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Introduction

Perhaps the most profound and difficult question in philosophy concerns the
nature of philosophy itself. One way of raising it is to ask why the history of
philosophy matters so much to philosophers. Almost everywhere its study is
recognized as an integral, even essential part of a philosophical education, and it
is normal for it to be pursued in the same university departments and by many of
the same people as engage directly in the criticism and production of current
philosophical theory. It is only necessary to compare philosophy in this respect
with chemistry or biology or mathematics to see that the relationship between the
historiography and the practice of philosophy is a peculiar one. What kind of
subject can it be that has been so bound up with its own history, ever since it was
old enough to have a history? Not that an explicit conception of ‘the history of
philosophy’ is nearly as old as philosophy itself. Yet philosophers have for a
very long time felt it appropriate to draw on the past, to align themselves with or
against long-standing traditions, to revive what has previously been discarded, to
engage in dialogue, sympathetic or hostile, with the long dead. Why?

Not everyone would agree that the tie between philosophy and its
historiography is either inevitable or desirable. There are both philosophers and
historians who are tired of the marriage and would like a divorce. Many
historians see an active interest in philosophical questions as an inevitably
distorting factor in the enterprise of uncovering the content of past thought and
mapping its place in the past as a whole. Some philosophers regard any serious
respect for the paradigms from the past as an obstacle to a properly scientific
philosophy. One of the purposes of the present work, unlikely enough to be
achieved, is to persuade both parties that they are wrong.

A sceptical explanation of the importance of history to philosophy is that it is
only through history, and only through that kind of motivated interpretation of
past writing which constitutes the construction of a tradition or canon, that the
illusion can be created that philosophy is a distinct discipline or branch of
knowledge. ‘Philosophy’, according to this line of argument, is naively taken to
be that discipline in which all the famous philosophers have been engaged: it is
assumed to have a unity and a firm boundary only because we construct for
ourselves a self-flattering history of coherent and consequential progress towards
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what we regard as the philosophical insights of the present, a history of man’s
increasing grasp of some set of alleged truths. Yet critical examination of any
such story (it may be argued plausibly enough) and a properly historical
reconstruction of the meaning of the revered texts in the contexts in which they
were written, will reveal that ‘philosophical’ writers have had at different times
and places a variety of quite disparate aims and interests, and that the
presuppositions of their theorizing have undergone quite radical alteration and
replacement during the history of ‘philosophy’. Doesn’t it follow that there is no
one thing on which ‘philosophers’ have been engaged? Perhaps this fact has only
been disguised by the readiness of each generation to take off from a polemical
misrepresentation of their predecessors’ doctrines, or to bend existing
terminology to new purposes. Perhaps it continues to be disguised only because
exponents of the tradition conveniently ignore the connections, motivation and
presuppositions of the ‘philosophical’ theories of the past, which were more
closely related to issues, now dead, in contemporary theology, science, politics
or the like than to anything that much concerns ‘philosophers’ today. Or so, at
least, it may seem.

Such scepticism about the very existence of philosophy often lies behind the
hostility of historians to the critical examination of texts from a philosophical
point of view. It is also, of course, consonant with the long fashionable
philosophical theory, which has taken a variety of forms in the present century,
that philosophy in the traditional sense is as dead as alchemy. I do not share that
scepticism, but I have considerable sympathy with the view that philosophical
commentary on philosophical texts has commonly distorted their meaning.
Philosophers have indeed proved very liable to import their own interests and
preconceptions into their readings of the great, and to create a mythological past,
golden or dark, in justification of present ways of doing things. They have done
so, in one way or another, for a very long time, and custom has bestowed a
spurious respectability on the practice. Some even see it as a necessary task for
each generation to rewrite the history of philosophy according to its own
philosophical lights. Yet we have the same duty here as elsewhere in
historiography to try to cut through the barriers set up by the immediate context
of our own thinking and to reconstruct and judge the past as it was. No doubt our
reconstruction will be less than perfect. We shall never be able to see things exactly
as they might have been seen by this or that seventeenth-century intellectual. No
doubt, too, we must start, in our very first readings, from where we are, bringing
our own philosophical intuitions or grasp of the philosophical possibilities to the
interpretation of the text. Yet we should remain open to the likelihood that our
first impressions of its meaning will prove wrong, even wildly wrong.

The way to correct such mistakes, of course, or even to get ourselves into the
position of having anything at all worth saying about a text, is to read more. We
must try to reconstruct the context in which the work was written, we must equip
ourselves to recognize allusions, borrowings, oppositions, party lines, and we
must not restrict our reading according to a preconception of what ‘philosophy’
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is. Then, very often, arguments and doctrines which at first seemed merely
disparate will be seen to belong to the same network of argument. Very often,
too, some will appear less consonant with present-day ideas than we were at first
disposed to believe. All historical inquiry necessarily selects from the indefinite
quantity of evidence available about the past. Yet that does not mean that we have
to decide on principles of selection blind, before inquiry has begun. We should
allow ourselves to be led by the material itself. We should be prepared to pursue
indications as to what is likely to cast light on meaning without caring too much
about its immediate philosophical interest to ourselves, or even whether it is
‘philosophy’ at all. The task of uncovering the network of influences is no doubt
potentially endless in theory, but in practice an end will be reached as a result of
some sense of diminishing returns, or of having bitten off as much as we personally
can chew. Even the latter, in so far as it is due to chance, may be better than a
limitation achieved by filtering out from the text everything which seems to us to
fall under ‘theology’ or ‘science’ or some other heading different from
‘philosophy’ as we now employ the term.

Some may draw the conclusion from all this that philosophy should after all
disentangle itself from the historiography of philosophy. If it is intellectually
disreputable for a philosopher to be satisfied with a direct response to a classic
text, uncorrected by the sort of scholarly inquiry into its context which alone
permits us to approach the meaning it had for its author, then it may seem that
most of the interest that philosophers have had in philosophy’s past has been
intellectually disreputable. But if the alternative is for philosophers to become
historians, what profit is there for them in that?

The present work, which comprises two complementary but free-standing
volumes, has been written as some kind of answer to that question. Since it is
intended primarily for philosophers and students of philosophy, it is probably not
historical enough in its purposes to satisfy many intellectual historians. I have
not attempted a comprehensive account of the development of the doctrines I
discuss, or even of the development of Locke’s thought, although I have made a
few suggestions as to both. What I have chiefly tried to do, however, is perhaps
more than enough for one work. That is, to expound the main arguments of a
single text, An Essay concerning Human Understanding, holding them up
against as much antecedent and contemporary writing, including other writings
by Locke himself, as has seemed necessary to explain their meaning and point. The
selection of such material from outside the text has sometimes been fairly
arbitrary, and its inclusion does not constitute a claim that Locke was responding
to the particular writing cited rather than to some other expression of similar
ideas. Sometimes, however, I have dared to make such a claim. Very often the
comparisons represent, in reverse, my own progress to what I take to be
understanding. Those passages of Aristotle, Lucretius, Descartes, Digby,
Gassendi, Hobbes, Boyle, the Port Royal Logic, Malebranche and the like by
which the scene is set were often, read or reread with the text of the Essay
specifically in mind, the very catalysts which transformed my interpretation of this
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or that argument or assertion. At the same time my efforts to understand the
Essay have been the means by which patterns in previous thought have been
made apparent to me. The result is probably too historical to please many
philosophers. Yet there was no possibility of my simply saying what I take to be
Locke’s meaning without also saying what antecedents of the Essay have led to
my interpretation. For, in so far as the interpretation is right, Locke’s meaning is
defined by the relation of what he wrote to those antecedents.

Some who agree that in order to reveal meaning a text has to be placed in a
context nevertheless argue that the notion of meaning supplies no ground for
favouring the context contemporary with the text over a context more immediate
and familiar to the modern reader. With respect to the meaning or content of any
assertion, it is suggested, the speaker’s response to a question which had not
occurred to him at the time might be just as revealing as his response to a
question which had been at the forefront of his mind. Indeed the need to respond
to a question of the former type can reveal to a speaker himself the meaning of
his own assertion, as he explores its implications or removes indeterminacies. As
Richard Rorty has asked in a recent discussion of the historiography of
philosophy, since the construction of a speaker’s meaning always involves
‘finding out what he would have said in reply to questions about what he said
previously’, why treat the text’s antecedents as the privileged source of such
questions? Don’t we reveal Locke’s ‘meaning’ as readily by considering what
answers he might have given to our own twentieth-century questions as by
considering the replies he might have given to the unanswered criticisms actually
formulated by Leibniz in Locke’s lifetime or soon after his death?

A short rebuttal of this sophistical argument is that meaning, although not
simply a matter of what the writer intended, is very much bound up with
intentions, while what was intended is similarly bound up with what was going
on in the writer’s head and, indeed, his consciousness at the time. And in so far
as meaning is not determined by intention, it is at least largely determined by
something equally time-bound; the language employed by the writer. Both these
considerations give sufficient reason to favour the intellectual context of the
work we are studying over our own intellectual context when it comes to giving
an account of its meaning. Neither is outweighed by the truism that interpretation
requires us to bring the text into relation with ourselves. Admittedly, in
interpreting any assertion we need to understand its maker to be talking some
kind of sense, to be saying something which, although we may not believe it to
be true, at least appears to us to have some kind of intelligible foundation or
motivation from what we can justifiably consider to be the asserter’s point of
view. But that does not, of course, mean that intelligent interpretation is possible
without any attempt to reconstruct the speaker’s or writer’s point of view.

