment, or any cognitive state of the agent, but rather a
feeling or emotion. And the new view allows for akrasia or weak-
ness of will, as, notoriously, the Socratic view does not. That there
are cases in which an agent fails to will the action that he knows is
best for him, or wills to do what he knows is bad, is made evident,
Locke says, by ““every one’s Experience.” A poor man may be con-
vinced of the advantages of plenty over poverty; yet he may be
content with his state, and as long as he ““finds no uneasiness in it,
he moves not; his will never is determin’d to any action, that shall
bring him out of it.”” And on the other side, “let a Drunkard see, that
his Health decays, his Estate wastes; Discredit and Diseases ...
attend ... him in the course he follows: yet the returns of uneasi-
ness to miss his Companions; the habitual thirst after his Cups, at
the usual time, drives him to the Tavern. ... 'Tis not for want of
viewing the greater good: for he sees, and acknowledges it ... but
when the uneasiness to miss his accustomed delight returns,
the greater acknowledged good loses its hold, and the present
uneasiness determines the will to the accustomed action’’ (E 2—5 1II.
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xxi.35-36: 253—4). It appears indeed that one of Locke’s reasons for
abandoning his earlier view of motivation is just that it precludes
such cases. The same thought may have prompted Molyneux’s
objection too.

An important feature of Locke’s new view of motivation is the
doctrine of suspension. Here is the passage in which he introduces it.

There being in us a great many uneasinesses always solliciting, and ready to
determine the will, it is natural ... that the greatest, and most pressing
should determine the will to the next action; and so it does for the most
part, but not always. For the Mind having in most cases ... a power to
suspend the execution and satisfaction of any of its desires, and so all, one
after another, is at liberty to consider the objects of them; examine them on
all sides, and weight them with others....during this suspension of any
desire, before the will be determined to action, and the action (which fol-
lows that determination) done, we have opportunity to examine, view, and
judge, of the good or evil of what we are going to do; and when, upon due
Examination, we have judg’d, we have done our duty, all that we can, or
ought to do, in pursuit of our happiness....(E 2—§ I1.xxi.47: 263—4)

The significance of this power of suspension for Locke is that it
enables an agent to have some control over when and what he wills,
control which the new theory seems otherwise unable to provide
for. For according to that theory, an agent cannot exercise his will
except in response to some antecedent desire, and his willing is
then dictated by both the timing and the content of the desire. But
many if not most of our desires come to us unbidden; they are
caused by conditions in our bodies, or by instinct, or habit, and are
beyond our power either to initiate or to stop. It is paradoxical, to
say the least, that, with such a causal history, an act of willing
could give rise to an action that is free. And yet, on Locke’s account
of freedom, there is no free action that is not produced by such acts
of willing. The doctrine of suspension provides the means by which
an agent can prevent at least some of his desires from being effec-
tive. He may not be able to keep these desires from occurring, but
he can keep them from determining his will and so keep himself
from performing voluntary actions in accord with it.

Of course, suspension is a temporary state, and when it lifts or is
lifted by the agent, there will again be a multitude of desires “sol-
liciting, and ready to determine the will to the next action.” So are
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we back where we started? Not necessarily, according to Locke.
What happens during the suspension of our desires is that we
““consider the objects of them; examine them on all sides, and weigh
them with others.” In other words, we deliberate; and when we
have finished deliberating, we “judge, of the good or evil of what we
are going to do.” As a result of these judgments, our desires may
change: some of those we had before may disappear; those that
remain may gain or lose strength and so be reordered; some entirely
new ones may arise. This could not happen if our cognitive states
were not capable of influencing our desires, at least sometimes and
to some degree. But Locke maintains quite explicitly that they do
have this capacity. Thus ‘“due, and repeated Contemplation [can
bring some absent good| nearer to our Mind, give ... some relish to
it, and raise ... in us some desire’’ (E 2—§ I1.xxi.45: 262). Again, “‘by a
due consideration of the true worth” of a great and weighty good,
we are able to ““form ... appetites in our minds suitable to it, and
[make] our selves uneasie in the want of it. ... this is in every ones
power. ... Nor let any one say, he cannot govern his Passions, nor
hinder them from breaking out, and carrying him into action; for
what he can do before a Prince, ... he can do alone, or in the
presence of God, if he will” (E 2—§ IL.xxi.53: 268). Locke does not
maintain that we are able, merely by changing our opinions, to
bring about changes in our wills, or in any case to do so directly. But
we can bring about changes in our desires by this means, which
then in turn determine our wills to various actions.

So cognitive states are effective in influencing our wills. Locke’s
new position thus reflects the intellectualism of his first edition
view, but with this difference: though judgments of good or bad still
have a place in the motivational process, their influence on the will
is partial and indirect: it is not they, or they alone, that account for
either the exercise or the specification of the will. In the new view,
it is true that “Good and Evil, present and absent, ... work upon the
mind. But that which immediately determines the Will, from time
to time, to every voluntary Action, is uneasiness of desire, fixed on
some absent good, either negative, as indolency to one in pain; or
positive, as enjoyment of pleasure’’ (E 2—§ I1.xxi.33: 252).

Still, there are a number of difficulties with Locke’s new view,
and especially with the doctrine of suspension, as several
commentators have pointed out (see especially Chappell 1994b;
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Magri 2000; and Stuart unpub.). Rather than discuss these diffi-
culties, however, I will devote my remaining space to a further
question about the doctrine of suspension.

Locke claims that this doctrine has important implications for
our understanding of freedom. That there is a connection between
suspension and freedom is indicated in several passages.

We have a power to suspend the prosecution of this or that desire. ... This
seems to me the source of all liberty; in this seems to consist that, which is
(as I think improperly) call’d Free will. (E 2—5 Il.xxi.47: 263)

This is the hinge on which turns the Iiberty of intellectual Beings in their
constant endeavours after, and a steady prosecution of true felicity, that
they can suspend this prosecution in particular cases, till they have
looked before them, and informed themselves, whether that particular
thing, which is then proposed, or desired, lie in the way to their main end,
and make a real part of that which is their greatest good. (E 2—§ IL.xxi.52:
266-7)

The great inlet, and exercise of all the liberty Men have, are capable of, or
can be useful to them, and that whereon depends the turn of their
actions, ... lie[s] in this, that they can suspend their desires, and stop them
from determining their wills to any action, till they have duly and fairly
examin’d the good and evil of it. ... (ibid.)

Some scholars have thought that Locke is introducing a new
account of freedom in these passages, different from the one he put
forward in the first edition (see, e.g., Yaffe 2000). But if so, then
either the new account is intended to replace the original, or else it
is meant merely to supplement it in some way.

If there is a new account of freedom, it is clear that it is not
intended to replace the original definition. For that same definition
is stated several times in Locke’s revised text, not merely in pas-
sages taken over and repeated from the first edition but in some
newly written. In the first edition, freedom is defined as the “power
in any Agent to do or forbear any Action, according to the deter-
mination or thought of the mind” (E II.xxi.8: 237) or again as ‘‘our
being able to act, or not to act, according as we shall chuse, or will”’
(E IL.xxi.27: 248). Both these passages are repeated, verbatim, in the
second edition. (See also E I1.xxi.12: 239; IL.xxi.21: 244; and IL.xxi.23:
245.) In addition, Locke added passages to later editions in which
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the same definition is repeated, for example: “‘Liberty ’‘tis plain
consists in a Power to do, or not to do; to do, or forbear doing as we
will” (E § IL.xxi.56: 270).

So if Locke did mean to introduce a new account of freedom in
the second edition, he must have meant it as a supplement to his
original account. But in what way exactly? Matthew Stuart has
proposed an answer to this question. In the original account, two
requirements are set: for an agent m to be free with respect to an
action ¢, it is necessary (1) that m will to ¢, and (2) that it be
possible both for m to ¢ and for m not to ¢, just by willing to do the
one or the other. Stuart suggests that, in the second edition, Locke
is specifying a third requirement for m’s being free with respect to ¢,
namely, (3) that m have the capacity to suspend the desire that
immediately precedes the volition to ¢ (Stuart unpub.: Chapter B,
PP- 39—43). But Stuart does not claim that (3) is distinct from (1) and
(2), such that an agent could satisfy them and not satisfy it. His
position, rather, is that ‘“the capacity to suspend desire [is] ... ‘the
hinge on which liberty turns’ because it is a prerequisite for genuine
agency.” Locke’s statements connecting suspension with freedom
in the second edition do “‘not reflect a change in [or addition to] his
view of what is required for an agent to be free with respect to a type
of action; they ... serve [rather] to make more explicit his pre-
sumption about what is required for agency in the first place”
(Stuart unpub.: Chapter B, pp.40-1). Stuart’s suggestion is both
ingenious and entirely plausible, and in my view it resolves an
interpretive problem that has puzzled several scholars in the past
few years (see Yaffe 2000 and Chappell 2004).
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6 Locke on Substance

The category of substance is a venerable philosophical concept. It
was the first and most fundamental of Aristotle’s logical categories,
and even though it underwent a bewildering set of changes as it
came down through the later Scholastic tradition, and was often the
subject of heated disputes between various metaphysical camps, it
remained a concept of central importance even into the seventeenth
century. Descartes, for example, needs the notion of substance
(although he understood it quite differently from Aristotle and the
tradition) to formulate his famous claim that the mind is a sub-
stance that is really distinct from the body, which is also a sub-
stance; and he makes central use of it as well in his cosmological
argument for God’s existence (where the dependence relations of
modes on substances, and of finite substances on an infinite sub-
stance, are taken to correspond to ‘“degrees of reality,” so that the
ideas we have of these entities exhibit similar degrees of reality).
Corresponding to the foundational role the notion of substance
plays in metaphysics, it enjoys epistemological priority as well. In
the Aristotelian/Scholastic tradition, it is one of the first ideas of
reason, and is a simple notion that is foundational to many of the
more specific notions involved in the deductions of necessary truths
that comprise scientia, the certain knowledge that we have of the
world and the natural things within it. For Descartes, it is not so
much the notion of substance as the notions of extended substance
(which he equates with body) and thinking substance (which he
equates with mind, or soul) that are clear and distinct, and which
enable us to conceive minds and bodies as simple natures.
Against this august background, on Locke’s account our idea of
substance in general, or substratum, looks very much like a poor

157

Cambridge Collections Online © Cambridge University Press, 2007



158 EDWIN McCANN

cousin. The most oft-repeated formulation he gives, one that has
played into the hands of critics ever since Berkeley, is that sub-
stance in general, or substratum, is “‘something, [I] know not what.”
Here’s the crucial passage from the Essay, quoted in full:

So that if any one will examine himself concerning his Notion of pure
Substance in general, he will find he has no other Idea of it at all, but only a
Supposition of he knows not what support of such Qualities, which are
capable of producing simple Ideas in us; which Qualities are commonly
called Accidents. If any one should be asked, what is the subject wherein
Colour or Weight inheres, he would have nothing to say, but the solid
extended parts: And if he were demanded, what is it that Solidity and
Extension adhere in, he would not be in a much better case than the Indian
before-mentioned [the reference is to E ILxiii.19]; who, saying that the
World was supported by a great Elephant, was asked what the Elephant
rested on; to which his answer was, a great Tortoise: But being again
pressed to know what gave support to the broad-backed Tortoise, replied,
something, he knew not what. And thus here, as in all other cases where we
use Words without having clear and distinct Ideas, we talk like Children;
who being questioned what such a thing is, which they know not, readily
give this satisfactory answer, That it is something; Which in truth signifies
no more, when so used, either by Children or Men, but that they know not
what; and that the thing they pretend to know and talk of, is what they
have no distinct Idea of at all, and so are perfectly ignorant of it, and in the
dark. The Idea then we have, to which we give the general name Substance,
being nothing, but the supposed, but unknown support of those Qualities
we find existing, which we imagine cannot subsist, sine re substante,
without something to support them, we call that support Substantia;
which, according to the true import of the Word, is in plain English,
standing under, or upholding. (E IL.xxiii.2: 295f)

Although, as I've said, this is the most widely known of Locke’s
characterizations of the idea of substance in general, he does say
more about it in the Stillingfleet correspondence. In the first of his
letters to Stillingfleet, he specifies its content a little more fully,
even if, as he admits, and indeed emphasizes, it doesn’t come out
looking any more clear and distinct. Correcting an evident mis-
understanding on Stillingfleet’s part, Locke writes:

... I never said, That the general Idea of Substance comes in by Sensation
and Reflection: Or, that it is a simple Idea of Sensation or Reflection, tho’ it
be ultimately founded in them; for it is a complex Idea, made up of the
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general Idea of something, or being, with the Relation of a Support to
Accidents. (1697: 35; W IV: 19)°

The idea of substance in general, then, is a complex idea consisting
of the idea of something or being (which is among the most general
or abstract ideas we can form, which in the case of this idea helps to
make for obscurity), together with the idea of the relation of support
(which itself is none too clear, at least in this context).”

