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In the case of major works and collections, the abbreviated title is fol-
lowed by an array of numerals designating internal divisions - volumes,
books, parts, chapters, sections, and so forth — and then a page number,
preceded by a colon. Thus a reference to Book 1I, Chapter xxi, Section 47,
page 263 of the Essay concerning Human Understanding is made as fol-
lows: E IL.xxi.47: 263. A reference to Volume VII, page 140 of Locke’s Works
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{which is a reference to The Reasonableness of Christianity} is made thus:
W VII: 140.

Letters written by and to Locke are cited using the numbers assigned to
them in the de Beer edition of Locke’s correspondence, followed by “C” and
the volume and page number of that edition, thus: Letter 2320: C VI: 215.

Manuscript material in the Bodleian Library, which includes nearly all of
the surviving Locke Nachlass, sometimes is cited by title (if there is one),
followed by “B” and the Bodleian catalogue designation for the manuscript
in question, and then a section, folio, or page number, thus: Journal 1677:
B MS Locke f.2: 46.

Some of this manuscript material, however, has been published, and it is
often the published version that is cited. One major source is Lord King’s
biography: a citation of something in it includes a title {if there is one)},
followed by “L” and the volume and page number of the 1830 edition of
King’s work, thus: Deus: L II: 133-39.

Other material from Locke’s manuscripts has been published in separate
books and journal articles. Of special importance are an early work in Latin
on the law of nature, and two early drafts — designated Draft A and Draft B
by Locke scholars — of the Essay concerning Human Understanding. Two
versions of the former have been published {with different English titles),
one by von Leyden, the other by Horwitz et al.: these are cited using “EL”
and “QL,” respectively. There are also two published versions of each of the
drafts: in this Companion it is the Clarendon edition of both drafts, edited
by Nidditch and Rogers, that is cited, using “D,” thus: Draft A 43: DL 75.

Other published versions of material from Locke’s manuscripts are cited
using Locke’s name as author, followed by the date of publication, and then
a page number preceded by a colon. A reference to an early paper by Locke
on infallibility, for example, that was published in 1977 by John Biddle in
the Journal of Church and State, appears thus: Locke 1977: 301.

Works by authors other than Locke (and his correspondents) are also re-
ferred to parenthetically, using the name of the author, the publication date
of the work or edition cited {followed by “a,” “b,” “¢” etc. to distinguish
publications in the same year}, and a page number preceded by a colon. A
reference to page 86 of John Yolton’s John Locke and the Way of Ideas,
published in 1956, is made thus: Yolton 1956: 86.

Full information about cited works and sources is given in the Bibliog-
raphy.
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VERE CHAPPELL

Introduction

The main subject of this book is Locke’s philosophy, in the current
academic sense of that term. So construed, philosophy is a special
field of inquiry, marked off, even if not very clearly, from other fields
and in particular from the various empirical sciences. Locke cer-
tainly practiced philosophy understood in this way. But he did not
think of himself as any kind of intellectual specialist. He rarely even
used the word “philosophy,” as many seventeenth-century thinkers
did, to signify the whole domain of intellectual endeavor: his favor-
ite word for that was “science.” And in addition to his work in phi-
losophy, he pursued substantial inquiries in other disciplines: chem-
istry, medicine, economics, public policy, education, and theology.
Still, there is no doubt that Locke’s most significant as well as his
most influential achievements were in philosophy; and it is as a phi-
losopher that he is chiefly interesting to scholars today.

Philosophy, in our current view of it, is divided into various more
or less distinguishable subfields, yielding, at the first level of divi-
sion, logic, epistemology, metaphysics, and moral philosophy, and
then, by subdividing these, such specializations as the philosophies
of language, science, mind, and religion, ethical theory, and political
philosophy. Locke worked actively in nearly all of these areas. It is
true that the overall subject of his two most important books, the
Essay concerning Human Understanding and the Two Treatises of
Government, is, in the one case, epistemology and, in the other,
political philosophy. But there are also significant excursions, in the
Two Treatises, into general moral philosophy, and in the Essay, into
ethical theory and the philosophies of language, science, and reli-
gion, and especially into what we call metaphysics, though Locke

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



2 THE CAMBRIDGE COMPANION TO LOCKE

would have been uneasy with that label, reeking as it did to his nose
of the stale hallways of medieval schools.

In this book, separate chapters are devoted to Locke’s work in each
of several subfields of philosophy: metaphysics, subdivided into phi-
losophy of body and philosophy of mind {Chapters 3 and 4, respec-
tively); philosophy of language (Chapter s5); theory of knowledge,
which covers a portion of epistemology (Chapter 6); philosophy of
religion, which normally includes topics in metaphysics as well as
epistemology, though it is mainly the latter that are treated here
(Chapter 7); general moral philosophy (Chapter 8); and political phi-
losophy (Chapter 9). There is also a chapter dealing with Locke’s
theory of ideas (Chapter 2), designed to provide some background
for the discussions of the chapters following it. The issues addressed
in this chapter are taken nowadays to fall within epistemology and
philosophy of logic. But for Locke they would have been assigned to
“Semiotics” or “the Doctrine of Signs,” which is one of the three
main divisions of “Science” he specifies in the last chapter of the
Essay (E IV.xxi.4: 720-21}. (Locke’s other two divisions are “Prac-
tics” or “Ethicks” and “Physics, or natural Philosophy,” albeit “in a
little more enlarged Sense of the Word” which allows it to apply to
“Spirits” as well as bodies [E IV.xxi.2~3: 720].)

It is not, however, any systematic arrangement of these various
subfields within philosophy that has dictated the order of these
chapters. The first six of them, Chapters 2 through 7, are placed in
the order (more or less) in which the subjects they cover are treated
by Locke in the Essay. Chapter 2 deals with issues discussed in Book
I and in parts of Book II, and Chapters 3 and 4 with matters consid-
ered in other parts of Book II; Chapter 5 corresponds to Book III and
Chapter 6 to the earlier portions of Book IV; and the bulk of Chapter
7 is concerned with questions that Locke takes up in the later por-
tions of Book IV. The subject of Chapter 8, moral philosophy; is dis-
cussed by Locke at several places in the Essay, and also in other
works: notably, the early Essays on the Law of Nature, the Two
Treatises, and The Reasonableness of Christianity. Chapter 9, fi-
nally, on Locke’s political philosophy, is devoted to the central argu-
ment of the Second Treatise.

Not every currently recognized subfield of philosophy is such that
Locke significantly contributed to it. Formal logic and aesthetics
are two to which he did not. He also avoided explicit discussion of
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Introduction 3

questions of general ontology, which is another branch of metaphys-
ics in addition to the philosophies of mind and of body - although
many answers to these questions are implicit in his discussions of
other topics, so that quite a rich theory of “being in general” could
perhaps be constructed from them. A further branch of metaphysics
is (natural) theology, the philosophy of the gods or God. To this
Locke did give considerable attention, not only passim in both the
Essay and Two Treatises but in several other works, including two
specifically dedicated to it: The Reasonableness of Christianity and
A Paraphrase and Notes on the Epistles of St. Paul. But Locke’s
work in this area was not very original, a lot of it is more apologet-
ical than philosophical, and after a few decades even Christian theo-
logians stopped being very interested in it. A few aspects of this
work are mentioned in Chapter 7 of this Companion, but no sepa-
rate chapter has been assigned to it.

In addition to the eight central chapters on Locke’s philosophy,
this volume contains an opening chapter on his life and intellectual
context, and a closing one {Chapter 10) on the influence of his
thought upon subsequent thinkers.

Although Locke’s work in fields other than philosophy is not spe-
cifically examined in this book, there are brief descriptions of some
of it in Chapter 1. Furthermore, some excellent extended studies of
it have been produced by scholars in recent years. Locke’s work in
chemistry and natural philosophy (in the unenlarged sense) is re-
viewed by Frank 1980, that in medicine by Dewhurst 1963 (but see
J. R. Milton’s “Note on Sources” in Chapter 1). The best account of
Locke’s contribution to economics is Kelly 1991; and Tarcov 1984
and Yolton and Yolton 1989 are illuminating on his views on educa-
tion. Valuable discussions of (some aspects of) Locke’s theology are
provided by Wainwright 1987, Spellman 1988, and Marshall 1990.
Locke’s treatment of religious and political toleration, which consti-
tutes his most extensive venture in the field of what would now be
called public policy, is fully examined in Horton and Mendus 1991.

The current state of Locke scholarship, in philosophy no less than
in these other fields, is one of robust good health. The study of
Locke has certainly shared in the growth of the whole scholarly in-
dustry in the twentieth century, and particularly in the past thirty
years or so. And the intellectual habits of scholars in general have
changed for the better. Students of work such as Locke’s are now

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



4 THE CAMBRIDGE COMPANION TO LOCKE

more astute philosophically than their predecessors were; they read
texts more carefully; and they are more interested in the historical
circumstances, material as well as intellectual, in which their sub-
jects did their thinking.

But there are special factors that seem to have boosted Locke’s
popularity as a target of scholarly interest. Of prime importance has
been the coming to light of the rich trove of unpublished material
in the Lovelace Collection. Among other things, this has prompted a
new critical edition of Locke’s works, the Oxford Clarendon Edition,
several volumes of which have now been published — most notably,
Peter Nidditch’s Essay and E. S. de Beer’s eight-volume collection of
Locke’s whole (known) correspondence. These new editions have in
turn encouraged new efforts of interpretation and historical re-
search: progress builds upon progress.

Locke scholarship has also benefited from the industry and dedi-
cation of Roland Hall, founder and editor of the Locke Newsletter
(Hall 19704a), coauthor (with Roger Woolhouse) of a comprehensive
bibliography of twentieth-century work on Locke (Hall and Wool-
house 1983), and maintainer of the annual list of “Recent Publica-
tions” on Locke {Hall 1970b). Two further bibliographies, covering
different ground, have been published recently by John Attig and by
Jean and John Yolton: the one lists Locke’s own writings (Attig
1985}, the other secondary writings produced between 1689 and
1982 (Yolton and Yolton 1985). All in all, the research tool needs of
Locke scholars have been unusually well provided for.

The editor trusts that the vitality and quality of current Locke
scholarship are amply demonstrated by the essays that make up
this volume.

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



J. R. MILTON

1 Locke’s life and times

John Locke was born on August 28, 1632, into a family of very minor
Somerset gentry. His father, John Locke senior, owned some houses
and land in and around Pensford, a small town some seven miles
south of Bristol. He supplemented his income from this by practic-
ing as an attorney and by taking a series of minor administrative
posts in local government.

Locke’s family seems to have had puritan sympathies, and after
the outbreak of the Civil War his father served as a captain in one
of the parliamentary armies, in a cavalry regiment commanded by
a very much more substantial figure among the Somerset gentry,
Alexander Popham. Popham’s regiment served under Waller, was de-
feated at the Battle of Devizes in July 1643, and subsequently dis-
persed.

Locke’s father’s association with Popham, whom he continued to
serve in his professional capacity and from whom he leased part of
his land, had one consequence of enormous benefit to his son. Pop-
ham, since 1645 the member of Parliament for Bath, had sufficient
influence to recommend boys for places at Westminster School, at
that time the foremost school in England. Locke entered Westmin-
ster in 1647. The education there was centered almost entirely
around the ancient languages, first Latin, then Greek, and finally,
for the most academically proficient pupils, Hebrew. Locke made
sufficient progress with the last of these to be able to compose an
oration in Hebrew shortly before he left the school.

Westminster had a long-established connection with Christ
Church, Oxford, whereby at least three studentships at the College
were filled every year from among those boys who held scholarships
at the school. These studentships, which were approximately the

S
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6 THE CAMBRIDGE COMPANION TO LOCKE

equivalent of fellowships in the other colleges, were tenable for life,
though they could be forfeited on a number of grounds, notably mar-
riage. Locke was elected in May 1652; he took up residence in Christ
Church in the autumn of the same year.

The curriculum that Locke was required to follow differed hardly
at all from that which had irritated and bored the young Thomas
Hobbes fifty years before, and Locke reacted to it in the same way.
He acquired an intense dislike of the scholastic method of disputa-
tion and of the logical and metaphysical subtleties with which it
concerned itself. Locke made sure that he fulfilled the not very ex-
acting requirements for his degrees (B.A. February 1656, M.A. June
1658), but otherwise he seems to have spent much of his time read-
ing lighter literature - plays, romances, and literary letters, much of
it translated from French.

It is unclear whether at this stage in his life Locke had any definite
intentions as to what career to pursue. He was admitted to Gray’s
Inn in December 1656, but nothing seems to have come of this;
Locke’s later thought is strikingly uninfluenced by any apparent
knowledge of the common law. Most undergraduates intended a ca-
reer in the church. There is some evidence that Locke’s father had
some such aim in mind, and Locke himself may have contemplated
this as late as 1663, but in the end he rejected the idea of ordination.

Another possibility was medicine. Several of Locke’s notebooks
show that in the late 1650s he started taking detailed notes from a
large number of medical works. The quantity and character of this
material indicates something more than casual interest. In 1658-59
Locke may not have decided firmly on a medical career, but he was
clearly investigating it as a possibility.

The study of medicine inevitably led to natural philosophy. Locke
read Harvey’s Exercitationes de Generatione Animalium in about
1658, and began exploring the problems of chemistry, taking de-
tailed notes from the writings of Daniel Sennert. At about this time,
probably early in 1660, he first met Robert Boyle.

Exactly when Locke first became acquainted with the ideas of the
mechanical philosophy cannot now be determined. There is no evi-
dence that he had any links with the group of innovators associated
with John Wilkins at Wadham - unlike his precocious contemporary
at both Westminster and Christ Church, Robert Hooke. If he had read
anything by Descartes, there is no trace of it among his surviving
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Locke’s life and times 7

papers. From 1660 onward, however, Locke augmented his medical
studies with a thorough course of reading in the new mechanical
philosophy, starting with Boyle’s recently published New Essays
Physico-Mechanical touching the Spring of Air. He read widely
among Descartes’s works, concentrating especially on the Dioptrics
and the Meteors (in Latin translation) and the Principia Philosoph-
iae, especially Parts Il and IV; he also read at least some of Gas-
sendi’s Syntagma Philosophicum, though probably not very much.

Locke’s attention at this time was not however held solely by
medicine and natural philosophy. The rather precarious political sta-
bility achieved by Cromwell had disappeared with his death in Sep-
tember 1658. Locke welcomed the Restoration of Charles II and the
reestablishment of strong — indeed authoritarian - government in
church and state. Between November and December 1660 he wrote
a short treatise, intended as a reply to a work by another student of
Christ Church, Edward Bagshaw, in which he affirmed the power of
the civil magistrate to determine the form of religious worship
(Locke 1967: 117-75). This was followed in 1661-62 by two further
works, each written in Latin and set out in the form of a scholastic
disputation. One gave a more general and abstract defense of the
thesis already argued against Bagshaw (Locke 1967: 185-241);
the other rejected the Catholic position that it is necessary that
the Bible should have an infallible interpreter {Locke 1977). Locke
was at this time reading much Anglican theology, and was following
the classical Anglican tradition of engaging in polemics on two
fronts, against both the church of Rome and the Protestant dis-
senters.

At this stage of his life Locke’s religious opinions were probably
still broadly orthodox. He survived the post-Restoration visitation
of the university, apparently without difficulty, and it is hardly likely
that anyone would have advocated a policy requiring the imposition
of a religious orthodoxy that he did not himself accept. In contrast
with the situation twenty years later, he was clearly well thought of
by the dean and chapter. In the early 1660s he was appointed to a
succession of college offices: praelector in Greek (1661-62), prae-
lector in rhetoric {1663}, and finally censor of moral philosophy
{1664). In the spring of 1661 he became a college tutor; he was re-
sponsible for the general welfare of his pupils, and helped impart to
them the same kind of education that he had himself been given a
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8 THE CAMBRIDGE COMPANION TO LOCKE

decade earlier. He also conducted scholastic disputations of a
strictly traditional kind: one set of these survive and have been pub-
lished with the title Essays on the Law of Nature.

During this time Locke continued to read widely in medicine and
natural philosophy. He took detailed notes at the lectures on medi-
cine given in 1661-62 by Thomas Willis (Willis 1980) and in 1663
attended a class in chemistry given, under Boyle’s auspices, by the
German chemist, Peter Stahl. There was at this time much interest
in physiological problems. Locke was a friend of Richard Lower,
who, in conjunction with Boyle, Hooke, and Willis, was engaged in
trying to understand the nature of respiration. Locke followed these
investigations closely and recorded notes and queries about them in
his commonplace books.

Locke’s life at this time would seem to have been well occupied,
if a little humdrum. In 1665 an opportunity for something quite new
came up, and Locke promptly seized it. Sir Walter Vane was being
sent to Cleves on a diplomatic mission to the elector of Branden-
burg, and Locke was offered the post of secretary. The mission left
England in November and returned the following February. As an
act of diplomacy it proved futile, but it is clear from his letters home
that Locke greatly enjoyed his first journey abroad, and the experi-
ence of staying in a community in which the members of different
churches lived together without disorder may have helped him
change his mind about the practicability of religious toleration.

Once back in Oxford, Locke resumed his studies in chemistry and
in physiology; it is probably at about this time that he drafted a
short work in the form of a scholastic disputation on the purpose of
respiration.! In the summer of 1666, however, he met someone who
was to change the entire course of his life.

Anthony Ashley Cooper, then Lord Ashley but from 1672 earl of
Shaftesbury, had been chancellor of the exchequer since 1661. He
was not in good health, and had come to Oxford to drink the water,
conveyed there by cart, from a remote but newly fashionable rural
spring. Ashley’s physician in Oxford was David Thomas, Locke’s
chief collaborator in his chemical experiments, and it was probably
through Thomas that the two men were introduced. Each was favor-
ably impressed by the other, and by the time that Ashley left Oxford,
the beginnings of a firm friendship had been established.

In the late spring of 1667 Locke left Oxford for London, to become
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Locke’s life and times 9

a member of Ashley’s household at Exeter House in the Strand. This
was to be his place of permanent residence for the next eight years.

Locke’s activities in London remained as diverse as they had been
in Oxford. He continued to read extensively in medicine, but he was
now able to supplement this theoretical education with clinical ex-
perience. Shortly after arriving in London he made the acquaintance
of the physician Thomas Sydenham. Locke accompanied Sydenham
on his rounds and made records of his advice and recommendations
in various of his notebooks. The two men collaborated closely:
Locke’s papers contain a large number of drafts and fragmentary es-
says on various medical topics. The most interesting of these from
a philosophical point of view is a short tract, “De Arte Medica.”
When first discovered in the nineteenth century this work was sup-
posed to have been written by Locke, primarily because the manu-
script is in his hand; more recently it has been ascribed to Syden-
ham. There are at present no decisive grounds in favor of either
alternative.

“De Arte Medica” expresses a profound skepticism about all
hypotheses concerning the nature of disease, and consequently ad-
vocates a purely empirical approach to medical practice. Nothing in
it is incompatible with the known medical philosophies of either
Sydenham or Locke. Sydenham had never been an admirer of the
mechanical philosophy, or of the kind of corpuscularian explana-
tions so indefatigably advocated by Boyle and his colleagues in the
Royal Society. Locke’s general approach remained close to that of
Boyle, but he became much more skeptical about the prospects of
our ever being able in practice to use corpuscularian principles to
give a satisfactory explanation of the properties of particular bodies.

Locke’s medical skills were put to a severe test in the summer of
1668. Lord Ashley’s generally poor health had been growing worse,
and Locke advocated and on June 12 superintended (though did not
of course actually perform) an operation to drain an abscess on his
liver. Ashley made a good recovery and thereafter saw Locke as the
person who had saved his life.

Locke continued to pursue his scientific as well as his medical
interests. It was fashionable to dabble in chemistry, and Lord Ashley
maintained a laboratory in Exeter House. In November 1668 Locke
was elected a fellow of the Royal Society, but though he was quickly
appointed to a committee for experiments and twice served on the

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



10 THE CAMBRIDGE COMPANION TO LOCKE

council (1669~70, 1672-73), he seems to have attended few meetings
and to have contributed little to the work of the society.

Just as Locke’s hitherto largely theoretical approach to medicine
had been broadened by his association with Sydenham, so his rather
academic, quasi-scholastic interest in politics was inevitably modi-
fied by his entry into the household of one of England’s ablest politi-
cians. Within a year of coming to London, Locke had written a short
Essay concerning Toleration,> which expressed views very different
from those put forward in the Two Tracts of 1660-62. He also devel-
oped an interest, hitherto absent, in economic questions. The out-
come was a treatise with the title Some of the Consequences that
are like to follow upon Lessening of Interest to 4 Per Cent, begun
in 1668, and further added to in 1674. Nothing was published at this
time, but Locke kept the manuscript and put it to use in the eco-
nomic controversies of the 1690s.

In 1669 Ashley involved Locke in the affairs of the recently
founded colony of Carolina. In August of that year the first group of
settlers to leave from England took with them an elaborate constitu-
tional document, the Fundamental Constitutions of Carolina. It is
extremely unlikely that Locke was the author of this, but it is pos-
sible that he had a hand in the original drafting, and he was certainly
involved in suggesting alterations and improvements {(Milton 1990).
Locke continued to serve the lords proprietors of the colony in a
secretarial capacity until he left England for France in 1675.

At least since the autumn of 1668 Ashley had been paying Locke
an annual allowance of £80. In the autumn of 1670 an opportunity
arose to shift the burden to the public revenue. Locke was appointed
a registrar to the commissioners of excise, at an annual salary of
£175. Of this, £60 was needed to pay a clerk, who presumably per
formed whatever duties were required. Locke lost this useful source
of income in the spring of 1675. It was replaced by an annuity of
£100, which he purchased from Shaftesbury.

In the light of his later publications it is remarkable that in the
1660s Locke seems to have spent very little time reading anything
on epistemology or metaphysics. It is of course unlikely that he
made notes on every book that he read, and it is certain that at least
some of the commonplace books in which he did record his notes
have not survived; nevertheless the disparity between the extremely
copious notes taken from books on medicine, natural science, travel
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and theology, and the almost total absence of anything on philosoph-
ical topics is very marked. In 1670 Locke was not yet a philosopher,
as we would understand that term. He was however shortly to be-
come one.

The origins of the Essay concerning Human Understanding are
described by Locke with tantalizing brevity and a kind of studied
vagueness in a well-known passage in the “Epistle to the Reader.”
Locke describes there how, at an unspecified but evidently fairly dis-
tant time in the past, he and a group of five or six friends had met
in Locke’s chamber to discuss some other quite remote topic, and
had found themselves becoming entangled in a mass of wholly un-
anticipated perplexities. It then occurred to Locke that they should
inquire instead into the capabilities of the human understanding it-
self. He therefore set down “some hasty and undigested thoughts
on a subject I had never before considered,” which he took to the
next meeting.

Two surviving works dealing with epistemological topics show
that this meeting cannot have taken place after 1671. The shorter,
given the Latin title “Intellectus humanus cum cognitionis certitud-
ine, et assensus firmitate” but written in English, is now generally
known as Draft A. A reference within the work shows that Locke
was in the middle of writing it on July 11, 1671. Its first few pages
may well correspond to the hasty and undigested thoughts taken by
Locke to the meeting with his friends. The longer work, entitled
“An Essay concerning the Understanding, Knowledge, Opinion and
Assent” but now known as Draft B, contains no dates other than
the year 1671 on the title page, but is certainly later than Draft A.
Both works were left unfinished, and both clearly leave unsolved
some of the main problems that led to their being written.