A related point is this: every particular hypothetical question concerns the
outcome of some actual, given sifuation in supposed or postulated circumstances.
But to suppose Locke’s being faced with Quine’s principle of the indeterminacy
of translation or with quantum mechanics is to postulate circumstances too far
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from the given situation. The supposition takes us too far from the thought of the
Essay for there to be any determinate or persuasive answer to the question,
‘What would Locke have said about these things?’ To give an answer would be
to play a game with no rules. That is not to say that it will be in principle
impossible to find a persuasive answer to any such question asked from the point
of view of the present, but how far it is possible will depend on the distance
between the present and the past in the relevant respect. Nor does it mean that the
Essay supplies grounds for determinate answers to all the questions that were or
might have been raised as to its meaning by Locke’s contemporaries, even less
innovative contemporaries than Leibniz. In the Essay, as (one supposes) in every
philosophical text in existence, there are real indeterminacies of meaning which
are more than illusions created by anachronistic questions. Several such
indeterminacies, for example, attach to the chapter on identity, a chapter in
which, as perhaps in no other, Locke was exploring unmapped country.

A second task attempted in the present work, no doubt with imperfect success,
is that of assessing Locke’s arguments, not just one by one, but as a whole in the
only way in which a philosophical system can be at all adequately assessed: by
means of a response as systematic as the philosophy under consideration. To say
that is of course to assume that the sceptic is wrong and that the notion of
systematic philosophy is not a delusion. In support of this assumption there is
little to be said prior to substantive argument. The proof of the pudding is in the
eating. But some things can be said. For example: there is a natural world in
which we ourselves exist; we have thoughts and experiences (whatever they are);
we have knowledge and beliefs; we have scientific theories and mathematics; we
possess language. All these things stand in some general relationships to one
another, of which it must in principle be possible to give some explanatory
account. It may be that language is a necessary condition of mathematics, or that
every belief necessarily embodies some theory, or that mathematical truth is
independent of any truth about the world. Yet if we possessed a satisfactory
understanding of all such relationships we would be able to give correct and
systematic answers to the central questions of epistemology and ontology.
Conceivably those correct answers would not look much like any traditional
answers, but that is not the point. The point is that, whatever their various
motives in getting into the game, the famous ‘philosophers’ have treated such
interconnected matters as the relations between thought, language and reality, or
the relations between reason, emotion, belief and action; while at least many of
the other things with which they have been concerned have been intelligibly
connected to that central core. Members of the tradition responsible for the
repeated announcements of the end of ‘metaphysics’ or ‘epistemology’ have
been no less concerned with these things than the philosophers they condemn.
Indeed such announcements have repeatedly turned out, over more than two
hundred years, to be nothing but striking ways of presenting new (or sometimes,
more recently, not so new) theories about the familiar subject-matter. It is perhaps
time to take them much less seriously.
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Here an objector might admit that, at some level of generality, Aristotle,
Locke and Wittgenstein can be said all to have been concerned at least some of
the time with the same subject-matter, but claim that the kinds of things said
about it, the motives for saying them and the ways of supporting them have
changed so radically that the classification of both Aristotle and Wittgenstein as
‘philosophers’ is about as revealing as the classification of both astrology and
astronomy as sciences of the stars. Yet this analogy misses a crucial difference.
We know, for example, that Aristotle’s account of the names of natural kinds,
implicated as it was with a now untenable conception of the relationship between
species and individual, can nevertheless influence a present-day philosopher’s
thought about the same topic; whereas the astrological reasonings of John Dee
have no significance for Roger Penrose. Not that anything written by Aristotle or,
for that matter, by Locke could have been written today. Yet suspended in what
is now alien or even absurd may be something that can still count as insight and
truth. Even Locke’s moral theology, a line of thought which is surely as dead for
us as any in philosophy, embodies (or so I will argue) a certain insight into the
essential character of morality. Probably the most difficult part of the
historiography of philosophy is the task of precipitating such insight without
clouding the meaning of the text. It is crucially important that the text be kept at
its historical distance even as we explore and try to articulate its contribution to
philosophical knowledge in terms acceptable to ourselves. We need to retain a
clear understanding of how and why those terms might not (almost inevitably,
would not) have been acceptable or even intelligible to the author of the text. It is
not a simple matter of separating wheat from chaff. It is perhaps more like
identifying the truth in a largely misleading caricature, unfair at every point: a
truth, as it is important to stress, of which we might not previously have been
aware.

There are more reasons than one for insisting that historical distance be kept,
that we remain explicitly and in detail aware of those differences in motive and
presupposition and theoretical context which colour everything written by a
philosopher like Locke, and which make it virtually impossible that anything he
wrote can simply be picked up and taken for truth. One reason is that, in so far as
we fail to keep our distance and so conflate explaining what Locke meant with
assessing its truth, we inevitably lay ourselves open to the charge that we find
insight in the text only because we interpret it anachronistically. The sceptic
about the possibility of philosophy can make use of the history of philosophy for
his purposes by laying emphasis on whatever is most obviously alien and seems
most worthless to us, belonging too clearly to conditions other than our own. The
optimist’s reply must not be to deny this otherness, or to rest optimism on the
claim that there are doctrines to which it does not extend, and which need only
be filleted out of a text like the Essay for us to derive from it what is still worth
having. We need to show that, despite their comprehensive differences from what
any philosopher would be prepared to say today, despite, that is to say, what is
unacceptable in them, Locke’s arguments have something to reveal to us.
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Yet such a demonstration of the continuing value of the past is less difficult
than it may seem, since after all the alien is not necessarily worthless. A second
and, for philosophers, perhaps more compelling reason for insisting on the
otherness of the past lies precisely in the value of exploring a viewpoint different
from our own. The interpretation and assessment of philosophical argument are
particularly worth keeping apart just because philosophy is not like natural
science. Both philosophy and science are explanatory and both are theoretical,
but the explanations of science, at any rate of developed science, involve
commitment to determinate conditional predictions. Hence there are experimental
checks which, corrigible or (to use a word borrowed by philosophy from
jurisprudence) ‘defeasible’ as they themselves may be, serve to keep theory and
the replacement of theory heading in the broad direction of truth. To set such
checks aside is one way of being ‘unscientific’. In philosophy there are no such
checks, for philosophical explanations are a priori. A similar disadvantage appears
if we compare philosophy with mathematics. Formal proof is of limited value in
philosophy, if only because premises and principles are likely to be as much at
issue as conclusions. Formal ‘analysis’, as a method, at best gives to
philosophical argument the nature of an argument as to whether an attempted
formalization of a bit of natural language is successful and, if not, why not. The
argument lies outside what has been formalized, whereas mathematical reasoning
is wholly formal. In epistemology and metaphysics we have in the end only our
judgement and ‘intuitions’ to guide us in distinguishing good explanation from
bad. It is therefore important to order our intuitions systematically: formalization
may sometimes help, but cannot do so comprehensively.

All this has two consequences. On the one hand, philosophy is an intensely
personal activity. Philosophical truth has to be worked for: it is not simply to be
accepted as such from acknowledged experts (much as the experts might wish
that it were). Expertise cannot be demonstrated by results: in this, philosophical
reasoning is like moral reasoning. Philosophers can help one another, but
philosophical inquiry cannot successfully be conducted as the kind of corporate
enterprise that natural science has become today. On the other hand,
philosophical beliefs are exceptionally liable to be determined by such non-
rational motives as fashion, loyalty, wishful thinking, intellectual bullying,
inflexibility, charisma and institutional politics as well as by insight or, for that
matter, honest and intelligent misjudgement. Nor is it surprising if the less
fundamental should sometimes determine the more fundamental, so that there
can occur the absurdity of a particular moral, political or religious orientation’s
motivating a theory of knowledge or being.

It is not here denied that effectively irreversible progress is possible in
philosophy. That, indeed, occurred in the seventeenth century with respect to
philosophical conceptions of the natural world and natural science (although
even here ancient materials were to hand.) Yet it is only too easy for progress in
one respect to be matched by regression in another, and for progress to be
involved with new error, as in the case of seventeenth-century mechanism itself.
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Or insight can be pushed too far, so that fashion swings from one paradox to the
opposite paradox. Despite the possibility of progress, it seems that philosophy
cannot easily cast off the ancient scandal of endless, unresolved dispute.

That is why the history of philosophy is important to philosophers. On the one
hand the past is an invaluable repository of unfashionable truth for those with the
sympathy, judgement and patience to discern and make use of it. On the other
hand its study, with all the objectivity we can muster, is perhaps the only
discipline or method by which we can expect to improve our capacity to stand
above the non-rational determinants of our own beliefs and concerns, or to call
our own deepest presuppositions to account. For the history of philosophy is the
story of how philosophy got where it is. Given the nature of philosophy and of
the intellectual life, it is incredible that it should have got there either by pure and
clear-eyed reason alone, or without some retrievable losses by the way.

How far what follows is a convincing illustration of these optimistic principles
I must leave to the reader to judge. I have tried, for reasons which should by now
be clear, to separate exposition from philosophical comment, as far as has
seemed practicable by placing them in separate sections. In order to bring out
what can be gained philosophically from the Essay, I have also felt it necessary
to set out, in broad terms, some present-day theory about thought, knowledge,
meaning, identity and the like. I have done so not only in order to assess the real
distance between Locke and twentieth-century philosophy, but also to consider
whether the advantage may not sometimes lie with Locke, even (or especially)
where the distance is most striking. My treatment of recent theory is necessarily
summary, with less of an attempt to be scholarly in its documentation or,
perhaps, to be wholly fair than in my treatment of earlier writers. That will, I
hope, be acceptable in what is primarily a discussion of a seventeenth-century
philosopher. The modern views I criticize are, for the most part, not short of
enthusiastic exponents.