' This quotation is from Locke’s first letter to Stillingfleet (1697), which, I will
sometimes refer to as the First Letter. All quotations from the letters to Stillingfleet
are taken from the original, which varies somewhat from the reprint. (The citations
included in the main text will include also the location of the quotation in the
reprint.) Something should be said in defense of using these letters as evidence of
Locke’s views. Bennett, for example, rejects the correspondence as a source of
evidence, asking, ‘“is Locke likely to have been less clear and candid in his magnum
opus than in his letters to a touchy and not very intelligent bishop?”’ (1971: 61) This
question overlooks some important facts about the correspondence, however. It was
not a private exchange; each of the so-called letters was a published book.
Stillingfleet was an important figure of the time who enjoyed a solid reputation as
an intellectual and a friend of the new science, and who had a high position in the
Church of England (he was bishop of Worcester). The charge to which Locke was
responding was a grave one, to wit, that he was at least a fellow traveller of the
Socinian heresy. The correspondence was important enough to draw a two-part
review in the Nouvelles de la Republique des Lettres for October and November
1699, and Leibniz was writing extensive comments on the correspondence during
1698-1700 (see Leibniz 1962: 16-37). Perhaps the most important fact is that, as I
interpret Locke’s doctrine of substance, there is no conflict between what Locke
says in the Essay and what he says in the correspondence, so there is no need to
question the reliability of statements Locke makes in the latter. Indeed, I think the
same thing holds for all points of doctrine discussed in the correspondence. (For a
similar evaluation of the Stillingfleet correspondence, see Ayers 1977a: 80, note 7.)
Locke emphasizes the obscurity of the notion of a support to qualities, as it figures
in the context of the idea of substance in general, by contrasting it with the use of
the notion in more standard contexts:

»

If your Lordship has any better and distincter Idea of Substance than mine is,
which I have given an Account of, your Lordship is not at all concern’d in what I
have there said. But those whose Idea of Substance, whether a rational or not
rational Idea, is like mine, something he knows not what, must in that, with
me, talk like Children, when they speak of something they know not what. For a
Philosopher that says, That which supports Accidents is something he knows
not what; and a Country-man that says, The Foundation of the great Church at
Harlem is supported by something he knows not what; and a Child that stands
in the dark upon his Mothers Muff, and says he stands upon something he
knows not what, in this respect talk all Three alike. But if the Country-man
knows, that the Foundation of the Church at Harlem is supported by a Rock, as
the Houses about Bristol are; or by Gravel, as the Houses about London are; or
by Wooden Piles, as the Houses in Amsterdam are; it is plain, that then having a
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I. THE TRADITIONAL INTERPRETATION OF
LOCKE’S DOCTRINE OF SUBSTANCE

We've seen enough already to appreciate that Locke’s doctrine of
substance in general has at its core the idea of substance as sub-
stratum. Locke is at pains to stress that the idea of substance in
general, as he explains it, is the same as the idea of substance he
takes to be the inheritance of the long Scholastic tradition. He is no
innovator, he assures Stillingfleet; to the latter’s complaint that he
has allowed only a very obscure idea of substance, Locke replies:

He that would shew me a more clear and distinct Idea of Substance, would
do me a kindness I should thank him for. But this is the best I can hitherto
find, either in my own Thoughts, or in the Books of Logicians; for their
Account or Idea of it is, that it is Ens or res per se subsistens e) substans
accidentibus; which in effect is no more but that Substance is a Being or
Thing; or in short, Something they know not what, or of which they have
no clearer Idea, than that it is something which supports Accidents, or
other simple Ideas or Modes, and is not supported it self as a Mode or an
Accident. (1697: 10-11; W IV: 8)3

Locke goes on to mention Burgersdijk and Sanderson as two
among “‘the whole Tribe of Logicians’’ who agree on this account of
substance; and in a subsequent letter he explains that he mentioned
them not to ridicule them but “for being of the same Opinion with
me’’ (1699: 381; W IV: 449). Further on in the first letter, Locke
responds to Stillingfleet’s suggestion that ‘“the best Authors” — to
wit, Cicero and Quintilian — use the word ““substance’’ in a different

clear and distinct Idea of the thing that supports the Church, he does not talk of
this Matter as a Child; nor will he of the Support to Accidents, when he has a
clearer and more distinct Idea of it, than that it is barely something. But as long
as we think like Children, in Cases where our Ideas are no clearer nor distincter
than theirs, I agree with your Lordship, That I know not how it can be remedied,
but that we must talk like them. (1697: 15-17, W IV: 10)

See also the disparaging remarks Locke makes about Inhaerentia and Substantia in
E I.xiii.20, to be quoted later.

3 The accuracy of Locke’s report about the views of logicians is confirmed by a
sampling of contemporary logics: in Franco Burgersdijk (Burgersdicius), we have as
Theorem I ““Substantia est ens per se subsistens, & substans accidentibus” (1637: I:
ch. iv: 15); in Robert Sanderson, we have as the ‘/definition” of substance:
““Substantia est ens per se subsistens” (1640: I: ch. ix: 31). The same definition is
given in Johannes Combach (1633: I: ch. 29: 311), a book on which Locke took
notes. See J.R. Milton (1984) for further discussion of these sources.
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sense, ‘a sense wherein it is not taken for the substratum of
accidents,” but instead is ‘“the same with Essence,” by saying:

However I think it a sufficient Justification of my self to your Lordship, that
I use it in the same Sense your Lordship does. ... But if your Lordship and
I (if without presumption I may join my self with you) have, in the use of
the word Substance quitted the Example of the best Authors, I think
the Authority of the Schools, which has a long time been allowed in Phi-
losophical Terms, will bear us out in this Matter. (1697: 45-6; W IV: 23—4)

These passages leave no doubt that Locke meant his account of the
idea of substance to capture the traditional logical notion of sub-
stance as a substratum to qualities.

What I am going to call “the traditional interpretation” takes
straight, and at face value, Locke’s portrayal of the idea of substance
in general as simply the notion of substratum as it figured in the
logical tradition. It’s a traditional interpretation in two senses: first,
it locates Locke’s idea of substance within the tradition of Aris-
totelian logic, broadly construed; and second, it was the most
widely accepted interpretation of Locke’s doctrine of substance
among Locke’s contemporaries and critics,* and it was a standard
view among commentators, down to about thirty years ago.

As traditionally interpreted, Locke’s theory of substance includes
the following central theses: (i) each individual object (individual
substance) has a substratums; (ii) this substratum is conceived of, in
the first instance, as the support to the qualities and powers of that
individual substance; (iii) the substratum’s being the support to
qualities and powers is glossed in turn by the claims that (a) the
qualities and powers of the individual inhere in the substratum, and
cannot otherwise exist, whereas (b) the substratum subsists of itself
(which means that it does not exist or inhere in anything else); (iv)
the inherence relation is in some sense a logical, noncausal rela-
tion, in that it holds in exactly the same way for each of the powers
and qualities, and it is not supposed that the substratum itself
undergoes any change if and when the object undergoes a change
with respect to any of its powers or qualities; (v) in line with this,
the substratum is not supposed to have any nature or internal

4 See McCann 2001. The interpretation of Locke’s theory of substance offered there,
the “no-theory” theory of substance, is the same as the one defended here.
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differentiation of its own, and is thus distinct from the real essence
of the object; finally, (vi) because the substratum is not directly
available to sensory observation (or, in the case of the substratum to
mental states, to internal reflection), the qualities and powers being
the only things that are thus available, and because it has no
intrinsic nature of its own, it is in principle unknowable.

In recent years, however, this interpretation of Locke’s theory of
substance has fallen out of favor. One important reason for this is
reluctance on the part of recent commentators to ascribe to Locke a
theory that seems to them to commit him to bare particulars, a
commitment that the substratum theory is widely thought to carry.
A bare particular is an entity that has no qualities, properties, or
affections beyond bare subsistence (existing in such a way as to
need nothing else — at least, no other finite entity — in order to exist)
and perhaps, as on some views, a primitive identity.> No doubt to
their credit (in point of charity, at least) commentators do not wish
to saddle Locke with such a doctrine unless there is no way to
avoid it.®

It’s important to note not only that it is possible to be a sub-
stratum theorist without taking them to be bare particulars, but
also that Locke says nothing that would invite reading substrata as
bare particulars. It is, after all, one thing to say that we know of
nothing besides subsistence or being, and being a support, that
pertains to substratum, or that that’s all that is contained in our
conception of it; it’s quite another thing to attribute to Locke the
positive claim that there is nothing more to substance or sub-
stratum, so that as a matter of metaphysical fact we must deem
them to be bare particulars.

5 Many philosophers would agree with Anscombe’s characterization of the notion of
a bare particular as “incredibly idiotic,” and even those who might find this
characterization a bit harsh would be hard pressed to give a coherent formulation of
the notion (see Anscombe and Geach 1961: 11). There is another understanding of
the notion of a bare particular on which it is somewhat less implausible. According
to this view, a bare particular is an entity having none of its properties essentially.
But since Locke does not think that any individual substance has any of its
properties essentially (see E IIl.vi.4), this would not differentiate substratum from
the individual object itself.

¢ Interestingly, those commentators who were largely influential in bringing the
traditional interpretation into the twentieth century were highly critical of the
substratum theory. See, e.g., T.H. Green, the most influential British Hegelian of
the late nineteenth century (1874~75), and James Gibson (1931: 190ff.).
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Another factor, no doubt, behind the recent tendency to
challenge the traditional interpretation has been the growing
awareness of the extent to which Locke’s philosophy is shaped by
his commitment to the Gassendi-Boyle theory of mechanistic
atomism, or corpuscularianism. There seems to be no role in cor-
puscularian theory for the notion of substratum to play; indeed, the
notion may actually be incompatible with corpuscularianism, if the
substratum is taken to be an actual component of a body, over and
above (or rather, below or beneath) the aggregated solid parts of the
body. The corpuscularian theory, after all, holds that the only real
constituents of bodies are their solid parts.

Faced with these prima facie problems with the traditional
interpretation, recent commentators have come up with a number
of alternatives. There have been interesting, and competing, pro-
posals from such leading figures as Peter Alexander, Michael Ayers,
Jonathan Bennett, Martha Bolton, Maurice Mandelbaum, and John
Yolton, among others. In spite of all the ingenuity, learning, and
close attention to details of the text that mark the work of these
mostly sympathetic interpreters, there are, it seems to me, serious
problems with each of these interpretations. In what follows, I will
consider four leading recent contenders, and will point out the
shortcomings of each; we will see that in each case the traditional
interpretation does better, so that it is the only interpretation that
fits the whole range of Locke’s pronouncements about substance.
We will also see, not only that Locke’s treatment of substance as
substratum is not in conflict with corpuscularianism, but that it is
an important part of his attempt to buttress corpuscularianism by
ruling out on philosophical grounds its leading competitors, Aris-
totelianism and Cartesianism. What is more, when we appreciate
the motivation behind the theory, we will see Locke’s account of
the idea of substance in general to be philosophically defensible,
and even subtle. So I will urge a return to something very like the
traditional interpretation. It may not always be true that the old
ways are best, but in this case I think they are.

2. FIRST BENNETT

Jonathan Bennett has over the years offered not one but two rival
interpretations to the traditional interpretation. The first of these is
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presented in Bennett’s very influential 1971 book (1971: 59-63).
Bennett was perhaps the first commentator to draw attention to the
prima facie conflict between the largely positive tone of some of the
main passages in the Essay concerning the idea of substance
(including the very important opening sections of the Essay’s
chapter on our ideas of substances (II.xxiii, especially sections 1-5),
and the quite negative tone found in the prominent and extended
discussion of the idea of substance in the Essay’s chapter on space
(Il.xiii.17-20). The former set of passages emphasize the centrality
of the idea of substance in our thought about the world, and can be
taken (as Bennett took them) as attempts on Locke’s part to argue
for the utility of the notion of substance and substratum - for
example, in explaining the nature of predication. The latter passages
are almost unrelievedly negative, claiming that the idea of sub-
stance is confused and obscure, and consequently of no use in
philosophy; indeed, as we'll see later, First Bennett seems to read
them as a denial of either the existence of substratum or the
meaningfulness of the notion of substratum, with perhaps the latter
denial as the ground of the former.” This apparent textual schizo-
phrenia should be regarded as a basic datum that any interpretation
of Locke’s doctrine of substance must explain, or explain away, and
as much as anything else is responsible for the perplexities of
interpretation attending Locke’s doctrine of substance. The major
difference between Bennett’s two interpretations comes down to
whether the negative remarks are given precedence (First Bennett)
or the positive ones (Second Bennett).

Let us turn now to the details of Bennett’s first interpretation.
Bennett describes ‘‘a certain line of thought about substance’” that
he says Locke “‘entertained — I would not say adopted,” although
halfway through the discussion this qualification threatens to
become lost amid the talk of “the Lockean analysis” and ‘“‘the
Lockean theory of property-instantiation.” As Bennett sets it out,
this line of thought takes off from the observation that the notion of
a ““thing which’” must be invoked in the analysis of any sentence
such as “The pen in my hand is valuable”; in this example, the

7 The passages do not divide as neatly as this may suggest. There are echoes of the
negative remarks in E IL.xiii.17—20 in some of the seemingly positive passages at the
opening of E IL.xxiii; see particularly section 2.
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subject term would be broken out as “thing which is in my hand
and is a pen.” The notion of a “thing which’’ cannot in turn be
analyzed in terms of any ‘/descriptive concepts”’ whatsoever,
according to Bennett, because ‘“the concept of a ‘thing which’...is
an ingredient in the concept of a ‘thing which is F’ for each value of
F, and so it cannot be identical with the concept of a ‘thing which is
F’ for any value of F” (1971: 59). Bennett identifies this concept of a
“thing which”” with that of a subject or bearer of properties, that is,
a substratum.

So far, this line of thought has been exclusively about concepts; it
says that every subject-concept has as a constituent the (unana-
lyzable, at least in terms of ““descriptive concepts’’) concept of “a
property-bearer, or of a possible subject of predication — let us call it
the concept of a substance’” (1971: 59-60). As Bennett presents it,
however, the Lockean line of thought leaps to a metaphysical
conclusion:

So, if any existential or subject-predicate statement is true, then there are
two sorts of item — substances, and properties or qualities. The former have
the privilege of bearing or supporting the latter without being in the same
way borne by anything. We imply the existence of “‘substances’” in this
sense every time we imply that some property is instantiated. (1971: 60)

Bennett goes on to criticize — rightly, it seems to me - the
immediate move from a conceptual to an ontological claim. Indeed,
in Bennett’s view the mistake is compounded by the Lockean’s
insistence that substrata can have no other characteristics than that
of being a property-bearer; as he puts it, ““The Lockean analysis
implies that nothing could count as experience of substratum-
substance, but there is also a deeper objection, namely that Lockean
substratum-substance cannot have a ‘nature’ at all’” (1971: 62,
emphasis in original). Bennett’s Lockean, therefore, ends up com-
mitted to the existence of substrata as bare particulars. Thus,
Bennett notes in closing, ““The theory’s crucial error is the move
from ‘There is a concept of a thing which ..., which enters into
every subject-concept’ to ‘There is a kind of item about which
nothing can be said except that such items bear properties’”’ (1971:
63). This is, of course, the recipe for bare particulars.