During the years 1672-75 much of Locke’s time was occupied by
administrative activities of various kinds. In March 1672 Ashley was
created earl of Shaftesbury, and in November of the same year he
was appointed lord chancellor. The administration of the consider-
able quantity of ecclesiastical patronage that came with this office
was devolved upon Locke, who was given the post of secretary for
presentations; he held it until Shaftesbury was dismissed in Novem-
ber 1673. As if in anticipation of this, Locke had in the previous
month become secretary to the Council for Trade and Plantations.
In December he was made treasurer as well. He held these posts,
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which involved a considerable quantity of work, until the council
was itself dissolved in December 1674. The combined salary of £600
per annum was never paid.

In November 1675, his administrative responsibilities at an end,
Locke crossed over to France for a stay that was in the end to last
nearly three and a half years. It was not his first visit to that country.
In the autumn of 1672 he had spent a few weeks in Paris, but though
he presumably acquired some ability to communicate in French, he
was not yet able to read that language with any ease. There are no
citations from any works written in French among Locke’s papers
before November 1675.

On arriving in France Locke began, apparently for the first time,
to keep a journal, a practice he was to continue until the end of his
life. In later years the number of entries grew smaller, especially
after 1689, but the very well-filled volumes covering the years in
France make it possible, for the first time in Locke’s life, to con-
struct an almost day-by-day account of his movements and activ-
ities.

On January 4, 1676 (N.S.), Locke arrived at Montpellier, where he
was to stay for a little over a year. He made several acquaintances,
notably two eminent Protestant physicians, Charles Barbeyrac and
Pierre Magnol, and the Cartesian Pierre Sylvain Régis; he also en-
gaged a tutor to teach him French for one hour a day, and began
reading books written in that language.

While at Montpellier Locke resumed his philosophical inquiries.
His journals contain a substantial number of entries on philosophi-
cal matters, these being especially frequent for the period from June
until September 1676, when Locke had retired to Celleneuve, a vil-
lage some three miles west of Montpellier.

In February 1677 Locke left Montpellier, and traveled in a lei-
surely manner to Paris, by way of Toulouse and Bordeaux, arriving
there at the beginning of June. He was to remain in Paris, apart from
a second journey through provincial France in the late summer and
autumn of 1678, until his return to England.

In Paris Locke continued, at least intermittently, to work on phi-
losophy, drawing up a list of French versions of Descartes’s works,
and copying into his journal a long memorandum containing critical
comments on the writings of Descartes’s various followers. He also
became acquainted with two Gassendists, Frangois Bernier and
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Gilles de Launay, though there is little evidence that he ever had
much interest in the details of Gassendi’s own philosophy.

It is also clear that Locke was working on the Essay during this
period. One of the items that he left behind in Paris in July 1678
was a folio volume described as “Essay de Intellectu.” This cannot
be either Draft A or Draft B. References to this volume appear else-
where among Locke’s papers: it is with him in England in 1679 and
1680, and in Holland in 1684 and 1685,

The England to which Locke returned in May 1679 was in a state
of acute political crisis. The revelation of the Popish Plot, a conspir-
acy to assassinate Charles II and replace him with his Catholic
brother, James, had burst upon an already discontented nation in the
August of the previous year. The plot was itself a pure fabrication,
but few of Locke’s contemporaries were prepared to discount en-
tirely the detailed mendacities devised by Titus Oates and his asso-
ciates, especially after the discovery of the genuinely treasonable
correspondence of James’s secretary, Edward Coleman, and the mur-
der — still unsolved - of the magistrate charged with investigating
the whole matter, Sir Edmund Berry Godfrey. Charles had dissolved
the old Cavalier Parliament, elected in 1660; its replacement was
due to meet for the first time in May, the month of Locke’s return.
For the next four years, until his flight to Holland as a political refu-
gee, Locke was to be concerned primarily, though never exclusively,
with politics.

The events of the years 1679-83 fall into two phases. At first
Shaftesbury and his associates attempted to use constitutional
means to exclude James from the throne. Exclusion bills were
passed by the House of Commons in May 1679 and November 1680,
but Charles extinguished the first by dissolving Parliament, and al-
lowed the second to be defeated in the House of Lords. The turning
point came in March 1681. The new Parliament met in Oxford, but
was dissolved within a week, before a third exclusion bill had time
even to complete its course through the Commons. As it slowly be-
came apparent that Charles had no intention of ever summoning
Parliament again, the Whig party split; the moderates became inac-
tive or crossed over to the other side; the radicals, led by Shaftesbury,
began to think with increasing seriousness about the possibilities
of insurrection.

Charles rightly saw Shaftesbury as his most dangerous opponent,
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and was now determined to crush him. He was charged with trea-
son, but the prosecution failed when the Whig-nominated grand
jury threw out the charge. In June 1682 however the government
secured the return of two Tories as sheriffs for London, and Shaftes-
bury knew that once they took office he would no longer be safe. In
September he went into hiding, and two months later, after a
planned insurrection had fizzled out, fled to Holland, where he died
in January 1683.

Shaftesbury’s flight and death deprived the Whigs of their ablest
leader, but did not weaken their determination to continue the
fight. One group of radicals formed a plot to assassinate Charles and
James at the Rye House in Hertfordshire. The actual attempt was
first postponed, and then betrayed to the government; the arrests
began on June 21, 1683.

The extent of Locke’s involvement in these events remains ob-
scure, but he almost certainly knew enough to put him in serious
danger. He slipped out of London a week before the arrests began.
The next two months he spent in the West Country, putting his
affairs in order and arranging for money to be sent abroad. How he
left England is unknown, but on September 7 (N.S.) he was in Rot-
terdam.

It is now universally agreed that the Two Treatises of Government
were not written to defend the Revolution of 1688, but were already
in existence when Locke left for Holland. Some passages were cer-
tainly added in 1689, and it is possible that some material may date
back to the years before 1675, but it is generally agreed that the
greater part of both books was written during the period 1679-83.
Any more precise dating than this is however highly controversial.
It is generally agreed that the First Treatise was begun soon after
Locke bought his copy of Filmer's Patriarcha, on January 22, 1680.
The main dispute is whether Locke began the Second Treatise
rather earlier, in the autumn of 1679, or whether it dates from after
the dissolution of the Oxford Parliament in March 1681. The former
hypothesis, first advanced by Peter Laslett in his critical edition of
the Two Treatises (Laslett 1967), locates the Second Treatise among
the political literature produced by the Exclusion Crisis. The lat-
ter hypothesis, advocated most forcefully by Richard Ashcraft (Ash-
craft 1980; Ashcraft 1986; Ashcraft 1987), sees it as containing a
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theoretical justification for an altogether more radical, indeed insur-
rectionary, type of politics.

The Two Treatises were not the only works on politics Locke
wrote during this period. In 1681 Edward Stillingfleet, dean of St
Paul’s, published The Unreasonableness of Separation, a vigorous
attack on those English Protestants who had chosen not to conform
to the Church of England. It raised the same issues as the Two
Tracts of 166062, but this time Locke’s sympathies were with the
other side. In collaboration with James Tyrrell, an old Oxford friend
and a fellow Whig, he drafted a lengthy and still unpublished reply
(B MS Locke ¢.34). Most of it is in Tyrrell’s hand, but substantial
parts were written by Locke and by his servant and amanuensis, Syl-
vanus Brounower. These parts at least were almost certainly written
on one of the occasions that Locke was staying in Tyrrell’s house at
Oakley in Buckinghamshire, probably between May 1681 and the
spring of 1682.

Once in Holland Locke quickly made contact with several of the
other English political exiles, notably with Thomas Dare, who was
to be the paymaster of Monmouth'’s ill-fated expedition. Locke’s con-
tacts with Dare and his fellow malcontents were reported in some
detail to the English government, and in November 1684 he was -
expelled from his studentship at Christ Church. The following May,
a fortnight before Monmouth’s expedition sailed, his name was in-
cluded on a list of exiles who were to be arrested by the Dutch au-
thorities; Locke went underground, and was to remain in hiding in
various places and under a variety of somewhat transparent pseud-
onyms until May 1685.

Locke continued to pursue his medical interests while in Holland,
and his reading remained as wide as ever, but his main intellectual
concern was now with philosophy. He was probably working on the
Essay in the winter of 1683-84, and was certainly at work on it be-
tween the autumn of 1684 and the spring of 1685. As the Essay took
shape, Locke was careful to send copies to England: an unspecified
portion, probably containing Book I and Book II and very close to
the surviving Draft C, in April 1686; Book IIT in August of the same
year, and Book IV in December. By the end of 1686 the Essay existed
in a form very close to that in which we know it.

It seems likely that Locke interrupted his labors on the Essay to
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write another shorter work. According to both Philippus van Lim-
borch and Jean le Clerc, the Epistola de Tolerantia was written dur-
ing the winter of 1685-86, when Locke had returned to Amsterdam
and was living inconspicuously in the house of Egbert Veen. Locke
had long been concerned with the problem of toleration in the con-
text of English politics, but the immediate impetus was probably
provided by the revocation of the Edict of Nantes in October 1685.
The choice of Latin for the work shows that it was intended for a
European audience; it has no textual connection with the 1667 es-
say, all the copies of which had been left behind in England. Before
he left Holland Locke entrusted the manuscript of the Epistola to
Limborch, who saw it through the press; it was published at Gouda
in May 1689, three months after Locke had returned to England, the
identity of the author being concealed by the cryptic and effectively
unfathomable initials P.A.P.O.LL.A.

Locke’s last two years in Holland were less eventful than their
predecessors had been. In February 1687 he moved to Rotterdam to
stay with Benjamin Furly, an English merchant of Quaker beliefs
who had been living there since the Restoration. Locke found Furly’s
company agreeable and his opinions sympathetic, and he had access
to the substantial library that Furly had amassed.

An acquaintance Locke had already made in Amsterdam was an-
other refugee with unorthodox religious views, Jean le Clerc. In 1686
he began publishing a new periodical, the Bibliotheque universelle
et historique. The second volume included a short work by Locke,
written many years earlier, the “Méthode nouvelle de dresser des
Receuils”; this described in careful detail the method Locke had
been using since 1660 of organizing a commonplace book. It was
not a publication calculated to cause much excitement in the world
of learning, but at least it was hardly likely to provoke any trouble.
Much more important, a later number of the same periodical
(January-March 1688} contained Locke’s first publication of any real
significance, a substantial abridgment (ninety-two pages) of the al-
ready completed but still unpublished Essay. Locke arranged for the
printer to produce a number of separate copies of this — in effect,
offprints — and arranged for them to be circulated among his ac-
quaintances in both England and Holland.

The success of William of Orange’s expedition and the resulting
flight of James II made it safe for Locke to come back to England.
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He returned in February 1689 and was almost immediately offered
the post of ambassador to the elector of Brandenburg. He declined
primarily on grounds of poor health, but also because a successful
performance of the role would require a readiness to engage in large-
scale drinking. Locke no longer touched alcohol, except occasion-
ally for medicinal purposes.

During the spring in 1689 Locke met Newton, who had been
elected a member of Parliament for the University of Cambridge,
and was in London for the current session of Parliament. Locke had
been one of the earliest readers of the Principia, and had given it a
laudatory if largely uncomprehending review in the Bibliothéque
universelle. The two became friends, though Locke soon became
aware of Newton’s immensely difficult personality. In the year that
followed they met occasionally and corresponded on a variety of top-
ics. Their main common interest lay not in natural science but in
biblical interpretation. Locke allowed Newton to insert some notes
into his interleaved Bible; characteristically these were on the book
of Revelation, a part of the New Testament that fascinated Newton
but meant little to Locke.

In the months that followed his return to England Locke busied
himself with preparing his two chief works for publication. The
manuscripts containing Two Treatises of Government had appar-
ently been left in England and a large part of the First Treatise had
been either lost or deliberately destroyed. Locke made no attempt
to reconstruct it. The surviving parts, augmented with new material
appropriate to the changed political situation of 1689, were licensed
for publication in August and appeared, with the date 1690 on the
title page, in October. It was anonymous, as were the subsequent
editions of 1694 and 1698.

During this period Locke was also at work on the Essay. The con-
tract with the publisher, dated May 24, 1689, suggests that the work
was complete by that date, but there is evidence that Locke contin-
ued to make minor changes until printing was completed at the be-
ginning of December. Like the Two Treatises, the Essay was on sale
before the beginning of its nominal year of publication.

While Locke was revising the Essay and the Two Treatises, and
seeing them through the press, an English translation was being pre-
pared of the Epistola de Tolerantia. This was done without Locke’s
authorization but not without his knowledge; indeed Locke had
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supplied the translator, William Popple, with a copy of the original
edition. Given that he was still concerned to keep his authorship a
secret, he was in no position to give any instructions to the transla-
tor, but there is no sign that he disapproved of the project. Popple’s
translation was licensed on October 3 and went on sale later that
autumn. It sold out quickly (a second edition appeared a few months
later) and immediately aroused controversy. An Oxford clergyman,
Jonas Proast, published a vigorous attack in April 1690. Locke re-
plied with A Second Letter concerning Toleration, which appeared
later that summer. Locke chose not to reveal his identity — he used
the pseudonym “Philanthropus” — and wrote as though he were a
third party taking the side of the author of the original letter. The
Second Letter is fairly short, but a further attack by Proast in Febru-
ary 1691 provoked Locke into elaborating a very much longer reply.
A Third Letter for Toleration was completed in June 1692 and even-
tually appeared in November. For the time being Proast made no
reply, and the controversy ceased.

One reason why the Third Letter took so long to appear, as com-
pared with its predecessor, was that Locke was preoccupied with
economic problems. His interest in these matters had been revived
in the summer of 1690 by the introduction in Parliament of bills to
reduce the legal rate of interest and to devalue the silver coinage by
increasing its nominal value. Though it did not appear in print until
December 1691, much of Some Considerations of the Conse-
qguences of the Lowering of Interest and Raising the Value of Money
was written the previous year; some parts were taken over almost
unchanged from the unpublished tract Locke had written in 1668.
Locke continued to work on Some Considerations during 1691; it
was eventually published rather hurriedly when another bill to re-
duce the rate of interest was placed before the House of Commons.

After his return to England, Locke settled for the time being in
London. He had lost his studentship at Christ Church (and made no
sustained effort to regain it), and the prospect of retiring to Pensford
can have held few attractions. Early in 1691 however he was invited
to stay as a permanent guest at Oates, a small moated manor house
in North Essex, the home of Sir Francis Masham. Masham’s wife
Damaris was the daughter of Ralph Cudworth, and had been a friend
and correspondent of Locke for many years. Oates was to be Locke’s
main place of residence for the remainder of his life, though during
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the 1690s he was forced to spend substantial periods in London at-
tending to government business.

Once the Third Letter for Toleration was out of the way, Locke’s
thoughts turned to a less controversial work. While in Holland he
had sent his friend Edward Clarke a series of letters giving detailed
advice about the upbringing of children. Some Thoughts concerning
Education was based on these letters and on a few more sent after
Locke’s return to England, though some new material was included,
and a certain number of changes were made. The section on natural
philosophy was revised, rather superficially, to take account of New-
ton’s achievement in the Principia. Some Thoughts was published
in July 1693; a new edition containing additional material came out
exactly two years later. It was the first work since the Essay to be
published in Locke’s own name, and it helped add to his growing rep-
utation.

During the time that Locke was adding the final touches to Some
Thoughts and seeing to its publication, he was also thinking about
new material for a second edition of the Essay. John Notrris, an En-
glish admirer of Malebranche, had been the first author to publish
any critical remarks about the Essay {Norris 1690). He was an old
friend of Lady Masham, through whom he became acquainted with
Locke. Their initially friendly relations turned sour, however, when
Locke came to suspect Norris of prying into his correspondence.
The initial result of this was a short bad-tempered fragment, entitled
“TL Answer to Mr Norris’s Reflection,” dated 1692. It was followed
by two rather more substantial pieces, “Remarks upon some of Mr
Norris’s Books” and “An Examination of P. Malebranche’s Opinion
of Seeing All Things in God,” both probably dating from early 1693.
Despite its title the second of these was at least initially directed at
Norris, as passages omitted in the version published in 1706 clearly
show. At one stage Locke wondered about including some of this
material in the second edition of the Essay, but on further reflection
decided against doing so. A long polemic would have looked out
of place in work that seemed deliberately to avoid controversy and
disputation. Even so, some of the new material found in the second
edition appears to have its origins in Locke’s reflections on Norris’s
and Malebranche’s philosophy.

Many of the other changes in the second edition arose out
of Locke’s very much more amicable relationship with William
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Molyneux. Molyneux had referred to Locke in the most fulsome
terms in the preface to his Dioptrica Nova {1692), and Locke, who
always tended to estimate someone’s capacity for philosophical
thinking by the closeness of his or her thought to his own ideas, was
most favorably impressed. A correspondence ensued, which contin-
ued until Molyneux’s untimely death in 1698.

The most obviously visible consequence of Locke’s friendship
with Molyneux was the insertion into the second edition of the Es-
say (E ILix.8: 145—46) of what has since become known as Moly-
neux’s problem: whether a man born blind and newly restored to
sight would be able by sight alone to distinguish between different
shapes, such as a sphere and a cube. Apart from this the most not-
able changes were a wholly new chapter (ILxxvii} “Of Identity and
Diversity” and the replacement of the central section of the chapter
“Of Power” (Il.xxi) by a largely new and much longer discussion of
human volition and freedom.

The second edition of the Essay appeared in May 1694. Just over
a year later, in August 1695, Locke published the first major work
wholly written since his return from Holland. This was The Reason-
ableness of Christianity. Like the Letter on Toleration, it was anon-
ymous, and immediately provoked controversy. It was not the enter-
prise of presenting Christianity as reasonable that caused offense,
but rather that to many readers Locke’s conception of Christianity
seemed unduly attenuated. The first and most alarming antagonist
was John Edwards, himself the son of a celebrated controversialist
of an earlier era. Edwards’s approach was vigorous to the point of
brutality, as his later description of Locke residing in “the Seraglio
at Oates” evidently bears witness. Locke replied to Edwards in a
brief Vindication published toward the end of 1695, and then later
in a much longer Second Vindication, which appeared in the spring
of 1697.

In the years after 1691 the deterioration of the silver currency and
its consequent fall in value against gold grew increasingly serious.
In January 1695 a committee was set up by the chancellor of the
exchequer to examine proposals for reform, and in February Locke
published a brief pamphlet, Short Observations on a Printed Paper,
to influence its deliberations. During the summer the situation grew
steadily worse, with the result that Locke spent much of the second
half of 1695 absorbed in monetary problems. The third edition of
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the Essay, which came out around December, was almost un-
changed from its predecessor. In September Locke was chosen, along
with others including Newton and Wren, to supply the government
with expert advice. His recommendation of recoinage without de-
valuation was adopted as government policy early in November, but
had still to be accepted by Parliament. Locke’s last publication on
economics, Further Considerations concerning Raising the Value of
Money, in defense of these proposals, appeared at the end of Decem-
ber. It was the first of Locke’s economic writings to be issued in his
own name.

Locke’s modest though adequate income from his land and from
the annuity purchased from Shaftesbury had been usefully aug-
mented from May 1689 by his appointment as a commissioner of
appeals. The duties involved were not very extensive; the salary was
£200 per annum. In May 1696 he was appointed to the Council for
Trade and Plantations, a post he held for the next four years. This
entailed substantially more work, as well as requiring periods of in-
creasingly disagreeable residence in London, but the compensations
included an annual salary of £1,000. During these years Locke was
earning more in each year than the entire value of the estate left by
his father.

Locke spent the early months of 1696 resting at Oates after the
exertions of the previous year. In June he was sufficiently recovered
to attend the first meeting of the newly constituted Board of Trade.
The business generated by the board occupied a substantial part of
Locke’s time over the next four years, involving him with such var-
ied problems as vagrancy, linen manufacture in Ireland, the abortive
Scottish colony at Darien, the suppression of piracy, and (perhaps
most time-consuming of all} the affairs of the colony in Virginia. It
was the climax of his distinguished if notably discontinuous career
as a civil servant.

Much of the time that Locke could spare from the affairs of the
Board of Trade was spent in pursuing a lengthy controversy with the
bishop of Worcester, Edward Stillingfleet. Stillingfleet was a slightly
younger contemporary of Locke who had published widely and ac-
quired a considerable reputation at a time when Locke was as yet
almost entirely unknown. He was generally regarded as one of the
Church of England’s ablest and most formidable controversialists.
When Archbishop Tillotson had died in 1694 Queen Mary had
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wanted Stillingfleet to succeed him as archbishop of Canterbury, but
she had been overruled by her husband, who saw Stillingfleet as too
high a churchman. He was not a man whose criticisms could safely
be ignored.

Stillingfleet had read the Essay soon after it first appeared and
(as he later acknowledged) had not seen it as having any dangerous
consequences for the doctrines of the Church of England. {He was
presumably quite unaware of Locke’s unpublished attack on The
Unreasonableness of Separation.) It was the activities of John To-
land that caused him to change his mind. The 1690s saw the climax
of the intellectual war between the English Socinians and their or-
thodox opponents, and it was as a contribution to this controversy
that Stillingfleet composed his Discourse in Vindication of the Doc-
trine of the Trinity. It was while he was finishing this that Toland’s
Christianity not Mysterious made its (anonymous) appearance. To-
land’s rationalistic approach to theology went well beyond anything
Locke advocated, or indeed believed, but it was quite apparent to
Stillingfleet (as to anyone else who might make the comparison)
that Toland’s theory of knowledge was taken over without any sig-
nificant modification from Book IV of the Essay. It was this that led
Stillingfleet to preface his attack on Toland with a criticism of
Locke.

Stillingfleet’s Discourse was published in November 1696. Locke
immediately started to produce a reply: A Letter to the Right Rever-
end Edward, Lord Bishop of Worcester was finished on January 7,
1697. Stillingfleet’s riposte, An Answer to Mr Locke’s Letter, was
on sale at the beginning of May. Locke again responded quickly. Mr
Locke’s Reply to the Right Reverend the Lord Bishop of Worcester’s
Answer to his Letter is dated June 29. Stillingfleet replied two
months later with An Answer to Mr Locke’s Second Letter, which
he appears to have intended as his final contribution to the contro-
versy. Locke prepared a massive rejoinder: Mr Locke’s Reply to the
Right Reverend the Lord Bishop of Worcester’s Answer to his Sec-
ond Letter was completed in May 1698, though it was not published
until the end of that year. Stillingfleet was by then in no condition
to reply. His health had broken down and he died on March 27, 1699.

Some of the issues raised by the controversy with Stillingfleet ap-
pear again in the material added to the fourth edition of the Essay,
which came out in December 1699. The most immediately obvious
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changes were two new chapters, both concerned with the pathology
of the human intellect, “Of the Association of Ideas” (II.xxxiii) and
“Of Enthusiasm” {IV.xix). One of the projected additions had, like
the earlier “Examination of Malebranche,” grown too large and was
therefore omitted. This was The Conduct of the Understanding,
which was begun in April 1697. It is the only one of Locke’s works
that shows clear evidence of having been influenced by Francis
Bacon, and it is significant that the only records of Locke reading
the Novum Organum date from about this period. Locke intended
that the Conduct should be published, though it did not in fact ap-
pear until it was included by his executors in the Posthumous
Works of Mr John Locke, published in 1706.

A less easily datable work from around this time is The Elements
of Natural Philosophy, a short introduction written for the use of
the Mashams’ son Francis. The only firm evidence for its date comes
from a reference it contains to Huygens’s Cosmotheoros, first pub-
lished in 1698.

In June 1700 Locke resigned from the Board of Trade. The last four
years of his life were spent quietly; his visits to London were less
frequent and very much briefer than before. He published nothing
after the fourth edition of the Essay, in December 1699, though he
continued to note down minor improvements, which were incorpo-
rated in the posthumous fifth edition.