The primary, interlocking elements of Locke’s system are a general theory of
ideas and knowledge, the main topic of the present volume, and a theory of
‘substances’, ‘modes’ and relations as constituting the subject-matter of the
various sciences, a theory which is examined in the second volume. In the
consideration of this system I have been unable to avoid all repetition, for more
reasons than one. First, systematic philosophy cannot be neatly parcelled into
distinct topics, so that the same move in argument has often needed to be
discussed in a variety of contexts. Second, in the exposition of such a wide range
of material it has seemed best to include in the earlier discussions a general
sketch of Locke’s epistemology and its relation to his ontology, and so of most
of the themes subsequently filled out in greater detail.

There are, then, several layers of exposition which I have tried to bring into
productive and explanatory relation: the exposition of certain antecedents of the
Essay; the exposition of the main doctrines of the Essay (and sometimes of early
reactions to those doctrines); the exposition of current theories; and the
exposition of my own conclusions. A number of topics have been treated rather
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less thoroughly than that, whether out of ignorance or for lack of philosophical
ideas. I am acutely aware, for example, that the history of theology and of
Natural Law theory lies largely beyond the boundaries of my knowledge, and I
have had little to say on my own behalf about the nature of space and time.
Nevertheless my procedure has made for a long work. I hope that it is a work
which will persuade at least some of its readers that philosophy done without
regard to the history of philosophy is two-dimensional, and others, that a
discipline which flourished in the seventeenth century survives, if less
prestigiously, in our own.



Part I

Ideas



1
Introduction to Part |

An Essay concerning Human Understanding was a late product of that amazing
period in which the Aristotelian view of the natural world, under attack
throughout the Renaissance, was finally overthrown and replaced by mechanistic
corpuscularianism. In many respects, not only for its sheer best-selling success in
advocacy, Locke’s rambling, chatty, repetitive, rhetorical masterpiece deserves
the seat once generally accorded it beside Newton’s Principia Mathematica as the
culmination of the process by which the ‘new philosophy’ replaced the old. It
also has the considerable advantage, for the philosopher looking to learn from
history, that it sets out a version of anti-dogmatic realism constructed before the
onset of the idealism or conceptualism which has dominated philosophy, in one
form or another, for the last two centuries. It offers us a view from a standpoint
that philosophy has otherwise lost. At the same time it illustrates, perhaps more
clearly than any other text, how argument between different forms of realism
supplied the seedbed on which it was possible for idealism to grow.

The theory of ideas and knowledge presented in the Essay apparently sprang
from disparate concerns linked by a common attitude: first, a conviction arrived
at early in Locke’s life, and natural enough in the circumstances, that dogmatic
and arbitrary claims to divinely instilled religious and moral knowledge
constitute a danger to political stability and order; second, an active interest in
medicine and corpuscularian science, pursued under the influence and guidance
of such distinguished mentors as Boyle and Sydenham, which evidently
confirmed and broadened his hostility towards dogmatism and his respect for
experience. His preference for reason over inspiration directed his earliest
extended epistemological argument, which dates from the early 1660s and is
incorporated in the work now known as Essays on the Law of Nature. In this he
claimed that knowledge of our duty to God and our fellows lies within the reach
of a human intellect employing concepts and premises derived from sense-
experience. His anti-dogmatism in natural philosophy, however, came to follow
a more sceptical, if similarly ‘empiricist’ line: the senses give knowledge of no
more than the sensible qualities and powers of particular substances, while the
intrinsic properties underlying these appearances and powers remain beyond the
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reach of our faculties. The ‘corpuscularian’ or atomic theory is no more than the
best available hypothesis.

There was no inconsistency between Locke’s epistemological optimism in
ethics and political theory and his pessimism as to the possibility of a proper
‘science’ of nature based on the essences of things. Together with his insistence
that careful observation and experiment (natural ‘history’) can yield probabilities
sufficiently dependable for the direction of action, they constituted his pious
thesis that the ‘candle, that is set up in us’, for all its limitations, ‘shines bright
enough for all our purposes’. Yet Locke’s first conception of moral knowledge
based on empirical premises seems rather different from his later theory of
morality as abstract and demonstrable. On what seems to have been his model in
his earlier argument, the senses give to reason, first, evidence of design in the world
from which we can infer the existence of a creator whose will or law it is our
duty to obey, and, second, knowledge of various characteristics of human nature
which reveal God’s particular purposes in creating us, and so the content of this
Law of Nature.! According to the later model, however, we can in the strict sense
demonstrate the existence of an eternal, most powerful and wise creator from the
premise known intuitively that I myself exist as a thinking thing, while a
determinate law follows a priori not just for human beings, but for all rational
creatures, at least if they are capable of pleasure and pain.”> The senses provide
the ideas or concepts employed in demonstrative morals, including our
inadequate idea of God, but not premises.

Locke supported both models in turn by an alleged analogy with mathematics.
If his conception of moral knowledge underwent change, his conception of
mathematical knowledge did so too. On his earlier account, not only are such
mathematical notions as those of a line, a plane and a solid drawn from
experience, but ‘other common principles and axioms too’ are given to reason by
the senses. In 1671, in Draft A of the Essay, a similar proposal ascribing our
knowledge of axioms to ‘constant observation of our senses espetialy our eys’
was later overlaid or replaced by a conception of universal knowledge as going
no further than our ideas, as hypothetical and, in effect, as a priori.’> Locke must
be supposed to have taken a clear decision that the empiricism he wanted to
advance was essentially concept-empiricism, according to which all our ideas
ultimately derive from experience, rather than the stronger, or at least different,
view, knowledge-empiricism, according to which all prepositional knowledge is
empirical, ultimately based on sensory knowledge.

If Locke’s epistemology underwent such early development, then he can be
said to have moved from the sort of empiricism attributable to Epicurus, and
expounded previously in the seventeenth century by Pierre Gassendi, to a rather
different theory which combined concept-empiricism with some of the features of
theories opposed to empiricism. Epicurean epistemology, as it has come down to
us and as Gassendi presented and developed it, seems not to have distinguished
sharply between the acquisition through the senses of concepts which give
meaning to our words, and the acquisition of prepositional knowledge
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constituting definitions and axioms capable of serving as the starting-point of
reasoning and science. Both seem to spring together from the repeated
experience of particulars.* Gassendi accordingly could claim that all our
knowledge rests on our sensory knowledge, and that ‘all the evidence and certainty
which is derived from a general proposition depends upon that which has been
gathered from an induction of particular instances (singularia)’.> Locke, on the
other hand, by coming in his later thinking to lay more weight on the difference
between the acquisition of ideas and the acquisition of knowledge or belief, and
between induction and the formation of universal or abstract ideas, was able to
account for a priori universal knowledge as something distinct from, and
independent of, sensory knowledge. He could thus agree with philosophers such
as Descartes and the friend of both Descartes and Gassendi, Marin Mersenne, in
taking the intuitive understanding of necessary truth as the paradigm of certain
knowledge. Like Gassendi, of course, he continued to assign a much more
significant role to the senses than the Cartesians did, not only as the source of all
ideas, the ‘materials’ and ‘immediate objects’ of knowledge, but also as the
source, independent of any reasoning, of ‘sensitive knowledge’ of the existence
of particular things. Yet, unlike Gassendi and like Mersenne, he accorded to
‘sensitive knowledge’ the lowest, rather than the highest degree of ‘evidence’.®

Moves such as these, apparently made as he picked a careful way through
existing doctrine, ensured that Locke’s epistemology did not replicate any earlier
position. That is not to say that his sustained attempt to capture what is due to
sense and what to reason never rose above judicious eclecticism. Yet in order to
understand his thinking we need to identify the various theoretical forces at work
in it, forces in the end, no doubt, too various for their product to enjoy full
coherence. The term ‘idea’ itself, which has acquired a kind of mythic notoriety
in philosophy, supplies a striking illustration of this need. It is chiefly notorious
as a gift to the sceptic: since ideas are postulated as the immediate objects of
experience and knowledge, it has seemed to follow that they divide us from the
reality which they are supposed to represent. But the term is also notorious,
especially in Locke’s case, as a knot of unexamined confusions and damaging
ambiguities.” This popular reputation is not based on nothing, but it has not in
general been based on a clear understanding of the nexus of theoretical motives
which determined the meaning of the term ‘idea’ for the philosophers who used
it. In Part I an attempt will be made to achieve such understanding.

First, however, it may be worth saying a little about the traditional charge of
ambiguity which does not depend on such contextual analysis and interpretation.
Words can, of course, be ambiguous without being perniciously ambiguous. It is
hardly a matter for criticism or moralizing® that, like many ordinary words,
Locke’s term enjoys ‘type-token’ ambiguity, i.e. the kind of systematic
ambiguity which is instantiated in the ambiguity of the question whether Smith
and Jones are reading the same book. Just as there is a sense of ‘book’ in which
the same book (the ‘type’) can be in many libraries at once, and a sense in which
a book (a ‘token’ of the type) cannot be in more than one place at a time, so there
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is one sense of ‘idea’ in which two people can have the same idea, or one person
can have the same idea again, and a different but intimately related sense in
which shared or recurrent ideas are impossible in principle.