As I've noted already, Bennett does not interpret Locke himself as
being finally committed to the correctness of this whole line of
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thought, or to its conclusion. Instead, he takes it as the target of
Locke’s negative comments about substance, concluding that
““Locke’s treatment of ‘substance in general’ is mainly skeptical in
content and ironical in form” (1971: 61).%

Bennett is certainly right about the irony. At E IL.xiii.19, Locke
first regales us with the story of the Indian philosopher who sup-
ports the world by an elephant, and the elephant by a tortoise. If
that philosopher had only thought of “the word Substance,” Locke
says, he could have used that to support the Earth, without trou-
bling with the menagerie. For it’s just as good an answer to the
question of what supports the Earth:

...as we take it for a sufficient Answer, and good Doctrine, from our Eur-
opean philosophers, That Substance, without knowing what it is, is that
which supports Accidents. So that of Substance, we have no Idea of what it
is, but only a confused obscure one of what it does. (E IL.xiii.19: 175)

Locke concludes the discussion with this:

But were the Latin words Inhaerentia and Substantia, put into the plain
English ones that answer them, and were called Sticking on, and Undez-
propping, they would better discover to us the very great clearness there is
in the Doctrine of Substance and Accidents, and shew of what use they are
in deciding of Questions in Philosophy. (E IL.xiii.20: 175)

In case any reader is deaf to the sarcasm, Locke spells out the
message in his marginal summary for sections 19 and 20: ““Sub-
stance and Accidents of little use in Philosophy.”

Even if Bennett is right about Locke’s ultimate aims, it will be
worth our while to determine how much of the line of thought that
Bennett initially describes is actually to be found in Locke, whether
put forward as theory or set up as foil. Bennett quotes two passages
from the Essay in connection with this line of thought. The one
that seems to come closest is E II.xxiii.3: 297. It runs in part:

...we must take notice, that our complex Ideas of Substances, besides all
these simple Ideas they are made up of, have always the confused Idea of
something to which they belong, and in which they subsist: and therefore

8 In a subsequent paper (1987), Bennett retracts the claim that in these passages
Locke means to deny that there is such a thing as the substratum of an object.
Although Bennett’s current position is much closer to the one I defend, there are
some important differences, which I'll note as we go along.
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when we speak of any sort of Substance, we say it is a thing having such or
such Qualities, as Body is a thing that is extended, figured, and capable of
Motion; a Spirit a thing capable of thinking; and so Hardness, Friability, and
Power to draw Iron, we say, are Qualities to be found in a Loadstone. These,
and the like fashions of speaking intimate, that the Substance is supposed
always something besides the Extension, Figure, Solidity, Motion, Think-
ing, or other observable Ideas, though we know not what it is.”

In this passage Locke is avowedly describing only what is “inti-
mated”’ by our “fashions of speaking,’” and this is nothing more
than that the substance is (supposed by us to be) something other
than any one of the observable qualities of the thing, or the com-
bination of them. The notion that Locke means to be describing an
inference to an occult entity of some sort is belied by the last clause
of the first sentence just quoted, when he says that hardness,
friability, and so on are qualities to be found in a lodestone (as
opposed to a substratum), and this common name he treats as on all
fours with the “thing which’” he had been speaking of in the pre-
ceding clause. So this passage does not provide evidence from
Locke’s text for the inference Bennett ascribes to the Lockean.

The other passage Bennett quotes is from E IL.xxiii.2: 296, which I
quoted in full at the beginning of this essay. Bennett quotes the last
sentence:

The Idea then we have, to which we give the general name Substance,
being nothing, but the supposed, but unknown support of those Qualities,
we find existing, which we imagine cannot subsist, sine re substante,
without something to support them, we call that Support Substantiq;
which, according to the true import of the Word, is in plain English,
standing under, or upholding.

If this is supposed to be textual evidence of the Lockean inference to
the bareness, or complete lack of a nature or of any qualities of its
own, of a substratum, it similarly falls short. For it evidently con-
cerns the poverty of our conception of substratum, which is, after
all, only supposed because ““we imagine’’ that the qualities cannot
subsist without a support. There is no claim made here about the

® Part of this passage is quoted by Bennett (1971: 60) in connection with his
exposition of the Lockean line of thought, although he begins his quotation earlier
in the passage and, significantly, ends it earlier (before the bit about the lodestone).
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nature, or lack thereof, of the substratum, but only about the
shortcomings of our conception of substance in general.

This interpretation of the quoted passages is confirmed, I think,
when we consider what is Locke’s fullest statement of the process
by which we come by the idea of substance in general. It is found in
his first letter to Stillingfleet, where, after having characterized the
idea of substance as “a complex Idea, made up of the general Idea of
Something, or being, with the Relation of a Support to Accidents,”
Locke sketches how it is acquired:

All the Ideas of all the sensible Qualities of a Chery come into my Mind by
Sensation; the Ideas of Perceiving, Thinking, Reasoning, Knowing, &c.
come into my Mind by Reflection: The Ideas of these Qualities and Actions,
or Powers, are perceived by the Mind to be inconsistent with Existence; or,
as your Lordship well expresses it, We find that we can have no true
Conception of any Modes or Accidents, but we must conceive a Sub-
stratum or Subject, wherein they are; i.e. that they cannot exist or subsist
of themselves. Hence the Mind perceives their necessary Connection with
Inherence or being Supported, which being a relative Idea, superadded to the
red Colour in a Chery, or to Thinking in a Man, the Mind frames the
correlative idea of a Support. For I never denied, That the Mind could frame
to it self Ideas of Relation, but have shewed the quite contrary in my
Chapters about Relation. But because a Relation cannot be founded in
nothing, or be the Relation of nothing, and the thing here related as a
Supporter or Support is not represented to the Mind by any clear and dis-
tinct Idea; therefore the obscure, indistinct, vague Idea of thing or some-
thing, is all that is left to be the positive Idea, which has the relation of a
Support or Substratum to Modes or Accidents; and that general, inde-
termined Idea of something, is, by the abstraction of the Mind, derived also
from the simple Ideas of Sensation and Reflection: And thus the Mind, from
the positive, simple Ideas got by Sensation or Reflection, comes to the
general, relative Idea of Substance; which without these positive, simple
Ideas, it would never have. (1697: 39-40; W IV: 21-2)

Of course, the main burden of this passage is to show how the idea
of substance in general is derived from sensation and reflection, as,
according to Locke, all ideas must be; but it also shows that the idea
of substance in general is not the result of a considered analysis of
the subject-predicate sentence structure, but instead is the best we
can do, in our ignorance, by way of marking our conviction that
qualities cannot subsist in themselves or in one another. Locke says
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just this in a very important passage from near the beginning of the
chapter, one to which both he and Stillingfleet made frequent
reference in their correspondence:

Hence, when we talk or think of any particular sort of corporeal Substances,
as Horse, Stone, etc. though the Idea, we have of either of them, be but the
Complication, or Collection of those several simple Ideas of sensible
Qualities, which we use to find united in the thing called Horse or Storne,
yet because we cannot conceive, how they should subsist alone, nor one in
another, we suppose them existing in, and supported by some common
subject; which Support we denote by the name Substance, though it be
certain, we have no clear, or distinct Idea of that thing we suppose a Sup-
port. (E I.xxiii.4: 297)

It was the language of ‘“‘supposing” a substratum that drew
Stillingfleet’s ire; we'll return to this point later, but for now let us
note Locke’s suggestion that we settle on this supposition faute de
mieux.

Our review of the relevant textual evidence has shown that it
does not support the attribution to Locke, whether in propria per-
sona or otherwise, of even the beginnings of the line of thought that
Bennett ascribes to the Lockean. There is thus no question of his
being committed to the doctrine of substrata as bare particulars, at
least as reached by the route Bennett outlines.”® Locke does not in
those passages (or anywhere else) make use of the idea of substance
in general to explain anything, nor does he attribute to the common
folk, the nonphilosophers, all of us who find the idea of substance
inescapable, the belief that it genuinely explains anything. They
(we) certainly are not worried about providing a theory of predica-
tion or property instantiation, and Locke shows no sign of worrying
about this either. He certainly does not claim to explain or analyze
property instantiation or predication in terms of this idea (or any
other) in these passages (or any other)."* This is, of course, just what

' We will consider later, in connection with Bennett’s 1987 interpretation, the
Leibnizean criticism that Locke is stuck with bare particulars, whether or not he
intends to be.

" This is not surprising, given his hostility to formal logic (i.e., the logic of the
Schools). No doubt he would see the theory of predication as just another issue that
is an artifact of the misplaced subtleties of Scholastic philosophy. See Wilson 1967:
347-66 for a valuable discussion of Locke’s attitude toward formal logic; and see E
1V.vii, viii, and xvii, passim. I take my claim that Locke is not interested in using the
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one would expect after the brusque rejection of the usefulness of the
doctrine of substance and accidents we found in E IL.xiii.17-20."?

Now we need to consider the other part of Bennett’'s 1971
interpretation, which is encapsulated in the formula that Locke’s
treatment of substance in general is ““mainly skeptical in content
and ironical in form.” Bennett evidently takes Locke to intend to
reject the claim that there are any such things as substrata, on the
ground that the affirmation (and hence, denial) of the existence of
substrata does not even make sense given Locke’s empiricist theory
of meaning.”® Bennett thinks that this is the better of Locke’s two
lines of thinking about substratum.

We can note, first, that given Locke’s affirmation that we have an
idea of substance in general, and the account he provides of how it is
derived from simple ideas given in sensation and reflection, there
would be no ground even on the most stringent empiricist theory of
meaning for denying either the meaningfulness or the truth of the
claim that there are substrata. There is, in addition, very strong
textual evidence for Locke’s commitment to the existence of sub-
strata to be found in Locke’s correspondence with Stillingfleet. In
his 1697 book A Discourse in Vindication of the Doctrine of the
Trinity, Stillingfleet had accused Locke of having ““almost discarded
Substance out of the reasonable part of the World” (Stillingfleet

idea of substance in general in developing a theory of predication, or in explaining
anything, to be in conflict with that part of Bennett’s interpretation that has not
changed since the book. In his 1987 article, Bennett offers to explain the “‘two-faced”
appearance of the passages on substance in general as the result of a conflict between
Locke’s semantic theory and his recognition that we “must” have the idea of
substance. (See the first five sections of Bennett’s paper.) As I read Bennett, he thinks
that Locke thinks that we need the idea to explain property instantiation. Giving up
this picture in favor of the one I have been urging, namely, that Locke thinks that we
are stuck with the idea of substance as a way of marking our inability to conceive
that qualities should exist by themselves or one in another, with the consequence
that our idea of substance is irremediably obscure and so of no use in explaining
anything, restores a single face to Locke’s treatment of substance.

In his 1987 article, Bennett correctly emphasizes that it is the common folk’s idea
of substance that is described in the Essay. He finds the passage at I1.xiii.18 to be
the only place where Locke “‘treats substratum not as an embarrassing bit of public
property but rather as a gratuitous, dispensable, and wholly criticisable invention
of certain philosophers’” (1987: 209). But there Locke is not criticizing the idea of
substance, particularly not as ordinary people hold it, but rather the attempt of
philosophers to press such an obscure notion into philosophical service.

3 This is also asserted in the 1987 paper.

1

Y
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1697b: 234)."* Locke returned to this charge a number of times
throughout the correspondence; at one of the first places where he
takes it up, he says:

The other thing laid to my Chargg, is, as if I took the being of Substance to be
doubtful, or render’d it so by the imperfect and ill-grounded Idea I have given of
it. To which I beg leave to say, That I ground not the being but the Idea of
Substance, on our accustoming our selves to suppose some Substratum; for
'tis of the Idea alone I speak there [referring to E IL.xxiii.1 and 4], and not of the
being of Substance. And having every where affirmed and built upon it, That a
Man is a Substance, I cannot be supposed to question or doubt of the being of
substance, till I can question or doubt of my own being. (1697: 32; W IV: 18)

This might seem to be mere punning on the word “substance,’” that
is, running together the claim ““There are substances, that is, indi-
vidual natural objects” with the more contentious claim ““There is
substance, that is, substratum.” More than that is going on here,
however; elsewhere in the first letter, Locke makes it clear that what
licenses the inference in the passage above (Some man, to wit, John
Locke, exists; ergo, some substance, i.e., a thing that has properties
and qualities that cannot exist otherwise than in a substratum,
exists; ergo, a substratum exists) is the general principle that sensible
qualities (such as those had by a man, or defining the kind man, i.e.,
the qualities included in the nominal essence of man) cannot be
conceived to exist except in a substance, or substratum. Thus

...as long as there is any such thing as Body or Spirit in the World, I have
done nothing towards the discarding substance out of the reasonable part
of the World. Nay, as long as there is any simple Idea or sensible Quality
left, according to my way of Arguing, Substance cannot be discarded,
because all simple Ideas, all sensible Qualities, carry with them a suppo-
sition of a Substratum to exist in, and of a Substance wherein they inhere.
(1699: 9-10; W IV: 445-6)"°

™ This is in Chapter 10, entitled “The Objections against the Trinity in Point of
Reason answer’d”; although it is ““the Gentlemen of this new way of reasoning’”’
(i.e., ““the new way of certainty by Ideas”’) who are said to have almost discarded
substance out of the reasonable part of the world, all the references that
Stillingfleet gives are to the Essay. Note the adjective “reasonable”; Stillingfleet
is plainly charging Locke with making substance unintelligible, i.e., not evident to
reason as to either its nature or its existence.