Though less busy than before, Locke was far from idle. When his
health allowed it he worked steadily on his last major project, the
Paraphrase and Notes on the Epistles of St Paul. Locke had a long-
standing interest in biblical criticism, and had been recording de-
tailed notes on individual passages since the early 1660s. He chose
to write about the Pauline epistles, partly no doubt because critics
like John Edwards had accused him of ignoring them, but perhaps
more importantly because he had come to believe that they had
been misunderstood by generations of readers who tried to under-
stand each verse in isolation, instead of interpreting them all in the
context of the epistles as a whole.

The Paraphrase provides detailed evidence of Locke’s views on a
great variety of theological questions. The anti-Trinitarianism,
which critics had rightly claimed to detect in his earlier writings, is
again present, though understandably in implicit rather than ex-
plicit form. Despite his wide reading in Socinian literature, he seems
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not to have been a pure Socinian, but rather to have adopted a posi-
tion closer to Arianism.

More generally, the Paraphrase reveals the deeply religious char-
acter of Locke’s mind. It shows, much more clearly than The Rea-
sonableness of Christianity, that the Christian vocabulary of
Locke’s earlier works cannot be interpreted either as a pious facade
or (less implausibly) as a mere residue in a mind already fundamen-
tally secular but either reluctant or unable to acknowledge itself as
such.

Locke’s original intention had been to publish the complete series
by installments, at three-month intervals; the first part, on Gal-
ations, was in proof by August 1704, but nothing appeared before
his death. The completed parts, on Galatians, I and II Corinthians,
Romans and Ephesians, were published by his executors between
1705 and 1707.

Two other short works date from Locke’s last years. The Discourse
of Miracles was written in 1702; the unfinished Fourth Letter on
Toleration was begun in the last months of Locke’s life. Both were
published posthumously.

Locke’s health had not been good for many years. He suffered from
asthma, which had been made worse by the smoke of London. In
January 1698, during a spell of bitterly cold weather, he had been
summoned from Oates to Kensington Palace by William III; the
journey by his own estimation nearly killed him, and according to
Lady Masham his health never fully recovered.

As far as was possible Locke spent the last winters of his life in-
doors, by the fire, attempting to conserve his strength and waiting
for the temporary improvement in his condition that the warmer
weather would bring. During the spring and summer of 1704, how-
ever, the ailments of the winter continued, and Locke rightly sus-
pected that he was unlikely to have much longer to live. In April he
made his will, leaving the greater part of his estate to his second
cousin, Peter King. During the summer Locke grew steadily weaker.
He had previously loved to take exercise by riding, but this was now
beyond him. Instead a specially designed chaise was constructed so
he could be driven about. By October he was too weak even for this,
and could only be carried out into the garden to sit in the autumn
sun. His mind however remained both clear and active. In Septem-
ber he added a codicil to his will, containing the first public
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acknowledgment of his authorship of the Two Treatises; a month
later he wrote to Peter King requesting him to publish the Paraphrase
and the Conduct of the Understanding, and leaving to his discretion
the “Examination of Malebranche” and the Discourse of Miracles.
By the time this letter was finished Locke had only three days to
live. His legs had swollen and he was too weak to rise. On October
28 he felt slightly stronger and was dressed and carried into his
study. At three o’clock in the afternoon, while Lady Masham was
reading the Psalms to him, he lifted his hands to his face, closed his
own eyes, and died. He was buried three days later in the churchyard
of the parish church at High Laver, where his tomb still remains.

NOTE ON SOURCES

There are two large-scale biographies of Locke. Fox Bourne 1876 has largely
been superseded by subsequent work, though on many particular points it
is still worth consulting. Cranston 1957 is the standard biography, though
it too needs replacement. It is best on the external events of Locke’s life,
weakest on his intellectual development. Dewhurst 1963 provides much
information about Locke’s medical interests, not all of it accurate. Frank
1980 is an excellent account of physiological ‘research in Oxford, including
Locke’s part in it. Bill 1988 gives a good account of Christ Church; the cir-
cumstances in which Locke’s earliest works were written are discussed in
Abrams 1967 and von Leyden 1954. Locke’s involvement with Shaftesbury
is analyzed in Haley 1968, and there is a highly detailed, though controver-
sial, account of his political activity in Ashcraft 1986. The visit to France is
most fully described by Lough 1953. Locke’s retirement at Oates is briefly
but vividly portrayed in Harrison and Laslett 1971. Kelly’s introduction to
Locke’s writings on economics (Kelly 1991} contains useful material on his
financial affairs. There is a vast amount of biographical information in de
Beer’s superb edition of Locke’s correspondence.

The largest body of unpublished material is the Locke MSS in the Bod-
leian Library. There are smaller but important collections in the British Li-
brary and among the Shaftesbury papers in the Public Record Office.

NOTES

1 The only printed edition (Locke 1960} provides an extremely inaccurate
text, and should be used with great caution.

2 This piece exists in four distinct versions, only one of which has been
printed {Fox Bourne 1876: 1:174-94).
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VERE CHAPPELL

2. Locke’s theory of ideas

Ideas play a large role in Locke’s philosophy. In Locke’s view, every-
thing existing or occurring in a mind either is or includes an idea;
and all human knowledge both starts from and is founded on ideas.
The very word “idea” appears more frequently in the Essay concern-
ing Human Understanding than any other noun; its occurrences
outnumber even those of such common words as “he,” “have,” and
“for”

Locke’s ideas have, however, perplexed readers and provoked crit-
ics from the time of the Essay’s first publication. His contemporary
Edward Stillingfleet, the bishop of Worcester, noted the novelty of
the term “idea” and charged that Locke’s use of it had encouraged
“ill men” to take up the “new way of ideas” and use it “to promote
scepticism and infidelity, and to overthrow the mysteries of our
faith” (W IV: 129-30). Stillingfleet had no objection to Locke’s own
use of the word, much less to ideas themselves, since he took these
to differ only nomine from the “common notions of things, which
we must make use of in our reasonings” (ibid.). But John Sergeant,
another contemporary critic, found “idea,” as used in the Essay, to
be “highly Equivocal, or Ambiguous”; and he argued that in at least
one of the meanings assigned it by Locke the word stands for noth-
ing at all, a2 “meer Fancie” (Sergeant 1697: 3; Preface). This charge
of ambiguity, especially, has been a staple of Locke criticism for
three centuries: Thomas Reid advanced it, and so did Gilbert Ryle,
who wrote, echoing Sergeant, that not only is “the term ‘idea’

. used by Locke in a number of completely different senses,”
but “there is one sense in which he uses the term ... in which
it must be categorically denied that there are such things as ‘ideas’

26
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at all. And,” Ryle continued, “had this been the only sense in
which Locke used the term, then his whole Essay would have been,
what it is not, a laboured anatomy of utter nonentities” (Ryle
1933: 17).

My aim in this chapter is to expound and explain the theory of
ideas, as it is presented in Locke’s writings. I shall in so doing indi-
cate some connections between this theory and Locke’s philoso-
phies of mind, body, language, and knowledge. These connections
are further explored later in this book, in the chapters individually
devoted to these topics. The discussion here is intended in part to
set the stage for these later chapters.

I. MIND, THOUGHT, AND PERCEPTION

Our first task is to get clear what an idea is according to Locke. He
makes a point of explaining his use of the word “idea” early in the
Essay. “It being that Term,” he writes, “which, I think, serves best
to stand for whatsoever is the Object of the Understanding when a
Man thinks, I have used it to express whatever is meant by Phan-
tasm, Notion, Species, or whatever it is, which the Mind can be
employ’d about in thinking” (E 1.i.8: 47). Later, in another passage
in which he is self-consciously defining the word, he says that
“whatsoever the Mind perceives in it self, or is the immediate object
of Perception, Thought, or Understanding, that I call Idea” A snow-
ball, for instance, may “produce in us the Ideas of White, Cold, and
Round”; and these, “as they are Sensations, or Perceptions, in our
Understandings, I call them Ideas” (E ILviii.8: 134). And in a re-
sponse to Stillingfleet, Locke again states the meaning of his term:
“the thing signified by ideas, is nothing but the immediate objects
of our minds in thinking” (W IV: 130).

These passages establish that an idea, for Locke, is first of all
something that exists in a mind. More specifically, it is something
that exists in an understanding, which is what Locke calls the
mind’s intellectual or cogitative part, as opposed to its volitional or
appetitive part. More specifically still, ideas are the objects of cer-
tain mental actions or operations, namely those of thinking or per-
ceiving. It must not be supposed that thinking and perceiving are
two different actions for Locke. He hardly ever uses the word “per-
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ception,” by itself, to mean sense perception: when he wants to
speak of this he adds the qualifier “sense” or “sensible” or “by the
senses.”” For the most part, Locke uses the terms “thought” and
“perception” {and their cognates) interchangeably (but see E ILix.1:
143). Each of them covers, generically, every exercise of the under-
standing. In many cases, an instance of thinking or perceiving is
merely that, an instance of being conscious or aware of something,
But sometimes one’s thinking is also an instance of some more spe-
cific type of mental action, such as remembering, discerning, com-
paring, compounding, judging, and reasoning.

It is also Locke’s view, though he does not state it explicitly in the
passages quoted, that ideas exist nowhere but in minds, and nowise
other than as the objects of perception or thought. Furthermore,
there is no thinking or perceiving that does not have an idea for its
object. It follows that for every Lockean idea there is an act or opera-
tion of perception or thought, and conversely. Neither does or can
occur without the other.

Locke does not, however, identify ideas with perceivings. Des-
cartes had distinguished two senses of the word “idea”: according
to one of these an idea is an act of thinking, according to the other
it is the object of such an act. And it is true that much of Locke’s
understanding of ideas — along with his basic decision to make ideas
central to his philosophy — was taken over from Descartes. But
Locke does not make the first of these Cartesian uses of the word
“idea” - he does not sometimes mean by “idea” an act or occur-
rence of perception or thought, as opposed to the object of such an
act or occurrence.

Locke does occasionally equate ideas with perceptions and even
with sensations, as in the passage quoted earlier (at E ILviii.8: 134)
But the words “perception” and “sensation,” like “thought” but un-
like “idea,” are systematically ambiguous; they have reference both
to acts and to objects of perceiving or sensing. When Locke says that
ideas are perceptions he means perceptions in the object-sense of
the word. And when he wants to speak of perception in the act-
sense, he uses, not “idea,” but “having an idea” (as at E ILi.g: 108:
“To ask, at what time a Man has first any Ideas, is to ask, when he
begins to perceive; having Ideas, and Perception being the same
thing”).
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II. IDEAS AS OBJECTS

Locke says that ideas are objects of the mind or understanding, and
also that they are objects of perception and thought. These are not
two different points but two ways of putting the same point. The
fundamental fact for Locke is that ideas are the objects of thoughts,
that is, of actions of thinking. Since every such action must have a
mind for its agent, we can also attribute its object to the mind that
performs it, although we speak somewhat loosely in doing so. It
must be remembered, however, that the Lockean mind, unlike the
Cartesian, is not always thinking. Hence there are times when it
exists without containing, or having before it, any ideas; whereas
there is no thought, or thinking, without an idea.

What does it mean to say that an idea is an object of thinking or
thought? The first thing to note is that it belongs to the nature of
thinking to be directed toward something, to have a subject matter
or target. There is no such thing as merely thinking - thinking, pe-
riod - without thinking something, thinking of or about something.
And the same holds for perceiving, and for all of the other more
specific operations of the understanding. Locke uses the word “ob-
ject” to refer to this required target or subject matter: the object of
a thought is that which the thought is of or about.

But not only is it required that a particular perception or thought
be about something, and thus that it have some object or other. It
also is necessary that it have the very object it has, that it be a per-
ception or thought of that very thing. For its identity is determined
by this. Locke bases the identity of mental actions on other factors
as well, namely, the minds performing them and the times at which
they occur. But he does hold that a perception of x and a perception
of y occurring in the same mind at the same time can only be one
and the same perception if x and y are one and the same object,
whatever x and y happen to be.

According to Locke, every idea is an object of some action of per-
ception or thinking. But Locke does not hold that ideas are the only
such objects. Ideas are all in our minds, as our perceiving is; but very
often we perceive things that are outside our minds - outside not
only in the sense of being separated from them in physical space but
in the sense of being independent of them, not needing them in or-
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der to exist. People see stars, hear coaches, and remember Paris in
the spring. These are things they perceive and hence objects of their
minds, though none exists therein, and none, therefore, is an idea.
Locke acknowledges this point by characterizing ideas as the imme-
diate objects of our thought, thereby distinguishing them from
those external beings which are not immediately perceived and
which are not ideas.

Locke’s doctrine is that an action of perception may have a nonim-
mediate object, not that it must have one. And in fact there are
plenty of cases in which perception occurs and there is no external
thing perceived, no object outside the mind. We think of nonexis-
tent entities; Macbeth saw a dagger that was not there - or if he did
rot see any dagger, he at least “saw” something, and in any case
engaged in an action of perception. So if every action of perception
has an object, and some such actions do not have objects that exist
outside the mi1 1, then there must be internal objects of perception
— which is precisely what Locke conceives ideas to be.

But Locke does not hold that perceptions have ideas for objects
only in those cases in which no external object is available. His view
is rather that every perception has an internal immediate object -
that it is the perception of an idea — whether or not it has any exter-
nal one. To be sure, Locke does not say that one thinks of an idea as
well as of Vienna when she thinks of Vienna. But he does say that
one perceives an idea in that case, besides thinking of the external
thing, Vienna. The two terms, “think” and “perceive” are not per-
fectly interchangeable for Locke — they are not intersubstitutable in
every context — even though his frequent usage is such that, when-
ever a mind perceives x, it thinks of x, and conversely. {Locke also
would not say that one perceives Vienna when one is only thinking
of it and not actually seeing it.)

This view, that every perception is of an idea, meaning that it has
an immediate object existing within the mind, has been a favorite
target of the critics of Locke. Exception to it has been taken both
on metaphysical and on epistemological grounds. The metaphysical
objection is that Locke, by making mental objects necessary ingredi-
ents of the perceptual process, has introduced superfluous entities,
thus violating Ockham’s rule; besides which, the entities so intro-
duced are of a strange and elusive kind - “shadowy beings” in Reid’s
phrase, “queer entities” in Wittgenstein’s. The epistemological ob-
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jection is that the presence of such objects in perception creates an
impenetrable “veil” between perceivers and the external world,
making it impossible for them to know that anything exists outside
their minds; and that this leads, as Reid put it, to “paradoxes [that
are| shocking to common sense, and [to] a skepticism, which dis-
grace[s] our philosophy of the mind” (Reid 1970: 26). These objec-
tions, and especially the latter, have weighed rather heavily with
Locke’s readers, enough so that some commentators who count
themselves his friends have simply conceded their force, and then
argued that Locke did not after all hold the view so objected to.
These scholars have devoted considerable effort to reinterpreting
Locke’s writings, so that the offensive view will no longer be seen
to be stated in them.

But these objections — and at least some of the revisionary inter-
pretations they have prompted — are based on misunderstandings of
Locke’s position. The metaphysical critics have misconstrued the
nature of Locke’s ideas, the epistemologists their function in sense
perception and knowledge, according to his system. Both sorts of
criticism are instructive, however, and that, plus their currency,
makes them worthy of further consideration. The first or metaphys-
ical sort of objection is discussed in the following section. The epis-
temological objection will be taken up briefly in Section VII, and is
more fully discussed in Chapter 6 of this volume.

III. REAL VERSUS INTENTIONAL BEINGS

What kind of being is a Lockean idea: what is its “ontological sta-
tus”? This is not a question that Locke himself poses, or perhaps
had any interest in: to an early critic’s complaint that he had not
begun the Essay with “an account of the Nature of Ideas” {Norris
1690: 3), he responded that it sufficed for his purpose to consider
ideas no farther “than as the immediate objects of perception”
(Locke 1971: 10). But the question has been raised by the critics just
referred to, who claim that Locke has a conception of the nature of
ideas, even if he does not acknowledge it, and furthermore that this
conception is mistaken. Locke’s defenders on this issue agree that
the conception in question is mistaken, but deny that it can fairly
be attributed to Locke, whose true view of ideas, they argue, is
something quite different.
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The most prominent such defender is John Yolton; and the critic
whose position Yolton is most often concerned to refute is Thomas
Reid. According to Yolton, the ontological doctrine that Reid and
his ilk attribute to Locke is that ideas are “real beings,” “separate,
distinct real entities,” which stand between a perceiver and external
objects and serve as “proxy, inner objects” for the latter (Yolton
1984: 89; Yolton 1975a: 162; Yolton 1990: 59). But the truth, Yolton
claims, is that Lockean ideas are not “special objects,” “they are not
things, entities, at all” {Yolton 1990: §8; Yolton 1975b: 383). In say-
ing that ideas are not entities, Yolton apparently means to deny that
they are independent beings, able to exist on their own, apart, in
particular, from any action of perceiving or thinking, and hence
from any mind. Given this meaning, Yolton’s claim is certainly cor-
rect: ideas are mind- and perception-dependent beings for Locke, as
we have noted. Unfortunately, the word “entity” is not normally
given this restrictive sense, either in metaphysics or in real life. The
result is that Yolton’s point has been missed by many readers, and
some have summarily rejected it. In the ordinary sense of the word,
anything capable of being referred to, anything that can be individu-
ally considered or spoken of, is an entity. That Lockean ideas are
entities in this sense is as obvious as anything could be.

As for saying that ideas are not objects, this too is misleading,
since the word “object” is ambiguous. It may mean, as Yolton evi-
dently intends it to do, “external real being,” or, as the dictionary
says, “individual thing seen or perceived, or that may be seen or
perceived; a material thing” (Oxford English Dictionary 1971:
1:1963). But it also has the sense of “that to which action, thought,
feeling, or action is directed” (ibid.; cf. Anscombe 1965: 158-60). It
is in this latter sense that ideas are objects for Locke: he not only
frequently calls them so but defines them as such. (It doesn’t help
Yolton’s case that he seems to take passages in which Locke says
that ideas are objects as somehow weighing against his own claim
that they are not, as if Locke’s use of “object” and his were the same:
see Yolton 1975a: 160; Yolton 1984: 89).

Yolton has not stopped with saying what ideas are not for Locke:
he also has ventured to describe them in positive terms. But this
part of his message is clouded by the fact that he has given two
different characterizations of Lockean ideas. On the one hand, he
calls them “perceptions,” meaning thereby “acts of perception”: he
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does this especially while maintaining the affinity of Locke with
Arnauld, citing the latter’s polemic against Malebranche ({Yolton
1975a: 159; Yolton 1984: 93). On the other hand, Yolton identifies
Lockean ideas with the “contents” of perceptual acts (Yolton 1970b:
88; Yolton 1975b: 384). The difficulty is that these two characteriza-
tions are inconsistent with one another; besides which, as we have
seen, the first one is false. Ideas for Locke are not, as they are for
Arnauld and on occasion Descartes, perceptions in the sense of acts
of perception. There are indeed passages in the Essay and in his “Ex-
amination of P. Malebranche’s Opinion” in which Locke says or
strongly implies that ideas are perceptions {e.g., EILi.5: 106; E ILx.2:
150; E ILxxxii.1: 384; W IX: 220; W IX: 250]. But in all of these pas-
sages, the word “perception” either must or at the very least may be
taken to mean “object perceived,” as opposed to “act of perceiving.”
And this holds in particular for all the passages cited by Yolton in
his effort to bolster this account of Lockean ideas (see Yolton 1975a:
159; Yolton 1984: 90).

Yolton'’s other characterization, however, is more promising. In his
best formulation of it, he begins by observing that Locke took for
granted “an act-content . .. analysis of perception” — in common,
he might have added, with every other European epistemologist in
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. He then avers that Locke
“wanted to find a way of saying that an act of awareness, [e.g., one]
of being aware of the sun, is a mental act but that it also has a con-
tent, a psychic, cognitive feature distinct and different from the ob-
ject seen {e.g., the sun]. [He] wanted to capture the cognitive content
of awareness without turning that content . . . into entities” And
the way that Locke found, Yolton concludes, is the way of ideas:
“idea” is simply Locke’s term for “cognitive content” {Yolton 1975b:
384; cf. Yolton 1970b: 88). Yolton’s point here (bating his deviant use
of the word “entities”) is well taken: many philosophers since Locke
have found the notion of “content” to be helpful in the effort to
comprehend human mentality. In current work in philosophical
psychology, the term most frequently used to convey this same no-
tion is “intentional object”; and two leading Locke scholars, while
dissenting somewhat from the position of Yolton, have recently ar-
gued that Locke’s ideas are best understood as intentional objects
(Mackie 1985: 223; Ayers 1986: 19).

But taking ideas to be intentional objects (or cognitive contents)
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does not solve every problem that arises concerning their nature.
Ideas so regarded are entities, pace Yolton, but it must be admitted
that they are indeed “queer” entities, quite apart from their depen-
dence on minds. For one thing, as intentional objects, ideas need
not be fully determinate. A real or material apple has a size and a
shape and a color, and it must, in addition, have some particular
size, shape, and color. But the idea of an apple need not have any
size, or shape, or color at all, let alone any particular one. The point
is not merely that the idea of an apple is not itself, for example,
round, since roundness is a physical property and no such property
can intelligibly be attributed to an idea: on that ground, the idea of
an apple is also not an apple. Suppose we call the idea of an apple
an “intentional apple,” and speak of its properties as “intentional
roundness” and the like. Then the point about indeterminacy is that
an intentional apple need not be intentionally round - have inten-
tional roundness - even if the material apple of which it is the idea
is round. More radically: an intentional apple need not have any in-
tentional shape whatsoever, even though its associated material
apple - its material counterpart, as we might call it - must have
some shape or other.

Now this does sound bizarre; but the principle from which it fol-
lows is stated very clearly by Locke. “Let any Idea be as it will,” he
declares, “it can be no other but such as the Mind perceives it to
be” {E 11.xxix.5: 364). An object of perception has all and only those
properties which it is perceived to have, which is to say, those which
appear in the perception, or of which the perceiver is consciously
aware. And not only do people sometimes perceive things to have
features they don't in fact have: they often fail to perceive features
they do have, even features in themselves perceptible, and features
the things in question could not exist without having. (Of course
we must distinguish not perceiving something to be F from perceiv-
ing it not to be F: an intentional apple could not be intentionally
shapeless.) Thus the indeterminacy of intentional objects is, given
their nature and the facts of human psychology, perfectly normal.
Such objects only seem bizarre, no doubt because we unreflectingly
tend to assimilate them to material objects, to suppose that the for-
mer are objects in the same sense of the word that the latter are.

It is worth noting that Locke does not in general use the language
of predication in speaking of ideas (although in the passage just
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quoted he does speak of an idea as being “no other but such . . ”).
It would not be at all natural for him to say that the idea of an apple
is red or round, or that it has color or shape, even the idea of color
or shape (or intentional color or shape). The reason is that he does
not regard an idea such as that of an apple as a subject, or its specifi-
cations such as color and shape as properties. The idea of an apple
is rather, for Locke, a compound entity, made up of simple (or sim-
pler) components: a “complex idea” that “includes” or “contains”
“simple ideas” of qualities such as redness and roundness. (Locke’s
doctrine of complex and simple ideas will be discussed shortly.)