Another harmless systematic ambiguity affecting expressions like ‘have an
idea’ as Locke used them is related to the distinction between dispositions or
capacities on the one hand, and occurrences, or the actual exercise of capacities,
on the other. With respect to Locke’s inquiry ‘whence the Understanding may get
all the Ideas it has’,’ it is natural and right to interpret the having of an idea
dispositionally: to have ideas ‘with Names commonly annexed to them’!? is to
have concepts, and to have the concept of X is to have the capacity actually to
conceive or think of X. But it seems too that Locke firmly held this actual
conscious conceiving to be what is primarily and even most legitimately referred
to by talk of ideas’ being in the mind or understanding:

But our /deas being nothing, but actual Perceptions in the Mind, which
cease to be anything, when there is no perception of them, this laying up of
our /deas 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.!!

This ambiguity makes the expression ‘have an idea of” rather like the ordinary
word ‘understand’, which is used in a ‘dispositional’ sense when we talk of
someone’s understanding English, but in an ‘occurrent’ sense when we say that
someone understood a particular utterance.

Many twentieth-century philosophers, however, have supposed that to possess
a concept is to have a capacity which is primarily exercised, not in ‘perceptions’
or conceivings in the stream of conscious thought, but in overt behaviour:
characteristically in linguistic behaviour but also, perhaps, in mute sorting
behaviour and the like. To such philosophers it has often seemed that Locke’s
term ‘idea’ must suffer from pernicious ambiguity just because it is used both for
capacities to act overtly and for covert items in consciousness, even for
sensations. Yet, since Locke himself would obviously not have accepted the
modern behaviouristic account of what it is to have a concept, the charge of
ambiguity is hardly appropriate. He believed (and, as we shall see, he believed it
for reasons of theory) that conceiving or thinking of X involves having a
sensation or sensory image of X. To accuse someone of using a term which is
perniciously ambiguous in some respect is to accuse them of confusion at the
level of their language, of committing some fallacy of equivocation or of saying
nothing clear. Yet, however ambiguous the term ‘idea’ may be in other respects,
in this respect at least Locke employed it deliberately and unequivocally to
express a view which is intelligible enough, even if it is now widely held to be
mistaken.

Before exploring the topic of Locke’s ‘imagism’, however, we need to achieve
a broader basis for our understanding of the notion of an idea by considering some
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of the traditional philosophical psychology and ontology which supplied the
background to his argument. Chapter 2 will therefore look at some logical theory,
with its associated psychology, while chapters 3 and 4 will turn to theories about
the processes of cognition. Locke’s most famous principle is that all our ideas
come from experience, either from sense-perception or from ‘reflection’ on our
own mental activity. Those ideas which may seem either to be creations of our
own or to possess a pure and underived intellectual content antecedent to
experience are in fact achieved, according to Locke, by the operations of
‘comparing’, ‘enlarging’, ‘compounding’ and ‘abstracting” what is given in
sensation or reflection.!? These operations are in turn explained with the aid of
the distinction between simple and complex ideas. Crudely, we can break down
what is given in experience into simple parts, and we can put the parts together in
new ways.

Locke enjoyed presenting his doctrine as analogous, in the realm of thought, to
Epicurean atomism in physics, in particular as atomism was developed by
Robert Boyle.!* The analogy can be misleading in several respects. First, as we
shall see, Locke’s simple ideas are not so much parts as aspects of what is presented
in experience. Second, Boyle, broadly following Bacon, accepted a firm
distinction between the level of descriptive generalization and the level of
explanatory theory, between ‘natural history’ and ‘natural philosophy’. An
example of the former would be ‘Boyle’s Law’ itself, a generalization about the
behaviour of gases which was stimulated and supported by observation and
experiment. Theory, on the other hand, consisted for Boyle in the justification,
and speculative application to specific phenomena, of the overarching
explanatory hypothesis of corpuscles mechanically interacting in the void. It is
clear that Locke’s psychological ‘atomism’ was not offered as an explanatory
hypothesis, but as a descriptive account of what is present in conciousness and
open to view. He explicitly claimed to be applying the ‘Historical, plain Method’
to our thought, and disclaimed any intention to ‘meddle with the Physical
Consideration of the Mind’.!* The natural basis of conciousness he regarded as
unknown, and the dispute between materialists and immaterialists as
irresolvable.!> It follows that the analogy he drew between the composition of
ideas and the composition of physical particles was in effect a sort of conceit,
doing no philosophical work.

The third way in which the analogy may mislead is by drawing our attention
away from what gives Locke’s compositionalism its real philosophical
significance, namely its associations with the long history of compositionalism,
from the time of Plato and Aristotle, in logic and epistemology. In considering the
background to Locke’s notion of an idea we shall necessarily also be concerned
with the background to his distinction between simple and complex ideas, and to
his conception of the ‘putting together’'® of ideas of both kinds to form
propositional thoughts. It is this conception which makes it appropriate to begin
with the ‘dry discourse’, as Hobbes put it, of logical theory.
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Ideas and compositionalism in traditional logic

Although the notion of an idea is with good reason chiefly associated with the
theory of knowledge, it may be helpful as a preliminary to discuss its place in
relation to traditional logic. It is chiefly through logic, at any rate, that Locke’s
first readers would have been made familiar with the doctrine that the mind
forms complexes out of simples. Logic manuals of the kind used by every
European undergraduate were typically divided into three parts, corresponding to
the increasing complexity of their subject-matter, as they dealt with terms, with
propositions formed by bringing terms together, and with syllogisms composed
of ordered propositions. A fourth section on method was sometimes added.

Logic seemed to deal at once with language, with thought and with reality.
Aristotle himself, in his main discussions of predication, had moved freely
between the linguistic and the ontological modes, writing sometimes of the
combination of words or expressions in sentences but at other times of the
association of things or entities in an act of predication. We are told, for
example, that expressions must be combined, and that the combination must at
least implicitly include a verb (paradigmatically the copula) before something
capable of truth or falsity comes into existence.!” On the other hand, one thing
(an attribute) may be said or predicated or affirmed of another thing, which is the
subject (and paradigmatically a substance—‘substances’ are ‘things’ in a
narrower or stronger sense, comprising men, horses, axes and the like, as well as
such stuffs as gold and water.) The Greek word ‘kategoria’ can be taken to mean
‘predicate’, but the famous list of ten categories or ‘predicaments’ (i.e. in the
language of the early English logics: substance, quantity, quality, relation, place,
time, posture, habit, action and affection) was regarded as a classification of
things or beings or objects of thought, as much as of expressions. The equally
famous characterization of ‘accidents’ as those things which exist ‘in’ a subject
also concerns things as they are designated by words: as we shall see, it is an
intuitive ontological criterion with which other, seemingly more linguistic,
criteria can be correlated.'® But there is also for Aristotle a further level to which
logic relates, the level of thought, or that which corresponds in the mind to both
words and things, and which does not differ from person to person as language
may differ between people of different nations.!”
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In late Scholastic text-books logic was commonly introduced as being
concerned equally with the structure of thought and the structure of speech. The
act of mind which corresponds to a term was said to be the ‘simple
apprehension’ of the meaning of the term, or simple ‘concept’. ‘Judgement’ or
mental ‘affirmation’ corresponds to the ordering or combination of terms in the
sentence or proposition. Syllogisms, which include ‘probable syllogisms’, are the
expressions in words of ‘ratiocination’ or mental discourse, consisting in a chain
of judgements. In general it was assumed that thought supplies the link between
language and reality: terms and propositions relate to reality because they
express concepts and judgements. The relation of terms to things, it was
commonly stated, is that of being put in their place, or standing for them, in
discourse. In these different ways terms are ‘signs’ both of concepts and things.?’

In so far as they discussed it, the logics seem generally to have assumed that
truth is a matter of the correspondence between the way in which terms or simple
apprehensions are related in propositions or judgements, and the way in which
things are related in the world. The affirmation that the wall is white is true if,
and only if, the ‘accident’, whiteness, inheres in the substance, the wall. Another
traditional account, which was employed with emphasis by Thomas Hobbes,
treated truth as a relational attribute of sentences: a sentence is true provided only
that what the predicate names or stands for is the same thing as what the subject
names or stands for.?! Both accounts are, of course, consonant with the principle
that truth and falsity can exist only where there is combination. Some
scholastics, however, allowed that ‘simple apprehensions’ are themselves truth-
bearers in that they involve a conformity between concept and thing. At the same
time it was argued that a simple apprehension of X cannot be false: if it were
false, then it would not conform to X, and so would not be the apprehension of X.?2
Echoes of this rather surprising doctrine occurred, as we shall see, in both
Descartes’ and Locke’s approaches to the topic of true and false ideas.