5 See also 1697: 57-8 and 65-6; W IV: 29 and 33. Note that this passage undermines
Bennett’s proposal that substratum functions as a genuine causal explainer of the
unity of qualities in an individual object (see his 1987: 211-12).
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This is all of a piece with the opening sections of the Essay’s
chapter on substances, or at least Locke supposed it so. He
copiously cites those sections (especially IL.xxiii.1, 2, and 4) in the
correspondence, in particular in connection with the passages just
quoted, and in the fifth edition of the Essay both of the passages are
added as footnotes to those very sections.”®

Locke is even more explicit in his third letter to Stillingfleet.
Here he responds to Stillingfleet’s criticism that in saying, for
example at E ILxxiii.1: 295, that we ““accustom ourselves to sup-
pose”’ a substratum underlying a thing’s sensible qualities, Locke
was demoting a ““Consequence of Reason” or “Deduction of Rea-
son’ (Stillingfleet 1698: 12) to a mere usage of custom. ‘“Your
lordship goes on to insist mightily upon my supposing,” Locke says
in reply, and continues:

Your Lordship...concludes, That there is Substance, because it is a
repugnancy to our Conceptions of Things...that Modes or Accidents
should subsist by themselves; and I conclude the same thing, because we
cannot conceive how sensible Qualities should subsist by themselves. Now
what the difference of Certainty is from a Repugnancy to our Conceptions,
and from our not being able to conceive; I confess, my Lord, I am not acute
enough to discern. And therefore it seems to me, that I have laid down the
same Certainty of the Being of Substance, that your Lordship has done.
(1699: 375-6; W IV: 445-6)

Locke finishes off this discussion by affirming that “‘there must be
Substance in the World, and on the very same Grounds, that your
Lordship takes it to be certain’’ (1699: 377; W IV: 446)."7

6 According to Nidditch, the excerpts from the correspondence included in the
posthumous fifth edition (1706), which Locke identified in his will as the
definitive edition, must at least have been approved by Locke’s executor, Peter
King. If there were any obvious departures from the Essay’s doctrines in these
passages, King, as a sympathetic relative and a man well versed in Locke’s
philosophy, would no doubt have elected not to include them. See Nidditch’s
the footnote quotations of the two passages cited, see the fifth edition of the Essay,
pp. 190 and 192, respectively.

It is important to note that these formulations from the Stillingfleet correspon-
dence go beyond anything that is said in the Essay; there he never says, flatly, that
it is certain that there is substratum. He talks, instead, of “‘supposing” that there is
substratum, because we're not able to “imagine’”” how simple ideas (qualities) can
subsist by themselves (E II.xxiii.1: 295), or to “imagine’’ how they might subsist
sine re substante, without something to support them (E ILxxiii.2: 296), or to

17
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How are the seemingly skeptical passages from the chapter on
space to be reconciled with these? Luckily, we don’t have to guess.
Locke tells Stillingfleet that the passages about the elephant and the
tortoise

were not intended to ridicule the Notion of Substance, or those who
asserted it, whatever that it signifies. But to shew, that though Sub-
stance did support Accidents, yet Philosophers, who had found such a
support necessary, had no more a clear Idea of what, that support was, than
the Indian had of that, which supported his Tortoise, tho’ sure he was, it
was something. (1699: 379; W IV: 448)

Locke had already warned us earlier in the first letter against
inferring that substratum doesn’t exist based on the obscurity of our
idea of it:

So that I think the being of Substance is not shaken by what I have said:
And if the Idea of it should be, yet (the being of things depending not on our
Ideas) the being of Substance would not be at all shaken by my saying, We
had but an obscure, imperfect Idea of it, and that Idea came from our
accustoming our selves to suppose some Substratum; or indeed if I should
say, We had no Idea of Substance at all. For a great many things may be and
are granted to have a being, and be in nature of which we have no Ideas.
(1697: 33; WIV: 18)

We can grant to Bennett that Locke’s treatment of substance in the
Essay is both ironical in tone and skeptical in content, so long as we

“‘conceive’” how they should subsist alone, or one in another (E IL.xxiii.4: 297). We
should probably read Locke’s insistence that he gives the same ground of certainty
to the claim that there is substance in the world as does Stillingfleet as more an
attempt to deflate the force of Stillingfleet’s “‘certainty of Reason” and
“repugnance to our first conceptions of things’’ than an attempt to promote our
inability to imagine or conceive how qualities might subsist by themselves or in
one another to the level of an inference yielding certainty. Note, however, the
claim made in the First Letter derivation of the idea of substance in general from
simple ideas given in sensation and reflection (quoted earlier), namely, that ““the
Ideas of these Qualities and Actions, or Powers, are perceived by the Mind to be
inconsistent with Existence,” so that ‘“the Mind perceives their necessary
Connection with Inherence or being Supported” (1697: 39-40; W IV: 21-2).
Locke would be hard pressed, to put it mildly, to explain how it is that the mind
perceives these things, and to the extent that his claim that we know for certain
that substance exists depends on the correctness of the claims made in this
passage, he’d do well to retreat from it. The point would still remain that we are
completely at a loss when we try to conceive how qualities might exist without
existing in some sort of support.
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take the skepticism to concern only the clarity and distinctness of
our idea of substance, and not whether there is something
answering to this idea. On the latter question, Locke is no skeptic.

3. SECOND BENNETT

Now we can consider Bennett’s second interpretation, offered in his
1987 paper “‘Substratum.” Bennett rejects his old wrong answer — as
he describes it (1987: 197) — in favor of one according to which Locke
does not deny the existence of substratum. On the new answer to the
question about the status of substratum in Locke, Bennett holds
Locke to be torn between a felt need to recognize that there is some
sort of conceptual demand to recognize that there is a support to
qualities™ and his commitment to an empiricist theory of meaning
according to which the idea of substance can have no content.

Bennett’s new emphasis on the positive side of Locke’s remarks
about substance, and his soft-pedaling of the negative or skeptical-
seeming side, and in particular his continued appreciation that the
role of substratum as support to qualities is the core of the idea of
substance in general, are all quite in line with the interpretation I'm
developing here. The part of the old interpretation that he hasn’t
jettisoned, and one that is still crucial to his interpretation, is the
idea that Locke offers his account of substance in general as part of
an explanation of predication, or of the property instantiation
relation. We saw in the preceding section that Locke emphasizes
over and over that the way in which the idea of substance in general
is derived from simple ideas given in sensation and reflection leaves
it a hopelessly and irremediably obscure and confused idea. Indeed,
we've seen that the very passages that drove the First Bennett
interpretation were designed to deliver the conclusion that ““Sub-
stance and Accidents [are] of little use in Philosophy’’ (the marginal
summary for E ILxiii.19 and 20). Locke would be confused, as
Bennett suggests, if he tried to put such an obscure and confused
idea to explanatory use, as part of an endeavor to explain the
semantics of predication; but as I have argued, there is no reason to
think he tried to do this.

'8 Bennett thinks this felt need to be finally wrongheaded: see the criticisms given in
his section III (1987: 198-9).
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This makes pressing the question why Locke advanced an
account of substance at all. There is, as he himself insists, no
innovation in his description of the content of the idea of substance;
he never puts the idea to use in explaining anything, and indeed
insists that it is so obscure as to be incapable of explanatory use; he
has no interest in giving a theory of predication or property
instantiation; and the idea has no role to play in the corpuscularian
theory of nature that he accepted. Why doesn’t he simply dispense
with the idea of substance?

The mystery is dispelled when we consider that it is one of the
major aims to the Essay to provide a catalogue — a natural history, as
it were' — of all the ideas we have and an account of how they
derive from sensation and reflection. As we have seen, one of Stil-
lingfleet’s main charges was that Locke couldn’t provide for an idea
of substance on the basis of sensation and reflection alone; this
charge was pressed by other contemporary critics of Locke as well.*®
To have failed to account for an idea that, in the words of E Liv.18:
95, ““would be of general use for Mankind to have, as it is of general
talk as if they had it,”” would thus have been a large lacuna in the
project of accounting for all the ideas we have. Locke sincerely
thinks that we have an idea of substance, such as it is, and he aims
at giving an honest account of it, even if that account must leave us
with an idea that is woefully obscure and confused.

Beyond the need for showing that the idea of substance does
indeed derive from simple ideas given in sensation and reflection,
Locke’s account of the idea of substance in general can be put to
other, and more subversive, uses in connection with Scholastic
logic and metaphysics. We have already seen that the category of
substance is the first and most important of the categories of
Aristotelian/Porphyrian logic; it was a central assumption of the
Scholastics that this logic limns the basic structure of reality, and
thus provides a privileged framework for the formulation and
accretion of knowledge. What becomes of this claim if that central
notion is hopelessly confused and obscure, the result of an inability

' Thus at E Li.2: 44 he says he will follow “the Historical, plain Method” in giving his
account of the ideas we have and how we acquire them; see also E Lii.t and ILi.1.

?° Prominent among them were Henry Lee and John Sergeant. For a very useful
account of the contemporary criticism of the Essay on this point, see Yolton 1956:
126—48; also McCann 2001.
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to imagine how qualities might exist by themselves rather than an
insight vouchsafed by the light of reason? Not only will the Scho-
lastic claim to possess a foundation for knowledge be undermined,
but several important metaphysical doctrines will be threatened
as well.

One of the leading Scholastic criticisms of atomism, for example,
held that atomists could not account for the special unity possessed
by an individual substance. For followers of Aristotle, it is the
hallmark of an individual substance that it is a per se unity, as
opposed to a mere aggregate of component parts. Atomists,
according to this criticism, can see bodies only as accidental unities
(as entia per accidens), and thus must treat individual substances as
loosely and accidentally organized aggregates of material atoms. It
is the substantial form that makes a parcel of matter into a unified
object; it does this by organizing the constituent matter of the body
in a certain way and providing for principles of growth, life, and
continuity.

Locke in fact has a number of lines of reply to this criticism. One
is to develop an account of identity for bodies that does not demand
what Locke calls ““Unity of Substance’’;*>" this he does in the Essay’s
chapter on identity, providing an account on which a body may
survive changes in its constituent matter (so that it is not strictly
identical with the aggregated atoms, or “‘parcel of matter’” that
constitute it at any time), but without having a substantial form or
other nonmechanistic principle of unity to keep it the same through
change. Locke also has a battery of direct arguments against sub-
stantial forms, contained largely in E IIL.vi and focusing on the
alleged connections between substantial forms, essences of species,
and essences of individuals.**

Yet another line of defense is made available by Locke’s treat-
ment of the idea of substance in general. If we ask what basis there
is for the claim that individual substances have a special unity, one
going beyond mere unity by aggregation, the only plausible answer
the Scholastic can give is that it comes from our knowledge of the

> E IL.xxvii.7: 332. For a discussion of Locke’s account of identity that pictures his
theory in this way, see McCann 1987: 54-77.

2 These are mainly to be found in the Essay’s chapter on the names of substances
(IlL.vi), and have to do with the notion of species as natural kinds. For helpful
discussions of these arguments see Ayers 1981 and Atherton 1984a.
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nature of substance, which we have by virtue of our intellectual
grasp of the category of substance. To call into question the com-
petence of the idea of substance to give us nontrivial knowledge
about the nature of substance, or anything else, thus helps to
answer an important objection against mechanistic atomism.

Of course, it would take more discussion than I have space for
here to determine how far Locke actually succeeds in undermining
Scholastic attempts to draw rich metaphysical conclusions from the
notion or category of substance. I hope enough has been said to
indicate how Locke’s account of the idea of substance could be seen
to further his argument against Scholastic Aristotelianism and in
favor of the Mechanical Philosophy. Locke’s remarks on substance
all have a single face, and that face is set firmly against Aris-
totelianism. As we’ll see in the next section, he also uses his
account of the role played by the idea of substance in general in our
ideas of the two major kinds of (finite) substances, body and spirit,
against that other archrival to corpuscularian mechanism, Carte-
sianism.>3

4. ALEXANDER

There are two other recent interpretations besides Bennett’s that
stand as rivals to the interpretation offered here. In general, they see
Locke as having more positive aspirations for the idea of substance
than I have done; I will argue that they are not justified in this.

I will consider first Peter Alexander’s recent, and ingenious,
interpretation. Alexander sees Locke as denying that there is any
wholly general notion of substance, one that could be common to
body and spirit. Instead, there are two basic and fundamentally
different kinds of substance-in-general, spirit and matter or body. In
the case of matter this claim plays out as follows:

Matter is a solid stuff which is what, in material bodies, is qualified by
specific shapes, sizes, and mobilities. My suggestion is that this is what
Locke meant by substance-in-general for material things. It is not featureless

>3 Before leaving Second Bennett, I want to acknowledge that his 1987 paper makes
an important contribution in pointing out some important formulations of Locke’s
that are very hard to interpret (1987, sections XIII-XV). I hope to discuss some of
the issues raised by these formulations in future work.
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because it is solid and solidity is its essential characteristic although it is
not a quality; it does not exist independently of qualities since being solid
entails having shape and size. (Alexander 1985: 224)**

Spirit is a different substance-in-general, whose essence, Alexander
says, is ‘‘perceptivity,” or power of perception and thinking (1985:
233—4). There is no more general notion of substance than either of
these.

Let’s consider first the claim that solidity is not a quality. The
interpretation requires it, for if solidity were counted a quality, it
would be as much in need of support as any other quality. There is
plenty of evidence, however, that Locke takes solidity to be a
quality of bodies. To mention just some central passages, we have
Locke listing solidity as one of the ““original or Primary Qualities of
Body” in the passage introducing the distinction between primary
and secondary qualities (E IL.viii.9: 135); later in the chapter, at I
viii.2a: 140, it is called one of the “primary, and real Qualities of
Bodies.” At E I1.xxiii.30: 313, ““solid coherent parts’’ is listed as one
of the ““Two primary Qualities, or Properties of Body”’ (and compare
E Il.xxiii.17). Throughout the Stillingfleet correspondence Locke
speaks of solidity as a quality, and although Alexander argues (1985:
232) that Locke is simply deferring to Stillingfleet’s formulations,
there is no reason to think that Stillingfleet took these formulations
from any source but the Essay. Locke’s talk of solidity in the cor-
respondence is all of a piece with that in the Essay.

Alexander’s main reason for thinking that solidity is not a quality
is that it cannot serve to differentiate bodies one from another:
every body has solidity, and to exactly the same extent as every
other body (speaking, that is, of absolute solidity or impenetrability,
as opposed to relative solidity, or hardness). There are problems
with this, however. In the first place, Locke never makes it a cri-
terion of something’s being a quality that it admit of variation or
degree with respect to the things that have it, nor is there any
independent reason to accept such a criterion. Second, if
Alexander’s idea is that something is a quality only if it qualifies
some subjects and not others, so that it can serve as a point of

>4 The point that being solid entails having a determinate bulk and figure was made
by Boyle, although he adds the required qualification that the body in question be
finite. See Boyle 1667: 9 (reprinted in 1979: 20).
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differentiation, then solidity would be a quality, for it would (and
does, according to Locke and Boyle) distinguish bodies from
immaterial spirits (angels, at least, and human minds if it isn’t the
case that God has made them by granting suitably framed systems
of matter the power of thought).>> Third, and most telling, mobility
or motion-or-rest (the capacity to move or be moved, as dis-
tinguished from being actually in motion), another primary quality
of bodies, is a quality that cannot vary in degree: either something
has it or it doesn’t, and anything that has it has it to exactly the
same extent as any other thing that has it. Yet there is no question
that it is a quality, a primary quality, of bodies. The same goes for
the quality of extension, that is, having spatial dimension.

