
Human Understanding

BOOK II

Of Ideas

Chapter I

Of Ideas in general, and their Original

1. Idea is the object of thinking. Every man being con­

scious to himself that he thinks; and that which his

mind is applied about whilst thinking being the ideas

that are there, it is past doubt that men have in their

minds several ideas,-such as are those expressed by

the words whiteness, hardness, sweetness, thinking,

motion, man, elephant, army, drunkenness, and others:

it is in the first place then to be inquired, How he comes

by them?

I know it is a received doctrine, that men have native

ideas, and original characters, stamped upon their minds

in their very first being. This opinion I have at large

examined already; and, I suppose what I have said in

the foregoing Book win be much more easily admitted,

when I have shown whence the understanding may get
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all the ideas it has; and by what ways and degrees they do convey into the mind several distinct perceptions of

may come into the mind;-for which I shall appeal to things, according to those various ways wherein those

everyone's own observation and experience. objects do affect them. And thus we come by those ideas

2. All ideas come from sensation or reflection. Let us we have of yellow, white, heat, cold, soft, hard, bitter,

then suppose the mind to be, as we say, white paper, sweet, and all those which we call sensible qualities;

void of all characters, without any ideas:-How comes which when I say the senses convey into the mind, I

it to be furnished? Whence comes it by that vast store mean, they from external objects convey into the mind

which the busy and boundless fancy of man has painted what produces there those perceptions. This great source

on it with an almost endless variety? Whence has it all of most of the ideas we have, depending wholly upon

the materials ofreason and knowledge? To this I answer, our senses, and derived by them to the understanding,

in one word, from experience. In that all our knowledge I call sensation.

is founded; and from that it ultimately derives itself. 4. The operations of our minds, the other source of

Our observation employed either, about external sen- them. Secondly, the other fountain from which experi-

sible objects, or about the in ternal operations of our ence furnisheth the understanding with ideas is,-the

minds perceived and reflected on by ourselves, is that perception of the operations of our own mind within

which supplies our understandings with all the materi- us, as it is employed about the ideas it has got;-which

als of thinking. These two are the fountains of knowl- operations, when the soul comes to reflect on and con-

edge, from whence all the ideas we have, or can natu- sider, do furnish the understanding with another set of

rally have, do spring. ideas, which could not be had from things without. And

3. The objects of sensation one source of ideas. First, such are perception, thinking, doubting, believing, rea-

our Senses, conversant about particular sensible objects, soning, knowing, willing, and all the different actings
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of our own minds;-which we being conscious of, and

observing in ourselves, do from these receive into our

understandings as distinct ideas as we do from bodies

affecting our senses. This source of ideas every man has

wholly in himself; and though it be not sense, as having

nothing to do with external objects, yet it is very like

it, and might properly enough be called internal sense.

But as I call the other sensation, so I Call this reflection,

the ideas it affords being such only as the mind gets by

reflecting on its own operations within itself. By reflec­

tion then, in the following part of this discourse, I would

be understood to mean, that notice which the mind

takes ofits own operations, and the manner of them, by

reason whereof there come to be ideas of these opera­

tions in the understanding. These two, I say, viz. exter­

nal material things, as the objects of sensation, and the

operations of our own minds within, as the objects of

reflection, are to me the only originals from whence all

our ideas take their beginnings. The term operations

here I use in a large sense, as comprehending not barely

the actions of the mind about its ideas, but some sort of
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passions arising sometimes from them, such as is the

satisfaction or uneasiness arising from any thought.

5. All our ideas are of the one or the other of these.

The understanding seems to me not to have the least

glimmering of any ideas which it doth not receive from

one of these two. External objects furnish the mind

with the ideas of sensible qualities, which are all those

different perceptions they produce in us; and the mind

furnishes the understanding with ideas of its own op­

erations. These, when we have taken a full survey of

them, and their several modes, combinations, and rela­

tions, we shall find to contain all our whole stock of

ideas; and that we have nothing in our minds which did

not come in one of these two ways. Let anyone exam­

ine his own thoughts, and thoroughly search into his

understanding; and then let him tell me, whether all

the original ideas he has there, are any other than of

the objects of his senses, or of the operations of his

mind, considered as objects of his reflection. And how

great a mass of knowledge soever he imagines to be lodged

there, he will, upon taking a strict view, see that he has
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not any idea in his mind but what one of these two

have imprinted;-though perhaps, with infinite variety

compounded and enlarged by the understanding, as we

shall see hereafter.