IV. SIMPLE AND COMPLEX IDEAS

One basis for the charge that Locke’s use of the word “idea” is am-
biguous is that he applies it to entities of different kinds. He himself
makes a number of divisions within the class of ideas: between
simple and complex, particular and general, concrete and abstract,
adequate and inadequate, and so forth. But the items so divided are
still all ideas, in one and the same sense of the word: several species
in a genus not only does not entail several senses in the term for the
genus, it entails the contrary (see Matthews 1972). A more substan-
tial point is that Locke uses the one term “idea” indifferently to
refer to things that his predecessors had called by different names.
Again, he is quite explicit about this: “I have,” he says, “used [this
term]| to express whatever is meant by Phantasm, Notion, Species”
(E 1.i.8: 47). But to his critics the differences among the things cus-
tomarily meant by these terms were such as to make Locke’s usage
at the least misleading to readers, and beyond that, they took it as
an indication of a false opinion on his part, the opinion that these
things do not in fact differ among themselves, or do not differ in any
significant way. Thus John Sergeant says that this passage by itself
“manifests that [Locke] uses that word [sc. “idea” | very Equivocally:
For a Phantasm, and a Notion, differ as widely, as Body and Spirit;
the one being a Corporeal, the other a Spiritual Resemblance; or
rather, the one being a Resemblance, or a kind of Image, or Picture;
the other the thing Resembled” (Sergeant 1697: 3).

Whatever the differences between notions and phantasms as Ser-
geant conceived them, they are not our concern here. But we do
need to consider some of the divisions that Locke himself saw fit to

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



36 THE CAMBRIDGE COMPANION TO LOCKE

make within the class of ideas, beginning with the most fundamen-
tal: that between simple and complex ideas.

A simple idea, Locke says, is one that, “being . . . in it self uncom-
pounded, contains in it nothing but one uniform Appearance, or
Conception in the Mind, and is not distinguishable into different
Ideas” {E ILii.1: 119). This suggests that the defining feature of sim-
plicity in an idea is experiential or phenomenal: an idea is simple if
no variation or division is perceived within it. But in other passages,
Locke proposes a semantic or logical criterion of simplicity: simple
ideas are those “the Names of [which] are not capable of any defi-
nitions” (E ILiv.4: 421), which means that such ideas cannot be ana-
lyzed, or understood as entailing other ideas. These two specifica-
tions may not be equivalent: a simple idea according to one of them
may not be such according to the other. But this is not a fatal diffi-
culty for Locke, whose main purpose in marking off simple ideas is
to bolster his empiricism, that is, the doctrine that “all the materi-
als of Reason and Knowledge” are ultimately provided by experience
{E ILi.1: 104). For this purpose it is sufficient that there be some
clear examples of simple ideas.

Prominent among the examples Locke gives of simple ideas are
those of the “sensible qualities” of physical objects: “Yellow, White,
Heat, Cold, Soft, Hard, Bitter, Sweet,” and the like {E I.i.3: 105).
Locke calls such ideas “ideas of sensation” because it is by means
of the bodily senses that they are “convey|ed] into the mind” (ibid.).
In addition, he recognizes simple “ideas of reflection,” so called be-
cause the mind gets these “by reflecting on its own Operations
within it self”: these include the ideas of “Perception, Thinking,
Doubting, Believing, Reasoning, Knowing, Willing, and all the dif-
ferent actings of our own Minds” (E ILi.4: 105). Sensation and re-
flection are each modes or forms of experience for Locke, and the
two together exhaust it, so that any idea we have from experience
must flow from one or the other of these two “fountains” On the
other hand, Locke lists several ideas that he says are simple and yet
certainly are not ideas either of sensible qualities or of mental opera-
tions: those of “Pleasure, or Delight, ... Pain, or Uneasiness.
Power. Existence. Unity,” to which list he later adds “the Idea of
Succession” (E ILvii.1 and 9: 128 and 131). Hard put to attribute
these ideas either to sensation or to reflection, Locke declares that
they “convey themselves into the Mind, by all the ways [both]| of
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Sensation and Reflection” (E IL.vii.1: 128). They do so because they
always (or almost always) “join themselves to,” or “are suggested . . .
by, the ideas we do have by sensation and reflection (E ILvii.2 and
7: 128 and 131).

Locke holds that every simple idea that is present in a mind has
its source in experience, that is, has come into the mind either by
sensation or by reflection. And the mind, he says, “is wholly passive
in the reception of all its simple Ideas” (E ILxii.1: 163). For “the
Objects of our Senses . .. obtrude their particular Ideas upon our
minds, whether we will or no: And the Operations of our minds,
will not let us be without, at least some obscure Notions of them”
{EIli.25: 118). Not only is the mind unable to “refuse, alter, or oblit-
erate” any such idea; it also cannot create any new one in itself. It
is not Locke’s position, however, that simple ideas are the only ones
that come from experience. Many of the ideas we receive via sensa-
tion and reflection are in fact compounds consisting of two or more
simple ideas joined together. It is such compounds that Locke calls
“complex ideas.” The idea that I have when I see an apple, for ex-
ample, is a complex idea, composed of simple ideas of the apple’s
color, shape, size, and so forth. And the reason these simple ideas
are joined together in my mind is simply that the visible qualities
to which they severally correspond are really joined together in the
external apple I see. So my mind is no less passive with respect to
this complex idea than it is with respect to the simple ideas that
compose it.

But in addition to complex ideas of this kind, which experience
imposes on our minds, Locke recognizes others which the mind it-
self creates. It does not create them ex nihilo, of course. What it
does, Locke claims, is join together ideas that are already in its pos-
session separately, so as to make a single new idea out of them: the
former serve as raw material or data for the latter. These prepos-
sessed ideas may be simple, or they may themselves be complex: all
that Locke’s empiricism demands is that they, or their components,
or their components’ components, . .., have come into the mind
originally by sensation or reflection. In this process of creating new
complex ideas, the mind is no longer merely passive. Instead it ac-
tively exerts itself, operating upon the ideas it has to make the new
ones. Furthermore, its action is voluntary; and the products thereof
may be quite out of line with any preexistent reality, external-
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sensible or mental-operational: ideas of fantastic voyages and fabu-
lous monsters.

In fact the mind has, for Locke, several different ways of acting on
ideas so as to generate new complex ones, and the ideas so generated
are divided into different kinds accordingly. First, the mind may
simply combine or put together several different (simple or com-
plex) ideas into one. This Locke calls the action of “composition”
or “compounding”; and the resulting complex ideas are either
“ideas of substances” or else “modes,” with modes being subdivided
into simple modes and mixed ones, all this depending both on the
nature of the ideas compounded and on the manner of their com-
pounding. Second, the mind may bring two ideas together, “setting
them by one another, so as to take a view of them at once, without
uniting them into one” (E IL.xii.1: 163); and then the result is a com-
plex idea of the kind Locke calls “relations.”

It should be noted that when Locke first treats of complex ideas
in Book II of the Essay, he speaks of “ideas of substances,” but uses
the terms “mode” and “relation” to stand for what are themselves
ideas. This usage comports with his official metaphysical position,
according to which substances are real beings existing outside the
mind, whereas relations and modes (at least the mixed ones) are
“creatures of the Understanding,” “having no other reality, but what
they have in the Minds of Men” (E IL.xxx.4: 373). But Locke often
abandons this official position, and his usage shifts accordingly: es-
pecially in Books III and IV he regularly speaks of “ideas of modes”
and “ideas of relations”” From the standpoint of his theory of ideas,
this shift is merely verbal — which is not to say that the difference
in metaphysical doctrine it reflects is so.

Locke’s discussion of these different kinds of complex idea - rela-
tions, modes, and ideas of substances — and of the realities (if any)
that answer to them extends throughout the Essay, and includes
much of what is most distinctive and valuable in his philosophy.
While it is beyond the scope of this chapter to follow this discussion
further, several aspects of it are considered elsewhere in this volume,
especially in Chapters 3, 5, 6, and 8.

V. ABSTRACT AND GENERAL IDEAS

In addition to the actions of compounding and comparing, Locke
recognizes a third kind of mental operation on ideas, abstraction.
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The new ideas produced by this operation he calls “abstract ideas”;
but because he holds that all and only abstract ideas are general, he
often calls the products of abstraction “general ideas” as well. The
two terms “abstract” and “general” do not have the same meaning
for Locke; but they do serve to mark off one and the same subclass
within the whole class of ideas.

In Book II of the Essay Locke describes abstraction as an action
in which the mind takes “particular Ideas, received from particular
Objects,” and considers them “as they are in the Mind such Appear-
ances, separate from all other Existences, and the circumstances of
real Existence, as Time, Place, or any other concomitant Ideas”
{E IL.xi.g9: 159). Further on in the same book he speaks of abstraction
as the act of “separating” ideas already in the mind’s possession
“from all other Ideas that accompany them in their real existence”
(E IL.xii.1: 163). Then in Book III, in recounting how our ideas de-
velop “from our first Infancy,” Locke gives the following account of
the “way of abstraction”:

the Ideas of the Persons Children converse with ... are like the Persons
themselves, only particular. . .. Afterwards, when time and a larger Ac-
quaintance has made them observe, that there are a great many other Things
in the World, that in some common agreements of Shape, and several other
Qualities, resemble . . . those Persons they have been used to, they frame an
Idea, which they find those many Particulars do partake in; and to that
they give, with others, the name Man, for Example. . . . Wherein they make
nothing new, but only leave out of the complex Idea they had of Peter and
James, Mary and Jane, that which is peculiar to each, and retain only what
is common to them all. (E HLiii.7: 411)

It is clear that Locke is describing two different forms of abstrac-
tion in these passages, if not two different procedures altogether. In
the case presented in Book II, the mind starts with a complex idea,
say an idea of one’s mother, visually perceived on a particular occa-
sion. It then picks out one component of this complex idea, say the
simple idea of brown (taking brown to be the mother’s skin color),
and focuses on it alone, ignoring its fellow components. In the Book
III kind of case, the mind also starts with a complex idea, suppose
again the idea of one’s mother. Here, however, it proceeds by remov-
ing several components from this complex idea, say the simple ideas
of the mother’s color, shape, size, and such, while keeping its atten-
tion on the original idea, or what is left of it, which is now no more
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than the idea of a woman - some woman or other. In the one case,
the abstract idea, the intended product of the mind’s abstractive ac-
tion, is one simple idea, isolated from the complex idea that origi-
nally contained it. In the other, the abstract idea is a complex idea,
the same one the mind started with, deprived of some of its original
content — a “partial” idea, as Locke says.

Locke does not give much attention in the Essay to the operation
of abstraction as such: he says almost nothing more about it than is
contained in the passages just quoted. But he says a great deal about
the abstract ideas that are its products. The chief reason for his in-
terest in them is that abstract ideas also are general ideas. Further-
more, general ideas are the only entities that are general for Locke,
apart from the words used to signify them. For there is no generality
in nature: “all things that exist are only particulars” (E IIL.iii.6: 410).
Yet generality is fundamental to civilized human life: not only de-
veloped language and effective communication among persons but
thought itself, beyond the most primitive level, depend upon it. De-
spite its importance, however, generality is entirely a human cre-
ation, according to Locke; and it is by the mental operation of ab-
straction that generality is brought into the world. Thus abstract
general ideas play in Locke’s philosophy the roles assigned to Uni-
versals and Forms and Essences in the theories of his predecessors -
the deficiencies of which he never tires of reminding his readers.

Locke explains how general ideas are created in the same passages
as those in which he describes the abstraction process. In the Book
1I passage he says that

the Mind makes the particular Ideas, received from particular Objects, to
become general; which is done by ... ABSTRACTION, whereby Ideas
taken from particular Beings, become general Representatives of all of the
same kind; and their Names general Names, applicable to whatever exists
conformable to such abstract Ideas. (E I1.xi.9: 159)

He then cites an example:

the same Colour being observed to day in Chalk or Snow, which the Mind
yesterday received from Milk, it considers that Appearance alone, makes it
a representative of all of that kind; and having given it the name Whiteness,
it by that sound signifies the same quality wheresoever to be imagin’d or
met with; and thus Universals, whether Ideas or Terms, are made. {ibid,;
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the first hiatus marked here is where the description of abstraction quoted
earlier occurs)

In the Book III passage Locke says that

Ideas become general, by separating from them the circumstances of Time,
and Place, and any other Ideas, that may determine them to this or that
particular Existence. By this way of abstraction they are made capable of
representing more Individuals than one; each one of which, having in it a
conformity to that abstract Ideg, is . . . of that sort. (E IILiii.6: 411

Proceeding to describe the abstractive process “a little more dis-
tinctly” - this is the passage containing the second description
quoted earlier — he writes that children’s first ideas of their nurses
and mothers, being “only particular”

represent only those Individuals. The Names {the children] first give to
them, are confined to these Individuals; . .. Afterwards, when time and a
larger Acquaintance has made them observe, that there are a great many
other Things in the World, that in some common agreements of Shape, and
several other Qualities, resemble their Father and Mother, . . . they frame
an Idea, which they find those many Particulars do partake in; and to that
they give, with others, the name Man, for Example.

And thus, he concludes, “they come to have a general Name, and a
general Idea” (E 1ILiii.7: 411).

Comparing these passages, one sees that Locke recognizes two dif-
ferent kinds of general ideas, corresponding to the two different
“ways of abstraction” by which they are produced. In both cases, to
be general, for an idea or for a word, means to be applicable to many
distinct individual things. In the Book II case, the general idea is a
simple idea of a sensible quality: whiteness. It applies to many dis-
tinct individuals - individual instances of whiteness or individual
white things - because it has been separated from all the ideas ac-
companying it (on the occasion of its possessor’s perception thereof)
that serve to particularize it, that is, which serve to connect it with
the individual white physical object — “Chalk or Snow” — whence it
has come into the perceiver’s mind. Locke’s presupposition, evi-
dently, is that such ideas are general in themselves and of their own
nature, and that their application to particular individuals is deter-
mined by factors extraneous to them as such - especially by such
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“circumstances of real Existence, as Time, and Place,” or rather by
the ideas thereof.

In the case described in Book III, by contrast, the general idea is a
complex idea of a material substance: man. It applies to many dis-
tinct individual men because all simple or simpler ideas of features
that serve to distinguish one man from another have been removed
from the idea by the abstraction process. It is the point of this kind
of abstraction, Locke says, to “leave out of the complex Idea” one
has of distinct individuals “that which is peculiar to each, and re-
tain only what is common to them all” (E IlLiii.7: 411). The features
the ideas of which are left out in this way are not merely the extra-
neous circumstances of time and place, but include proper qualities
such as color, size, and shape. Thus ideas that are general in this
manner are indeterminate within themselves, unlike the general
ideas of Book II, which, though simple, are fully determinate. Inde-
terminacy, as we have noted, is a perfectly acceptable property for
ideas to have in Locke’s philosophy.

In both these kinds of general idea, the idea is general in its own
nature - it is itself a “general Nature,” as Locke puts it. This might
seem a violation of the fundamental principle of Locke’s nominalis-
tic metaphysics, the principle that all existing things are particulars.
But it is not really so. For this principle applies only to the realm of
real existence. This includes physical objects, and their qualities,
which are outside people’s minds; and it includes the actions and
events that occur within minds, including acts of perception and
thought. But it does not include the intentional objects of such acts,
which is what ideas are according to Locke: ideas so conceived are
entities, but not real entities, not entities that really exist or occur.

Of course, Locke does often speak of particular ideas, and he has
more than one reason for doing so. He calls some ideas particular
because in their own nature they are particular, just as some ideas
are in their own nature general. These are for example the child’s
earliest ideas of its nurse and mother, the ones (among others)
whence it eventually abstracts the general idea of man. Also particu-
lar in this way are one’s primitive visual sensations of (cups of}) milk
and (patches of} snow, from which the general idea of whiteness is
eventually abstracted.

But there is another reason for calling ideas particular, and this
applies to ideas that are general in nature as well as to those that
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are not. To understand this, it is useful to compare ideas to words.
Philosophers and linguists nowadays commonly distinguish two
senses of the word “word,” according to whether what is meant is a
“type” or a “token”: they also say that the word “word” is “type-
token ambiguous.” The difference between these two senses can be
exhibited by asking how many words are contained in the sentence,
“The cow jumped over the moon,” for example. For there are obvi-
ously two correct answers to this question: “six” and “five” “Six”
is the correct answer if “word-tokens” are what “words” is taken to
mean, “five” if “word-types” are meant. A similar point holds for
the word “idea” in Locke’s use of it. When Locke says that “Ideas
are actual Perceptions in the Mind, which cease to be any thing,
when there is no perception of them” (E IL.x.2: 150), he is speaking
of idea-tokens. If, on the other hand, the same idea is said to occur
to both you and me at the same time, you and I being different
people or minds, or one of us is said to have the same idea on several
different occasions, then the idea referred to is an idea-type. (Strictly
speaking, it is not idea-types themselves that occur to people or ex-
ist in their minds: to “have” [loosely] an idea-type is to have
[strictly} a token of that type.) The point about particularity, then,
is that the phrase “particular idea” is often used to mean “idea-
token,” or “idea as occurring in such and such a particular context.”
Using the phrase in this way, we could say without contradiction
that some particular ideas were nonetheless general, that is, general
with respect to their own natures. For the particularity in this case
would be extrinsic to the idea-type; it would be a function or conse-
quence of the context in which that type was instantiated, just as a
word-token is particular in virtue of the particular inscription or
utterance in which the corresponding word-type is embodied.
Before leaving this topic of abstract and general ideas, we ought
to look at a famous passage in the Essay, the misreading of which
has caused many critics, beginning with Berkeley, to attribute an
absurd doctrine of abstract general ideas to Locke (see Berkeley
1048-57: 2:33-34). The passage occurs in Book IV, where Locke is
arguing that so-called maxims, such as the axioms of geometry, are
not “the Truths first known to the Mind.” For, he observes, it “re-
quire[s] some pains and skill to form the general Idea of a Triangle,”
for example. And the reason it does is that this idea “must be nei-
ther Oblique, nor Rectangle, neither Equilateral, Equicrural, nor
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Scalenon; but all and none of these at once. In effect, it is something
imperfect, that cannot exist; an Idea wherein some parts of several
different and inconsistent Ideas are put together” (E IV.vii.g: 596).
The implication of this passage, the critics contend, is that general
ideas for Locke are self-inconsistent, because they are made up of
parts that are inconsistent with one another. But this is not what
the passage says. First, Locke does not state that the general idea of
a triangle itself contains inconsistent parts, but that it contains
parts of other ideas which are, taken as a whole, inconsistent with
one another: but the parts in question are not said to be those that
are responsible for that inconsistency. Second, when Locke declares
(somewhat loosely, it must be admitted) that this idea is both “all
and none of” Oblique, Rectangular, and so forth, what he means is
{1) that the ideas of none of these determinations of triangles are
explicitly contained in the general idea of a triangle, and (2} that the
general idea applies to all the triangles that have these determina-
tions. And finally, when he says that the general idea of a triangle is
“something imperfect, that cannot exist,” he means that it is inde-
terminate because incomplete or “partial” and that it cannot exist
in reality: but it does not by any means follow for Locke that it can-
not exist in the way that intentional objects are wont to exist, that
is, as objects of perception and thought.

Vi. IMAGES AND CONCEPTS

In interpreting Locke’s theory of ideas, a number of commentators
have appealed to a distinction between “concepts” on the one hand,
and “images” (understood to include “sensations”) on the other. It
is admitted that Locke himself did not draw this distinction: the
word “concept” does not occur in the Essay, and though “concep-
tion” and “image” do appear occasionally, they are only rarely ap-
plied to anything that Locke would call an idea. But some scholars
have claimed that the class of things that Locke calls ideas is divided
into (what they call} concepts and images (including sensations).
Others have claimed, presupposing the same distinction, that all
Lockean ideas are images, and that Locke provides no place in his
philosophy for concepts.

It is not always clear just how the proponents of these interpreta-
tions understand the terms “concept” and “image” One point
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seems to be that concepts are general and abstract, whereas images
are particular, in the sense of being particular in their own nature.
On that understanding, it is correct to claim that for Locke some
ideas are concepts and some are images (given the interpretation of
Locke advanced in this chapter). Sometimes, however, the term “im-
age” is applied to ideas that are “sensible” or have sensory features
- have them intentionally, that is. In that case images include not
only present sensations, both of sensible qualities and of physical
objects possessing such qualities, but also the subsequent memories
of such sensations. On that understanding too the claim that Lock-
ean ideas divide into concepts and images is correct — though now
the line dividing concepts from images no longer coincides with
that between general and particular ideas. For some of the ideas that
Locke does or would countenance are nonsensible and particular —
those, for example, of God and one’s own mind or soul. And some
are general and sensible — the abstract idea of whiteness for one, and
an idea of man that is only slightly abstract, that is, an idea of a
particular man from which size, say, but not shape and color have
been removed by abstraction.

The alternative claim, that all of Locke’s ideas are images and
none concepts, has been defended recently by Michael Ayers. Locke,
according to Ayers, is “an imagist,” for whom “the only thing
‘which the Mind can be employ’d about in thinking’ is a sensation
or image” {Ayers 1991: 1:45). It is evident that Ayers takes images to
be both sensory and particular, for his imagists hold that “thought is
bound to particular sensations and sensory images” and that “when
we think of X in its absence, X is presented in consciousness in the
same general way as it is presented in sensation” (Ayers 1991: 1:249;
Ayers 1986: 4). One consequence of this interpretation is that no
Lockean idea is abstract or general in its own nature. Ayers not only
acknowledges, he embraces this consequence, for he thinks it can be
shown independently that “for Locke an abstract idea is a particular
perception or image ‘partially considered’ ... and given a certain
function in thought”; so that “it is not possible to have the abstract
idea of two in mind without having in mind the idea of some dual
in particular, but considered barely as a dual” (Ayers 1991: 1:49).

It will be obvious that Ayers’s reading of Locke conflicts with the
one that has been presented in this chapter. But it would take us too
far away from our main business to try to refute Ayers’s view, which
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is developed with great care and subtlety. It is worth noting that
Ayers himself says that the question “whether Locke’s ‘ideas’ are all
sensory images . . . has yet to be settled by modern commentators”;
and he concedes the “relative unpopularity” of his way of settling
it — while yet claiming that the grounds favoring his position are
“conclusive” (Ayers 1991: 1:44).

There is another use of the word “concept,” different from the one
we have been considering, that is current among modern philoso-
phers. According to this usage, the concept of a triangle is not the
abstract, nonsensory idea that one keeps consciously in mind while
proving a Euclidian theorem, for example, although that would be a
concept in the other sense of the word. A concept in this sense is
not something that occurs or exists in a mind at some times and
not others, nor is it something that one perceives or is aware of. It
is rather a potentiality or power, itself unperceived, a disposition to
do or suffer certain things under certain conditions, which, once
acquired, is kept and possessed even at times when it is not being
manifested. Thus the concept of a triangle is the ability one has,
inter alia, to understand and use the word “triangle” correctly, to
recognize certain visual shapes as triangles, and to carry out proofs
of theorems about triangles. In this sense there are concepts, not
only of abstract nonsensible entities such as triangles, but also of
sensible qualities and of physical objects — the concept of whiteness
and the concept of man. Let us call concepts in this sense “disposi-
tional concepts,” to distinguish them from the concepts that are
mental occurrents. The question now to be raised is whether Locke’s
ideas include dispositional concepts, in addition to the mental oc-
currents — sensations and images as well as occurrent concepts —
that are most prominently called by that name.

Quite a number of commentators have answered this question af-
firmatively. In support of this answer they often have cited two pas-
sages about memory that Locke added to the Essay’s second edition.
The first occurs in the context of his polemic against innate ideas
in Book I. If there were any innate ideas, Locke contends, there
would be “Ideas, in the mind, which the mind does not actually
think on”; and these would have to be “lodg’d in the memory, and
from thence ... be brought into view by Remembrance.” For, he
continues, “whatever Idea is in the mind, is either an actual percep-
tion, or else having been an actual perception, is so in the mind,
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that by memory it can be made an actual perception again”
(E L.iv.20: 96—97). Here Locke is granting that there are ideas that are
“lodg’d in the memory,” and he contrasts them with those that are
actually present to consciousness on particular occasions. And the
distinction between these two sorts of ideas seems exactly to match
that between dispositional concepts and mental occurrents.