So much for the claim about solidity. Alexander’s interpretation
founders not just on this point, however. It has deeper problems.
Specifically, it threatens to make hash of a central doctrine of
Locke’s, one that he defends at length in the Stillingfleet corre-
spondence: the doctrine, namely, that it is possible, for all we know,
that God gives thinking things the power of thought by superadding
this power directly to merely material bodies. Alexander thinks that
Locke is a dualist (1985: 225), pointing to those passages in the
Essay and the correspondence where Locke says that it is “‘the more
probable Opinion’’ that the thing that thinks within us is imma-
terial.>® But Locke is not a dualist, at least not one of the Cartesian

*5 See E IV.iii.6.

26 E IL.xxvii.25: 345. See also 1697: 67 and 75; W IV: 33 and 37. In the First Letter,
Locke cites his argument at E IV.x.16 as showing that it is ““in the highest degree
probable, that the thinking Substance in us is immaterial”’ (1697: 67; W IV: 33). But
the argument there concerns the supposition that a system of matter could
fortuitously or randomly, as it were, come to constitute an intelligent thinking
thing. (The main consideration against: “For unthinking Particles of Matter,
however put together, can have nothing added to them, but a new relation of
Position, which ’tis impossible should give thought and knowledge to them.”)
Even if we overlook the fact that this argument begs the question against the
materialist, it does not reach the point at issue. Stillingfleet saw this; quoting E IV.
x.5, where Locke says that ‘it is repugnant to the Idea of senseless Matter, that it
should put into itself Sense, Perception, and Knowledge,” he comments: “But this
doth not reach the present Case; which is not what Matter can do of it self, but
what Matter prepared by an Omnipotent Hand can do. And what certainty can we
have that he hath not done it?”’ (Stillingfleet 1697b: 242, quoted in Locke 1697: 74;
W IV: 36) What Stillingfleet says here obviously goes for the E IV.x.16 passage as
well, and for probability as well as certainty.
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stripe; he famously (in the seventeenth century, notoriously) argues
at E IV.iii.6 that we cannot demonstrate the truth of either dualism
or materialism, and in this connection introduces the possibility of
God’s superadding the power of thought directly to systems of
matter (i.e., certain sorts of bodies).

How would this possibility be understood, on Alexander’s
model? If one and the same individual object had both the quality of
solidity and the power of thought (or perceptivity), it would have
two distinct natures, and would belong to each of the two general
kinds of substance. This in fact is the basis of an objection that
Stillingfleet puts to Locke:

We do not set bounds to God’s Omnipotency: For he may if he please,
change a Body into an Immaterial Substance; but we say, that while he
continues the Essential Properties of Things, it is as impossible for Matter
to think, as for a Body by Transubstantiation to be present after the manner
of a Spirit. ... For if God doth not change the Essential Properties of things,
their Nature remaining: then either it is impossible for a Material Sub-
stance to think, or it must be asserted, that a Power of thinking is within
the Essential Properties of Matter; and so thinking will be such a Mode of
Matter, as Spinoza hath made it....(Stillingfleet 1697a: 78-9)

Locke’s response, which Alexander seems to misunderstand (1985:
231-2),>7 is to point out that Stillingfleet cannot allow God the
power to change a body into a thinking substance if he identifies the
substance of a thing with its nature:

For if the same Substance remain not, Body is not changed into an
Immaterial Substance. But the solid Substance and all belonging to it is
Annihilated, and an Immaterial Substance Created, which is not change of
one thing into another, but the destroying of one and making another de
novo. (1699: 412; W IV: 470)

27 There is nothing in Locke’s reply taking Stillingfleet to task for counting solidity
as a quality; and rather than ““glossing’” Stillingfleet’s proposal that God may
change a body into an immaterial substance, Locke is arguing that Stillingfleet
cannot accommodate this possibility because he cannot recognize that one and the
same substance could be first an extended solid substance and then (through God’s
intervention) a thinking one. Far from ‘““denying the possibility”” of God’s removing
the quality of solidity from a substance, leaving pure substance-in-general, which
is then given the power of thinking, Locke’s account of the change of a body into a
spirit, and so his argument against Stillingfleet, requires that that be possible.
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As the wider context of his argument makes plain, Locke is not
arguing in propria persona that to take away the solidity of a body is
to take away the individual substance itself, but is instead
remarking that Stillingfleet’s commitment to the identity of the
substance of a body with its nature (an identification that Locke
rejects, as Alexander himself notes [1985: 217-21]) leaves him
unable to accord God as much power as he wishes, and claims, to
do. Locke’s point, then, is that on his view God has the power to
change a body into an immaterial substance (or vice versa) by
stripping the substance of its extension and solidity (or perceptivity) —
that is, by removing what Stillingfleet had called its essential
qualities and thus, according to Stillingfleet, destroying the sub-
stance — and adding the qualities appropriate to the other. Locke’s
God can do things - consistently describable things — that Stil-
lingfleet’s God cannot do. But Locke’s God could not do these
things (because they would no longer be coherently describable) if
we interpret the notion of substance along Alexander’s lines.

This difficulty is closely related to one that Alexander admits
that he finds in an important passage from Locke’s first letter to
Stillingfleet.>® Locke writes:

your Lordship will argue, That by what I have said of the possibility that
God may, if he pleases, super-add to Matter a Faculty of Thinking, it can
never be proved that there is a spiritual Substance in us, because upon that
supposition it is possible it may be a material Substance that thinks in us. I
grant it; but add, that the general Idea of Substance being the same every
where, the Modification of Thinking, or the Power of Thinking joined to it,
makes it a Spirit, without considering what other Modifications it has, as
whether it has the Modification of Solidity or no. As on the other side
Substance, that has the Modification of Solidity, is Matter, whether it has
the Modification of Thinking or no. (1697: 66; W IV: 33)*°

Alexander says that in this passage Locke is falling in with
Stillingfleet’s assumption that he is a doctrinaire materialist, and
agreeing with Stillingfleet that this would involve one substance
having both the modification of solidity and the modification of
thinking. Locke’s aim in this passage, according to Alexander, is to

28 This passage is, Alexander admits, “‘the most difficult passage for my view”’ (1985:
228).
29 Note that Locke calls both thinking and solidity “modifications’”” of substance.
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show that even doctrinaire materialism does not have the
consequences Stillingfleet supposes it to have.

This account of the passage won’t hold up. In the first place,
Stillingfleet never accuses Locke of being a materialist, nor does
Locke take him to do so; they were both well aware that the point at
issue between them is whether the immateriality of the soul can be
rationally demonstrated. Second, Locke’s own view that it is pos-
sible for God to superadd thought to material bodies is clearly
interpreted by him to entail that a single substance can have the
modifications of thought and solidity at the same time, and he
explicitly avows this; there is no need to misinterpret him as a
materialist in order (correctly) to attribute this view to him. Locke
is simply arguing, in propria persona, that there is no special nature
of the substance of a material thing that either necessarily ties it to
solidity (so that solidity would be one of its essential properties) or
prevents its having the power of thought, just as there is no special
nature of the substance of a thinking thing tying it to thinking or
preventing its also being solid. And Locke locates this sameness of
the substance of each kind in the (wholly generic) content of the
general idea of substance. When he says that the general idea of
substance is the same everywhere, he means that one and the same
idea is a component of the idea of body or matter (when the mod-
ification of solidity is added), and a component of the idea of spirit
(when the modification of thinking is added).3°

Admittedly, there is some talk in the Essay’s chapter on sub-
stances that seems to make better sense on Alexander’s view than
on mine. In E IL.xxiii.5, 16, 23, and 30, Locke talks of “the substance
of Body,”” ““the substance of Matter,”” and ‘“the substance of Spirit.”
Despite Locke’s remarks in the Stillingfleet correspondence about
the proper use of “substantia’ in the Scholastic tradition, there is a
fairly common use by some Scholastic writers of the locution “‘the
substance of”’ where it does mean something like the nature or
essence of the thing. (Note that in the first three editions of the
Essay, Locke spoke of “‘the Nature, or Substance of Spirit [and]
Body” at II.xxiii.5.) As Bennett notes (1987: 210), this phrase is
anomalous in Locke; Bennett speculates that it is left over from an
earlier stage of Locke’s thought, where ‘“substance’”” may have been

3° My understanding of this passage is the same as Ayers’s; see Ayers 1977a: 9I.

Cambridge Collections Online © Cambridge University Press, 2007



Locke on Substance 183

used for other purposes. The fact that in the fourth and fifth editions
of the Essay Locke altered the phrase in IL.xxiii.5 but left “’Sub-
stance of’’ argues against its being an unthinking holdover. We can
make sense of Locke’s use of this phrase by noting that the nominal
topic of these passages, and indeed of a large stretch of the chapter,
is the question whether mind is better known than body. He plays
the middle against Descartes and Malebranche; where the former
had held, famously, that mind is better known than body, the latter
had held, in Locke’s time equally famously, that body is better
known than mind. Locke maintains that the two are equally well-
known, or rather, ill-known. We know the observable, defining
qualities of each (extension and solidity in the case of body,
thinking and willing in the case of spirit), and beyond that, there is
only the same obscure idea of substance underlying these
qualities.?*

Locke’s further purpose in this discussion is that of undermining
the notion that “the substance of body’ (or “spirit”’) refers to an
underlying nature that would causally explain the possession of
extension and solidity, the defining characteristics of body (or of
thought and volition, in the case of spirit). He offers a reductive
account of these locutions, on which the general kinds of substance
are defined simply by the observable qualities themselves (exten-
sion and solidity, thinking and willing), inhering in a substratum
that, because our conception of this substratum is so obscure,
cannot be taken to be the causal basis of the observable qualities, or

31 Of course, the claim that mind is no better or worse known than body, and that
each are equally badly known, depends on the fact not only that we know almost
nothing of the nature of substance in general (given the obscurity of our idea of it),
but also that we know very little about what the nature of thinking is, or how it is
that thinking things perform this action, just as we have no conception of what
holds together the parts of a body to make it a single extended thing. On the first
part of our ignorance, see particularly E I1.xxiii.15: 305: “For our Idea of Substance,
is equally obscure, or none at all, in both [the Idea of Matter, and the Idea of Spirit];
it is but a supposed, I know not what, to support those Ideas, we call Accidents.”
For the other parts of our ignorance, see, for example, E I1.xxiii.23: 308: ““If any one
says, he knows not what ’tis thinks in him; he means he knows not what the
substance is of that thinking thing: No more, say I, knows he what the substance is
of that solid thing. Farther, if he says he knows not how he thinks; I answer,
Neither knows he how he is extended; how the solid parts of Body are united, or
cohere together to make Extension.”
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to be any more or less tied to extension and solidity than it is to
thinking and willing.3*

We can understand in the same way the puzzling opening clause
of E I.xxiii.6: 298. It runs: “Whatever therefore be the secret and
abstract Nature of Substance in general...” Good nominalist that
he was, Locke cannot be maintaining that there actually is such a
thing as an abstract nature, whether of substance or of anything
else.33 Here we have two choices, equally good: we could see Locke
as waving aside the issue whether substratum is to be seen as a
causal (in the Aristotelian sense of formal cause) basis for the
manifest defining qualities, or instead as simply something in
which those qualities inhere (and from which they may be sepa-
rated, leaving the same substance), and forging ahead to his point in
this section that the ideas of the sorts of substances (man, horse,
etc.: not the general kinds of substances) are simply collections of
sensible ideas taken to exist in a subject,?>* where the emphasis is on
the fact that the sensible ideas are all we really have access to; or,
the alternative I prefer, since the talk of a ‘secret and abstract nat-
ure’ is so unusual for Locke, we could see here once again the sar-
castic tone that Locke favors in discussing the metaphysical
excesses of the Schoolmen.

Alexander’s interpretation runs afoul of too many central Lock-
ean doctrines to be acceptable. It has the right motivation, for it sets
out to undermine the view of Locke’s notion of substance as “an
absolutely indeterminate and unknowable substratum in which all

32 Note that on this reading of these passages they are of no help at all to what
Bennett takes (1987: 208-10) to be Ayers’s interpretation.

33 Compare this from the first letter to Stillingfleet: “By general Substance here, 1
suppose, your Lordship means the general Idea of Substance:...and if your
Lordship should mean otherwise, I must take the liberty to deny there is any such
thing in rerum Natura as a general Substance that exists it self, or makes any
thing”’ (1697: 52; W IV: 26). Of course, Locke does allow that there are general or
abstract ideas, but these don’t refer to real natures of things. See E IILiii.

34 Here Locke speaks of this subject as a ““Cause of their [the simple ideas, or more
exactly the qualities they represent] Union,” but this can be understood along the
lines suggested earlier: the substratum can be taken to unify a collection of
qualities if each of the qualities individually inheres in the substratum. This
reading is helped by the further specification: ““in such, though unknown, Cause of
their Union, as makes the whole subsist of itself.”” Also, note the occurrence of the
phrase “unknown common Subject, which inheres not in anything else” just a
couple of lines further down (E IL.xxiii.6: 298).
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qualities, whether observable or not, and whether material or
mental, must inhere’” (1985: 221), where this is taken to involve
ontological commitment to an entity distinct from the individual
object itself. As we’ve seen, however, the traditional interpretation
isn’t committed to any such entity, and it can accommodate all of
the relevant passages.

§. SUBSTANCE AND SUBSTANTIAL FORM

The other rival to the traditional interpretation is probably the
currently most widely accepted interpretation of Locke’s doctrine of
substance.?* On this interpretation, Locke identifies substance with
real essence. The claim is not that he identifies the concept or
notion of substratum with the concept or notion of real essence,3®
but rather that he holds that these concepts pick out the same
thing, so that the real essence of the thing is what ““supports’” the
thing’s qualities.