6. Observable in children. He that attentively considers

the state of a child, at his first coming into the world,

will have little reason to think him stored with plenty of

ideas, that are to be the matter of his future knowledge.

It is by degrees he comes to be furnished with them.

And though the ideas of obvious and familiar qualities

imprint themselves before the memory begins to keep a

register of time or order, yet it is often so late before

some unusual qualities come in the way, that there are

few men that cannot recollect the beginning of their

acquaintance with them. And if it were worth while, no

doubt a child might be so ordered as to have but a very

few, even of the ordinary ideas, till he were grown up to

a man. But all that are born into the world, being sur­

rounded with bodies that perpetually and diversely af­

fect them, variety of ideas, whether care be taken of it

or not, are imprinted on the minds of children. Light
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and colours are busy at hand everywhere, when the eye

is but open; sounds and some tangible qualities fail not

to solicit their proper senses, and force an entrance to

the mind;-but yet, I think, it will be granted easily,

that if a child were kept in a place where he never saw

any other but black and white till he were a man, he

would have no more ideas of scarlet or green, than he

that from his childhood never tasted an oyster, or a

pine-apple, has of those particular relishes.
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Chapter VIII

Some further considerations concerning our

Simple Ideas of Sensation

1. Positive ideas from privative causes. Concerning the

simple ideas of Sensation, it is to be considered,-that

whatsoever is so constituted in nature as to be able, by

affecting our senses, to cause any perception in the mind,

doth thereby produce in the understanding a simple idea;

which, whatever be the external cause of it, when it

comes to be taken notice of by our discerning faculty, it

is by the mind looked on and considered there to be a
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real positive idea in the understanding, as much as any into their causes hath the ideas of white and black, and

other whatsoever; though, perhaps, the cause of it be other colours, as clearly, perfectly, and distinctly in his

but a privation of the subject. understanding, and perhaps more distinctly, than the

2. Ideas in the mind distinguished from that in things philosopher who hath busied himself in considering their

which gives rise to them. Thus the ideas of heat and cold, natures, and thinks he knows how far either of them is,

light and darkness, white and black, motion and rest, are in its cause, positive or privative; and the idea of black

equally clear and positive ideas in the mind; though, per- is no less positive in his mind than that of white, how-

haps, some of the causes which produce them are barely ever the cause of that colour in the external object may

privations, in those subjects from whence our senses de- be only a privation.

rive those ideas. These the understanding, in its view of 4. Why a privative cause in nature may occasion a posi-

them, considers all as distinct positive ideas, without tak- tive idea. If it were the design of my present undertak-

ing notice of the causes that produce them: which is an ing to inquire into the natural causes and manner of

inquiry not belonging to the idea, as it is in the under- perception, I should offer this as a reason why a priva-

standing, but to the nature of the things existing without tive cause might, in some cases at least, produce a posi-

us. These are two very different things, and carefully to be tive idea; viz. that all sensation being produced in us

distinguished; it being one thing to perceive and know the only by different degrees and modes of motion in our

idea of white or black, and quite another to examine what animal spirits, variously agitated by external objects,

kind of particles they must be, and how ranged in the the abatement of any former motion must as necessarily

superficies, to make any object appear white or black. produce a new sensation as the variation or increase of

3. We may have the ideas when we are ignorant of their it; and so introduce a new idea, which depends only on

physical causes. A painter or dyer who never inquired a different motion of the animal spirits in that organ.
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5. Negative names need not be meaningless. But whether

this be so or not I will not here determine, but appeal to

everyone's own experience, whether the shadow of a

man, though it consists of nothing but the absence of

light (and the more the absence of light is, the more

discernible is the shadow) does not, when a man looks

on it, cause as clear and positive idea in his mind as a

man himself, though covered over with clear sunshine?

And the picture of a shadow is a positive thing. Indeed,

we have negative names, which stand not directly for

positive ideas, but for their absence, such as insipid,

silence, nihil, &c.; which words denote positive ideas,

v.g. taste, sound, being, with a signification of their

absence.