In the second passage, which he inserted in his discussion of the
mental operation of retention in Book II, Locke provides a gloss
upon his earlier references to memory as a storehouse or repository
in which ideas are “laid aside out of Sight.”

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 IL.x.2: 150)

In this passage Locke still is granting the existence of things that
reside in the mind more or less permanently, and distinguishing
them from actual perceptions, although he no longer wishes, in
strict speech, to call them ideas. And in making these things abili-
ties or powers he is aligning them even more closely with the mod-
ern philosopher’s dispositional concepts. It is true that the only
power Locke mentions here is that of producing an actual percep-
tion, as if - for example and loosely speaking — having an idea of
magenta in one’s memory entirely consisted of being able to bring a
visual image of magenta before one’s present consciousness. For our
philosophers this is only one of several abilities that having the con-
cept of magenta would entail, and a minor one at that, since in their
view the most important constituents of concepts are verbal and
perceptual capacities — the capacity to use the word “magenta” cor-
rectly, for instance, and to distinguish by sight the magenta flowers
in a bouquet from those of other colors. But it turns out that Locke
too assigns different functions to (still speaking loosely) ideas stored
in the memory, over and above that of generating, or of themselves
reappearing as, consciously entertained memory images.
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To confirm this, it is useful to examine some of the passages in
which Locke describes the process by which children first acquire
ideas. One of these occurs early in Book I of the Essay:

The Senses at first let in particular Ideas, and furnish the yet empty Cabi-
net: And the Mind by degrees growing familiar with some of them, they
are lodged in the Memory, and Names got to them. Afterwards the Mind
proceeding farther, abstracts them, and by Degrees learns the use of general
Names. In this manner the Mind comes to be furnish’d with Ideas and
Language, the Materials about which to exercise its discursive Faculty.
(E Lii.xs: 55)

Another such passage is found in Book II, where Locke is consider-
ing ideas of reflection. It is, he observes,

pretty late, before most Children get Ideas of the Operations of their own
Minds; . .. Because, though they pass there continually; yet like floating
Visions, they make not deep Impressions enough, to leave in the Mind clear
distinct lasting Ideas. (E I1.i.8: 107}

In both of these passages, the ideas with which the acquisition
process begins are particular occurrents, things that pass in and out
of the mind. Those which the process produces, by contrast, are gen-
eral and, once established, remain in the mind permanently. These
latter ideas reside in the memory, since in Locke’s view that is the
only way that ideas other than occurrent perceptions can be in the
mind. But being there they are apt to be used in ways other than
that simply of being recalled to present consciousness. It is in fact
these acquired ideas, the ones that the mind “comes to be furnished
with,” that are Locke’s primary concern in the whole Essay. It is
these that his empiricist thesis is a thesis about, and these that, as
the first quoted passage indicates, make human language and reason
and knowledge possible ~ these in which “both the Rightness of
our Knowledge, and the Propriety or Intelligibleness of our Speaking
consists” (E IL.xxxii.8: 386). The case, therefore, for regarding ideas
of this sort as concepts, in the modern dispositional sense of the
word, is overwhelming.

Just how it is that acquired general ideas, which is what our words
“immediately signify,” make language possible according to Locke
is detailed in Chapter s of this book. How knowledge and reason are
fashioned from these ideas, which serve as their only “materials,” is
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considered in Chapters 6 and 7, respectively. These matters need
not, therefore, be further pursued in this chapter. As for the many
questions that a critic might raise about Locke’s treatment of mem-
ory and concept acquisition — whether his views are coherent and,
if so, whether they are supported by a more exact rendition of the
facts of experience than he himself was able to provide - these we
may not pursue for want of space. We must, to use Locke’s own fre-
quent phrase, leave them to be considered.

VII. IDEAS AND REPRESENTATION

We have now examined the major divisions that Locke makes, or
that exist, within the class of ideas: between ideas simple and com-
plex, concrete and abstract, particular and general, between images
and concepts, and between occurrent and dispositional ideas. Near
the end of Book II of the Essay, in Chapters xxix-xxxii, Locke intro-
duces several features of ideas that generate further divisions among
them: clarity, distinctness, reality, adequacy, and truth. The first two
of these need not concern us; but the others are important, not so
much in themselves but because they presuppose a more fundamen-
tal property of ideas. These features belong to ideas, Locke says, “in
reference to things from which they are taken, or which they may
be supposed to represent” (E ILxxx.1: 372). It is this representative
function of Lockean ideas, the fact that they stand or are supposed
to stand for things other than themselves, that we need to examine.

Locke defines real ideas as those that “have a Foundation in Na-
ture; [that] have a Conformity with the real Being, and Existence of
Things, or with their Archetypes” These are contrasted with “fan-
tastical” ideas, which “have no Foundation in Nature, nor have any
Conformity with that reality of Being, to which they are tacitly re-
ferr’d” (ibid.). Adequate and inadequate ideas are then marked off as
subclasses of real ideas. Adequate ideas are those “which perfectly
represent those Archetypes, which the Mind supposes them to be
taken from; which it intends them to stand for, and to which it re-
fers them,” whereas those “which are but a partial, or incomplete
representation of those Archetypes to which they are referred” are
inadequate (E ILxxxi.1: 375). As for truth and its contrary falsity,
these are not actually properties of ideas, since it is only proposi-
tions or judgments that are in strict speech true and false for Locke.
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Still, when an idea is judged or supposed to conform to something
“extraneous to” itself, then in a loose or derived sense it may, he
says, be “called true” (E ILxxxii.4: 385).

Locke’s discussions of the reality, adequacy, and truth of ideas are
divided into three sections, corresponding to the three major catego-
ries of ideas he has distinguished: simple ideas, complex ideas of
(mixed) modes (and of relations), and complex ideas of substances.
The conclusions he reaches are: (1) that all simple ideas are real, all
are adequate, and all are true; (2} that all ideas of mixed modes {and
relations) are real, adequate, and true; and (3) that some ideas of
substances are real and some “fantastical,” none are adequate, and
some are true while others are false.

Among the several claims that Locke is making here, the most
important for our purposes are those concerning the reality and the
adequacy of simple ideas and ideas of substances. For not only is
truth not strictly a property of ideas, but the conformity that justi-
fies our calling an idea true is precisely that which makes it real,
and perhaps also adequate, so that its being real or adequate entails
its being true. As for ideas of mixed modes, their reality and ade-
quacy (and therefore truth) are at best merely nominal. For since
such ideas have “no other reality, but what they have in the Minds
of Men,” they have no archetypes, no “standing Patterns” to which
they are intended to conform. This means that they “cannot differ
from their Archetypes,” or “want any thing” that such archetypes
might possess (E IL.xxx.4: 373; E IL.xxxi.3: 376). But instead of con-
cluding that the notions of reality and adequacy have no application
to such ideas, and that they simply have no representative function,
as he might well have done, Locke chooses to say that the ideas of
modes are themselves archetypes and that they represent them-
selves (E Il.xxxi.3: 377). By making this choice he does indeed guar-
antee the reality and adequacy of such ideas; but he also renders
their possession of these properties quite trivial.

Locke claims that simple ideas are real because they are the “con-
stant Effects” of “Qualities, that are really in things themselves,”
and thus are able to serve as “the Marks, whereby we . . . know, and
distinguish Things, which we have to do with” These qualities may
be no more than “Powers . . . ordained by our Maker, to produce in
us” such ideas, and the ideas need not in any way resemble those
qualities: indeed, Locke claims to have “shewed” that no idea of a
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secondary quality does resemble the quality of which it is the idea.
But the ideas are nonetheless real because of “that steady correspon-
dence, they have with the distinct Constitutions of real Beings,” that
correspondence consisting in the fact that the same constitutions
constantly produce the same ideas (E ILxxx.2: 372-73).

The same consideration proves the adequacy of simple ideas ac-
cording to Locke. Since simple ideas are “nothing but the effects of
certain Powers in Things, fitted and ordained by GOD, to produce
such Sensations in us, they cannot but be correspondent, and ade-
quate to those Powers” They are adequate thereto because their
function is merely to indicate the presence of the powers. They
do not purport to provide information about them, about their
nature or what they are like; and we do not expect them to do so
(E IL.xxxi.2: 375).

Complex ideas of substances, by contrast, are sometimes real,
sometimes fantastical. For such ideas are “made in reference to
Things existing without us, and intended to be Representations of
Substances, as they really are.” Hence they are real only when they
are “such Combinations of simple Ideas, as are really united, and
co-exist in Things without us” (E IL.xxx.5: 374). But some of our
ideas of substances are combinations that we ourselves create and
whose elements are never found together in nature, as for example
the idea of “a rational Creature, consisting of a Horse’s Head, joined
to a body of humane shape, or such as the Centaurs are described”
{ibid.). These then are fantastical ideas.

Our (real) ideas of substances are nonetheless, Locke holds, all
inadequate. For as he has argued in his chapter on substance, every
such idea contains three kinds of component: (1} several ideas of
observable qualities and powers; {2} the idea of an unknown essence
from which such qualities and powers “flow”; and (3} “the obscure
and relative Idea of Substance in general” (E IL.xxiii.3: 296). But,
first, “those Qualities and Powers of Substances, whereof we make
their complex Ideas, are so many and various, that no Man’s com-
plex Idea contains them all.” Not only do we “rarely put into [our]
complex Idea of any Substance, all the simple Ideas [we] do know
to exist in it”; but there are vast numbers of qualities and powers of
substances whereof we have no knowledge and no ideas whatsoever
(E IL.xxxi.8: 381). Second, even “if we could have, . . . in our complex
Idea, an exact Collection of all the secondary Qualities, or Powers
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of any Substance, we should not yet thereby have an Idea of the
Essence of that Thing” (E Il.xxxi.13: 383}, which essence must in-
deed remain forever beyond our ken. And finally, “a Man has no Idea
of Substance in general, nor knows what Substance is in it self”
(ibid.).

It is not easy to extract a coherent doctrine of representation from
these discussions. Locke most often seems to treat representation as
a relation, whereby ideas are connected (except in the case of mixed
modes) to things other than themselves. But sometimes he makes
this an absolute relation, one that holds without qualification - ei-
ther an idea x does represent y or else it does not — as in his discus-
sion of the reality of ideas. And sometimes he makes its holding a
matter of degree — x represents y more or less fully or accurately or
faithfully — as in his discussion of the adequacy of ideas. So represen-
tation is either one relation with apparently contradictory proper-
ties, or two different relations with the same name. One way or the
other, Locke has some explaining to do.

In some passages, however, Locke seems not to be thinking of rep-
resentation in relational terms. It is natural enough to treat a real
idea, for instance one that represents the sun, as standing in a rela-
tionship to something, because the sun is something that does re-
ally exist, and so is able, so to speak, to hold up one end of a relation-
ship. But what of a fantastical idea, for instance that of Santa Claus,
for which there is no thing for it to be related to? We might say that
this idea does represent something, just not something existent. Al-
ternatively, we might say that because there is nothing for the idea
to represent, it has no representative function: the idea is not a rep-
resenter at all. What Locke does say is that fantastical ideas are such
as have no conformity “with that reality of Being, to which they are
tacitly referr’d, as to their Archetypes” (E ILxxx.1: 372). Hence it
appears that even fantastical ideas are “referred to” things other
than themselves thought of as archetypes - even if no such arche-
types exist. And being so referred may be all that is required for an
idea to be representative. If so, then being representative could be
an intrinsic property of ideas, or one that belongs to them solely in
virtue of their relation to a mind ~ which in either case would be a
property belonging to every idea, fantastical as well as real. On the
alternative view, whether an idea is a representer or not would de-
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pend upon the existence of things external to itself and indeed to
the mind it is in, and thus might change as such things come into
and pass out of being.

Whether or not he conceives of representation relationally, Locke
must have some answer to the question of how an idea acquires its
representative function. Some passages suggest that ideas become
representers for Locke by being caused to exist by some real thing
without the mind: the idea then represents the thing that causes it.
Others suggest that representing is a function imposed upon an idea
by the mind to which it belongs: ideas become representers when
the mind refers them to or intends them to stand for things outside
themselves. It may be, however, that Locke takes both of these fac-
tors, the external-causal and the mental-referential, to figure essen-
tially in representation. It could be his view that in order for an idea
X to represent something y, not only must y have caused x, but z, the
mind in which x resides, must refer x to v, that is to that, whatever it
is, which x has been caused by.

Even if so, there would have to be something about x that prompts
or enables z to take referential action with respect to it. Locke him-
self suggests that a mind takes its ideas, at least those that come
from external realities (qualities or substances), to be “marks” or
signs of those realities, and that that is how it is able to make the
uses of them that it does — for example “to know and distinguish
Things, which we have to do with” (E IL.xxx.2: 373). The fact that a
mind takes its ideas in this way could be attributed to that ordina-
tion by nature or God which Locke sometimes appeals to, whereby
certain sorts of external realities cause certain sorts of ideas to ap-
pear in our minds, in constant and regular ways. God or nature could
also ordain that ideas so appearing be labeled as signs, or rather as
representers of the things that have caused them - so labeled that
their text, as it were, would be intelligible to the minds that receive
such ideas. Or, rather than supposing them labeled, we could imag-
ine each such idea to have the “additional Perception annexed” to
it that it has been produced by something without — in the way that
memories for Locke are nothing but “Perceptions, which [the mind]
has once had, with this additional Perception annexed to them, that
it has had them before” {E I1.x.2: 150). On this view, ideas would be
“natural signs” of their representata.
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If Locke did hold such a position then he would have a defense
against those critics mentioned in Section II, who claim that Locke’s
insistence that the mind’s immediate objects are always ideas con-
demns him to an extreme and incurable skepticism with respect to
the external world. Locke could simply respond to such critics that
our perception of external objects, the causes of our ideas, is alto-
gether natural, as natural as our perception of ideas — which, after
all, itself requires some special capacity on the part of the mind, a
capacity that Locke regards as part of its natural endowment. There
would not be any fallible or in-principle unverifiable inference in-
volved in perceiving external objects, even though the perception
would not be immediate, as it is in the case of ideas. The mind
would simply be drawn or led without thought or awareness from
the idea it perceives to the external object that is causally respon-
sible for it.

To be sure, the fact that a mind is naturally moved in this way
does not mean that it thereby has knowledge, or even a justified
belief, that external objects exist. Skepticism is often taken to be a
doctrine about the relation not between our ideas and their repre-
sentata, but between our beliefs and the things they are supposed to
be true of. It is in this form that Locke himself discusses skepticism
in Book IV of the Essay; and the present defense would not by itself
be conclusive against it. (Locke’s response to this form of skepticism
is considered in Chapter 6 of this volume.) The fact that representa-
tion is a natural process also does not mean that a person could not
be misled on a matter of representation in particular cases, that she
could not suppose a particular token of the idea of the sun in her
mind on some occasion to represent and so to have been caused by
the sun on that occasion, when in fact it was the hypnotist’s sugges-
tion, or the hallucinogenic drug she had taken, that caused it. What
God or nature ordains is general; it is that some certain sort or spe-
cies of substance or quality correspond to some certain type of idea,
that the instances of the one constantly and steadily produce tokens
of the other, and hence that such tokens be reliable indicators of
instances of such sorts - reliable but not infallible.

Of course, it remains to be shown that Locke does in fact hold the
position on representation that we have been sketching for him.
That is likely to be a difficult task: he is not very explicit on the
topic of representation - as indeed he is not on some of the other
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topics discussed in this chapter. It is, however, one of the attractions
of Locke’s work for contemporary philosopher-scholars that credible
answers to philosophical questions he himself never considered can

often be drawn from his texts, even when they are not obviously
present there.
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EDWIN McCANN

3

Locke’s philosophy of body

I. THE CORPUSCULARIAN CONCEPTION OF BODY

Locke’s treatment of such central philosophical issues as substance,
qualities, identity, natural kinds, and the structure and limits of sci-
entific explanation was fundamentally shaped by the conception of
body (or as we would say it nowadays, the basic nature of material
things) that he inherited from Gassendi and Boyle. This conception
of body was part of what Boyle called the corpuscularian hypothesis,
or corpuscularianism. This doctrine, a form of mechanistic atom-
ism, had the following core tenets:

1. The matter of all bodies is the same in kind, namely, ex-

tended solid substance.

. All bodies are either (a} individual atoms or corpuscles,

which are physically indivisible and which have as their
only qualities (in addition to extension and solidity) size,
shape, location, motion or rest, and number; or (b} aggre-
gates or collections of atoms. There are no physically real
components or constituents of a body beyond its component
atoms (except for the material that “glues” the atoms to-
gether, if any). Compound bodies have a further quality, their
“texture,” which is the arrangement of their component
atoms resulting from their various sizes, shapes, relative sit-
uations, and relative motions.

. All changes of state of bodies are due to a change in texture

{note that atoms cannot change their size or shape, since
they are indivisible); and all changes in texture are the result
of impact or contact action of one body upon another. That

56
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is to say, all causation involving bodies is mechanical cau-
sation.

This conception of body traces back to antiquity, specifically to the
atomism of Democritus, Epicurus, and Lucretius. It was revived in
the seventeenth century by Pierre Gassendi, whose version of cor-
puscularianism or mechanistic atomism was championed in En-
gland by Hobbes, Walter Charleton, and, most influentially, Robert
Boyle. It was from Boyle that, in the first instance, Locke drew his
understanding of the corpuscularian or mechanical philosophy.

It might seem odd to the modern reader that the notion of body
should play such a pivotal role in Locke’s philosophy. It should be
remembered, however, that the nature of body was one of the most
hotly contested issues in the seventeenth century. Its treatment not
only defined who was a partisan of the scientific revolution and who
was not, but served to distinguish different factions among the revo-
lutionaries. The eminent historian of science E. J. Dijksterhuis has
noted that at the middle of the seventeenth century there were four
main competing theories about the structure of matter vying with
one another: (1) the Scholastic-Aristotelian doctrine of four ele-
ments (earth, air, fire, and water), which was one component of a
comprehensive metaphysical theory about the nature of individual
substances; (2} spagyritic chemistry or iatrochemistry, a doctrine
central to the alchemical tradition developed by Paracelsus and by
his followers, the van Helmonts, according to which there are three
principles or basic causal agents of matter (salt, sulfur, and mer-
cury), of which the last {(mercury) is an active or vital (and therefore
more than merely material) principle; (3) the Cartesian philosophy,
which is based on the identification of matter with extension; and
(4) corpuscularianism or mechanistic atomism (Dijksterhuis 1961:
433-34). Although each of last two was called “the mechanical phi-
losophy” by its friends and by its detractors, and each was genuinely
a mechanistic theory, there were profound differences between
them. Consequent upon the identification of matter and extension,
the Cartesians held that a void is impossible, that matter is divided
to infinity, and hence that there are no genuine atoms. The corpus-
cularians held, on the contrary, that solidity is no less a part of
the essence of body than is extension, thus opening up the possi-
bility {and, most claimed, the actuality) of void space, and were also
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committed to the existence of genuine atoms, that is, physically {(if
not conceptually and/or divinely) indivisible parts of matter that
were too small to be perceived.

Where, however, Boyle had tried to downplay as far as possible the
differences between the Cartesian and corpuscularian versions of
the mechanical philosophy, Locke explicitly {(and accurately) treated
Cartesianism as a direct rival to corpuscularianism and went out of
his way to urge objections to the identification of matter and exten-
sion, as well as to the general epistemological framework of
Cartesianism. On the other hand, Locke was much less concerned
than Boyle was to argue against spagyritic chemistry, whether be-
cause he thought Boyle’s arguments had already finished it off, or
because the philosophical framework for spagyritic chemistry was
relatively thin and poorly worked out, or even simply because he
was not a professional chemist as was Boyle. Whatever the case,
Locke’s neglect of spagyritic chemistry as a serious alternative was
generally shared by the major scientists and philosophers working
at the close of the seventeenth century.

Accordingly, we can see Locke as fighting the battle for corpuscul-
arianism on two fronts: he wants to uphold the claims of corpuscul-
arianism both against those of its principal mechanistic rival,
Cartesianism, and also, even more so, against those of the common
enemy of all versions of mechanistic natural philosophy, Scholastic
Aristotelianism. It is often said by commentators that one of Locke’s
main aims in the Essay was to provide philosophical foundations for
corpuscularian science. If this means only that Locke disclaimed
any ambitions to make contributions to corpuscularian science as
such, choosing instead to address some of the broad philosophical
issues surrounding corpuscularianism, then the statement is accept-
able. But if more weight than this is put on the phrase “philosophi-
cal foundations,” then the claim could be seriously misleading,
particularly if we use as models for such foundations the Aristot-
elian-Scholastic and the Cartesian grounding of natural philosophy
in a priori epistemological and metaphysical doctrines set out in
systematic fashion: “first philosophy,” as both the Aristotelians and
the Cartesians called it. Not only are Locke’s aims less ambitious
than this, but it is part of his purpose to cast suspicion on any
such project.
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With this background we can properly interpret the famous
“under-labourer” passage in the Essay’s “Epistle to the Reader”
which, while sounding a characteristic note of modesty, gives a clear
indication of the goals Locke sets for his book:

The Commonwealth of Learning, is not at this time without Master-
Builders, whose mighty Designs, in advancing the Sciences, will leave last-
ing 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 Mas-
ters, as the Great Huygenius, and the incomparable Mr. Newton, with
some other of that Strain; 'tis Ambition enough to be employed as an Under-
Labourer in clearing Ground a little, and removing some of the Rubbish,
that lies in the way to Knowledge. (E Epis: 9-10)

This passage is noteworthy not only for its disclaimer about pre-
tending to make any contribution to science, but even more for the
hint it gives as to the sort of contribution Locke will try to make.
He talks of clearing ground, removing the rubbish that lies in the
way to knowledge; the context of the passage makes it plain that
he has in mind Scholastic Aristotelianism, which had retained its
stranglehold on the curricula of the universities and which was the
main rival to the mechanical philosophy. But while it is one of the
main tasks of the Essay to show up the inadequacies of the rivals to
corpuscularianism, especially those of Scholasticism but also those
of Cartesianism, we should not conclude that its aims in regard to
the corpuscularian hypothesis are wholly negative. Locke also tries
to show, even in the course of criticizing its rivals, that the corpus-
cularian hypothesis conforms especially well with our common-
sense views about the nature of body, about the qualities and work-
ings of bodies, and about the source and extent of our knowledge of
them. In this lies Locke’s distinctive contribution to the corpuscul-
arian program; Boyle, for all of his boosterism, makes appeal only to
completely undefined and unexplicated standards of “intelligibil-
ity” or plausibility in recommending his corpuscularian explana-
tions. To show that the corpuscularian hypothesis fits well with, or
even naturally grows out of, our commonsense picture of the world,
and that its serious rivals are on important points flatly in conflict
with this picture, is not perhaps to provide philosophical founda-
tions for corpuscularianism, but given Locke’s suspicions of any
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such enterprise it is the most he can hope to do, and even those who
do not share Locke’s suspicions of the general enterprise will have to
agree that securing the result Locke seeks is, after all, not nothing,

II. PRIMARY AND SECONDARY QUALITIES

A good example of the central role played in Locke’s philosophy by
the notion of body is to be found in his famous distinction between
primary and secondary qualities. Although Locke was not the only,
or the first, philosopher to argue for the distinction, his treatment
of it was, and remains, the most well known and philosophically
influential one.!