The reasoning that leads to this interpretive claim runs roughly
as follows: A significant difference between the sensible qualities or
powers of a thing and its substance or substratum, according to
Locke, is that the former are observable, while the latter is not.
Similarly, Locke holds that the real essence of a body is not obser-
vable by us (at least not under present conditions), while, as before,

35 Maurice Mandelbaum first put forward this interpretation (1964); it is also
advanced by John Yolton (1970: Chapter 2) and Martha Brandt Bolton (1976b).
Avyers (1977a) is widely taken to identify substance (substratum) with real essence,
but this is a mistaken interpretation of his view. His arguments against the view
that Locke is committed to substratum as an actual entity distinct from the real
essence (and from the individual object) are, some of them, similar to arguments
given by Mandelbaum and others, so this may have aided the misconstrual of
Ayers’s position. Since Avyers’s article does contain forceful and influential
presentations of some of these arguments, I will sometimes cite his article for
them, even if he does not take them to yield the conclusions that many of his
readers have drawn from them. But it is important to note that the view presented
in Ayers 1977a is the same as that outlined more fully in his magisterial 1991
book, Locke (see Volume II, Part One, especially Chapters 3, 4, 8, and 9) and in a
very helpful summary presentation in Ayers 1996; in none of these presentations
does Ayers identify substance or substratum with real essence.

Alexander’s criticism of the interpretation seems to rely on this misapprehension;
see Alexander 1985: 217-21. The passages Alexander cites from the Stillingfleet
correspondence only go against the view that the concepts of substance and of real
essence are the same.

36
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the sensible qualities that “flow’’ from it are observable. This is not,
according to the new interpretation, ““a two-fold ignorance” of
substance and of real essence (Pringle-Pattison’s phrase)?’; we are
ignorant of the nature of that which underlies or lies behind the
observable qualities, that from which they “result” or ‘‘flow,”
whether we call this thing ‘“substratum’ or “real essence.” Thus
Mandelbaum says that the idea of a substratum is ““a surrogate for
what in the object is material and exists independently of us...an
indeterminate and general notion standing for something in the
object which makes that object a self-subsisting thing...”’; because
of its indeterminacy, the idea ‘“‘stands in need of correction by
inferences based on the observation of the powers of objects: it is
the atomic constitutions of objects, not ‘pure substance in general’,
which cause the ideas of them which we actually have, and which
also cause the effects, whether perceived or unperceived, which
objects have upon one another” (1964: 39). Ayers says something
similar: ““The concept of ‘substance’, ‘substratum’, or ‘thing (having
such and such properties)’ is thus a concept by means of which we
refer to what is unobserved and unknown — or known only through
its effects and relatively to the level of observation. In other words,
substance is a ‘dummy’ concept like power...” (1977a: 85; see also
77-80, 84-5, 90—6). Again,

What underlies “‘the powers and qualities that are observable by us’ in
anything is a substance constituted (or modified or determined) in certain
ways. There are not two underlying levels, first the real essence, then,
beneath it, the substance. (1977a: 94)

On this view, we can expect that the notion of substance will
finally be displaced by that of real essence as science progresses.
This line of reasoning is both plausible and appealing, but there is
no textual evidence that directly supports it. Locke nowhere
explicitly identifies substance and real essence, not even in such
propitious places as the long and involved discussion of real and
nominal essences in E IILiii and IIL.vi, or in the lengthy controversy
with Stillingfleet (who did identify substance and essence at the
conceptual level). Locke puts the two notions to quite different
work in different stretches of the Essay, even in those few passages

37 Pringle-Pattison 1924: 233—4.
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where they rub up against each other. There are some parallels in
the way the respective notions are sometimes treated, but these are
few and weak.3®

We can’t suppose that Locke would have thought that the iden-
tity of substance and essence went without saying, given the
background to his argument. The long history of the Scholastic
tradition gave rise to a number of conflicting views concerning the
substratum: some held that it was the matter of which the thing is
composed (with additional latitude for controversy over whether it
was prime matter or so-called designated or signate matter), others
that it was the composite of form and matter, still others that it was
the form itself. The real essence of a thing, both as traditionally
conceived (as substantial form) and as thought of by Locke,?° is the
causal basis of that thing’s powers and qualities (or in the case of
substantial form, the basis of the thing’s essential properties and
associated propria). The substratum, or subject of properties and
qualities, is related to the qualities in a different way: it supports
them; they inhere in it; and this relation is in a certain sense logical.
Now of course there is no inconsistency in one and the same thing
being related both causally and ““logically”’ to the same properties
and qualities.*® Nonetheless, the notions of substratum and of real
essence are highly theoretical ones with quite different theoretical
roles to play, so that an identification of the two is not at all
obvious. (Indeed, it is hard to see what the grounds would be for
such an identification.) In any case, Locke would have known that
to identify the substratum with the essence of a thing is to take a
position on a long-standing and highly contentious issue.

Locke would have known this because of his Scholastic training
and because of Boyle’s discussion of a related issue in his major
work, The origine of Formes and Qualities. One of the traditional
difficulties for the view that form is the substratum to properties

3% Both Alexander (1985: 217) and Bennett (1987: 202—3) make similar points.

39 The corpuscularian notion of real essence was regarded by Locke as a replacement
for the Scholastic notion of substantial form: both were supposed to satisfy the
traditional definition of the essentia of a thing as “that which makes a thing to be
what it is” (where this ““making” is causal), and Locke presents the dispute
between the corpuscularians and the proponents of substantial forms as a conflict
of opinions about the nature of real essence. See E IlLiii.15 and 17.

4% Some of the critics of the identification of substance and real essence seem to have
overlooked this point. Seg, e.g., Woolhouse 1969: 130-5 and Buchdahl 1969: 222-3.
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was that it seemed to make the substantial form of a thing
unqualifiedly a substance in its own right, that is, a thing able to
subsist independently of anything else, and in particular, of matter.
This threatened to make ordinary individual substances — men,
horses, bronze spheres, and so on - into composites or accidental
unities. Boyle brings it up as an example of the confusions attending
the doctrine of substantial forms:

... so those things which the Peripateticks ascribe to their substantial
Forms, are some of them such, as, I confesse, I cannot reconcile my Reason
to: for they tell us positively, that these Forms are Substances, and yet at
the same time they teach that they depend upon Matter, both in fieri and in
esse, as they speak, so that out of the Matter, that supports them, they
cannot so much as exist, (whence they are usually call’d Material Forms,)
which is to make them Substances in name, and but Accidents in truth: for
not to ask how (among Physical things) one Substance can be said to depend
upon another in fieri, that is not made of any part of it [Boyle has in the
preceding pages been criticizing the Scholastic doctrine that forms are
““educed out of the power of matter”’], the very notion of a Substance is to be
a self-subsisting Entity, or that which needs no other Created Being to
support it, or to make it exist.

And a little further on in the same paragraph:

... for if a Form be a true Substance really distinct from Matter, it must, as I
lately noted, be able to exist of it self, without any other Substance to
support it; ... whereas they will have it, that in Corruption the Form is
quite abolish’d, and utterly perishes, as not being capable of existing,
separated from the Matter, whereunto it was united: so that here again
what they call a Substance they make indeed an Accident....4*

It is not clear how representative a picture this is of late Scholastic
views about substantial forms;** it is possible, for example, that

4! Boyle 1667: 155-6 (reprinted in 1979: 57); previous quotation, Boyle 1667: 1545
(reprinted in 1979: 57).

42 Boyle is careful to note that these views are not Aristotle’s; he prefaces the
discussion from which I have been quoting with the caveat that he is discussing
only the ““general opinion of our modern Aristotelians and the schools’”:

I say, the Modern Aristotelians, because divers of the Antient, especially Greek
Commentators of Aristotle, seem to have understood their Masters Doctrine of
Forms much otherwise, and lesse incongruously, than his Latin followers, the
Schoolmen and others, have since done. Nor do I expressly mention Aristotle
himself among the Champions of substantial Forms, because though he seem in
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Boyle is missing a qualification frequently attached to the claim
that the differentia, and/or the substantial form underlying them,
are in the category of substance: they are so, it was said, only
“reductively,” and thus are not to be considered substances in the
primary or focal sense.*> Whatever the accuracy of Boyle’s pre-
sentation, there can be no question that Locke would have been
well aware of the difficulties of identifying substance and real
essence, if not from his Scholastic training, then from Boyle’s
discussion.

The most difficult passage for the identification of substratum
with real essence comes from the correspondence with Stillingfleet.
We have already seen Locke firmly rejecting Stillingfleet’s identi-
fication of the nature or essence of a thing with its substance, even
though he admits that ““the best authors’”” make this identification;
while this doesn’t count against an ontological reduction of sub-
stance to real essence, still, given Locke’s strategy of maximizing (at
least the appearance of) agreement with Stillingfleet, he might have
been expected to note the reduction if he had had it in view. Con-
tinuing his discussion of the relation between substance and
essence, Locke says:

Here I must acknowledge to your Lordship, That my Notion of these
Essences differs a little from your Lordship’s; for I do not take them to flow
from the Substance in any created Being, but to be in every thing that
internal Constitution, or Frame, or Modification of the Substance, which
God in his Wisdom and good Pleasure thinks fit to give to every particular

a place or two expressly enough to reckon Formes among Substances, yet
elsewhere the examples he imploies to set forth the Forms of Natural things by,
being taken from the Figures of artificial things, (as of a Statue, &c.) which are
confessedly but Accidents, and making very little use, if any, of Substantial
Forms to explain the Phaenomena of Nature, He seems to me upon the whole
matter, either to have been irresolv’d, whether there were any such Substances,
or no, or to speak ambiguously and obscurely enough of them, to make it
questionable, what his opinions of them were. (1667: 144-5; 1979: §3)

Recent writers in the Scholastic tradition mentioned by Boyle in the The Origine
of Formes and Qualities (1667) include, prominently, Giacomo Zabarella, J.C
Scaliger, and Daniel Sennert (Sennertus), but Boyle does not cite particular works,
nor does he mention these names expressly in connection with the making of
forms into substances.

43 Thanks to Calvin Normore for explaining to me the significance of this
qualification.
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Creature, when he gives it a Being: and such Essences I grant there are in all
Things that exist. (1697: 187-8; W IV: 82)

I see no reason for reading “modification” in any other than the
usual sense. Locke is saying that a body’s matter being arranged in
this or that particular way (i.e., its having constituent atoms each
with its particular bulk, figure, motion, and relative situation) is its
having a particular real essence or internal constitution; the atomic
structure, or particular arrangement of the matter of a thing, is a
modification (or mode) of the substance. Locke would certainly hold
that it is possible for a thing to have its internal structure (slightly)
rearranged while remaining the same substance. Holding to the
traditional terminology, real essences would then be modifications
of substances, not substances themselves.

This doesn’t amount to a decisive refutation of the interpretation
identifying substratum with real essence. That interpretation is an
ingenious one, and it neatly avoids saddling Locke with a commit-
ment to substrata as real, distinct entities. The problem with it is, as
we have seen, that it has nothing going for it in the way of textual
evidence. More than this, it seems to leave Locke in the uncomfor-
table position of issuing a promissory note about the advancement of
our scientific understanding of nature, a promissory note that Locke
himself says we probably won’t be able to cash.**

The version of the traditional interpretation that I have defended
here does not commit Locke to a mysterious entity that is distinct
from the individual object and entirely undifferentiated in its own
nature; it does not rest on any promissory notes about the future
progress of science; and it fits with, and does not go beyond, the
textual evidence. Moreover, it pictures Locke as having offered in his
account of substance an effective wedge against a number of central
Scholastic metaphysical doctrines, some of which were supposed to
provide the basis for criticisms of mechanistic atomism.

6. CONCLUSION
The main points of the interpretation for which I have argued are

these. Locke thinks we have an idea of substance in general whose

44 See B IV.iii, IV.vi, IV.xii.
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content is just as logical tradition has it to be: it is the idea of a
support or substratum to qualities, that is, something in which
qualities inhere but that does not in turn inhere in anything else.
Against the tradition, however, Locke insists that the idea is con-
fused and obscure, affording us no clues about the nature of this
substance; the only knowledge we can base on this idea is the
certain knowledge that substance exists. This does not, however,
commit us to the existence of any entity over and above, or below or
beneath, the body itself with all of its qualities and powers; nor are
we bound to identify the substratum to qualities with the real
essence of the body. All that we are in a position to say, given the
obscurity of the idea of substance, is that something supports the
qualities and powers of the body. And to say this is not to explain, or
even begin to explain, anything.

Locke’s treatment of the idea of substance is, like most every-
thing else in the Essay, aimed at advancing the claims of the
mechanical philosophy against the Aristotelianism of the Schools.
It is, I hope to have shown, a treatment that is not shabby by any
reasonable philosophical standards. What is more, it worked. Locke
was on the winning sides in what Michael Ayers has called his two
big battles, against Cartesian and Aristotelian dogmatic philosophy;
and as Ayers remarks, ‘‘His capacity for winning, in metaphysics as
in politics, should not be despised.”’+* If my interpretation is right,
Locke’s treatment of the idea of substance is an important part of
this winning strategy.+®

45 Ayers 1977b: 227. It is obvious how a denial that we have a clear and distinct idea
of substance would cut against Cartesianism.