6. Whether any ideas are due to causes really privative.

And thus one may truly be said to see darkness. For,

supposing a hole perfectly dark, from whence no light is

reflected, it is certain one may see the figure of it, or it

may be painted; or whether the ink I write with makes

any other idea, is a question. The privative causes I

have here assigned of positive ideas are according to the
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common opinion; but, in truth, it will be hard to deter­

mine whether there be really any ideas from a privative

cause, till it be determined, whether rest be any more a

privation than motion.

7. Ideas in the mind, qualities in bodies. To discover

the nature of our ideas the better, and to discourse of

them intelligibly, it will be convenient to distinguish

them as they are ideas or perceptions in our minds; and

as they are modifications of matter in the bodies that

cause such perceptions in us: that so we may not think

(as perhaps usually is done) that they are exactly the

images and resemblances of something inherent in the

subject; most of those of sensation being in the mind no

more the likeness of something existing without us, than

the names that stand for them are the likeness of our

ideas, which yet upon hearing they are apt to excite in

us.

8. Our ideas and the qualities of bodies. Whatsoever the

mind perceives in itself, or is the immediate object of

perception, thought, or understanding, that I call idea;

and the power to produce any idea in our mind, I call
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quality of the subject wherein that power is. Thus a and it retains still the same qualities; and so divide it

snowball having the power to produce in us the ideas of on, till the parts become insensible; they must retain

white, cold, and round,-the power to produce those still each of them all those qualities. For division (which

ideas in us, as they are in the snowball, I call qualities; is all that a mill, or pestle, or any other body, does upon

and as they are sensations or perceptions in our under- another, in reducing it to insensible parts) can never

standings, I call them ideas; which ideas, if I speak of take away either solidity, extension, figure, or mobility

sometimes as in the things themselves, I would be un- from any body, but only makes two or more distinct

derstood to mean those qualities in the objects which separate masses of matter, of that which was but one

produce them in us. before; all which distinct masses, reckoned as so many

9. Primary qualities of bodies. Qualities thus considered distinct bodies, after division, make a certain number.

in bodies are, These I call original or primary qualities of body, which

First, such as are utterly inseparable from the body, in I think we may observe to produce simple ideas in us,

what state soever it be; and such as in all the alter- viz. solidity, extension, figure, motion or rest, and num-

ations and changes it suffers, all the force can be used ber.

upon it, it constantly keeps; and such as sense con- 10. Secondary qualities of bodies. Secondly, such quali-

stantly finds in every particle of matter which has bulk ties which in truth are nothing in the objects them-

enough to be perceived; and the mind finds inseparable selves but power to produce various sensations in us by

from every particle of matter, though less than to make their primary qualities, i.e. by the bulk, figure, texture,

itself singly be perceived by our senses: v.g. Take a grain and motion of their insensible parts, as colours, sounds,

of wheat, divide it into two parts; each part has still tastes, &c. These I call secondary qualities. To these might

solidity, extension, figure, and mobility: divide it again, be added a third sort, which are allowed to be barely
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powers; though they are as much real qualities in the

subject as those which I, to comply with the common

way of speaking, call qualities, but for distinction, sec­

ondary qualities. For the power in fire to produce a new

colour, or consistency, in wax or clay,-by its primary

qualities, is as much a quality in fire, as the power it has

to produce in me a new idea or sensation of warmth or

burning, which I felt not before,-by the same primary

qualities, viz. the bulk, texture, and motion of its in­

sensible parts.

11. How bodies produce ideas in us. The next thing to

be considered is, how bodies produce ideas in us; and

that is manifestly by impulse, the only way which we

can conceive bodies to operate in.

12. By motions, external, and in our organism. If then

external objects be not united to our minds when they

produce ideas therein; and yet we perceive these origi­

nal qualities in such of them as singly fall under our

senses, it is evident that some motion must be thence

continued by our nerves, or animal spirits, by some parts

of our bodies, to the brains or the seat of sensation,
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there to produce in our minds the particular ideas we

have of them. And since the extension, figure, number,

and motion of bodies of an observable bigness, may be

perceived at a distance by the sight, it is evident some

singly imperceptible bodies must come from them to the

eyes, and thereby convey to the brain some motion;

which produces these ideas which we have of them in

us.