As Aristotelian philosophy came under attack from the advocates of various
forms of mechanism, traditional logic caught some of the abuse. Yet it was too
impressive a system simply to be rejected. In general it was seen as something
needing reform rather than abolition, something to be incorporated into the new
view of things. Descartes himself, it is true, had little time for it. The rules for
judging well promised by the logicians would be of value, he evidently believed,
only if they were useful to the discovery of truth, and he took it that his own
method of analysis and synthesis fulfilled this role better than logical rules for
ordering terms and propositions. Syllogism he regarded as chiefly useful for
sharpening the wits of undergraduates,”® while the distinction between terms and
propositions is irrelevant to his own distinction between simple and complex,
and even to his notion of an idea. If in practice he tended to reserve the word
‘idea’ for non-propositional conceptions of things or their attributes, he
nevertheless drew no explicit theoretical distinction between ‘ideas’ and ‘notions’
or ‘perceptions’, which are as often as not, in his usage, propositional. The
general explanation of what an idea is, given in the Third Meditation, makes no
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reference at all to the term-proposition dichotomy. We are told, on the contrary,
that an idea is the representative element which must be involved in any kind of
thought or state of consciousness, whether volition, emotion or judgement, and
which determines the content of that thought. Its relation to judgement is simple:
an idea is the presentation of a content to the mind, and judgement is the act of
giving assent to that content. (The same content might have been willed or
desired.) Even an idea expressible non-propositionally can present an object
which does not exist, and so, as much as a propositional content, provides
‘material’ for judgement and belief. It can be ‘materially’ false even if not
“formally’ so.”*

Descartes’ agreement with the traditional view that truth and falsity are
properly or primarily attributes of judgements was no more than verbal, since
‘judgement’, as it should be clear, had a different meaning in his system from the
common one. Judgement was not for him a mental act of proposition-making,
but an act of will constituting mental assent to what is ‘perceived’ by the
understanding. He saw a strong analogy between reasonable or unreasonable
assent and reasonable or unreasonable voluntary action.”> Few have agreed that
the analogy is sufficient for his purpose, but the implausible doctrine that belief
is always voluntary slots in well enough with his conception of method and his
injunction to give assent only where we have clear and distinct perceptions or
ideas. It is we ourselves who are to blame for our mistakes, not our faculties or
the God who gives them to us. But the present point is that, just because these
were the issues which, rather than logic, interested Descartes, his more or less
equivalent terms ‘notion’, ‘perception’ and ‘idea’ relate to the content, whether
propositional or not, of any of our thoughts. He took that content in abstraction
from the question whether we assent to it or not, or indeed from the question
whether we assent to it or desire it. Accordingly his conception of simplicity has
nothing to do with the distinction between terms and propositions. An idea or
notion is simple when it can be grasped or understood by a simple intuition or
act of thought. It is therefore unsurprising that his exemplary list of simple
notions includes such ‘eternal truths’ as the ‘common notion’ that when two
things are both identical with a third thing, they are identical with each other.?®

Descartes’ indifference towards the structures of traditional logic was not,
however, typical of his contemporaries. Hobbes and Gassendi both wrote logics
incorporating much traditional doctrine, although neither was less opposed than
Descartes to Aristotelian metaphysics and science. The authors of the Port Royal
Logic wrote as convinced Cartesians, yet they admitted that their chief debt lay
elsewhere, with Aristotle.?” One of them, Antoine Arnauld, had shortly before
collaborated on a Grammar. In both these works the logician’s concern with
grammatical and logical structure was found a place within Cartesian philosophy
by something like brute force, in that the Cartesian distinction between
perception and judgement was identified with the traditional distinction between
the simple apprehension of the meaning of terms (i.e. the having of ideas) and
mental affirmation. Whether assent was for Arnauld an act of will is not clear, but
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it was evidently his view that (as was usual in traditional logics) a prepositional
thought or content comes into existence only with a prepositional attitude. He
made no attempt to explain, or even to explain away, the possibility of what was
sometimes called the ‘simple apprehension’ of a prepositional content prior to
judgement.”® One argument for distinguishing prepositional content from mental
affirmation does, however, seem to have been recognized, since the authors of
the Grammar apparently envisaged dealing with the propositional content of
questions, commands and wishes by the postulation of further species of
combinatory act, side by side with judgement, each with its characteristic
expression.”? What is certain is that, in the work of Arnauld, Hobbes, Gassendi
and most others who used it, the word ‘idea’ was firmly linked to the meaning or
import of terms or ‘names’ as opposed to propositions.

Locke’s employment of ‘idea’ was entirely in accordance with this standard
usage. In the manuscript generally regarded as the first draft of the Essay, he
stated that the mind joins and separates ideas ‘by way of affirmation or negation,
which when it comes to be expressed in words is called proposition and in this
lies all truth and falsehood’.>® Ideas are introduced in the argument of the Essay
itself as ‘the parts out of which...propositions are made’.3! This does not mean
that every element of a propositional thought is an idea, or that every word in a
sentence stands for an idea. It is a common mistake to hold Locke to his loose
assertion that the ‘use...of Words, is to be Sensible marks of Ideas’,>> when it is
clear enough that the words he here had in mind are ‘names’, words (roughly
speaking) which can stand as subjects or predicates. He dealt with other words in
a chapter on connective ‘particles’, adopting the orthodox view that they express
mental actions or ‘intimations’ linking either ideas or whole affirmations. Here
he agreed with contemporary logics that ‘Is and Is not are the general marks of
the Mind, affirming or denying’,>* while he explained the word ‘but’ (moving
from the second to the third part of logic) as one of those by which a speaker
expresses ‘the dependence of his Thoughts and Reasonings, one upon another’.
He was simply echoing many writers again when he asserted that some words,
‘which are not truly, by themselves, the names of any Ideas, are of constant and
indispensable use in Language’.* If his treatment of such words seems
perfunctory, that is because the theme of Book III is the confusion due to the
misuse of words. He had little more to say about ‘particles’ than that, while their
careful use can prevent confusion, the standard explanations of the meanings of
some of them mask multiple ambiguities. Yet the chapter uncovers an important
part of the traditional framework of his thinking about logic and language.

That framework chiefly reveals itself in the structure of the Essay in a very
straightforward way. Book II is about what terms or names express, which is that
‘which the Mind can be employ’d about whilst thinking’3> (i.e. roughly, while
affirming and reasoning.) Book IV is about affirmations or prepositional
thoughts on the one hand, and reasoning and method on the other, although only
roughly in that order. Not surprisingly, Locke’s friend Molyneux suggested to
him that he should recast his philosophy in the form of a logic, so that it might
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gain acceptance in the universities.3® That does not, however, mean that Locke was
significantly more traditional in his thinking than other philosophical proponents
of the new science. On the contrary, some of the strongest Aristotelian
resonances in the Essay (as in the writings of many of Locke’s contemporaries)
can be ascribed to his desire to confront the adversary on common ground,
through the radical rereading of some familiar doctrine or piece of technical
terminology. The chapter on ‘Reason’ in Book IV is a vigorous attack on
syllogism reminiscent of Descartes, while Locke’s own model for a priori
reasoning involved an anti-formalist reinterpretation of the notion of a ‘middle
term’ as that of an ‘intermediate idea’.

The classification of ideas in Book II as ‘simple ideas’, ‘ideas of simple
modes’, ‘ideas of mixed modes’, ‘ideas of relations’ and ‘ideas of substances’
should be understood as a deliberate attempt to set up a rival doctrine of
categories. Significantly, it is drawn up at the level of thought, for Locke meant
to emphasize that these are distinctions for us rather than distinctions picked off
reality. There is also a significant novelty in the ordering of the new categories,
in that ‘substance’ has been displaced from its primacy by ‘simple ideas’.
Broadly speaking (although this characterization could mislead) Locke chose to
follow the order of knowledge rather than the order of being. It is perhaps a
better, if an obvious thing to say, that the new order, placing quality before
substance, reflects the relative simplicity of the concepts ordered. Whereas the
really fundamental distinction for the traditional doctrine of categories was (for
reasons to be considered in Volume II of the present work) between substance
and the other categories, for Locke, at least for certain purposes, it was the
distinction between simple ideas and the rest which was most important (‘simple
modes’ being simple only by courtesy and in a limited sense). Traditional logics
universally gave substantives like ‘man’ or ‘horse’ as their paradigms of ‘simple
terms’: the paradigm of complexity arises when substantive is combined with
adjective, substance with accident. Locke, on the other hand, had his own
reasons, lying in his epistemology, for insisting that our ideas of substances are
complex.

It may seem that, since all Lockean ideas, whether simple or complex, are
equivalent to the logicians’ ‘simple apprehensions’, the notion of the simple
parts of a complex affirmation can have little connection with the notion of the
composition of complex ideas out of simple ones. Nevertheless, especially in his
early thoughts on the matter, Locke himself felt that there was such a connection.
He wrote in 1671 that those simple ideas ‘are properly [called] simple
apprehensions to which we apply the names that others doe’,*’ thus both
assimilating and distinguishing the notions of a ‘simple idea’ and of a ‘simple
apprehension’. (The ground for his treating the latter as a restricted class of the
former presumably lay in the traditional explanation of a simple apprehension as
the apprehension of the meaning of a term.) More significantly, he saw
complexity as prepositional. The first active composition of simple ideas is to
form the ideas of specific substances: or, as he himself put it, ‘the first
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affirmation or negation of our minds are about those material objects in the
framing of our Ideas of them’.3® Locke thought that, in forming the complex idea
of a species of substance out of simple ideas of sensible qualities, we ‘in effect’>®
affirm that the qualities do in general exist together in the same substance:
‘though the whole compounded idea being knowne under one name and taken
altogeather considerd as one thing as man horse water lead etc. they may be
treated of as simple apprehensions’ (i.e. as single concepts corresponding to
terms).*’ Perhaps we should here bear in mind the Epicurean tendency, noted
above in chapter 1, to run together the acquisition of concepts with the
acquisition of definitional truths. Yet Locke was also in effect attacking the
Aristotelian view of the names of specific substances as paradigmatic ‘simple
terms’ by means of an Aristotelian conception of complexity. To unpack what is
understood by the name is to unpack an essentially prepositional compound.