46 This chapter started life as an invited paper read at the Pacific Division meetings,
of the American Philosophical Association, March 1986. The commentator was
Margaret Atherton; I thank her, Barry Stroud, and Jonathan Bennett for their very
helpful remarks at that session. The paper was subsequently read, in different
versions, to colloquia at Claremont Graduate School, the University of California
at Irvine, and the University of California at Santa Cruz. In addition to thanking
the members of the audiences at those occasions, I also want to thank Michael
Ayers, Michael Friedman, Jeremy Hyman, Thomas Lennon, Janet Levin, Brian
Loar, Calvin Normore, and Margaret Wilson for their valuable criticisms. I am
grateful to referees for the Philosophical Review for their helpful comments. I am
especially grateful to Lex Newman for his penetrating and helpful comments on
recent drafts.
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7 Locke on Ideas of Identity
and Diversity

INTRODUCTION

Identity is a relation: it is the relation that each thing bears to itself.
It is not the only relation that a thing can bear to itself. You can
point at yourself, for instance. But identity is the only relation that
each and every thing necessarily bears to itself and that no thing
could bear to anything distinct from itself." By contrast, some
things don’t point at all, much less point at themselves, and
sometimes you point at things other than yourself. For any relation,
there are criteria that objects must meet if one is to bear the relation
to the other: you are pointing at yourself, for instance, only if your
finger is directed toward your body. Locke’s Scholastic and Carte-
sian predecessors used the term “principium individuationis,” or
the principle of individuation, to refer to the criterion that two
things meet just in case they are, indeed, two things and not one.
The flip side of the principle of individuation is what we might call
the principle of identity, a criterion that two things meet just in
case they are not two things at all but are, in fact, one. Imagine, for
instance, that you are looking at a picture, taken some years ago, of
a baby, and you are wondering if it is a picture of you. A specifi-
cation of the principle of identity of persons would be a specifica-
tion of a rule, or principle, that would be met by you and the baby in
the picture just in case you are the baby in the picture. The prin-
ciple of identity (and the corresponding principle of individuation) is
a filter: it allows pairs (like the baby in the picture and you) to pass

! Strictly speaking, identity is the only relation that is both symmetric and transitive.
A relation R is symmetric if and only if (aRb < bRa). R is transitive if and only if
((aRb & bRc) — aRc).

192
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through it if they are identical, and only if they are identical. The
principle of identity would not necessarily tell you how to find out
if you and the baby in the picture are the same person — perhaps you
do that by looking on the back of the photo to see if your name is
written on it — but would tell you, instead, what the fact is that you
are discovering when you discover an identity; it would tell you
what identity is.

Locke’s most important discussion of identity in the Essay (E IL
xxvii: 328-48, “Of Identity and Diversity’’) appears in Book II
alongside chapters concerned with various other relations, such as
the causal relation. (The concept of identity is discussed explicitly
in a few other places in the Essay as well. See E Liv.4—5, where
Locke claims that the idea of identity cannot be innate, and E IL
i.11-12, where he claims that the Cartesian claim that the mind is
always thinking is contradicted by what we know of personal
identity.) Like the other chapters of Book II, the ostensible purpose
of “Of Identity and Diversity’’ is to offer an account of the
mechanism through which we acquire particular ideas. However,
also like other chapters of Book II, Locke leaves aside the question
of the acquisition of the idea rather quickly and launches into a
discussion of philosophical questions that arise about what the idea
is of. What he offers are accounts of the principles of individuation,
and corresponding principles of identity, of many things, including,
although not limited to, persons. Locke’s account of personal
identity, and the method that he uses to defend it, influenced his
immediate successors tremendously and remains to this day the
starting point for much thinking about the nature of personal
identity. It is one of the Essay’s enduring legacies.

Although we care about the identity of many things - it could be
quite disconcerting to find that the toaster on the counter when you
wake up is not the same one as the one that was there when you
went to bed — the identity of persons has peculiar importance. It is
impossible, in fact, to go through a day, or even an hour, without
having a thought intertwined with thoughts about the identity of
yourself or others. When you step onto a rollercoaster, you might
feel a peculiar form of apprehension that you don’t feel about, say,
your next-door neighbor’s stepping onto the rollercoaster. That
feeling of apprehension is a feeling of doubt, however slight, that
you will survive the ride. But the question “Will I survive?”’ always
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has the same answer as the question “Will a person get off the
rollercoaster at the end who is identical to me?”” To want to survive,
or to worry that you might not, is to want a future person and your
present self to be the same person. So, and this is of importance to
Locke, to believe that there is an afterlife is to believe that after
your body’s last breath there will still be, somewhere in the world, a
person identical to your present self. Similarly, if you sit on a jury,
you are asked to pronounce as to whether or not the person in the
courtroom and the person who committed some crime in the past
are the same person. It wouldn’t do to conclude that the defendant
has a lot in common with the criminal. Nothing short of identity
will serve for the justice of punishment. And, correlatively, if the
defendant does not believe himself identical to the man who
committed the crime, a variety of self-directed moral emotions are
out of place: it would make no sense for him to feel guilt or remorse,
for instance, if he didn’t think himself the same person as the one
who committed the crime.

Locke uses the term “‘concernment” to refer to that special
emotionally entangled attitude that you have toward future and
past persons whom you judge to be identical to yourself and that
you don’t normally have in the absence of a belief in identity. His
primary aim in ““Of Identity and Diversity”’ is to discover the basis,
or the grounds, for concernment. What fact are we tracking in our
emotions when we feel concernment? What is personal identity?
However, answering this question requires, first, thinking about
identity in general and how we acquire the idea and, second,
thinking about what it is that makes for the identity of many
ordinary objects that we encounter every day.

I. THE ACQUISITION OF THE IDEA, THE PRINCIPLE OF
INDIVIDUATION, AND RELATIVE IDENTITY

It is by engaging in the mental operation that Locke calls “com-
paring” that we acquire our ideas of relations (cf. E IL.xi.4). Com-
paring, like abstracting, composing, and enlarging, is a way of
creating a new idea from ideas you already have. You have an idea of
the cup and an idea of the coffee, for instance, and by comparing the
two you come up with the idea of a relation between them, an idea
that you express with the words ““is in,” when you say, ““The coffee

Cambridge Collections Online © Cambridge University Press, 2007



Locke on Ideas of Identity and Diversity 195

is in the cup.” So we would expect Locke to say that the idea of
identity is acquired by comparing any idea with itself. This, how-
ever, is not what he says. He begins the chapter on identity, instead,
with the following remark:

ANOTHER occasion, the mind often takes of comparing, is the very Being
of things, when considering any thing as existing at any determin’d time
and place, we compare it with it self existing at another time, and thereon
form the Ideas of Identity and Diversity. (E ILxxvii.1: 328)

In order to acquire the idea of identity (and the idea of diversity), we
need to compare two distinct ideas of the same thing to each other,
rather than comparing any one idea of a thing to itself; the two ideas
represent the thing at different times. So, for Locke, a creature that
had ideas only of things existing in the present — perhaps an entity
that has ideas only of things that it is sensing — would lack an idea
of the relation of identity. Such a creature wouldn’t have the kinds
of ideas needed to compare, and so wouldn’t have the tools for
creating the idea of identity.

In the first instance, then, the idea of identity is formed in order
to formulate a question about the identity of objects encountered at
different times. You wonder if the pifiata that the children were
pounding on an hour earlier, when you passed, is the same one they
pound on now. You didn’t wonder, when you walked by the first
time, if the pifiata on which they pounded was the same one on
which they pounded; obviously it was, and so there was no question
to ask, no need to formulate an idea of the relation of identity. But,
Locke points out, if you think there’s a determinate answer to the
question — if you think it either is or is not the same pifiata with
which the children earlier labored - it is because you are tacitly
assuming that what you looked at earlier was not, itself, two things
but one. Your question — ““Same pifiata?’”’ — wouldn’t have a deter-
minate answer if, for instance, there had been two pifiatas hanging
in exactly the same place when you passed earlier. Locke puts the
point like this:

When ... we demand, whether any thing be the same or no, it refers always
to something that existed such a time in such a place, which ‘twas certain,
at that instant, was the same with it self and no other: From whence it
follows, that one thing cannot have two beginnings of Existence, nor two
things one beginning, it being impossible for two things of the same kind,
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to be or exist in the same instant, in the very same place; or one and the
same thing in different places. (E ILxxvii.1: 328)

Whenever we ask whether an object before us is the same, we
always refer back in time to some object that we know to have
existed at an earlier time. A thing is never rightly described as
“the same’ without specifying what formerly existing thing it is
the same as. From this observation Locke concludes that any time
we wonder about identity, we must be assuming the general prin-
ciple that no two things of the same kind can occupy the same
place at the same time. We are assuming that there could not have
been two pifiatas occupying the same exact place when we earlier
passed. Call this the “’Place-Time-Kind Principle.””?

Why does the Place-Time-Kind Principle include kind? The
answer is that sometimes different kinds of things can occupy the
same place at the same time. Shortly after stating the Place-Time-
Kind Principle, Locke tells us that the world is made up of only
three basic, or fundamental, kinds of things: God, finite minds, and
bodies (E II.xxvii.2). God, Locke believes, is at all times everywhere.
But the fact that you are where you are now doesn’t make you God.
Similarly, at least according to Descartes and his followers, the
mind is one thing, the body another, and yet it seems that if there is
to be causal interaction between the two, and no action at a spatial
or temporal distance, then there must be moments in which the
mind and the body are at exactly the same place and time. As Locke
puts the point elsewhere in the Essay, as part of an argument to the
effect that immaterial spirits are capable of motion,

Every one finds in himself, that his Soul can think, will, and operate on his
Body, in the place where that is; but cannot operate on a Body, or in a place,
an hundred Miles distant from it. No Body can imagine, that his Soul can
think, or move a Body at Oxford, whilst he is at London. (E Il.xxiii.20: 307)

If a body and soul are both at Oxford when the one acts on the
other — and not just at Oxford but at a particular, precise place in
Oxford - then the body and the soul can be in the same place at the
same time and yet be distinct.

> In the passage just quoted, Locke also points out that it follows from the Place-
Time-Kind Principle that no two things can be of the same kind and yet have begun
to exist at precisely the same time and place.
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The Place-Time-Kind Principle, and the fact that anyone capable
of asking identity questions is committed to it, has, Locke thinks,
important philosophical implications:

From what has been said, 'tis easy to discover, what is so much enquired
after, the principium Individuationis, and that ‘tis plain is Existence it self,
which determines a Being of any sort to a particular time and place
incommunicable to two Beings of the same kind. (E II.xxvii.3: 330)

Locke’s claim is that a specification of the conditions that must be
met for a thing of a particular kind to exist at a particular time and
place is, at once, a specification of the conditions that must be met
for objects of the same kind, existing at different times, to be
identical. If you know what it is for a thing to exist, then, because of
the Place-Time-Kind Principle, you know what it is for a thing to
exclude others of its kind from its location. But then you must
know what makes that thing distinct from others of its kind and,
correlatively, what makes it identical to some (future and past) of
its kind. Or, to put the point in the context of our example, if you
know what it is for a body to be a pifiata, and thereby to make it
impossible for any other pifiata to occupy its location at a time,
then you will know what criterion must be met by the pifiata that
you pass at the later time for it to be the same pinata that you
passed at the earlier time. We might, then, put Locke’s claim like
this: the synchronic conditions for a thing’s existence (the condi-
tions that must be met for a thing to exist at a time) necessarily
entail the diachronic conditions for a thing’s identity (the condi-
tions met by objects encountered at different times just in case they
are identical). To know what it is that makes a thing the particular
individual it is at a time is to know what makes it capable of
excluding others of its kind from its location; and to know that is to
know what makes it the same individual later.

Although this result informs the rest of Locke’s discussion of
identity, it is important to highlight that it is also Locke’s way of
lampooning his predecessors’ approach to questions of identity.
Locke is rejecting the possibility of a general and informative
account of the principle of individuation, applicable across the
board in answer to the full range of identity questions (‘“Same
apple?” “Same tree?”’ ‘“Same corpse?” ““Same soul?”’” ‘“Same per-
son?’’ etc.). It is only at a very high level of abstraction that there is
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anything in common among the facts that determine the answers
to these questions. All such answers depend on some kind of
assumption about what it is for a thing of the requisite sort to exist
at a time, but there is no reason to think that those assumptions,
guiding our answers to identity questions about a wide variety of
things, have anything else in common. It might be (and, it turns
out, it is) a very different thing for, say, an oak tree to exist than it is
for a mass of matter, or a soul, or a person to exist. And, thus, the
principles of individuation for oaks, masses, souls, and persons
might (and do) turn out to be entirely different from one another
except in this limited sense: each is linked to the conditions that a
thing of that sort must meet to exist at a particular time and to
exclude others of the same sort from its location.

Before turning, in the next section, to Locke’s particular accounts
of the identity of various sorts of things, it is important to take a
short detour into a debate among scholars about exactly what Locke
is committed to by the link that he evidently sees between the
identity of things at different times and the kinds to which they
belong.

Some interpreters think that Locke commits himself to a two-
part position known as the “Relative Identity Thesis.””3> According
to the first part of the Relative Identity Thesis, every statement of
the form “’x is the same as y’’ or “’x is identical to y’’ must, to be
meaningful, contain a tacit reference to a particular kind of which x
and y are both members. To put it another way, determining what,
exactly, is being asserted by someone who says, “/x is the same as y”’/
requires an answer to the question “’Same what?,”” where what is
being asked for is a specification of a kind. When you are wondering
if the thing hanging from the tree now is the same thing as the thing
that hung there an hour ago, you are wondering if it is the same
pifata.

According to the second part of the relative identity thesis, it is
perfectly possible for two things to be the same F, but not the same
G, where F and G are different kinds, even though both are Fs and at
least one is a G. Say, for instance, that you tear out this page of this
book. According to the Relative Identity Thesis, the book after this

3 Geach 1967: 11; Odegard 1972: 38; Langtry 1975: 401; Mackie 1976: 151; Griffin
1977: 131; and Noonan 1978.
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event is the same book as the book before; but it is not the same
bound set of pages. By tearing out this page you have destroyed one
bound set of pages and created another, but the book persists, one
page shorter. Add to this the claim that at any given moment in
time the book just is the bound set of pages and the Relative
Identity Thesis seems to point to a metaphysical marvel: it is pos-
sible for two things to be one; or, put less provocatively, it is pos-
sible for two objects to be coincident at one time and not at another.