13. How secondary qualities produce their ideas. After

the same manner, that the ideas of these original quali­

ties are produced in us, we may conceive that the ideas

of secondary qualities are also produced, viz. by the

operation of insensible particles on our senses. For, it

being manifest that there are bodies and good store of

bodies, each whereof are so small, that we cannot by

any of our senses discover either their bulk, figure, or

motion,-as is evident in the particles of the air and

water, and others extremely smaller than those; per­

haps as much smaller than the particles of air and water,

as the particles of air and water are smaller than peas or

hail-stones;-let us suppose at present that the differ-
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ent motions and figures, bulk and number, of such par­

ticles, affecting the several organs of our senses, pro­

duce in us those different sensations which we have

from the colours and smells of bodies; v.g. that a violet,

by the impulse of such insensible particles of matter, of

peculiar figures and bulks, and in different degrees and

modifications of their motions, causes the ideas of the

blue colour, and sweet scent of that flower to be pro­

duced in our minds. It being no more impossible to con­

ceive that God should annex such ideas to such mo­

tions, with which they have no similitude, than that he

should annex the idea of pain to the motion of a piece of

steel dividing our flesh, with which that idea hath no

resemblance.

14. They depend on the primary qualities. What I have

said concerning colours and smells may be understood

also of tastes and sounds, and other the like sensible

qualities; which, whatever reality we by mistake attribute

to them, are in truth nothing in the objects themselves,

but powers to produce various sensations in us; and

depend on those primary qualities, viz. bulk, figure,

texture, and motion of parts as I have said.

15. Ideas of primary qualities are resemblances; of sec­

ondary, not. From whence I think it easy to draw this

observation,-that the ideas of primary qualities of bodies

are resemblances of them, and their patterns do really

exist in the bodies themselves, but the ideas produced

in us by these secondary qualities have no resemblance

of them at all. There is nothing like our ideas, existing

in the bodies themselves. They are, in the bodies we

denominate from them, only a power to produce those

sensations in us: and what is sweet, blue, or warm in

idea, is but the certain bulk, figure, and motion of the

insensible parts, in the bodies themselves, which we call

so.

16. Examples. Flame is denominated hot and light; snow,

white and cold; and manna, white and sweet, from the

ideas they produce in us. Which qualities are commonly

thought to be the same in those bodies that those ideas

are in us, the one the perfect resemblance of the other,

as they are in a mirror, and it would by most men be

judged very extravagant if one should say otherwise.
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And yet he that will consider that the same fire that, at

one distance produces in us the sensation of warmth,

does, at a nearer approach, produce in us the far differ­

ent sensation of pain, ought to bethink himself what

reason he has to say-that this idea of warmth, which

was produced in him by the fire, is actually in the fire;

and his idea of pain, which the same fire produced in

him the same way, is not in the fire. Why are whiteness

and coldness in snow, and pain not, when it produces

the one and the other idea in us; and can do neither,

but by the bulk, figure, number, and motion of its solid

parts?

17. The ideas of the primary alone really exist. The

particular bulk, number, figure, and motion of the parts

of fire or snow are really in them,-whether anyone's

senses perceive them or no: and therefore they may be

called real qualities, because they really exist in those

bodies. But light, heat, whiteness, or coldness, are no

more really in them than sickness or pain is in manna.

Take away the sensation of them; let not the eyes see

light or colours, nor the ears hear sounds; let the palate
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not taste, nor the nose smell, and all colours, tastes,

odours, and sounds, as they are such particular ideas,

vanish and cease, and are reduced to their causes, i.e.

bulk, figure, and motion of parts.

18. The secondary exist in things only as modes of the

primary. A piece of manna of a sensible bulk is able to

produce in us the idea of a round or square figure; and

by being removed from one place to another, the idea of

motion. This idea of motion represents it as it really is in

manna moving: a circle or square are the same, whether

in idea or existence, in the mind or in the manna. And

this, both motion and figure, are really in the manna,

whether we take notice of them or no: this everybody is

ready to agree to. Besides, manna, by tie bulk, figure,

texture, and motion of its parts, has a power to produce

the sensations of sickness, and sometimes of acute pains

or gripings in us. That these ideas of sickness and pain

are not in the manna, but effects of its operations on

us, and are nowhere when we feel them not; this also

everyone readily agrees to. And yet men are hardly to

be brought to think that sweetness and whiteness are
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not really in manna; which are but the effects of the by ways equally as unknown, should be thought to ex­

operations of manna, by the motion, size, and figure of ist in the manna, when they are not seen or tasted,

its particles, on the eyes and palate: as the pain and would need some reason to explain.