This suggestion was modified in the Essay, as perhaps it had to be as soon as
other sorts of complex ideas were admitted into Locke’s scheme. On his later
view, it is improper to form the idea of a substance unless we have had
experience of something possessing all the qualities which we include in the idea.
The idea of a centaur is ‘fantastical’ and, in a certain sense, false. The idea of a
substance thus carries a certain informal implication as to the coexistence of the
qualities, but does not involve the affirmation of that coexistence. Nevertheless
Locke does not seem to have seen his withdrawal from the position that the
complexity of a complex idea is the complexity of affirmation as weakening the
opposition between his own view that ideas of substances are complex and the
Aristotelian characterization of them as simple. For he argued in the Essay itself
that language misleads the Aristotelian into treating a substance-idea, such as
horse or gold, ‘as one simple Idea, which indeed is a complication of many /deas
together’.*! Ideas of substances, ‘though they are commonly called simple
Apprehensions, and the Names of them simple Terms; yet in effect, are complex
and compounded’.*? Such criticism of the Aristotelians, if considered only in its
immediate context, might seem to be no more than a debating point, conflating
two different kinds of simplicity. Yet Locke may not wholly have given up his
view that ideas of substances are quasi-propositional. He also had in mind other
Aristotelian notions of simplicity and complexity only loosely related to the
distinction between terms and propositions. These issues will be discussed in
what follows, and more comprehensively in Volume II.



3
Ideas and epistemology before Locke

The Aristotelian soul is the ‘form’ of the living thing, the principle of life which
activates its ‘matter’. Although specific forms were supposed to be ontologically
simple, they were nevertheless assigned a certain complexity in so far as they
contain the forms of higher genera. Consequently man was often spoken of as
possessing three forms, souls or lives. Barely as a living thing a man shares the
lowest kind of life with plants, the life of nutrition, growth and reproduction. As
an animal it enjoys sensation, imagination and the power of self-movement. But
the distinctive life of the human being is the life of reason and intellect.

Aristotelian epistemology consisted of an account of the co-operation between
the distinctively human and the animal forms or souls, combined with an account
of a natural correspondence which was postulated between the faculties or
mechanisms of sensation and thought, and the objects of sensation and thought.
In the perception of something white the sensible form of white exists in the
white thing, in the medium between thing and eye, and in the eye itself; but it
exists in a different way in each of these subjects. The mode of its existence in the
medium is peculiar, in that the air between object and eye, in bearing whiteness,
is not itself white. Nevertheless it seemed certain that the ‘sensible species’ is
somehow transmitted via the medium, and so exists there en route for the organ
of sense. It exists in the eye in another peculiar, but more interesting way,
namely as an object of vision. It exists there, as the scholastics put it,
‘objectively’ or ‘intentionally’. The sensible forms are transmitted from the sense
organs to the ‘common sense’ and the seat of the imagination or ‘phantasia’
(fancy), where they can be revived in memory. This account of perception and
imagination, originally set out in Aristotle’s De Anima, later proved capable of
combination with fairly sophisticated geometrical and psychological optics by
means of the principle that light and colours are transmitted in rays from which
the eye selects in the formation of the visual image.

All sensible forms or species, as well as all images or ‘phantasms’, are
particular: what we perceive becomes the object of universal or scientific
thought only with the formation by the ‘active intellect” of ‘intelligible’ and
universal species or forms in the passive intellect. In this process of abstraction
the intellect draws on the objects of imagination. Aristotle himself asserted
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roundly that there is no thought without images. As the sensible form or image
of whiteness is whiteness itself existing in the organ of sense or imagination, so
the intelligible form of anything is that thing existing intentionally in the
intellect, i.e. as an object of intellect. It was generally agreed, however, that the
active intellect needs no bodily organ, and constitutes that immaterial part of the
soul which is immortal.

When the faculties are functioning properly there is ‘conformity’ or congruity
between things as they exist in reality and things as they exist in the mind:
between what has ‘formal’ or ‘real’ existence and what has ‘objective’ or
‘intentional’ existence. Indeed, on a natural view they are the same things, for
when I see the sun, one and the same thing, the sun, exists both in reality and in
my mind, both formally and objectively.

Accounts of perception and thought following this general model came under
attack as a part of the process by which Aristotelian physics was pressed aside by
the new mechanics. On the broad hypothesis that every event in the material
world is reducible to motions of matter subject to mechanical laws, it became
unacceptable that an ultimate theoretical description of changes in the material
organs of sense or imagination should be given in terms of the intentional or
objective existence there of what is perceived or imagined (not to speak of ‘all
those little images flitting through the air, called “intentional forms”, which so
exercise the imagination of philosophers’).** Descartes did not deny that an image
or phantasm of the object exists in the eye or brain, but he offered a reductive
explanation of its representative function. Since what occurs in any part of the
body can only be the motion of matter, sensible species can be nothing other than
mechanical occurrences systematically caused by the perceived objects. Beyond
that systematic correspondence, as Descartes himself spelt out, there need be no
resemblance or ‘conformity’ between the object and its corporeal ‘image’. The
image is simply an event which carries ‘information’ in the technical modern
sense, it is not an intentional object or intrinsically intentional state.**

A causal correspondence of this type, it should be said, cannot by itself explain
representation. If it could, then every effect systematically produced in one thing
by another would be ‘of” its cause in the way in which a sensation or thought is
always of something: every cause would be ‘in’ what it affects in the way in
which my friend is in my mind when I think of him. But Descartes’ purpose in
reducing physical representation in the sense-organ and brain to systematic
mechanical effects was neither to explain representation or ‘intentionality’ in
general nor to deny that sensations are intrinsically intentional, but to expel
intrinsic intentionality from the body and restrict it to the mind or intellect. In
sense-perception, on his theory, the intellect somehow so relates to the images in
the brain that sensory ideas, i.e. conscious sensations of objects, are formed.
Ideas have reference to objects essentially: as we have seen, an idea is that
element in any act of thought which determines its content. How the intellect is
supposed to concern itself with events in the brain or to refer them to objects is
left notoriously obscure, but it is in virtue of their role in stimulating ideas of
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sense and imagination, and not only in virtue of their origin, that Cartesian
corporeal images can be said to represent things.

The restriction of intrinsic intentionality to the modes or states of an
immaterial intellect not only kept the material world uncluttered for the purposes
of mechanistic physics, but allowed Descartes to pride himself on an account of
the mind as something unitary and indivisible. The Aristotelian mind consists, in
effect, of a bundle of seemingly separable, if co-operating faculties, some
materially based while one, the intellect, is pure form capable of existing alone in
separation from the body. For Descartes, on the other hand, the various functions
of the mind are not performed by separable faculties, but by one cognitive
faculty or power operating in different ways on different objects. Perception,
imagination and memory occur when the intellect applies itself to the relevant
parts of the brain, while purely intellectual conception occurs when it acts by
itself.* Because the subject of all forms of consciousness is immaterial, the mind
is indivisible. A notorious corollary of this doctrine is that animals, lacking
intellect, are not conscious, despite having corporeal mechanisms corresponding
to sense and imagination. These mechanisms, in Descartes’ view, give rise to
behaviour directly, without the intervention of consciousness.

Not all proponents of the new physics shared Descartes’ enthusiasm for the
Platonic or Augustinian embodied soul. Hobbes was not alone in holding that the
causal chain constituting the process of sense-perception stops in the brain. For
Hobbes, since motion can only bring about motion, sensation can only be motion
in the part of brain which constitutes the ‘organ of sense’. He attempted a heroic
mechanistic explanation of the intentionality or directedness of sensation. The
motion which is propagated from the object ‘to the innermost part of the organ’
meets resistance and gives rise to an opposite ‘endeavour’ or reaction: ‘from the
reaction, how little so ever the duration of it be, a phantasm or idea hath its being;
which, by reason that the endeavour is now outwards, doth always appear as
something situate without the organ.”*® Hobbes was what may be called an
‘imagist’: there is, he held, no separate faculty of intellect, and all cognition can
be explained in terms of sense and imagination, which he described as ‘decaying
sense’.*’ Since there is no idea not derived from sense, our only idea of
substance is the idea of matter. The expression ‘immaterial substance’ is
therefore a contradiction in terms.*® Hobbes’ imagism and his materialism neatly
propped each other up.

If the attractions of mechanistic physics brought about changes in
philosophical conceptions of the mind of the perceiver, they had an equal effect,
of course, on conceptions of the object perceived. In Aristotelian explanations of
perception sensible qualities were treated as irreducibly distinct attributes of the
object or body. Colour, for example, is a sensible quality proper to one sense
which exists in essential relation to sight but which is not reducible to any other
attribute. In addition to its qualities, the object possesses an indefinite number of
powers to interact with other bodies so as to give rise to observable effects either
in itself or in other things. The seventeenth-century opponents of Aristotelianism
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saw this multiplicity, for all the efforts of Aristotelian science, as merely
unintelligible and without order. In its place they presented the object as
something simple in nature, even if mechanically complex. It consists of
corpuscles of matter in motion which in turn cause motions in the surrounding
matter. Some of these motions, continued in the regular way through any
necessary medium and the organs of sense, reach the brain of the perceiver to
cause an appropriate idea in the mind. Other effects on the perceiver are less
direct, through motions perceived as changes in other objects. The variety of
qualities and powers which we attribute to the object really reflects, not a
multiplicity in the object, but a multiplicity in the ways in which the object can
cause motions in us and so appear to us. The main thought is very clearly
expressed by Kenelm Digby, an English contemporary of Descartes supposed by
some at the time to be of comparable genius. Not succinct, the passage is
nevertheless worth considering for its remarkable connections with Locke’s own
doctrines, as with other doctrines old and new.