Locke inherited this distinction from his mentor in corpuscul-
arianism, the chemist Robert Boyle. For Locke and Boyle, the pri-
mary qualities are solidity, extension (the property of having spatial
dimension), figure (shape), motion-or-rest (or mobility), number, sit-
uation, bulk, texture, and motion of parts; among the secondary
qualities are colors, sounds, tastes, smells, and heat and cold.? Locke
follows Boyle as well in the basis he gives for sorting qualities into
these two lists; he characterizes the secondary qualities as being
“nothing in the Objects themselves, but Powers to produce various
Sensations in us by their primary Qualities, i.e. by the Bulk, Figure,
Texture, and Motion of their insensible parts” (E [L.viii.to: 135). The
twin claims here — that sensible qualities such as colors, sounds, and
hot and cold are nothing but powers to produce the corresponding
sensations in us, and that these powers are causally based in the
primary qualities of {note well for later purposes) the insensibly
small parts of the object — are prominent in Boyle’s various treat-
ments of the primary-secondary quality distinction. In respect both
of the content of the distinction and the basis for drawing it, Locke
is simply following Boyle.

Locke’s major innovation lies in the way he argues for these
claims. Boyle presents the distinction between primary and second-
ary qualities as part of the corpuscularian hypothesis — a hypothesis
that is, he claims, plausible in itself, one that goes much further in
making intelligible the qualities and workings of bodies than does
any of its competitors, and one that provides the means for ex-
plaining any number of interesting experimental results (mainly
chemical); but still, a hypothesis that is finally to be vindicated in
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terms of its explanatory success. Locke, on the other hand, gives a
philosophical argument for the distinction, claiming that it is the
only understanding of the nature of qualities that is conformable to
our commonsense, everyday, prescientific notions of body and of the
causality of bodies.

This strategy is reflected in the criteria Locke gives for being a
primary quality. Introducing the distinction at Essay IL.viii.9, Locke
says that primary qualities are “utterly inseparable from the Body,
in what estate soever it be”; that they are “such as in all the alter-
ations and changes it [the body] suffers, all the force can be used on
it, it constantly keeps”; and that they are “such as Sense constantly
finds in every particle of Matter, which has bulk enough to be per-
ceived, and the Mind finds inseparable from every particle of Matter,
though less than to make it self singly be perceived by our Senses”
(E ILviii.g: 134~35). Commentators have wondered how an empiri-
cist could license talk about the mind “finding” something insepa-
rable from a particle of matter too small to be perceived, and the
same problem arises in connection with the other criteria, given the
full generality with which they are stated (“in what estate soever it
be,” “in all the alterations and changes it suffers”). On what basis
can Locke assert these claims?

The answer has to be that it is by appeal to our commonsense idea
of body, or in other words, what we mean by the word “body” Locke
insists in many places that our idea of a body is that of an extended
solid substance.® Of course, a finite extended solid substance will
necessarily have some figure or other, some size or other, will be
movable in space, and will, in relation to the particles making it up
and/or to the particles with which it makes up a larger body, have
and/or be part of a texture (an arrangement of corpuscles defined by
their shapes, sizes, relative situation, and relative motion). That the
body has these further qualities follows from the fact that it is an
extended, solid (finite) substance.

That this is Locke’s reasoning is attested by the thought-
experiment he offers at Essay Il.viii.g to make out the claim that
the mind finds the primary qualities inseparable from every particle
of matter. We are asked to imagine dividing a grain of wheat, divid-
ing the two resulting parts, and so on until we are down to insen-
sibly small parts, which still have solidity, extension, figure, mobil-
ity, and the rest. Now how do we know this, especially as regards
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the insensibly small parts? Locke appeals to the character of the
process of division itself, the salient feature of that process being
that it begins with one body and leaves two or more bodies at the
end, that is, extended solid substances which therefore must each
have shape, size, figure, mobility, and so forth. It is also clear from
this thought-experiment that what Locke supposes to be inseparable
from body are not its particular size, shape, and so forth, but rather
its having some size or other, some shape or other. (In the jargon of
recent philosophy, it is the determinables of these properties, and
not the particular determinates, that are inseparable from bodies.)
Of course, once we get down to the level of atoms or corpuscles,
which are indivisible by any physical force, the particular size or
shape of these parts of matter cannot be changed, except in our
imagination or by an act of God.

Locke’s second main claim, that secondary qualities are nothing
in bodies but powers to produce certain sensations, is also ulti-
mately based on our commonsense conceptions of things. This
time, however, it is not our conception of body but rather that of
the causality of bodies that is the basis. This conception, and its
consequences, are set out in Sections 11-13 of Essay ILviii. It is sur-
prising, in view of the importance of these considerations in Locke’s
overall argument for primary and secondary qualities, that these sec-
tions have been so little commented upon. Locke’s claim in Section
11 is that we cannot conceive how one body can act upon or affect
another body except by impulse, that is, by contact action, and so
we must hold that bodies produce ideas in us by means of contact
action.* But since we perceive bodies at a distance from us, the prox-
imate cause of the sensible ideas these bodies induce in us must be
the contact action of imperceptibly small particles inducing mo-
tions in our sensory organs, our nerves, and, finally, our brains,
which motion ultimately produces the appropriate ideas in our
minds {Section 12). This causal account would hold for the ideas of
secondary qualities - colors, sounds, tastes, smells, heat and cold -
just as much as for the observable primary qualities of bodies {Sec-
tion 13).

The conclusion Locke draws from this discussion of our common-
sense view of the causality of bodies is that secondary qualities “are
in truth nothing in the Objects themselves, but Powers to produce
various Sensations in us, and depend on those primary Qualities,
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viz. Bulk, Figure, Texture, and Motion of parts” (E ILviii.14: 137).
There is an important point to note about this formulation. Locke
does not say that the secondary qualities are nothing in the objects
- that is, are not in the bodies. He says they are nothing in the ob-
jects but powers to produce ideas. This implies that, considered as
powers, the qualities are in the bodies, and are not just ideas in our
minds; this is later made explicit at I.viii.23. This view of the status
of secondary qualities sharply distinguishes Locke’s and Boyle’s view
from those of their predecessors Galileo and Descartes, for whom
secondary qualities have no reality in the body, but are just ideas in
our minds. It also distinguishes their view from that of the “modern
philosophers” attacked in the first of Berkeley’s Three Dialogues be-
tween Hylas and Philonous and in Sections 18ff. of Part I of the
Principles of Human Knowledge, an attack that is still widely mis-
apprehended to be effective against Locke, its intended target.
Locke draws a further conclusion from this one. In the next sec-
tion he says that “the Ideas of primary Qualities of Bodies, are Re-
semblances of them, and their Patterns do really exist in the Bodies
themselves; but the Ideas, produced in us by these Secondary Qual-
ities, have no resemblance of them at all” (E Ilviii.15: 137). This
has been one of the most misunderstood formulations in the Essay,
due mainly to puzzlement over how to understand the term “resem-
blance” as it is used here. If we read the term in its everyday,
nontechnical sense, we run up against the problem that Berkeley
pointed out, namely, that ideas, which are states of mind, are in
their nature quite unlike states of bodies, so that if the claim has to
do with overall resemblance, ideas of primary qualities do not re-
semble bodies any more than do ideas of secondary qualities. (Ideas
and states of bodies are just too different in nature for there to be
any resemblance at all.) There is the further problem that we have
no access to the qualities of bodies except through our ideas, and so
no independent standpoint from which to compare ideas and quali-
ties and thus gauge their overall resemblance. If, alternatively, we
read the resemblance claim as saying that our judgments about the
primary qualities of bodies such as their shape and size are somehow
more secure or less likely to be false than are judgments about their
colors and tastes, then, as Berkeley also insisted, the claim cannot
be upheld at all, as we are no less liable to make mistaken judg-
ments about {macro) shape and size than about color and taste. To
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understand this, we need to remind ourselves of the Aristotelian
background to the discussion. The Aristotelian-Scholastic doctrine
of qualities held that most, at least, of the sensible qualities of ob-
jects are real qualities, that is, that they are real entities existing or
inhering in the objects, and that perception of them involves the
mind taking on the form of these qualities as they exist in the ob-
ject. This is facilitated by the transmission through a medium -
light, for example, in the case of qualities perceived by means of
vision — of an intentional species that becomes the form of the rele-
vant perception or act of mind; this intentional species is the form
that exists in the object, except that this form exists not in matter,
as it does in the object, but in the mind. The idea in the mind is thus
qualitatively identical with the quality in the body that initiated the
whole causal process, since these two are the same in form or spe-
cies; and so it can properly be said to resemble the quality as it is in
the body.

With this as background we can see why it is a short step from
the premise that secondary qualities are nothing but powers to the
conclusion that the ideas of secondary qualities are not resem-
blances of them (i.e., the qualities as they are in the bodies). For our
ideas of colors, sounds, heat, and so forth present these as manifest
qualities in the bodies; there is nothing in these ideas of either the
actual physical basis in the body that is causally responsible for the
production of these ideas in perceivers, or the dispositional charac-
ter of the powers to produce ideas that these bodies consequently
have. On the other hand, the ideas of primary qualities are qualita-
tively similar to the actual causal basis in the object of the produc-
tion of these {and all other) sensible ideas.

Read as directed against the Aristotelian doctrine of qualities in
its own terms, however, Locke’s claim makes perfect sense. The
ideas of the primary qualities of bodies are caused in us by those
qualities, and they are qualitatively like the qualities in the bodies
that are their causes, even if only generically.

To what extent do Locke’s arguments for the primary-secondary
quality distinction depend on assuming that the corpuscularian hy-
pothesis is true, or at least the best supported or otherwise most
probable scientific hypothesis among the going alternatives? Some
commentators have taken the distinction between primary and sec-
ondary qualities to be just a distinction between those qualities
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which are basic to the scientific explanation of the qualities, powers,
and operations of bodies and those which are explained in terms of
those qualities; the lists of which qualities count as primary and
which as secondary would then shift as science progresses, and one
would stay with Locke’s list only as long as the corpuscularian the-
ory was the best theory going. That Locke is not committed to any
such account as this is confirmed at IV.iii.11, where he says, “The
Ideas, that our complex ones of Substances are made up of, and
about which our Knowledge, concerning Substances, is most em-
ploy’d, are those of their secondary Qualities; which depending all
(as has been shewn) upon the primary Qualities of their minute and
insensible parts; or if not upon them, upon something yet more re-
mote from our Comprehension” (E IV.iii.11: 544). Of course, if the
qualities and powers of bodies did in fact turn out to depend on
something other than the corpuscularian’s primary qualities {bulk,
figure, motion, etc. of the solid parts of bodies), then Locke’s distinc-
tion, even if it were still conceptually available, would be of no ac-
count.

But in fact Locke does not base the distinction between primary
and secondary qualities on the alleged scientific superiority of cor-
puscularian mechanism. When he says in Section 9 that the mind
finds the primary qualities “inseparable” from body no matter what
state it is in, he is appealing to the commonsense meaning of the
term “body” On a similar basis, Boyle had argued that any finite
extended solid thing will have a determinate figure and size and will
be movable in space. It will thus, according to Locke and Boyle, be
a function of our ordinary concept of body that anything that is a
body must have all of the qualities listed as primary in Section 9;
there is no need to appeal to the corpuscularian hypothesis and its
presumed scientific superiority in order to deliver this claim.

Sections 16-21 of Essay ILviii present a series of thought-
experiments designed to bring out the fact that it is part of our ordi-
nary commonsense picture of the world that (1) secondary qualities
are not in bodies, except as powers to produce sensations, and (2}
secondary qualities depend on the primary-quality constitutions of
bodies. There are two basic sorts of example. The first sort, found in
Sections 16 and 18, compares the secondary quality of warmth with
the pain that is caused by extreme heat, or again the secondary qual-
ities of sweetness and whiteness in manna with its power to cause
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sickness and pain in us. In each of these comparisons, Locke points
out that we would not for a minute suppose that the pain or sickness
is a real quality of the fire or the manna; the warmth of the fire, and
sweetness and whiteness of the manna are in the same boat with
these, powers to produce ideas that objects have in virtue of their
primary-quality constitutions. The other sort of example, found in
Sections 19, 20, and 21, asks us to imagine the physical basis of
variations in the sensible qualities of things. Hindering light from
striking porphyry takes away the red and white colors we see when
it is illumined; but we do not think that the presence or absence of
light makes for any physical change in the porphyry. Locke is careful
to note that there is no change in the powers of the object: even in
the dark, it has the power of producing ideas of red and of white in
observers under suitable conditions (e.g., of illumination), and it has
this power in virtue of its microphysical constitution. Pounding an
almond with a pestle will change its color and its taste, but we can't
imagine any other way that a pestle operates on an almond than by
changing its texture, that is, the disposition of its parts. And finally,
we can't imagine how it should be that the same water should appear
hot to one (previously cooled) hand and cold to the other (previously
heated) hand unless we imagine that the sensations of hot and cold
result from differences between the motion of particles in the water
and those in the respective hands.

There are two points to note about these examples. First, they
are not supposed to be decisive counterexamples to the Aristotelian
theory of qualities, or conclusive demonstrations of the correctness
of the corpuscularian theory. {That is a good thing, since taken
singly or all together they obviously fall short of either goal.) They
are intended rather to remind us that given our pretheoretical con-
ception of the causality of bodies, rough as this conception is, we
find it most natural and plausible to think that the changes we ob-
serve in the sensible qualities of objects are rooted in changes in
their physical structure, as these changes in turn affect our sensory
organs. Second, in line with this we should note that these examples
appeal to nothing beyond our commonsense view of the world; in
particular, they do not rely upon a prior acceptance of the corpuscul-
arian hypothesis. On this view of Locke’s arguments, the distinction
between primary and secondary qualities is not based on the scien-
tific correctness or at least the current scientific superiority (both
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alleged) of corpuscularianism, nor is it backed only by a promissory
note about the future development of science; it is instead a natural
consequence of the ways we ordinary people think of the world, for
better or worse. Granted, this is hardly a basis for a conclusive argu-
ment for the truth of corpuscularianism; but we have seen that this
was not Locke’s intention. He aimed to show that the corpuscul-
arian theory meshes very well with our commonsense views of
things and that, in contrast, the Aristotelian theory, given its bizarre
theory of causality and its indefensible distinction between sensible
qualities that actually reside in the object (“real qualities”) and
those which are merely imputed to it on the basis of the sensations
they induce in us {“mere powers”), is one that we cannot finally
make sense of.

I1II. THE LIMITS OF MECHANISM

Locke is unique among the seventeenth-century champions of
mechanism in emphasizing the severe limitations on our ability ac-
tually to deliver mechanistic explanations of natural phenomena. In
the important chapter “Of the extent of human knowledge” {Book
IV, Chapter iii) he argues at length for the conclusion that “we are
not capable of a philosophical Knowledge of the Bodies that are
about us,” so that “as to a perfect Science of natural Bodies, (not to
mention spiritual Beings,} we are, I think, so far from being capable
of any such thing, that I conclude it lost labour to seek after it”
(E IV.iii.29: 560}.

Odd words from a supposed friend of mechanism. (With friends
like this, ...) In an influential recent paper, Margaret Wilson has
argued that Locke’s deep pessimism about our prospects of arriving
at a genuinely explanatory natural science conflicts with his pro-
fessed commitment to Boylean mechanism, leaving it unclear to
what extent he is really a mechanist. Wilson notes that Locke has
several different reasons for being pessimistic about our prospects
for achieving genuine scientific knowledge, some of which tend to
cast doubt on the comprehensibility of the mechanist hypothesis
itself (Wilson 1979).

The least problematic set of reasons has to do with the extremely
small size of the corpuscles that make up the bodies around us, a
size that puts them well beyond the limits of resolution of our
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senses. Locke takes this to suggest that we will probably never have
detailed knowledge of the actual microphysical constitutions of
bodies, and so will be unable to provide detailed mechanistic expla-
nations of observable phenomena. This is an important limitation,
but this limitation on our ability to deliver mechanistic explana-
tions does not by itself challenge the inherent comprehensibility of
mechanism.

Other reasons Locke cites for pessimism about lack of prospects
of having a science of nature are much more troubling to the mecha-
nist. Locke recites some of the leading conceptual difficulties faced
by mechanists of his period, including two of the most notorious
problems, that of explaining what it is that holds aggregates of parti-
cles together so that they may constitute large-scale organized bod-
ies, and that of specifying the mechanism by which bodies transmit
their motion one to another in contact action. Mechanists tried vari-
ous means to account for the cohesion of bodies, including some
kind of glue or cement sticking the parts together, the pressure of
the ambient fluid or ether pushing and holding the parts together,
and even a hook-and-eye scheme whereby the parts stick together
by virtue of their shapes (sort of a microscopic Velcro}. Locke points
out the well-known problems with each of these suggestions — what
holds together the particles making up the cement or glue, or why
can you separate the polished surfaces of two pieces of marble by
moving them away from each other in a line parallel to their sur-
faces but not in a line perpendicular to them, if you assume equal
pressure of the ambient fluid on all sides? - just as Boyle had done.
But where Boyle regarded these as open problems to be resolved by
the developing corpuscularian science of bodies, Locke regards them
as less readily remediable. Of course, Locke admits that we do know
from daily experience that bodies cohere together, and that they
transmit motion from one to another by impulse, but, he insists, we
haven't even the beginnings of a conception of how they do these
things. This is a much deeper ignorance than that of the detailed
microstructures of bodies, one that goes more nearly to the heart of
mechanism, and Locke is much less sanguine about the prospects
of overcoming it than Boyle seems to be.

It gets worse. Not only are we ignorant of the detailed structure
of particular bodies, and of some of the more general concep-
tual underpinnings of mechanism, such as what accounts for the
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cohesion of bodies and their ability to transmit motion by impulse;
but we cannot even begin to conceive how it is that the sensible
secondary qualities of a body are causally connected with its
primary-quality constitution.

Locke is clear about the reason for this conceptual lack of ours; it
has to do with the poverty of our ideas of body and of mind {or men-
tal states). The relative lack of content of these ideas provides the
basis for one of the most controversial claims of the Essay, the claim
that it is, for all we know, possible that suitably organized systems
of matter may have the power of thought. In a famous passage
Locke writes:

We have the Ideas of Matter and Thinking, but possibly shall never be able
to know, whether any mere material Being thinks, or no; it being impossible
for us, by the contemplation of our own Ideas, without revelation, to dis-
cover, whether Omnipotency has not given to some Systems of Matter fitly
disposed, a power to perceive and think, or else joined and fixed to Matter
so disposed, a thinking immaterial Substance: It being, in respect of our
Notions, not much more remote from our Comprehension to conceive, that
GOD can, if he pleases, superadd to Matter a Faculty of Thinking, than that
he should superadd to it another Substance, with a Faculty of Thinking;
since we know not wherein Thinking consists, nor to what sort of Sub-
stances the Almighty has been pleased to give that Power, which cannot be
in any created Being, but merely by the good pleasure and Bounty of the
Creator. (E IV.iii.6: 540-41}

The incommensurability of the ideas of matter and thinking leaves
us unable to conceive how there could be any causal connection
between states of bodies and states of mind (supposing, what Locke
clearly takes to be a mere supposition, that the latter are really dis-
tinct from the former):

What certainty of Knowledge can any one have that some perceptions, such
as v.g. pleasure and pain, should not be in some bodies themselves, after a
certain manner modified and moved, as well as that they should be in an
immaterial Substance, upon the Motion of the parts of Body: Body as far as
we can conceive being able only to strike and affect body; and Motion, ac-
cording to the utmost reach of our Ideas, being able to produce nothing but
Motion, so that when we allow it to produce pleasure or pain, or the Idea
of a Colour or Sound, we are fain to quit our Reason, go beyond our Ideas,
and attribute it wholly to the good Pleasure of our Maker. For since we must
allow he has annexed Effects to Motion, which we can no way conceive
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Motion able to produce, what reason have we to conclude, that he could
not order them as well to be produced in a Subject we cannot conceive
capable of them, as well as in a Subject we cannot conceive the motion of
Matter can any way operate upon? (E IV.iii.6: 541)

Locke goes on later in the chapter to draw from these considerations
a very strong conclusion regarding the explanatory connections be-
tween primary-quality constitutions of bodies and their sensible
secondary qualities that are required for the success of corpuscul-
arian science.

We are so far from knowing what figure, size, or motion of parts produce a
yellow Colour, a sweet Taste, or a sharp Sound, that we can by no means
conceive how any size, figure, or motion of any Particles, can possibly pro-
duce in us the Idea of any Colour, Taste, or Sound whatsoever; there is no
conceivable connexion betwixt the one and the other. (E IV.iii.13: 545)

Since the secondary qualities of things are by far the greatest part
of their observable qualities, it follows that we will probably never
be able to arrive at genuine mechanistic explanations of most of the
leading qualities of bodies, and this because we find it incomprehen-
sible that there should be any lawlike connections between primary-
quality constitutions and sensible secondary qualities. As Wilson
notes, this seems to threaten Locke’s claim that the sensible quali-
ties of things “flow from” the primary-quality constitution, or real
essence, of the thing (Wilson 1979: 144—47).

There is an expedient suggested in several of the relevant passages
that looks like an attempted solution to the problem. In the quota-
tion from Essay IV.iii.6, we saw Locke saying that we must put it
down to the “good pleasure” of “our Maker,” who, we are to sup-
pose, has annexed effects to motions (of parts of bodies) that we can
not conceive them to have. Later in the chapter, returning to the
issue, Locke says this:

'"Tis evident that the bulk, figure, and motion of several Bodies about us,
produce in us several Sensations, as of Colours, Sounds, Tastes, Smells,
Pleasure and Pain, etc. These mechanical Affections of Bodies, having no
affinity at all with those Ideas, they produce in us, (there being no conceiv-
able connexion between any impulse of any sort of Body, and any perception
of a Colour, or Smell, which we find in our Minds) we can have no distinct
knowledge of such Operations beyond our Experience; and can reason no
otherwise about them, than as effects produced by the appointment of an
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infinitely Wise Agent, which perfectly surpass our Comprehensions. As the
Ideas of sensible secondary Qualities, which we have in our Minds, can,
by us, be no way deduced from bodily Causes, nor any correspondence or
connexion be found between them and those primary Qualities which (Ex-
perience shews us) produce them in us; so on the other side, the Operation
of our Minds upon our Bodies is as unconceivable. How any thought should
produce a motion in Body is as remote from the nature of our Ideas, as how
any Body should produce any Thought in the Mind. That it is so, if Experi-
ence did not convince us, the Consideration of the Things themselves would
never be able, in the least, to discover to us. These, and the like, though they
have a constant and regular connexion, in the ordinary course of Things:
yet that connexion being not discoverable in the Ideas themselves, which
appearing to have no necessary dependence one on another, we can attribute
their connexion to nothing else, but the arbitrary Determination of that
All-wise Agent, who has made them to be, and to operate as they do, in a
way wholly above our weak Understandings to conceive. (E IV.iii.28: 558-59;
see also E IV.iii.29: 559-60)

This seems to provide for the requisite causal connections, although
at the cost of giving up our prospects of ever coming to know
these connections - that is, short of God’s explicitly revealing
them to us.

It might seem that the cost is even steeper than that. Wilson
thinks that the arbitrariness of these God-forged connections con-
flicts with Locke’s “official position” on body - that is, with mecha-
nism - in several respects. First, she notes that the arbitrariness of
the connections would not allow for the “a priori conceptual con-
nection between a body’s real essence and its secondary qualities”
that she sees as part of the official position. Second, taking up a
suggested reading that has Locke denying only a rational connection
that we can conceive, and not denying in principle that there is a
rational connection, Wilson argues that this runs afoul of several
key Lockean claims, including the one (in his elaborate proof of the
existence of an intelligent creator in Book IV, Chapter x) that matter
cannot naturally produce thought, as well as his contentions that
we cannot understand gravitational attraction to be among the natu-
ral powers of matter and that a man with microscopical eyes would
still not be able to give a rational explanation or derivation of the
sensible qualities of bodies (Wilson 1979: 147-48).