sickness caused by manna are confessedly nothing but 19. Examples. Let us consider the red and white colours

the effects of its operations on the stomach and guts, in porphyry. Hinder light from striking on it, and its

by the size, motion, and figure of its insensible parts, colours vanish; it no longer produces any such ideas in

(for by nothing else can a body operate, as has been us: upon the return of light it produces these appear-

proved): as if it could not operate on the eyes and pal- ances on us again. Can anyone think any real alter-

ate, and thereby produce in the mind particular distinct ations are made in the porphyry by the presence or ab-

ideas, which in itself it has not, as well as we allow it sence of light; and that those ideas of whiteness and

can operate on the guts and stomach, and thereby pro- redness are really in porphyry in. the light, when it is

duce distinct ideas, which in itself it has not. These plain it has no colour in the dark? It has, indeed, such a

ideas, being all effects of the operations of manna on configuration of particles, both night and day, as are

several parts of our bodies, by the size, figure number, apt, by the rays of light rebounding from some parts of

and motion of its parts;-why those produced by the that hard stone, to produce in us the idea of redness,

eyes and palate should rather be thought to be really in and from others the idea of whiteness; but whiteness or

the manna, than those produced by the stomach and redness are not in it at any time, but such a texture

guts; or why the pain and sickness, ideas that are the that hath the power to produce such a sensation in us.

effect of manna, should be thought to be nowhere when 20. Pound an almond, and the clear white colour will

they are not felt; and yet the sweetness and whiteness, be altered into a dirty one, and the sweet taste into an

effects of the same manna on other parts of the body, oily one. What real alteration can the beating of the
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pestle make in any body, but an alteration of the tex­

ture of it?

21. Explains how water felt as cold by one hand may be

warm to the other. Ideas being thus distinguished and

understood, we may be able to give an account how the

same water, at the same time, may produce the idea of

cold by one hand and of heat by the other: whereas it is

impossible that the same water, if those ideas were re­

ally in it, should at the same time be both hot and cold.

For, if we imagine warmth, as it is in our hands, to be

nothing but a certain sort and degree of motion in the

minute particles of our nerves or animal spirits, we may

understand how it is possible that the same water may,

at the same time, produce the sensations of heat in one

hand and cold in the other; which yet figure never does,

that never producing-the idea of a square by one hand

which has produced the idea of a globe by another. But

if the sensation of heat and cold be nothing but the

increase or diminution of the motion of the minute parts

of our bodies, caused by the corpuscles of any other

body, it is easy to be understood, that if that motion be
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greater in one hand than in the other; if a body be

applied to the two hands, which has in its minute par­

ticles a greater motion than in those of one of the hands,

and a less than in those of the other, it will increase the

motion of the one hand and lessen it in the other; and

so cause the different sensations of heat and cold that

depend thereon.

22. An excursion into natural philosophy. I have in

what just goes before been engaged in physical inquiries

a little further than perhaps I intended. But, it being

necessary to make the nature of sensation a little un­

derstood; and to make the difference between the quali­

ties in bodies, and the ideas produced by them in the

mind, to be distinctly conceived, without which it were

impossible to discourse intelligibly of them;-I hope I

shall be pardoned this little excursion into natural phi­

losophy; it being necessary in our present inquiry to

distinguish the primary and real qualities of bodies, which

are always in them (viz. solidity, extension, figure, num­

ber, and motion, or rest, and are sometimes perceived

by us, viz. when the bodies they are in are big enough
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singly to be discerned), from those secondary and im- Thirdly, The power that is in any body, by reason of

puted qualities, which are but the powers of several the particular constitution of its primary qualities, to

combinations of those primary ones, when they operate make such a change in the bulk, figure, texture, and

without being distinctly discerned;-whereby we may motion of another body, as to make it operate on our

also come to know what ideas are, and what are not, senses differently from what it did before. Thus the sun

resemblances of something really existing in the bodies has a power to make wax white, and fire to make lead

we denominate from them. fluid. These are usually called powers.