Imagine I have an apple in my hand: the same fruit worketh different
effects upon my severall senses: my eye telleth me it is green or red: my
nose that it hath a mellow sent: my taste that it is sweet, and my hand that
it is cold and weightie. My senses thus affected send messengers to my
phantasie with news of the discoveries they have made: and there, all of
them make severall and distinct pictures of what entereth by their doors. So
that my Reason (which discourseth upon what it findeth in my phantasie)
can consider greennesse by it self, or mellownesse, or sweetnesse, or
coldnesse, or any other quality whatsoever, singly and alone by it self,
without relation to any other that is painted in me by the same apple: in
which, none of these have any distinction at all, but are one and the same
substance of the apple, that maketh various and different impressions upon
me, according to the various dispositions of my severall senses: ...so that
what is but one entire thing in it self, seemeth to be many things in my
understanding: whereby...I shall be in danger...to give actual Beings to the
quantity, figure, colour, smell, tast and other accidents of the apple, each of
them distinct one from another, as also from the substance which they
clothe; because I find the notions of them really distinguished (as if they
were different Entities) in my mind. And from thence I may inferre, there
is no contradiction in nature to have the accidents really severed from one
another, and to have them actually subsist without their substance: and
such other mistaken subtilties.*

It was the Aristotelians (and above all, Francisco Suarez and his followers) who
were supposed to have fallen into the trap which Digby describes. His accusation
that they believed that ‘real accidents’ are separable from their substance was
perhaps justified by the doctrine of ‘sensible species’ itself, although the most
obviously vulnerable doctrine in this respect was the orthodox interpretation of
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the miracle of the Eucharist, endorsed by Suarez but notorious among the New
Philosophers, according to which the sensible accidents of the bread remain
while the substance is changed.’® Yet Digby’s fundamental objection was to the
subsumption of the ordinary and non-miraculous case under the notion of a
substance bearing qualities in some unintelligible way. Such an account seemed
quite inadequate as an explanation of the intimate tie between a thing and its
attributes. The new philosophy, on the other hand, with its distinction between
quantitative mechanical attributes and sense-relative qualities such as colour and
smell (Locke’s distinction between primary and secondary qualities) offered to
solve the mystery of the ‘inherence’ of accident ‘in’ substance. If the object is
simply matter, i.e. impenetrable extended substance, then the only intrinsic
accidents it can sustain are the determinate sizes, shapes and motions of its parts.
There is no mystery about the relation between an extended thing and its shape
or limits, or between a moving thing and its motion. As Hobbes remarked, this is
something that everyone understands. He continued:

And as for the opinion that some may have, that all other accidents are not
in their bodies in the same manner that extension, motion, rest, or figure,
are in the same; for example, that colour, heat, odour, virtue, vice, and the
like, are otherwise in them, and as they say, inherent; 1 desire they would
suspend their judgement for the present, and expect a little, till it be found
out by ratiocination, whether these very accidents are not also certain
motions either of the mind of the perceiver, or of the bodies themselves
which are perceived.

The Aristotelian account, Hobbes suggested, treats accidents as though they were
parts or ingredients of bodies, and so themselves substantial; whereas an
accident ought to be defined as ‘the manner by which any body is conceived’, or
as ‘that faculty of any body, by which it works in us a conception of itself’.>!
Robert Boyle made a similar point, distinguishing ‘inseparable accidents’ of
matter (‘inseparable, because being extended, and yet finite it is physically
impossible, that it should be devoid of some bulk or other, and of some
determinate shape or other’) from other ‘less simple qualities (as colours, tastes
and odours) that belong to bodies on their account’. Inseparable accidents he
renamed ‘moods or primary affections’, attacking the scholastic notion that, in
addition to these, ‘there are in natural bodies store of real qualities, and other real
accidents, which are not only no moods of matter, but are real entities distinct
from it’.>

In such arguments as these the mechanist hypothesis was justified
philosophically in terms of two intimately related points of contrast with
Aristotelianism: its intrinsic perspicuity as a piece of ontology, and its power to
explain scientifically what is otherwise left unexplained. The latter has received
more attention from historians of science, but explanations of the form, ‘This
stuff puts people to sleep because of its dormitive power’, were objects of scorn
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not just because they are pseudo-explanations, too easy, undeniable and vacuous
to be useful, but also because, if taken as ultimate causal explanations, they
entail an ontologically objectionable model of the relation between bodies and
their accidents. Accidents are treated like plums stuck in a plum pudding, in
effect as real parts rather than as the abstractions they are. Students of
seventeenth-century philosophy need to be sharply aware that the question of
what makes a perspicuous philosophy of substance and attribute was inextricably
entwined with the question of how a world must be in which causality is fully
perspicuous. Commentators on Locke (who held, roughly speaking, that we lack
an answer to the former because we lack an answer to the latter) have in
particular often failed to make that essential connection.

The Aristotelians, it should be said, did offer some account of a quasi-causal,
intelligible bond between substance and attribute. They did so in the doctrine of
‘predicates’ (‘species’, ‘genus’, ‘difference’, ‘property’ and ‘accident’)’® which
was summarized in every seventeenth-century logic. It was held that the intellect
can penetrate to the simple core or essence of the substance, achieving an
understanding of a unitary network of attributes necessarily connected to that
core and intelligibly flowing from it. First, sustained observation of the kind of
thing in question makes it possible to identify those attributes which are
possessed by all members of the kind in virtue of their membership to the kind.
These are called ‘properties’, and are distinguished from ‘accidents’ in a strict
sense, namely attributes which are not, or need not be, possessed by every
member of the kind, or by any member throughout its existence. The intellect can
then on reflection pick out the fundamental property from which the others flow,
or by which they can be explained, in order to arrive at a ‘real’ or ‘simple’
definition of the essence of the kind.>* Such a definition of a ‘species’ is by
‘genus’ and ‘difference’, each genus being similarly definable by reference to the
next higher genus until the highest, the category, (i.e. substance), is reached. On
this model, reflection on the properties of man lead to the recognition that its
essence is to be a rational animal, while the essence of an animal is to be a living
thing with the powers of sensation and self-movement. The ‘difference’,
rationality, explains the other characteristically human structural and
dispositional properties. We can grasp that a rational animal is essentially or by
nature a language-user, and that hands by nature subserve intelligence, as we can
grasp that an axe, given its defining function, must possess a certain structure.

The mechanist critics of this story of course rejected its paradigms of
explanation, which are teleological. In what sense does a horse have an
identifiable function or end, apart from the use men put it to or God’s unknown
purpose in creating it? The ‘necessity’ of a teleological connection seems in any
case grossly loose when compared with the tight, quasi-geometrical necessity of
mechanics. Moreover, Aristotelian science suffered from an inherent
incompleteness, self-confessed in the notion of an ‘accident’. The proponents of
mechanism nevertheless retained much of the structure and terminology of
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traditional doctrine, reinterpreted and redeployed in the service of their new
conception of the world.

An issue which divided the mechanists was the question whether the mind can
in fact, as well as in principle, penetrate to the simple core or being of things.
Descartes was the most influential of the optimists. Like the Aristotelians he
assigned a crucial role to the intellect, but he downgraded the role of sense. His
purely intellectual ideas do not derive from ideas of sensation, but are innate. He
is, of course, famous for having doubted the deliverances of the senses, but it
may be helpful to see him less as a philosopher drawn into dogmatic
intellectualism by his efforts to escape from the sceptical predicament, than as
someone who early in his life decided that he could by pure thought achieve a
remarkable piece of knowledge, the principles of a demonstrable mechanics
capable of explaining all natural phenomena in the material world. He was then
faced with the epistemological problem, not of avoiding scepticism (over which
he probably lost little sleep), but of explaining how he had managed to acquire
knowledge about the world a priori. Unlike Kant’s answer to this same general
problem, Descartes’ was overtly metaphysical: the intellect can spin knowledge
from its own entrails because God created it with innate knowledge of essences
and of fundamental principles, principles implicitly used in the interpretation of
experience. This implicit knowledge can be revealed and made explicit by a
proper method of analysis. It can then be employed synthetically in the scientific
explanation of the world as we experience it. If, as we proceed, we accept only what
is fully intelligible, that of which we have a clear and distinct idea, we shall not
fall into error.

A famous argument applied this framework to the object of perception.
Descartes pointed out that each and every sensible quality of a piece of wax
(including its size, since the wax can appear to expand and contract according to
temperature) may be replaced by a different one as circumstances change. His
conclusion was that our ordinary idea of the wax as something which survives such
alteration is the purely intellectual idea of a thing or substance which is extended
and mutable.® Elsewhere he argued that the change proper to an extended
substance is mechanical change, i.e. motion and rest subject to intelligible laws.
This looks like a very Aristotelian procedure of stripping off accidents to reveal
the simple essence, extension, and the properties necessarily connected to the
essence; but it was for Descartes the application of a wider method. He was
following the principle that (as Spinoza put it in his exposition of Descartes’
philosophy) what is complex and not understood should be broken down into
what is simple and intelligible and evidently true. As we have seen, what is
‘simple’ for Descartes is like an axiom, capable of being understood by a simple
act of thought. In this it is not unlike the Aristotelian ‘simple definition’, and
there are other echoes of ancient and Scholastic doctrine. For example,
combination is a precondition of falsity, although not of truth: ‘simple natures
are all self-evident and never contain any falsity’. We cannot have a partial or
inadequate grasp of a simple nature: otherwise it would not be simple, but a
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composite of what we understand and what we do not understand.’® The
guarantee that such ideas are materially true is precisely their intelligibility, since
a God who allowed reason to lead us astray would be guilty of undivine deceit.