But there really is no conflict here. Locke’s epistemology of
scientific explanation does require that we apprehend a necessary
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connection between, in this case, the primary-quality constitution
of a body and a sensible secondary quality, if our belief that the latter
flows from the former is to count as genuine scientific knowledge
(what the tradition called “scientia”); and this in turn requires that
we be able to demonstrate that such a connection holds. Now, in
the expedient suggested by Locke, we do suppose that God has set
up a necessary connection between the primary-quality constitu-
tion in question and the effect it has on our sensation. We are sup-
posing him to have ordained a law according to which it cannot but
happen that if a body has that primary-quality constitution and is
in the appropriate circumstances, it will produce the corresponding
sensation in the appropriately constituted subject. Admittedly, this
connection would not be a “rational” one, since its necessity would
not be demonstrable independently of the fact that God had ex-
pressly (and arbitrarily} ordained that such a necessary connection
obtain. But if we could somehow learn (by revelation, say) that God
had ordained such a connection, we could use this information in a
strict demonstration that a body constituted as this one is cannot
fail to have such-and-such a sensible quality {supposing we also
could come to know the detailed microphysical constitution of the
body). Of course, short of revelation we could probably never come
to apprehend the necessity of the connection, and so could never
give the demonstration. But this is precisely Locke’s point. No won-
der that the man with microscopical eyes cannot rationally derive
the sensible qualities of a body from his knowledge of its inner con-
stitution: ascertaining what God has arbitrarily decreed in the way
of connections is obviously not a matter of microscopy, or of reason.
This does not make the decreed connection any less necessary, or
any less capable of functioning in a strict demonstration, even if
we and the man with microscopic eyes are unable to apprehend the
necessity of the connection and thus know that there is a demon-
stration to hand.

The related claims about the power of thought not belonging nat-
urally to matter, and similarly with the power of gravitational at-
traction, look to be more problematic, as they seem to constitute
ontological claims of some sort. But a close look at the relevant pas-
sages belies this appearance. Consider the principal passage about
gravity; it doesn't say that the power of bodies to attract one another
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over a distance is not natural to bodies, but that we can’t see it as
such, given our idea of body:

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. (W IV: 467-68}

“By ways inconceivable to me”; “above what can be derived from
our idea of body”; “can be explained by what we know of matter”:
these phrases indicate the character of Locke’s claims about what is
and what is not included in the “natural” powers of matter. Any
estimates that we might make about what is included in or what
follows from the “nature” of matter are grounded on our idea of
body, or matter; on what else could they be grounded? Locke’s claim
about gravity is thus another instance of the by now familiar litany:
given the meagerness of what follows from our idea of body as an
extended solid substance, we cannot conceive how one body should
attract another at a distance, that is, we cannot imagine a suitable
mechanism merely in terms of the bulk, figure, and motion of bod-
ies together with the transmission of motion by impulse or contact
action that would account for the phenomena of gravitational at-
traction; in our conceptually impoverished circumstances, then, we
are forced to put the phenomena down to “powers” and “ways of
operation” superadded to the mechanical affections of bodies by an
omnipotent God.

The main outlines of the case of mind-body connections are the
same. We have already seen how the particular connections between
the primary-quality constitutions of bodies and the sensations these
constitutions regularly cause in us, the connections by virtue of
which secondary qualities can be said to be based on, or to flow
from, the real essences of bodies, must be conceived by us, faute de
mieux, to be the results of divine acts of superaddition. This reflects
the more general relation between mind and body summed up in
the claim we encountered earlier, namely, that it is, for all we know,
possible that God has superadded the power of thought directly to
suitably organized systems of matter, in which case thinking things
would be merely, and thoroughly, material. What then of the claim
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cited by Wilson and crucial to Locke’s proof of God’s existence as an
intelligent thinking being, the claim that matter, however it may be
shaped or moved, cannot come to have (Locke actually says, “cannot
put into itself”) the power of thought? The correct handling of this
claim is in fact indicated by Stillingfleet, in the book that sparked
the correspondence between him and Locke:

It is said indeed elsewhere, That it is repugnant to the Idea of Senseless
Matter, that it should put into it self Sense, Perception and Knowledge: 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. (Stillingfleet
1697a: 242, citing E IV.x.5: 620-21}

Stillingfleet makes this point in the course of arguing that Locke
cannot on his own principles demonstrate that the substance that
thinks within us is a spiritual (by which Stillingfleet means imma-
terial) substance, a point that Locke willingly concedes. As both
saw, Locke’s claim that matter cannot naturally, by itself, come to
have the power of thought is not inconsistent with his other claim
that an omnipotent God can endow certain systems of matter with
the power of thought.

Locke’s appeals to God’s omnipotence as enabling him to forge
connections “inconceivable to us” between (1) the primary-quality
constitutions of bodies and the ideas these bodies cause us to have;
(2) certain configurations of systems of matter in motion and the
powers of thinking and willing that those same systems of matter
come to have; and (3) the basic defining qualities of matter (exten-
sion and solidity) and the propensity of matter to attract other mat-
ter over a distance {gravity) — to mention just the instances of other-
wise incomprehensible phenomena that he explicitly puts down to
divine acts of “superaddition” — might seem to be nothing more
than desperate, and perhaps finally empty, appeals to a deus ex
machina. (Given that it is a mechanistic world that this God is being
called in to salvage, the phrase is particularly apt.) This overlooks
two important features of Locke’s appeal, however. First, even
though he emphasizes that our appeal to God’s arbitrary annex-
ations is an appeal of last resort, for want of any better way, or any
way at all, of conceiving how the connections hold, he is quite clear
about the particular content of that appeal. We suppose that God
superadds these various powers to matter by decreeing that certain
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laws hold, connecting the mechanical affections of matter with the
powers that result from them. This is absolutely crucial for mecha-
nism, for it means that the superadded powers and ways of operating
are not due to any real, nonmechanical component or constituent
of the body; the only causally active qualities of the body are its
mechanical affections. It is just that, given the laws God has estab-
lished, these affections are capable of producing the effects in
question. Furthermore, since God ordains these laws as necessary
connections (E IV.iii.29: 560), they could function in proper demon-
strations of the sort strict scientific knowledge {scientia) demands —
could we but come to know them.

To a modern reader, this way of salvaging mechanism in the face
of the severe strictures Locke finds on our knowledge will seem ad
hoc, given its essential appeal to the inscrutable actions of an om-
nipotent God. What seems to us a crippling defect in the theory,
however, was, in the intellectual context in which Locke and Boyle
worked, a positive advantage. One of the main orders of business for
the seventeenth-century inheritors of the ancient atomist tradition
was to remove the taint of atheism that clung to the view. As its
opponents were fond of pointing out, Democritus, Lucretius, and
other ancient atomists held such theologically unacceptable views
as that matter was eternal and uncreated, that the world was a result
simply of chance motions of unguided matter, and so forth. Gas-
sendi on the Continent, and Boyle in England, were very much con-
cerned to show that atomism could be pruned of these troubling
excrescences, and Boyle ventured much further in trying to argue
that the role God plays in the new conception of mechanistic atom-
ism provides a new basis for establishing God’s existence, attributes,
and providence. Locke’s making God and his action an ineliminable
part of the mechanistic world-picture is thus entirely in line with
the Gassendi-Boyle program, if something of an extension of it.

We can now appreciate how complex and multilayered was
Locke’s understanding of mechanism, and concomitantly his notion
of body. We have seen that there is finally no conflict between
Locke’s extreme pessimism about our prospects for achieving true
scientific knowledge and his commitment to corpuscularianism as
the best view of nature that we can arrive at. What is perhaps most
important, we have seen that Locke bases his argument for the latter
commitment not on any claim that corpuscularianism now is, or
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soon will prove to be, the correct or at least the best-established
scientific theory of the world, but instead on an analysis of our ordi-
nary, prescientific notions of body and of the causality of bodies.

IV. SUBSTANCE AND SUBSTRATUM

Since the first round of critical response to Locke’s Essay its doctrine
of substance has been a focus of controversy; the only other Lockean
doctrines to draw such intense criticism were the denial of innate
knowledge and the assertion of the possibility of thinking matter.
For Berkeley, Locke’s notion of substance was merely the despised
materia prima of the Scholastics got up in modern dress; for Leibniz,
Locke’s impoverished (as it appeared to him) conception of sub-
stance was a basic cause of the latter’s supposed inability to accom-
modate the necessary truths of metaphysics; and for Edward Still-
ingfleet, bishop of Worcester, Locke’s dismissive treatment (as it
appeared to him) of substance was part of an attack on the tradi-
tional theological doctrine of the Trinity. According to many of
these critics, Locke offers a denatured notion of substance, on which
the substance of a thing is nothing but a substratum or support to
the qualities and powers (the “accidents,” in Scholastic parlance); in
itself it is featureless, lacking any properties or qualities of its own:
a “bare particular” as it is called {or disparaged) nowadays.
Understood in this way, Locke’s doctrine of substance is a subject
ripe for criticism. The notion of a bare particular is, it is generally
agreed, shot through with confusion (it is supposed to be a thing
that has no properties of its own, so it can be what “has” all of the
properties of the object). More than this, the notion does not seem
to have any place in the corpuscularian theory, which it was, after
all, Locke’s aim to advance. Indeed, if we take the substratum of a
body to be something over and above the aggregate of insensibly
small particles of matter (corpuscles) that make up the body, then
the notion of substratum is inconsistent with corpuscularianism.
Most commentators on Locke, whether sympathetic or critical,
have tended to view Locke’s doctrine of substance in much the same
way as did his early critics, regarding it as either the product of con-
fusion on Locke’s part, or a mindless holdover from his Oxford train-
ing in Scholastic logic. Within the past twenty years or so, how-
ever, several revisionist views have been advanced, each aimed at
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eliminating the apparent commitment to bare particulars. Before we
consider these rival proposals, we should look at some of Locke’s
most important statements about substance.

There are two extended discussions of the nature of substance in
the Essay, one in Chapter xxiii of Book I {“Of our Complex Ideas of
Substances”), the other in Sections 17-20 of Book II, Chapter xiii,
the chapter on space. As is indicated by its title, Chapter xxiii is
officially concerned with the notion of substance, and its treatment
of the notion of substratum has been taken to be canonical. Reading
through this chapter, especially the beginning sections, one can see
why the traditional interpretation should have been so widely
shared. Locke begins with an analysis of the ideas we have of the
various sorts of substances {e.g., human beings, horses, gold, water):
these are complex ideas, which collect together and unite into one
idea (1) the ideas of the various sensible qualities we perceive the
individual substances that are the members of the sort to agree in
{in the case of gold, e.g., such qualities as yellowness, heaviness,
malleability, solubility in aqua regia, etc.), together with (2) the idea
of substance in general, said at Essay ILxii.6 to be “the first and
chief” of the ideas collected together in any of the ideas of the sorts
of substances. Locke emphasizes that the idea of substance in gen-
eral is not one among the ideas of the sensible qualities, and hence
that it is not directly derived from experience; instead, it is supposed
or constructed by us: “not imagining how these simple Ideas [the
ideas of the sensible qualities] can subsist by themselves, we accus-
tom our selves, to suppose some Substratum, wherein they do sub-
sist, and from which they do result, which therefore we call Sub-
stance” (E IL.xxiii.1: 295). The resulting idea is said in the next
section to be “nothing, but the supposed, but unknown support of
those Qualities, we find existing” (E IL.xxiii.2: 296), and this looks
very much like the formula for bare particulars.b

The other extended discussion in the Essay of the idea of sub-
stance in general, in the chapter on space, complicates the picture.
There Locke discusses the idea of substance in general in terms so
sharp and sarcastic as to raise the question whether he thinks there
could be anything to the idea at all. Jonathan Bennett points to these
passages in support of his claim that “Locke’s treatment of ‘sub-
stance in general’ is mainly skeptical in content and ironical in
form” (Bennett 1971: 61).7 Bennett is certainly right about the irony:

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



78 THE CAMBRIDGE COMPANION TO LOCKE

in these passages we find Locke retelling the story of the Indian phi-
losopher who supports the world by an elephant, and the elephant
by a tortoise. If that philosopher had only thought of “the word Sub-
stance,” Locke says, he could have used that to support the earth,
without troubling with the menagerie. For it’s just as good an answer
to the question what supports the earth

as we take it for a sufficient Answer, and good Doctrine, from our European
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 ILxiii.19: 175; cf.
E ILxxiii.2: 295-96)

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 Under-
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 ILxiii.20: 175}

The sarcasm fairly drips from the page here, but in case any reader
were to mistake the tone, Locke spells out the message in his mar-
ginal summary for Sections 19 and 20: “Substance and Accidents of
little use in Philosophy.”

The two main discussions of substance in the Essay thus appear
to point in opposite directions. It seems that the notion of sub-
stance, which was invoked in the chapter on substance to explain
what it is for different qualities and powers to be jointly instantiated
in one thing, and at the same time how it is that any one of these
powers and qualities exists, is in the chapter on space being rejected
as a hopelessly obscure notion that is of little use in philosophy.
One last set of passages, however, this time from Locke’s defense of
the Essay’s main doctrines against criticisms published by Edward
Stillingfleet, bishop of Worcester, seems to settle the issue.?

One of the main charges in the book that initiated the correspon-
dence was that Locke had “almost discarded substance out of the
reasonable part of the world” (Stillingfleet 1697a: 234). Locke’s reply
to this charge in his first letter to Stillingfleet ran as follows:

The other thing laid to my charge, is as if I took the being of substance to
be doubtful, or rendered it so by the imperfect and ill-grounded idea I have
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given of it. To which I beg leave to say, that I ground not the being, but the
idea of substance, on our accustoming ourselves to suppose some substra-
tum; for it is of the idea alone I speak there [referring to Essay 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. (W IV: 18)

Locke is even more explicit in his third letter to Stillingfleet. Here
he takes up Stillingfleet’s criticism that in saying, for example at
Essay IL.xxiii.1, that we “accustom ourselves to suppose” a substra-
tum underlying a thing’s sensible qualities, Locke was demoting
a “Consequence of Reason” or “Deduction of Reason” to a mere
usage of custom (Stillingfleet 1698: 12). “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 repug-
nancy to our conceptions of things . . . that modes or accidents should sub-
sist by themselves;” and I conclude the same thing, because we cannot con-
ceive 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 cer-
tainty of the being of substance, that your lordship has done. (W IV: 445-46)

Locke finishes off this discussion by affirming that he holds that
“there must certainly be substance in the world, and upon the very
same grounds that your lordship takes it to be certain” (W IV: 446).
These passages seem to settle the question in favor of the positive
construal of the notion of substratum suggested in the chapter on
the idea of substance, and they certainly settle the question whether
Locke ever meant to deny that there is such a thing as substratum.®

Thus the relevant passages seem on the whole to support the or-
thodox view of Locke’s doctrine of substance, although the negative-
seeming passages from the Essay’s chapter on space still need to be
explained. Now let us turn to the leading recent alternative constru-
als of Locke’s doctrine.

Peter Alexander’s recent, and very ingenious, interpretation sees
Locke as denying that there is any wholly general notion of sub-
stance, one that could be common to body and spirit. Instead the
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notion of substance is, as it were, absorbed into the notions of the
two basic and fundamentally different kinds of (finite) substance,
spirit and matter or body. Thus the essential characteristic of body,
solidity, and the essential characteristic of spirit, “perceptivity” or
the power of perception and thinking, are not to be thought of as
qualities inhering in some featureless substratum, but instead de-
fine each of the two irreducibly different kinds of substance (Alexan-
der 1985: 224, 233-34).

Alexander’s interpretation has two great virtues: it gets rid of sub-
strata as bare particulars, and it brings Locke’s notion of substance
squarely into line with corpuscularianism. But there are problems.
In the first place, the claim that solidity {or thinking) is not a quality
runs afoul of a number of passages in which solidity (or thinking) is
classified as a primary quality, hence a quality, hence something that
must exist in a substratum if it is to exist at all.!® Second, Alexan-
der’s interpretation conflicts with one of Locke’s central doctrines,
that of the possibility of thinking matter. {More exactly, this is the
doctrine that it is possible, for all we know, for God to give thinking
things the power of thought by superadding this power directly to
suitably organized parcels of matter.) If one and the same individual
object had both the quality of solidity and the power of thought (or
perceptivity), which is what would happen if God superadded the
power of thought to a body, then on Alexander’s model that object
would have two distinct natures, and would belong to each of the
two general kinds of substance.

There is also some textual evidence against Alexander’s interpre-
tation. In Locke’s first letter to Stillingfleet, for example, he writes:

your lordship will argue, that by what I have said of the possibility that God
may, if he pleases, superadd to matter a faculty of thinking, it can never be
proved that there is a spiritual substance in us, because upon that supposi-
tion 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 modifica-
tion of thinking or no. (W IV: 331

This passage says at least that there is a single idea of substance in
general that is a component of both the idea of a body and that of a
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spirit; and given Locke’s general carelessness about observing the
distinction between ideas and the things they are ideas of, he may
be read as saying that substance or substratum is the same in bodies
and in spirits. (This reading is encouraged both by the context and
by the fact that he refers to “Spirit” and “Matter” in the quoted
passage, and not to the ideas thereof.) Alexander is aware of this
passage, and attempts to explain it away, saying that Locke is for the
moment falling in with Stillingfleet’s {mis)interpretation of his
views (Alexander 1985: 228). But there is nothing in the context to
suggest that Locke is speaking other than in propria persona, and
the claims made here are perfectly in line with everything he says
later in the correspondence.!? It seems then that Alexander’s inter-
pretation, ingenious and attractive as it is, cannot finally be ac-
cepted.

The other recent rival to the traditional interpretation telescopes
the substance or substratum of a thing into its real essence.!® It thus
shares the main virtues of Alexander’s interpretation - it does away
with the commitment to bare particulars, and it renders the notion
of substance in terms conformable to the basic framework of corpus-
cularianism - and is probably the currently most widely accepted
interpretation of Locke’s doctrine of substance. We should be careful
to note that this interpretation does not claim that the concept of a
substratum (support to qualities) is the same as the concept of a real
essence (the causal basis of the powers and qualities of an object),
but instead that these different concepts pick out the same thing,
that is, that the real essence of an individual substance also func-
tions as the substratum to the properties and qualities of that indi-
vidual substance.

The reasoning behind this interpretation is quite plausible. It be-
gins from the fact that, according to Locke, neither the substratum
of a thing nor its real essence is observable; each is defined in terms
of its relation to the sensible qualities or powers of a thing that we
do observe. In the case of the substratum, the defining relation is
that the substratum supports the powers and qualities in existence,
or in other words, the qualities inhere in the substratum,; in the case
of the real essence, it is that the real essence is the causal basis in
the object for its having the powers and qualities that it does in fact
have. Why not then take it that the real essence performs both of
these functions, eliminating any need for a mysterious undifferenti-
ated entity entirely lacking in qualities? Maurice Mandelbaum, the
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originator of this interpretation, accordingly says that the idea of a
substratum functions as “a surrogate for what in the object is mate-
rial and exists independently of us . . . an indeterminate and general
notion standing for something in the object which makes that ob-
ject a self-subsisting thing,” and notes that “it is the atomic consti-
tutions 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” (Mandelbaum 1964: 39). In a similar vein, Ayers says:
“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, sub-
stance is a ‘dummy’ concept like power” (Ayers 1975: 9). Again,
“what underlies ‘the powers or 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” (Ayers 1975: 17}). Any prog-
ress that would be made in coming to know more about the detailed
internal constitutions, or real essences, of things would at the same
time give us more insight into the nature of the substratum of the
thing.

This line of reasoning is appealing, but there is no textual evi-
dence that supports it. Even in such propitious places as the long
and involved discussion of real and nominal essences in Chapters iii
and vi of Essay Book III, and the controversy with Stillingfleet,
Locke refrains from any suggestion that substance and essence are
to be identified. {Indeed, he argues at length against Stillingfleet’s
identification of these two concepts, in connection with both the
doctrine of substance and the possibility of thinking matter.) This
is not surprising in view of the fact that the notions of substratum
and of real essence are quite different, each with different theoretical
work to do. The real essence of a thing, both as traditionally con-
ceived (as substantial form) and as thought of by Locke (as the mi-
crophysical internal constitution of a thing), is the causal basis of
that thing’s powers and qualities. On the other hand, substance -
the traditional notion of which Locke claims is identical in content
with his notion (W IV: 8 and 449) — supports the powers and qualities
in being, that is, the powers and qualities inhere in the substratum.
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Now while it is not in general impossible that there should be both
causal and logical relations between one set of things and another,
in this particular case there are difficulties in identifying substra-
tum and real essence. For the logical tradition that gave rise to the
notion of substance as substratum takes it that all of the accidents
of a thing have the same relation {that of inhering in) to the substra-
tum, whereas the powers and qualities of a thing may be quite differ-
ently related to the real essence {changes in the microphysical con-
stitution of a thing will in general change some of the powers and
qualities of that thing but leave others intact). In the absence of any
text of Locke’s in which he identifies, or even implies the identifi-
cation, of substratum and real essence, the only support proponents
can claim for this interpretation is that it does not obviously
conflict with any texts, and it does do away with the embar-
rassment of bare particulars. But on the whole, it leaves entirely
unexplained large and central stretches of both the Essay and the
Stillingfleet correspondence in which the notion of substance is dis-
cussed.

Turning back to these passages, we see two themes figuring cen-
trally in the discussion of substance in both the Essay and the Still-
ingfleet letters. The first is that the core of the notion of substance
in general {indeed, the only content we can give it} is that substance
or substratum is the support to powers and qualities. The second is
that the notion is obscure and confused: when talking of substance
we talk like children, or like those who try to support the earth
on an elephant resting on a tortoise; the doctrine of substance and
accidents is of no use in philosophy; and so forth. Now it is the first
theme, as set out in such central passages as Essay II.xxiii.1—4 {and
especially in Sections 2 and 3) that has encouraged commentators
to attribute the bare-particulars construal of substratum to Locke.
But if we read those passages carefully, we find Locke saying only
that our idea of substance has nothing more in it than that it sup-
ports qualities. It does not follow from this that whatever answers
to the idea of substance (if anything does) can have no other proper-
ties or features than that it supports qualities, which is what the
bare-particulars doctrine requires. So there is no need to attribute
the doctrine of bare particulars to Locke.

The other difficulty faced by the standard interpretation of Locke’s
theory of substance is to account for the apparent “two-faced”
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character of Locke’s treatment of substance. He apparently invokes
the notion in a positive way to explain the existence and coinstanti-
ation of observable qualities in the early sections of the Essay’s
chapter on our ideas of substances; but in those same sections, and
especially in the chapter on space, he emphasizes the unclarity and
obscurity of the notion, even to the point of declaring it of little use
to philosophy. Again, a careful reading of those opening sections of
the chapter on our ideas of substances, as well as the relevant pas-
sages in the Stillingfleet correspondence, will show that Locke never
claims to explain anything, including the existence of sensible qual-
ities, in terms of substance. All he says is that we come up with
(“suppose”) the notion of substance when we find that we cannot
imagine that the qualities are able to exist of themselves, or one in
another. This is not to claim that we are explaining anything by
invoking the notion; rather, especially in view of its sparse content
- “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} — we should
say that the idea does no more than mark our inability to give a
satisfying explanation here.