23. Three sorts of qualities in bodies. The qualities, The first of these, as has been said, I think may be

then, that are in bodies, rightly considered, are of three properly called real, original, or primary qualities; be-

sorts:- cause they are in the things themselves, whether they

First, The bulk, figure, number, situation, and motion are perceived or not: and upon their different modifica-

or rest of their solid parts. Those are in them, whether tions it is that the secondary qualities depend.

we perceive them or not; and when they are of that size The other two are only powers to act differently upon

that we can discover them, we have by these an idea of other things: which powers result from the different

the thing as it is in itself; as is plain in artificial things. modifications of those primary qualities.

These I call primary qualities. 24. The first are resemblances; the second thought to

Secondly, The power that is in any body, by reason of be resemblances, but are not; the third neither are nor

its insensible primary qualities, to operate after a pecu- are thought so. But, though the two latter sorts of

liar manner on any of our senses, and thereby produce qualities are powers barely, and nothing but powers,

in us the different ideas of several colours, sounds, smells, relating to several other bodies, and resulting from the

tastes, &c. These are usually called sensible qualities. different modifications of the original qualities, yet they
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are generally otherwise thought of. For the second sort,

viz, the powers to produce several ideas in us, by our

senses, are looked upon as real qualities in the things

thus affecting us: but the third sort are called and es­

teemed barely powers. v.g. The idea of heat or light,

which we receive by our eyes, or touch, from the sun,

are commonly thought real qualities existing in the sun,

and something more than mere powers in it. But when

we consider the sun in reference to wax, which it melts

or blanches, we look on the whiteness and softness pro­

duced in the wax, not as qualities in the sun, but ef­

fects produced by powers in it. Whereas, if rightly con­

sidered, these qualities of light and warmth, which are

perceptions in me when I am warmed or enlightened by

the sun, are no otherwise in the sun, than the changes

made in the wax, when it is blanched or melted, are in

the sun. They are all of them equally powers in the sun,

depending on its primary qualities; whereby it is able, in

the one case, so to alter the bulk, figure, texture, or

motion of some of the insensible parts of my eyes or

hands, as thereby to produce in me the idea of light or
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heat; and in the other, it is able so to alter the bulk,

figure, texture, or motion of the insensible parts of the

wax, as to make them fit to produce in me the distinct

ideas of white and fluid.

25. Why the secondary are ordinarily taken for real

qualities, and not for bare powers. The reason why the

one are ordinarily taken for real qualities, and the other

only for bare powers, seems to be, because the ideas we

have of distinct colours, sounds, &c., containing noth­

ing at all in them of bulk, figure, or motion, we are not

apt to think them the effects of these primary qualities;

which appear not, to our senses, to operate in their

production, and with which they have not any appar­

ent congruity or conceivable connexion. Hence it is that

we are so forward to imagine, that those ideas are the

resemblances of something really existing in the objects

themselves: since sensation discovers nothing of bulk,

figure, or motion of parts in their production; nor can

reason show how bodies, by their bulk, figure, and mo­

tion, should produce in the mind the ideas of blue or

yellow, &c. But, in the other case, in the operations of
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bodies changing the qualities one of another, we plainly

discover that the quality produced hath commonly no

resemblance with anything in the thing producing it;

wherefore we look on it as a bare effect of power. For,

through receiving the idea of heat or light from the

sun, we are apt to think it is a perception and resem­

blance of such a quality in the sun; yet when we see

wax, or a fair face, receive change of colour from the

sun, we cannot imagine that to be the reception or

resemblance of anything in the sun, because we find

not those different colours in the sun itself. For, our

senses being able to observe a likeness or unlikeness of

sensible qualities in two different external objects, we

forwardly enough conclude the production of any sen­

sible quality in any subject to be an effect of bare power,

and not the communication of any quality which was

really in the efficient, when we find no such sensible

quality in the thing that produced it. But our senses,

not being able to discover any unlikeness between the

idea produced in us, and the quality of the object pro­

ducing it, we are apt to imagine that our ideas are re-
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semblances of something in the objects, and not the

effects of certain powers placed in the modification of

their primary qualities, with which primary qualities the

ideas produced in us have no resemblance.

26. Secondary qualities twofold; first, immediately per­

ceivable; secondly, mediately perceivable. To conclude.