If Descartes was the leading epistemological optimist among the New
Philosophers, the leading pessimist among his contemporaries was Gassendi, for
whom Descartes’ method was hardly better than Aristotle’s at uncovering the real
nature of the thing which lies behind sensible qualities. Gassendi wrote (at any
rate, for most of the time) as an imagist with materialist inclinations, but unlike
Hobbes he was not a dogmatic metaphysician with pretensions to a demonstrable
mechanics. His thought was very overtly influenced by the main post-
Aristotelian Hellenistic philosophies, in the first place by Scepticism. Ancient
Scepticism had an enormous effect on the shape of early modern philosophy,
chiefly through the works of Sextus Empiricus and Cicero’s Academica, together
with the less sympathetic accounts given by Diogenes Laertius and St Augustine.
In all these sources, however, scepticism was presented together with a potential
antidote by being set against Epicurean and Stoic (or St Augustine’s own)
counter-arguments. In his earliest work, Contra Aristotelicos, Gassendi drew
heavily on Sextus himself, but he left it unfinished, perhaps as he came to prefer
the more positive, but still significantly undogmatic Epicurean theory. He
adopted the main tenets of Epicurus’ atomism and hedonism, as well as the
sense-based epistemology some elements of which had been further developed
by the Stoics in their long-running feud with the Sceptics. This last debate
centred on the question whether there is a criterion by which falsehood can be
distinguished from truth. The issue raised an echo in Descartes’ adoption of the
criterion of clear and distinct perception, but the ‘clear and evident’ impressions
on which Epicureans and Stoics founded knowledge were impressions of the
senses. Such foundations were taken to reveal less than those postulated by
Descartes: as Lucretius remarked, ‘The eyes cannot discover the nature of
things.’

A concept closely associated with the notion of a criterion of truth was that of
a sign, note or mark through which we can have knowledge of things not evident
in themselves. A distinction, found also in Aristotle, was drawn between
reminiscent signs, which pertain to what is only sometimes not evident, and
indicative signs, which pertain to what is by nature never evident. In the case of
reminiscent or empirical signs, a connection can be set up in experience between
the sign and what it signifies. In the case of indicative signs, we reason to
something which is such that, unless it existed, the sign would not exist: e.g.
sweating is an indicative sign of invisible pores in the skin, and certain motions
of the body indicate the presence of the soul. The Sceptic Sextus accepted the
cogency of reminiscent signs as a basis for opinion, but rejected indicative signs
as the notion had been advanced by Stoics, Epicureans and other ‘dogmatists’. In
an extended criticism of Sextus, Gassendi argued that the proof of pores in the skin
is acceptable, since it appeals only to principles founded on experience. He made
the same claim, for reasons touched on in chapter 1, above, about geometrical
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proofs. More relevant to the present topic, however, is his characterization of
sensory appearances as signs, and his endorsement of the Epicurean principle that
appearances are always true. Even if the same thing presents different
appearances in circumstances in which we may suppose it has not itself changed,
or appears different to different observers at the same time (as in the standard
sceptical example of water appearing hot to one person and cold to another), we
can judge that the difference in appearance indicates a difference in the
conditions of perception. If we wrongly place the difference in the object, then it
is the judgement which is false, and not the appearance. One of Gassendi’s
Epicurean examples is the changing appearance of an object as it grows more
distant. The appearance is not false, he claimed, although a judgement that the
object is itself growing smaller or changing shape would be false.’’

Despite important differences both in content and presentation (some of which
have been mentioned in chapter 1 above), Locke’s epistemology is extremely
like that of Gassendi both in its broad structure and in many details. Some of the
dissimilarities themselves appear in terms which suggest a deliberate decision to
differ. It is therefore a little surprising that his notebooks and other records do
not supply the same evidence of close reading of Gassendi’s philosophical works
as they do in the case of many other writers.>® The internal evidence, however,
points to a strong and early influence, direct or indirect, and arguably to an
extent that makes it implausible, although it is possible, to attribute the
similarities entirely to Locke’s having read the same sources as Gassendi. (He
did own copies of Lucretius’ poem, Cicero’s Academica and Diogenes Laertius’
De Vitis Philosophorum, as well as of Gassendi’s responses to Descartes’
Meditations.) Some of the differences and similarities between them will be
noted below. The first to be considered, in the section immediately following, is
Locke’s employment of the ancient thought that sensory ideas are signs or marks
and, as such, are always true.



4
Simple and complex ideas

Locke’s conception of the object of experience, and of how far we can know it,
is carefully and systematically opposed both to Aristotelian and to Cartesian
epistemology. I have considered the latter theories, first with respect to their
account of the mental processes of perception and conception, and then with
respect to their ontology of the object. In Locke’s case I will reverse that order.

Locke’s starting-point in his consideration of the object was, unsurprisingly,
the same as that of Digby and Descartes. In our experience of a physical object
we are faced with a multiplicity of sensible ‘accidents’, or distinct ways in which
the object affects the senses directly or indirectly, each of which, as Digby had
put it, can be considered ‘singly and alone by itself’. As Locke stated the model
(with apparent allusion to Descartes’ piece of wax),

Though the Qualities that affect our Senses, are, in the things themselves,
so united and blended, that there is no separation, no distance between
them; yet ’tis plain, the /deas they produce in the Mind, enter by the
Senses simple and unmixed. For though the Sight and Touch often take in
from the same Object, at the same time, different Ideas; as a Man sees at
once Motion and Colour; the Hand feels Softness and Warmth in the same
piece of Wax: Yet the simple /deas thus united in the same Subject, are as
perfectly distinct, as those that come in by different Senses.>

For Locke, however, we have no way of moving from this multiplicity to a
conception of the unitary essence or core of the object as it is in itself. As it was
seen in chapter 2 above, he insisted against the Aristotelians that our ideas of
substances are all complex. The only idea that we can form of a substance
comprises the ideas of the experienced accidents (powers as well as directly
sensible qualities) together with the obscure idea of something to which they
belong, and which is responsible for their occurrence together. Locke’s falling
away from his initial view that this complexity is propositional, and for that
reason opposed to the simplicity of a ‘simple apprehension’, was also discussed
above. Yet his sense, apparently retained, that he was here operating with
something like the Aristotelian notion of complexity had some justification. Even
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at its origin that notion had proved capable of breaking free from the context of
straightforward predication.

Aristotle himself associated simplicity with the categories: every simple term
falls into just one category. Yet that account, as he recognized, leaves open the
possibility of a sort of combination of items from different categories to produce,
not a proposition, but a new predicate falling into no one category. For reasons to
be considered in Volume II, he provided only one kind of example of such a
predicate, in which substance is combined with accident as man is combined
with musical to form musician. Like any term, ‘musician’ asserts nothing by
itself, yet its compound nature shows itself in predication. ‘John is a musician’
means the same as the compound proposition, ‘John is a man and John is
musical’. ‘Musician’ is therefore quite different from ‘man’, since (even if we
accept the traditional definition) ‘John is a man’ does not fall apart as ‘John is an
animal and John is rational’. On the Aristotelian view, that is because ‘Man is a
rational animal’ is a ‘real definition’ of the unitary essence or nature of a species.
‘Man’ classifies the individual according to its nature, placing it in a natural
kind. Musicians, by contrast, do not as such belong to a natural kind with a
genuine essence, but to a class arrived at by arbitrary combination.
Correspondingly musicians are not natural individuals gua musicians but qua
human beings.®

This doctrine raises issues which are still very important philosophically and
which are still not satisfactorily explained. (A full-scale attempt to explain them
will be made in Volume II of the present work.) The doctrine was not regularly
set out in the standard seventeenth-century logics, and it is not easy to be certain
what conscious echoes of it appeared in the writings of opponents of
Aristotelianism. The Port Royal Logic, however, stated that we have ideas of
three sorts of being: things (or substances); modes (or accidents); and things-as-
modified. Many of our ideas are of things-as-modified: we commonly know,
distinguish and name substances by their accidents rather than by the common
natures in which their being really consists.®! Locke was making a related, if
more sceptical point in asserting that all our ideas of substances are complex, and
there is some evidence that he was aware of the Aristotelian association. Since
we can have no knowledge of the essence or nature of things, we are condemned
to ideas of them which are logically composite, combining the idea of an
unknown substance with the ideas of its experienced accidents. No definition we
can supply for any substance constitutes a ‘real’ definition.

However that may be, the significance Locke placed on the simple-complex
distinction seems tailor-made for a confrontation with Descartes. Although he
denied the possibility of the intellect’s penetrating to a simple essence of
material things, he agreed with Descartes both that the possibility of falsity arises
only with complexity, and that simple ideas constitute the dependable link
between thought and reality. That is not, of course, because Locke’s
paradigmatic simple ideas are innate, but for entirely the opposite reason,
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because they are acquired through the senses. Like Descartes, he at one point
introduced his doctrine by means of a pretended scepticism:

"Tis evident, the Mind knows not Things immediately, but only by the
intervention of the Ideas it has of them. Our Knowledge therefore is real,
only so far as there is a conformity between our /deas and the reality of
Things. But what shall be here the Criterion? How shall the Mind, when it
perceives nothing but its own Ideas, know that they agree with Things
themselves?%?

That the question was not put in any spirit of perplexity is shown by Locke’s
clear, confident, highly theoretical and anti-Cartesian answer to it. That answer
hinges on a neat and very interesting theory of representation.

Lockean simple ideas are, as we have seen, necessarily received through
sensation or reflection. To ignore for the present the special case of ‘reflection’,
they are caused in us by external things acting on our sensory mechanisms. For
that very reason simple ideas must be taken to correspond to their objects in
regular and orderly ways, even if we are ignorant of the nature of those objects
and of how they act on us. A simple idea is therefore, as Epicurus and Gassendi
had held, a natural sign of its ca