This may seem a rather limited result, and it may legitimately
be wondered why Locke bothered to give, and defend, a theory of
substance if this is all that comes of it. In response to this we should
note, first, that it was one of the central aims of the Essay, and espe-
cially of Book II, to catalogue the important ideas we have and to
show how they can each of them be derived from sensation and re-
flection; and Locke certainly agrees with the tradition that we have
an idea of substance as a support to qualities. It would have been
quite a gap in this project if Locke were not able to show how we
can derive the idea of substance from sensation and reflection.

Much more important than this, however, is the subversive use to
which Locke puts his account of the idea of substance. To appreciate
this, we need to recall that the doctrine of substance and accidents
had already had a long history by Locke’s time, stretching back to
Aristotle’s Categories. For Aristotle, the category of substance was
the first and most important of all the logical categories; the items
in the other categories (quality, quantity, relation, and so on)
can exist only by existing in, or being predicated of, substances.
Substances, on the other hand, can exist on their own, without
having to exist in anything else. Aristotle’s pronouncements about

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



Locke’s philosophy of body 85

substance left it unclear, however, what the relations were between
the substance or substratum, the form or essence of the thing, and the
matter out of which the thing is composed. During the long heyday
of Scholasticism, just about every combination and permutation of
possible relations among these entities {or putative entities) was rep-
resented by some position or school, so that by Locke’s time the
doctrine of substance and accidents was indeed a perplexed one. The
doctrine of substance and accidents is also to be found doing im-
portant work in Descartes. The cogito argument, with its implicit
reliance on the principle that “Nothing has no properties” (contra-
positive: “Anything that has properties is something”) to show that
any thought must have a thinker, that is, must be thought by some-
one; the consequent analysis of the nature of mind and body, and
the argument for the real distinction between mind and body; and
the claim that the essence of material things can be clearly and dis-
tinctly perceived by the intellect - all rest on some version of the
traditional Scholastic doctrine of substance and accidents. We have
seen that one of Locke’s main aims in the Essay was to promote the
corpuscularian version of mechanism over the Cartesian one, and to
eliminate the Aristotelian-Scholastic obstacles to the acceptance of
mechanism. We have also noted how each of these rival views makes
central use of the doctrine of substance. Now we have Locke arguing
that this notion is irredeemably obscure and confused, and of little
use in philosophy, even as he is affirming that we do indeed have
such an idea and that its content is the same as had traditionally
been asserted. If this pulls the rug out from under Aristotelianism
and Cartesianism, then so much the worse for these views and so
much the better for mechanistic corpuscularianism.

Viewed in this way, Locke’s treatment of substance does better
than cohere with the rest of his brief for corpuscularianism; it be-
comes an important part of that brief. Careful attention to all of the
relevant passages, then, coupled with due regard for the historical
circumstances of the Essay, enables us to arrive at a reading of
Locke’s treatment of the notion of substance that fits well with all
the texts [even those which at first sight seem to cut in opposite
directions), is coherent in its own terms, and contributes to the over-
all project of the Essay, that of establishing the philosophical superi-
ority of mechanistic corpuscularianism. Properly interpreted, the
treatment of substance in the Essay thus comes to seem less like a
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host of confusions perpetrated by a philosophical bungler than a
subtle exercise in philosophical criticism by a philosopher of genius.
It is fortunate that the state of Locke commentary has advanced far
enough that this can be counted a point in favor of the interpretation
rather than one against it.

V. CONCLUSION

Several major themes have emerged in this discussion of Locke on
body. First, we have seen that the corpuscularian conception of the
nature of body adopted by Locke plays a central role in his treatment
of such basic philosophical issues as that of substance, the status of
sensible qualities, and the structure of scientific explanations. Fur-
ther, we have seen that although it is the corpuscularian hypothesis
as put forward by natural philosophers that plays this central role,
the basis for putting this hypothesis to philosophical use is not that
it is the best current scientific hypothesis or that it promises to give
us detailed knowledge of the workings and qualities of bodies. The
basis rather is its conformity with the commonsense picture of the
nature of body and of the causation of bodies. Locke’s leading
claims, therefore, are not backed by a promissory note of future sci-
entific success; they are put forward simply as accounts of the world
as it must appear to us, given our (good, bad, or indifferent) com-
monsense views of things. Finally, we should hark back to our start-
ing point, and recall that the corpuscularian conception of body was
one of several competing conceptions, the main competition being
the Aristotelian and the Cartesian theories. Not long after Locke
wrote, Newton, who worked largely in the corpuscularian tradition,
put paid to the competitors. As Ayers has remarked in this connec-
tion, “His [Locke’s] capacity for winning, in metaphysics as in poli-
tics, should not be despised.”

NOTES

I It was indeed virtually a badge of being a mechanist to draw this
distinction, in some version or other. Galileo, Descartes, Gassendi,
Hobbes, Charleton, and Boyle all did so.

2 This is a composite of various lists given by Locke. I am taking it, as is
usual to do, that these lists are all lists of primary qualities, and that
there is no deep significance to the fact that in some lists Locke omits
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certain of these, and in others others. For a contrary view, see Alexander
1985: 131-49.

Actually, at Essay IL.x.15 Locke distinguishes the idea of body, which is
that of an extended solid figured thing, from the “partial and more con-
fused” idea of matter as simply solid substance. Everywhere else, how-
ever, he gives the idea of body as simply that of extended solid substance;
and even in this passage he goes on to note that this is merely a notional
distinction, “since Solidarity cannot exist without Extension, and Fig-
ure” (E HL.x.15: 498).

This is one of the few passages in the Essay to undergo significant change
as the result of Stillingfleet’s objections to Locke. Where the first three
editions of the Essay had said flatly that bodies operate on each other “by
impulse, and nothing else” this is emended in the fourth edition to say
only that we cannot conceive them to operate in any other way (E IL-
viii.11: 135-36).

This is not, however, the position of Berkeley. His complaint is the oppo-
site one, that Locke’s notion of substance as substratum (as this figures
in the idea of material substance) is too robust.

In the correspondence with Stillingfleet, Locke describes the idea of sub-
stance in general as “a complex idea, made up of the general idea of some-
thing, or being, with the relation of a support to accidents” He then goes
on to give the most detailed account he gives anywhere of the process by
which the idea of substance is derived, albeit indirectly, from ideas given
in sensation and reflection (W IV: 19).

In a subsequent paper, Bennett retracts the claim that in these passages
Locke means to deny that there is such a thing as the substratum of an
object (Bennett 1987). Bennett’s current position is much closer to the
one I defend here, although there still are some important differences
between us.

We need to be clear about what the correspondence with Stillingfleet was.
It was not a private exchange of letters; each “letter” was a published
book, offered to the public at the same time it was sent to the addressee.
Stillingfleet was an important figure of the time, who enjoyed a solid
reputation as an intellectual and as a friend of the new science, and who
had a high position in the Church of England (he was bishop of Worces-
ter). The charge to which Locke was responding was a grave one, to wit
that he was at least a fellow traveler of the Socinian heresy.

Locke tells Stillingfleet that the passages about the elephant and the tor-
toise

were not intended to ridicule the notion of substance, or those who as-
serted it, whatever that “it” signifies: but to show, that though substance
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

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



88

10

II

I2

13

THE CAMBRIDGE COMPANION TO LOCKE

Indian had of that which supported his tortoise, though sure he was it
was something. (W IV: 448}

See, e.g.,, E ILviii.g: 135; E ILviii.22: 140; E Il.xxiii.17: 306; and E 1L
xxiii.30: 313. The last of these passages brings out the parallelism Locke
asserts between the relation of solidity and extension to the substance
of body and that of thought and willing to the substance of spirit.

Note that in this passage Locke calls both thinking and solidity “modi-
fications of substance.”

Consider, e.g., Locke’s argument in his third letter to Stillingfleet to the
effect that Stillingfleet’s admission that it is within God’s power to
change a body into an immaterial substance actually commits him to
the possibility that God may give the power of thought to a merely mate-
rial being (W IV: 470-71). Alexander attempts to dismiss this passage in
the same way he did the earlier one (Alexander 1985: 231-32). But again,
there is nothing in the context to suggest that Locke is only going along
with Stillingfleet’s misconceptions.

This interpretation was first put forward by Maurice Mandelbaum in his
essay, “Locke’s Realism” {Mandelbaum 1964). It is also advanced by John
Yolton (Yolton 1970a) and by Martha Brandt Bolton {Bolton 1976b).
M. R. Ayers, in his essay “The Ideas of Power and Substance in Locke’s
Philosophy” (Ayers 1975}, is widely taken to have identified substance
(substratum) with real essence; but Ayers has informed me in correspon-
dence that he never in fact intended to do this. 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 et al.; this similar-
ity may have contributed to the misconstrual of Ayers’s position. Since
Ayers’s essay does contain a forceful and influential presentation of
some of these arguments, I shall sometimes cite it as a source for them,
even if Ayers does not take them to yield the conclusions that others
have drawn from them. As I understand Ayers’s explanation {in corre-
spondence) of his position, his interpretation of Locke may not be very
different from the one I present here.
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4  Locke’s philosophy of mind

The topics to be covered in this chapter are as follows: (I} Locke’s
acceptance of Descartes’s view that there is a radical separation, a
perhaps unbridgeable gap, between the world’s mental and its physi-
cal aspects; Locke’s view of (II) the cognitive aspects and (III) the
conative aspects of the mind; {IV) what Locke said about the possi-
bility that “matter thinks,’ that is, that the things that take up
space are also the ones that have mental states; (V) the question
whether all thought could be entirely caused by changes in the phys-
ical world; {VI and VII) what it is for a single mind to last through
time; and {VIII) what it is for a mind to exist at a2 time when it is
not doing anything.

I. PROPERTY DUALISM

Descartes held a position that is sometimes called “property dual-
ism.” According to it, the properties that things can have fall into
two classes — those pertaining to materiality and those pertaining to
mentality — with no overlap between them. This is best understood
as involving also a dualism of concepts: the concepts that can be
applied to things fall into two classes, with no concept in either
class being reducible to or explainable through any belonging to the
other class.

This property dualism can be felt all through Locke’s Essay. He
does not announce it as a thesis, any more than Descartes does, ap-
parently accepting it as an unchallenged and unexamined axiom.
While using facts about bodily behavior as evidence for conclusions
about states of mind, Locke never asks why they are evidence {the
“other minds” problem seems to have begun with Berkeley); nor

89

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



90 THE CAMBRIDGE COMPANION TO LOCKE

does he ever suggest that any cognitive concept might be analyzable
in terms of behavioral dispositions or that sensations or feelings or
“ideas” might be physiological states.

Locke also accepts Descartes’s view that minds must be transpar-
ent to themselves, for example, in his polemic against innately pos-
sessed ideas and knowledge, where he says that we aren’t aware of
any such possessions and couldn’t have them without being aware
of them: “To imprint any thing on the Mind without the Mind’s
perceiving it, seems to me hardly intelligible” (E Lii.5: 49; see also
EIli.11: 109-10). But unlike Descartes he does not use this to define
the realm of the mental, and it is not clear that he defines it at all.
If he does, it is by saying that the idea of “spirit” — which is one of
his words for “thing that has mentalistic properties” - is “the Idea
of Thinking, and moving a Body” (E IL.xxiii.15: 305). The second of
those may seem odd: cannot bodies also move bodies? Not really,
Locke thinks, because

when by impulse [a billiard ball] sets another Ball in motion, that lay in its
way, it only communicates the motion it had received from another, and
loses in it self so much, as the other received; ... [This] reaches not the
Production of the Action, but the Continuation of the Passion. . . . The Idea
of the beginning of motion, we have only from reflection on what passes in
our selves, where we find by Experience, that barely by willing it, barely by
a thought of the Mind, we can move the parts of our Bodies, which were
before at rest. (E IL.xxi.4: 235; but see the conflicting story in E I.vii.8: 131)

Unlike Descartes and his followers, Locke held no views about cau-
sation that posed any special problem for the idea of causal interac-
tion between the material and mental realms, despite the categorial
difference between the two kinds of property. We shall see that he
allows not only that minds act upon bodies but also that bodies act
upon minds.

The link between “spirit” and “mental” on the one hand and
“thinking” on the other does not help us much to grasp Locke’s con-
cept of mentality, because he gives no systematic account of what
thinking is. In this respect, he does no better than Descartes, though
also, to be fair, no worse.

II. COGNITION

“Thinking” and “moving a body” - Locke’s focus on these two fits
with his statement elsewhere that “The two great and principal

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



Locke’s philosophy of mind 91

Actions of the Mind . . . are these two: Perception, or Thinking, and
Volition, or Willing” (E ILvi.2: 128; see also E ILxxi.5—6: 236).
Locke’s use of “perception,” and especially his relating of perceiving
to having ideas, is chaotic. In one place, for example, he says that
ideas are “actual Perceptions in the Mind, which cease to be any
thing, when there is no perception of them” {E Il.x.2: 150). Nor does
he say, carefully and consistently, what he means by “thinking”
Still, in those formulations we can see him as expressing the view
— held by many before and since - that mental doings fall into two
large categories, the cognitive and the conative, or the intellectual
and the volitional. This has been accepted and given a structural
role by many philosophers in recent decades who have sought to
base a theory of mentality on the concepts of belief and desire.

At a quick glance, one would say that this leaves out two large
mental matters: (1) emotions, feelings, and passions, and (2) sensory
states, sense-data, qualia, phenomenal states, and the like. The near-
est Locke gets to a treatment of (1) is in the chapter “Of Modes of
Pleasure and Pain,” in which he says that “Pleasure and Pain . . . are
the hinges on which our Passions turn” (E II.xx.3: 229). This chapter
has its interest, but it does not contribute much to our picture of
Locke’s picture of the mind; and I shall not discuss it. As for (2),
these appear in Locke’s work as the having of “ideas,” which are
treated in Chapter 2 of this volume and can be dealt with quickly
here. The main point is that Locke uses the term “idea” not only
for these sensory items but also for intellectual items that might be
called “thoughts” or “concepts,” these being the ingredients out of
which beliefs are made. This is not an ambiguity in Locke’s use of
“idea”; rather, he holds as a matter of theory that the mental items
that come into the mind, raw, in sense perception are — after a cer-
tain kind of processing — the very items that constitute the basic
materials of thinking, believing, and the like.

Setting aside, then, emotions and sensory states, we are left with
the intellectual and volitional aspects of the mind, highlighted by
Locke and also by a dominant trend in the recent philosophy of
mind, namely the tendency to think that a proper understanding of
mentality should be based largely on belief and desire. Let us see
how these figure in the Essay.

To believe something is to believe that P for some propositional
value of P. Locke’s account of the rudiments of thinking is con-
ducted in terms of “ideas” (considered in their intellectual rather
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than their sensory role}, and he takes these to be subpropositional:
he speaks of the idea of horse, of man, of whiteness and so on. In
his view, then, we have subpropositional thoughts that we can com-
bine in a certain way to yield propositional ones such as the thought
that there is a horse over there, or that few of the men I know own
guns. We do this, he says, by “joining” ideas in our minds (E IV.v.2:
574). As Leibniz pointed out, joining in my mind the idea of man
and the idea of wisdom I get the thought wise man, which is not
the thought The man is wise, and the latter — which really is propo-
sitional — remains unexplained (Leibniz 1981: 396).

As though anticipating this criticism, Locke writes in Section 6
that he does not stand by the term “joining” or “putting together,”
and adds: “This Action of the Mind, which is so familiar to every
thinking and reasoning Man, is easier to be conceived by reflecting
on what passes in us ... than to be explained by Words” (E IV.v.6:
576). He has, in short, no theory about how subpropositional items
are combined to yield propositional thoughts.

What about beliefs? Like most philosophers up to about a century
ago, Locke does not try to analyze the concept of belief. The only
general characterization of it in the Essay is this:

The entertainment the Mind gives this sort of Propositions, is called Belief,
Assent, or Opinion, which is the admitting or receiving any Proposition for
true, upon Arguments or Proofs that are found to perswade us to receive it
as true, without certain Knowledge that it is so. (E IV.xv.3: 655)

Someone trying to analyze the concept of belief would not help him-
self to “receive as true”; in this context Locke is merely trying to
distinguish belief from knowledge. I don't doubt that if he had tried
to explain more generally and deeply what belief is, Locke would
have given an “entertainment plus . . ” analysis, explaining what it
is to believe that P by saying that it is to have in mind the thought
that P and also ... something further which brings it about that
one actually believes that P rather than merely “entertaining” the
thought that P. But I cannot support this suspicion by pointing to
texts.

In at least one place, Locke leaps over both of these hurdles, from
subpropositional to propositional, and from entertained to believed.
Early in the Essay, at a stage where only elementary, unprocessed,
un-“joined” ideas have been introduced, and have sometimes been
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called “perceptions,” Locke writes: “The Mind has a Power, in many
cases, to revive Perceptions, which it has once had, with this addi-
tional Perception annexed to them, that it has had them before”
(E II.x.2: 150). At this stage in his exposition he has not entitled
himself to the form “perception that P” where P is propositional.

Although a propositional thought is, in some sense, made up of
subpropositional components, it does not follow that the best way
to explain what it is to have a propositional thought is through an
account of some operation on subpropositional thoughts. And al-
though propositional thought is a genus of which belief is just one
species — as Locke implies when he speaks of items that “produce
in the Mind such different Entertainment, as we call Belief, Conjec-
ture, Guess, Doubt, Wavering, Distrust, Disbelief, etc!” (E IV.xvi.9:
663) — it does not follow that the best way to explain what it is to
believe that P is in terms of entertaining the thought that P and
doing something further with it that marks belief off from the other
species in the genus. These things that don't follow are indeed not
true, according to contemporary “functionalist” theories of mind.
These theories start with the notion of belief; and if they say any-
thing about the genus “entertaining” or about subpropositional
thoughts, it is on the basis of and with help from their account of
what it is to believe that P. If the procedure of these theories is the
best one, then Locke’s two failures were inevitable: he couldn't satis-
factorily go from ideas to propositions, or from those to beliefs, be-
cause in each case that is the wrong order.

The thesis that propositional items are in a certain way more basic
than subpropositional ones was assumed by Kant, when he derived
his list of twelve privileged concepts from a list of twelve privileged
kinds of proposition. It was first explicitly declared and employed by
Frege, and has had some currency ever since. The primacy of belief
in the philosophy of mind became current much more recently,
through the “functionalist” view that an account of the contentful
or that-P-involving aspects of the mind should start with the role
that the concepts of belief and desire play in explaining behavior. It
is an essential part of this position that belief and desire must be
introduced and explained together: there is no chance of starting
with either one and then later introducing the other. Nothing re-
motely like this seems to have occurred to Locke or to any of his
contemporaries. Of course, he knew that beliefs and desires jointly
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lead to action (see E ILxxi.58-70: 272-82); what did not occur to
him, or to anyone until about a century ago, is that one might use
that fact as a point of entry into an explanation of what belief and
desire are.

III. VOLITION

Locke’s treatment of desire is one theme in the longest chapter in
the Essay, entitled “Of Power” Its dominant theme is the issue
about whether and in what sense the will is free. This is a seminal
document in the literature of compatibilism: Locke argues at great
length that the truth of determinism is consistent with everything
that we reasonably believe about ourselves: the crucial question is
whether “the man is free” and that can be answered yes consistently
with determinism. Briefly, a person is free if there is no impediment
both to his doing what he wants or chooses to do and to his not
doing that; and, Locke says, there is no further problem about
whether the person is free in his wants or choices. Many people have
thought that there is such a further problem, and Locke offers sev-
eral suggestions about what they might have in mind and dispatches
each of them briskly. For example, he says, they may think that the
needs of morality and human dignity are not met unless the will is
free, to which Locke replies that, since the will is a faculty and not
a thing, it makes no sense to say or to deny that it is free.! Nested
within this discussion are twenty pages of a different kind, in which
Locke advances a theory about how, or by what, the will is deter-
mined. This is an all-purpose theory about what prompts people to
act voluntarily. Of course, people have all sorts of reasons for their
actions, but Locke thinks that all the motivating circumstances
have something nontrivial in common, and that he knows what it
is: all voluntary actions proceed from some “uneasiness” that the
person is trying to relieve.

It is pretty clear that Locke thought that this was an almost obvi-
ous truth. The underlying thought is this: when I act I am trying
to bring about some state of affairs S, and my trying to do that is
unintelligible unless I am dissatisfied with my present non-S condi-
tion. My awareness that the nonobtaining of S is unsatisfactory to
me is my uneasiness — it's my sense of something wrong — and my
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action is an attempt to cure it by making S obtain. For example, if I
walk to the other side of the room, that must be because I prefer
being there to being here; so my present location is less than ideal
from my point of view; in Locke’s terminology, that means that my
present location makes me “uneasy,” and so I try to relieve the un-
easiness by moving.

Leibniz saw that there must be something wrong with this (Leib-
niz 1981: 188-89). If voluntary action must always be an attempt to
cure an unsatisfactoriness in one’s present condition, the peak of
satisfactoriness would involve perfect inactivity; but we all know
that inactivity is a great source of misery. As his own rival theory
shows, however, Leibniz did not get to the root of the trouble, which
is this. Granted that voluntary actions must reflect a preference for
some possible future over x, the relevant value of x is not the present
but some other possible future. Sometimes, for example, one acts
s0 as to bring about a future that will be just like the present in
some satisfactory respect.

Locke evidently attached importance to his “uneasiness” theory
of action. Why? What did he think it does for him? Well, in the
first edition of the Essay he advanced a different theory, namely that
volitions proceed from perceptions of what is good or, rather, of
what would be good if it happened.? By the second edition he had
permanently changed his mind about this, and had come to think
that a mere perception of or belief about what is good cannot of
itself rouse a person to volition or action. His first-edition handling
of “the greater good” made the determinant of volition and action
purely cognitive, and Locke seems to have come to think that this
can't be right and that something specifically conative — something
motivational — must be added. This motivational item is uneasiness:

To return then to the Enquiry, what is it that determines the Will in regard
to our Actions? And that upon second thoughts I am apt to imagine is not,
as is generally supposed, the greater good in view: But some {and for the
most part the most pressing) uneasiness a Man is at present under. This is
that which successively determines the Will, and sets us upon those Ac-
tions we perform. This Uneasiness we may call, as it is, Desire; which
is an uneasiness of the Mind for want of some absent good. All pain of
the body of what sort soever, and disquiet of the mind, is uneasiness.
(E IL.xxi.31: 250-571)
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Locke seems to regard his original story not as wrong but rather
as incomplete: it omitted the vital link between beliefs about good
and volition. Thus: “Good and Evil, present and absent, 'tis true,
work upon the mind: But that which immediately determines
the Will, from time to time, to every voluntary Action is the uneasi-
ness of desire, fixed on some absent good” (E I1.xxi.33: 252; see also
E I1.xxi.35: 252—54). Note the word “immediately” Notice also that
when Locke is arguing that his account of freedom gives us every-
thing we can reasonably want (especially in Section 48}, he empha-
sizes thoughts about good, and not uneasiness, as a determinant of
our volitions. This is evidence that he thinks of uneasiness as an
addition to his previous theory, not a replacement of it.

Locke has some empirical reasons for rejecting the first-edition
theory. In particular, he thinks that it is contradicted by the facts
about how people will do things that they believe will prevent them
from attaining infinitely great goods (see Sections 56-70). But he
also thinks that the theory virtually stands to reason, as I have ex-
plained.

Where does desire fit into all this? Locke sometimes identifies it
with uneasiness (E IL.xx.6: 230-31; E ILxxi.31-32: 250-51), but that
seems not to be his considered, confident opinion. He writes: “All
pain of the body ... and disquiet of the mind, is uneasiness: And
with this is always join’d Desire, eq