Besides those before-mentioned primary qualities in bod­

ies, viz. bulk, figure, extension, number, and motion of

their solid parts; all the rest, whereby we take notice of

bodies, and distinguish them one from another, are noth­

ing else but several powers in them, depending on those

primary qualities; whereby they are fitted, either by

immediately operating on our bodies to produce several

different ideas in us; or else, by operating on other bod­

ies, so to change their primary qualities as to render

them capable of producing ideas in us different from

what before they did. The former of these, I think, may

be called secondary qualities immediately perceivable:

the latter, secondary qualities, mediately perceivable.
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3. Arises in sensation only when the mind notices the

organic impression. This is certain, that whatever alter­

ations are made in the body, if they reach not the mind;

whatever impressions are made on the outward parts, if

they are not taken notice of within, there is no percep­

tion. Fire may burn our bodies with no other effect than it

does a billet, unless the motion be continued to the brain,

and there the sense of heat, or idea of pain, be produced in

the mind; wherein consists actual perception.

4. Impulse on the organ insufficient. How often maya

man observe in himself, that whilst his mind is intently

employed in the contemplation of some objects, and

curiously surveying some ideas that are there, it takes

no notice of impressions of sounding bodies made upon

the organ of hearing, with the same alteration that uses

to be for the producing the idea of sound? A sufficient

impulse there may be on the organ; but it not reaching

the observation of the mind, there follows no percep­

tion: and though the motion that uses to produce the

idea of sound be made in the ear, yet no sound is heard.

Want of sensation, in this case, is not through any de-

Chapter IX

Of Perception

1. Perception the first simple idea of reflection. Percep­

tion, as it is the first faculty of the mind exercised about

our ideas; so it is the first and simplest idea we have

from reflection, and is by some called thinking in gen­

eral. Though thinking, in the propriety of the English

tongue, signifies that sort of operation in the mind about

its ideas, wherein the mind is active; where it, with

some degree of voluntary attention, considers anything.

For in bare naked perception, the mind is, for the most

part, only passive; and what it perceives, it cannot avoid

perceIvmg.

2. Reflection alone can give us the idea of what percep­

tion is. What perception is, every one will know better by

reflecting on what he does himself, when he sees, hears,

feels, &c., or thinks, than by any discourse of mine. Who­

ever reflects on what passes in his own mind cannot miss

it. And if he does not reflect, all the words in the world

cannot make him have any notion of it.
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8. Sensations often changed by the judgment. We are

further to consider concerning perception, that the ideas

we receive by sensation are often, in grown people, al­

tered by the judgment, without our taking notice of it.

When we set before our eyes a round globe of any uni­

form colour, v.g. gold, alabaster, or jet, it is certain that

the idea thereby imprinted on our mind is of a flat circle,

variously shadowed, with several degrees of light and

brightness coming to our eyes. But we having, by use,
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been accustomed to perceive what kind of appearance

convex bodies are wont to make in us; what alterations

are made in the reflections of light by the difference of

the sensible figures of bodies;-the judgment presently,

by an habitual custom, alters the appearances into their

causes. So that from that which is truly variety of shadow

or colour, collecting the figure, it makes it pass for a

mark of figure, and frames to itself the perception of a

convex figure and an uniform colour; when the idea we

receive from thence is only a plane variously coloured,

as is evident in painting. To which purpose I shall here

insert a problem of that very ingenious and studious

promoter of real knowledge, the learned and worthy Mr.

Molyneux, which he was pleased to send me in a letter

some months since; and it is this:-"Suppose a man

born blind, and now adult, and taught by his touch to

distinguish between a cube and a sphere of the same

metal, and nighly of the same bigness, so as to tell,

when he felt one and the other, which is the cube,

which the sphere. Suppose then the cube and sphere

placed on a table, and the blind man be made to see:
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quaere, whether by his sight, before he touched them, because this observing gentleman further adds, that

he could now distinguish and tell which is the globe, "having, upon the occasion of my book, proposed this

which the cube?" To which the acute and judicious to divers very ingenious men, he hardly ever met with

proposer answers, "Not. For, though he has obtained one that at first gave the answer to it which he thinks

the experience of how a globe, how a cube affects his true, till by hearing his reasons they were convinced."