Does Locke accept either half of the Relative Identity Thesis?
Take the first part first. Does Locke think that what a speaker who
says, “This is the same as that,” means can be understood only by
supplementing what is explicitly said with a specification of a kind
to which the speaker refers? No. In a passage normally discussed in
connection with Locke’s view of kinds and our talk of them, he
writes,

'Tis necessary for me to be as [ am; GOD and Nature has made me so: But
there is nothing I have, is essential to me. An Accident, or Disease, may
very much alter my Colour, or Shape; a Fever, or Fall, may take away my
Reason, or Memory, or both; and an Apoplexy leave neither Sense, nor
Understanding, no nor Life. Other Creatures of my shape, may be made
with more, and better, or fewer, and worse Faculties than I have: and others
may have Reason, and Sense, in a shape and body very different from mine.
None of these are essential to the one, or the other, or to any Individual
whatsoever, till the Mind refers it to some Sort or Species of things; and
then presently, according to the abstract Idea of that sort, something is
found essential. (E IIL.vi.4: 440)

Locke invites us to imagine how we would think of things if we
resolutely refused to classify them into kinds — if, that is, we had no
abstract ideas — and he claims that we would not consider any
properties to be essential. But, to test whether or not we would find
any properties to be essential, he imagines himself altered in var-
ious ways and wonders if the resulting creature would, without
being placed into a kind, be thought identical to himself. In each
instance the answer is ““yes.” Would he be the same if his color or
shape were altered? Yes. Would he be the same if he lost his reason
or his memory? Yes. This shows that he does not accept the first
part of the Relative Identity Thesis, for under it these questions are
not even meaningful, much less rightly answered in the affirmative,
given the hypothetical situation that Locke is asking us to imagine.
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If there were no kinds to which he belongs, as Locke is imagining,
and if “the same” were only meaningful when a kind is specified,
then there would be no asking whether or not he would be the same
given various changes.

What of the second part of the Relative Identity Thesis, the claim
that x and y could be the same F but not the same G, where F and G
are distinct kinds? The best (perhaps the only) evidence that Locke
accepts this claim comes from his statements of various examples.
For instance,

An Oak, growing from a Plant to a great Tree, and then lopp’d, is still the
same Oak: And a Colt grown up to a Horse, sometimes fat, sometimes lean,
is all the while the same Horse: though, in both these Cases, there may be a
manifest change of the parts: So that truly they are not either of them the
same Masses of Matter, though they be truly one of them the same Oak,
and the other the same Horse. (E IL.xxvii.3: 330)

If Locke is saying here that the colt is a mass of matter, and that the
adult horse is a different mass of matter, and yet the colt is the adult
horse, then the example seems to be one in which x (the colt) is the
same F (horse) as y (the adult horse), and yet x is not the same G
(mass of matter) as y. So, if this is what he’s saying, he accepts the
second part of the Relative Identity Thesis. But a recent Locke
interpreter, Vere Chappell, has argued persuasively that Locke
needn’t be thought to be saying this.* He might be saying, instead,
that neither the colt nor the adult horse is identical to any mass of
matter. So, although in the example an earlier mass of matter is not
identical to a later one, and a colt is identical to an adult horse, it does
not follow that we have identity under one kind and diversity under
another; the things that are the same F (the colt and the adult horse)
are not the things that fail to be the same G (the two masses of mat-
ter).” Further, as we will see in the next section, Locke is clear that
what it is for a mass of matter to exist at a time, and thereby to exclude
other masses from occupying the same place as itself, is quite different

4 Chappell 1989. See also Chappell 1990; Uzgalis 1990.

5 In objecting to the claim that Locke is committed to the second part of the Relative
Identity Thesis, Michael Ayers (1991: II: 217) points out that the inference in E II.
xxvii.1 from the Place-Time-Kind Principle to the claim that no two things of the
same kind can have begun to exist at the same place and time would not follow if
Locke accepted the second half of the Relative Identity Thesis. Since Locke
evidently thinks the inference does follow, he must not accept that claim.

Cambridge Collections Online © Cambridge University Press, 2007



Locke on Ideas of Identity and Diversity 201

from what it is for a thing like a colt to do so. Thus, he is committed to
saying that the colt and the mass of matter are distinct things. When
we put this together with the fact that the colt/horse example does not
require acceptance of the second part of the Relative Identity Thesis, it
seems clear that Locke does not accept it.

Despite the fact that Locke does not accept the Relative Identity
Thesis, he does accept the Place-Time-Kind Principle, and he does
hold, consequently, that reflection on what it is for a thing of a
particular kind to exist at a time is the key to determining what
criteria must be met by things encountered at different times just in
case they are identical. He thus turns to the question of what it is
for each of the various sorts of things that we encounter in the
world — atoms, masses of matter, organisms, people — to exist at a
time and uses his answers to tell us what it is for each of those
things to be the same over time.

2. THE IDENTITY OF ATOMS, MASSES, AND ORGANISMS

In a passage that one pair of commentators describe as a ““turnip”’
from which nothing of value can be squeezed (Alston & Bennett
1988: 33), Locke writes,

Let us suppose an Atom, i.e. a continued body under one immutable
Superficies, existing in a determined time and place: 'tis evident, that,
considered in any instant of its Existence, it is, in that instant, the same
with it self. For being, at that instant, what it is, and nothing else, it is the
same, and so must continue, as long as its Existence is continued: for so
long it will be the same, and no other. (E IL.xxvii.3: 330)

Here Locke is trying to determine the identity conditions over time
for an atom by first answering the following question: What is it for
an atom to exist at a time and thereby to exclude other atoms from
its location? The answer to that question is ‘“to be a ‘continued body
under one immutable Superficies’,”” or, in other words, to occupy a
continuous section of space and to be solid, to have a surface that
cannot be changed, that repels other bodies. So, if at some later time
we find an atom with the same “immutable Superficies,” we
thereby find the same atom.

To understand this theory, notice that the term ‘“same property”’ is
ambiguous. In one sense, two red apples have the same color — they
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are both red — while in another sense, more important for our pur-
poses, they do not: the one’s color is encountered on its surface and
not on the surface of the other. Their colors, that is, can be thought of
as particulars — particular instantiations, or manifestations, of the
general property of being red. Metaphysicians sometimes refer to
such things as “tropes,” to distinguish them from properties that are
shared by particular objects. Tropes aren’t substances — they are not
the sorts of things in which properties inhere — nor are they shared by
distinct substances; they are particulars that inhere in other parti-
culars. So two atoms of the same shape are nonetheless two because
each excludes all other atoms from its location in virtue of its
solidity trope. The two atoms are equally solid, but each has its own
solidity, or its own instantiation of the general property of being
solid. What makes an atom what it is at a time is its solidity trope, an
entity that adheres in it and in no other thing. And wherever that
same entity, that same solidity, is to be found, there we have the
same atom.

In a certain sense Locke’s theory of atom identity is, indeed, a
turnip of a theory. The theory simply says that to answer the same-
atom question we must answer the same-immutable-surface ques-
tion. And how do we do that? Locke is silent. Notice, however, that
what makes the theory a turnip is not the inadequacy of Locke’s
recipe for discovering identity conditions (first, determine what
makes for the thing’s synchronic existence) but our unilluminating
conception of the defining feature of the basic building blocks of
matter, namely, solidity. As Locke tells us in E ILiv, the idea of
solidity is a simple idea and that

if ... we endeavor, by Words, to make [simple ideas] clearer in the Mind, we
shall succeed no better, than if we went about to clear up the Darkness of a
blind Man’s mind, by talking. (E ILiv.6: 127)

Because it is simple, we cannot say what solidity is or, equivalently,
say what it is for a particular thing’s solidity to exist at a time and in
a place, and thereby to exclude other solidity tropes from that place.
And the problem is not just that we can’t say what solidity is.
Solidity itself is not the sort of thing that can be broken down into
constituents; it is a genuinely simple quality.

Thus, Locke’s approach to the same-atom question is to reduce it
to a question of the sameness of something of which we have a
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simple idea, namely, in this case, solidity. In fact, this is his strategy
across the board. To say what it is for a thing to exist at a time is to
specify the simple ideas that are included in the complex idea of the
thing; Locke takes each of those simple ideas to correspond to a
simple entity, and those simple entities are combined together to
make the complex thing. The identity over time of that complex
thing, then, reduces to the identity over time of, first, each of those
simples, and, second, their conjunction as a complex whole.
Locke takes the same approach in proposing an account of the
identity of masses of matter, or collections of atoms, writing,

[I]f two or more Atoms be joined together into the same Mass, every one of
those Atoms will be the same, by the foregoing Rule: And whilst they exist
united together, the Mass, consisting of the same Atoms, must be the same
Mass, or the same Body, let the parts be never so differently jumbled: But if
one of these Atoms be taken away, or one new one added, it is no longer the
same Mass, or the same Body. (E IL.xxvii.3: 330)

Taking the identity of atoms to be unproblematic, he goes on to
claim, first, that what it is for a mass of matter to exist at a parti-
cular time is for it to consist of atoms jumbled together. From this
he concludes that what it is for masses of matter at different times
to be the same mass is for them to consist of precisely the same
atoms jumbled together. Exactly how they are jumbled together
doesn’t matter: same atoms, same mass. So he’s specified what a
mass is by specifying, first, the simples out of which it is built,
which must continue to exist if the complex is to continue to exist
(atoms, each of which is solid), and, second, how those simples need
to be composed in order to maintain the identity of the complex
(they must be jumbled together).®

What follows is the same method applied to the case of organ-
isms. However, in this case there is an important difference, for
here we find that atoms are not among the simples that must
remain the same if the thing is to remain the same. The dog that
awaits you after your vacation had many meals while you were
gone and has incorporated the food’s material into her body. On
your return, you don’t find the same mass of matter, but you do

® For discussion of these and related issues, see McCann 1986; Bolton 1994.
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find the same dog. Observations of this sort lead to Locke’s next
point:

We must therefore consider wherein an Oak differs from a Mass of Matter,
and that seems to me to be in this; that the one is only the Cohesion of
Particles of Matter any how united, the other such a disposition of them as
constitutes the parts of an Oak; and such an Organization of those parts, as
is fit to receive, and distribute nourishment, so as to continue, and frame
the Wood, Bark, and Leaves, etc. of an Oak, in which consists the vegetable
Life. That being then one Plant, which has such an Organization of Parts in
one coherent Body, partaking of one Common Life, it continues to be the
same Plant, as long as it partakes of the same Life, though that Life be
communicated to new Particles of Matter vitally united to the living Plant,
in a like continued Organization, conformable to that sort of Plants. (E IL
XXvii.4: 330-1)

In this passage, Locke starts by asking what it is that must remain
the same if the oak tree is to remain the same. We know that the
atoms that compose it needn’t, but then what could its identity
consist in? As before, he starts by telling us what an oak tree, at a
time, is; he tells us, that is, what it is for an oak tree to exist and to
exclude other oak trees from its location. His view is that what it is
for an oak tree to exist is for a mass of matter to have a particular
complex quality: it must be organized in such a way as to maintain
its own organization through changes in material stuff. An oak tree
has a system for drawing moisture from the earth. But this system
doesn’t just draw moisture from the earth, it also uses the moisture
that it draws to maintain, among other things, the structures that
allow the oak tree to draw moisture from the earth. Oak trees have
a self-supporting organization. They are homeostatic. That’s what it
is for an oak to exist; it is for some pile of stuff to have such a
complex property: the property of making it the case that new
masses of matter will have that very property. Thus, what it is for
oaks existing at different times to be the same oak is for them to
have the very same manifestation of this special property, or the
same homeostatic organization trope. Or, as Locke puts it, they are
the same so long as they “‘partake of the same Life.”

Masses of matter are just atoms jumbled together. But what
makes for their identity is not the way the atoms are put together —
that is, jumbled — but the atoms themselves. Organisms are atoms
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organized in a special way. But what makes for their identity, by
contrast, is not the atoms, but the way they are put together, the
organization. Thus, where the identity of masses of matter derives
from the identity of substances (same substances, same mass) the
identity of an organism derives from the identity of a particular
trope (same organization, same organism). This difference derives
not from a difference in the mind-independent nature of masses and
organisms but, instead, from a difference in our ideas; since the
ideas of the two kinds of thing differ, so do the identity conditions
for particulars falling under the respective ideas.

As it is in oak trees, so it is in the biological organisms that
compose the human species. There is such a thing as a human
animal: a creature with the peculiar human organization that is an
example of a way of being organized that maintains that very form
of organization. Each of your organs, and your body as a whole, is
designed in such a way as to shed bits of matter and incorporate
other bits and, by so doing, to maintain its organization as a thing
capable of doing just that.

It’s clear enough that there is no more to an oak tree than this. A
full description of the particular special way in which a pile of
material stuff is organized at a time captures all there is to being an
oak tree at that time; and, quite plausibly, wherever we find that
same manifestation of that special form of organization, we find the
same oak tree. But is a full description of your peculiar physical
organization, special as it is, a full description of you? Or would
such a description leave something out? And, if it does leave
something out, then what is it to be a person, over and above being
an organism?

3. AGAINST THE SAME-ORGANISM AND SAME-SUBSTANCE
THEORIES OF PERSONAL IDENTITY

What is it for a person to exist? Or, equivalently, what makes a
thing such as to exclude other persons from the place that it
occupies? We might think that the answer to this question is this: it
is to be a human organism, a human being, what Locke calls “‘a
man.” That is, at a given moment in time, we might say, the reason
that there is just one person holding this book and reading it is
because there is, at a particular place, just one collection of atoms
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organized in the special way that human beings are organized. If
this is right, then it will lead us to the following theory of personal
identity: A person now and a person some time ago are the same
person just in case they are the same-organism. Call this the “same-
organism theory of personal identity.” Locke rejects this theory, and
he does so on the grounds that what it is for a person to exist at a
time, and to exclude other persons from its location, is not for a
human being to exist at that time and place. To prove this he shows,
first, that a human being can exist at a given place and time without
any person existing at that place and time; and, second, that a
person can exist in a place and at a time without any human being
existing at that place and time. Both claims are made in the fol-
lowing passage:

[Wlhoever should see a Creature of his own Shape and Make, though it had
no more reason all its Life, than a Cat or a Parrot, would call him still a
Man; or whoever should hear a Cat or a Parrot discourse, reason, and phi-
losophize, would call or think it nothing but a Cat or a Parrot; and say, the
one was a dull irrational Man, and the other a very intelligent rational
Parrot. (E IL.xxvii.8: 333)

What Locke here offers are the first of many thought experiments
that appear in his discussion of personal identity. In each, the reader
is asked to pronounce as to the nature or identity of hypothetical
entities, and from our pronouncements (or, rather, what h