touch, yet he has not yet obtained the experience, that 9. This judgment apt to be mistaken for direct percep-

what affects his touch so or so, must affect his sight so tion. But this is not, I think, usual in any of our ideas,

or so; or that a protuberant angle in the cube, that but those received by sight. Because sight, the most

pressed his hand unequally, shall appear to his eye as it comprehensive of all our senses, conveying to our minds

does in the cube."-I agree with this thinking gentle- the ideas of light and colours, which are peculiar only

man, whom I am proud to call my friend, in his answer to that sense; and also the far different ideas of space,

to this problem; and am of opinion that the blind man, figure, and motion, the several varieties whereof change

at first sight, would not be able with certainty to say the appearances of its proper object, viz. light and

which was the globe, which the cube, whilst he only colours; we bring ourselves by use to judge of the one

saw them; though he could unerringly name them by by the other. This, in many cases by a settled habit,-in

his touch, and certainly distinguish them by the differ- things whereof we have frequent experience, is performed

ence of their figures felt. This I have set down, and so constantly and so quick, that we take that for the

leave with my reader, as an occasion for him to consider perception of our sensation which is an idea formed by

how much he may be beholden to experience, improve- our judgment; so that one, viz. that of sensation, serves

ment, and acquired notions, where he thinks he had only to excite the other, and is scarce taken notice of

not the least use of, or help from them. And the rather, itself;-as a man who reads or hears with attention and
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understanding, takes little notice of the characters or

sounds, but of the ideas that are excited in him by them.

10. How, by habit, ideas of sensation are unconsciously

changed into ideas of judgment. Nor need we wonder

that this is done with so little notice, if we consider

how quick the actions of the mind are performed. For,

as itself is thought to take up no space, to have no

extension; so its actions seem to require no time, but

many of them seem to be crowded into an instant. I

speak this in comparison to the actions of the body.

Anyone may easily observe this in his own thoughts,

who will take the pains to reflect on them. How, as it

were in an instant, do our minds, with one glance, see

all the parts of a demonstration, which may very well be

called a long one, if we consider the time it will require

to put it into words, and step by step show it another?

Secondly, we shall not be so much surprised that this is

done in us with so little notice, if we consider how the

facility which we get of doing things, by a custom of

doing, makes them often pass in us without our notice.

Habits, especially such as are begun very early, come at
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last to produce actions in us, which often escape our

observation. How frequently do we, in a day, cover our

eyes with our eyelids, without perceiving that we are at

all in the dark! Men that, by custom, have got the use

of a by-word, do almost in every sentence pronounce

sounds which, though taken notice of by others, they

themselves neither hear nor observe. And therefore it is

not so strange, that our mind should often change the

idea of its sensation into that of its judgment, and make

one serve only to excite the other, without our taking

notice of it.
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here,-that perception is the first operation of all our

intellectual faculties, and the inlet of all knowledge in

our minds. And I am apt too to imagine, that it is per­

ception, in the lowest degree of it, which puts the bound­

aries between animals and the inferior ranks of crea­

tures. But this I mention only as my conjecture by the

by; it being indifferent to the matter in hand which way

the learned shall determine of it.

15. Perception the inlet of all materials of knowledge.

Perception then being the first step and degree towards

knowledge, and the inlet of all the materials of it; the

fewer senses any man, as well as any other creature,

hath; and the fewer and duller the impressions are that

are made by them, and the duller the faculties are that

are employed about them,-the more remote are they

from that knowledge which is to be found in some men.

But this being in great variety of degrees (as may be

perceived amongst men) cannot certainly be discovered

in the several species of animals, much less in their par­

ticular individuals. It suffices me only to have remarked

132



John Locke

Chapter XXIII

Of our Complex Ideas of Substances

1. Ideas of particular substances, how made. The mind

being, as I have declared, furnished with a great num­

ber of the simple ideas, conveyed in by the senses as

they are found in exterior things, or by reflection on its

own operations, takes notice also that a certain number

of these simple ideas go constantly together; which be­

ing presumed to belong to one thing, and words being

suited to common apprehensions, and made use of for

quick dispatch, are called, so united in one subject, by

one name; which, by inadvertency, we are apt afterward

to talk of and consider as one simple idea, which indeed

is a complication of many ideas together: because, as I

have said, not imagining how these simple ideas can

subsist by themselves, we accustom ourselves to sup-
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pose some substratum wherein they do subsist, and from

which they do result, which therefore we call substance.

2. Our obscure idea of substance in general. So that if

anyone will examine himself concerning his notion of

pure substance in general. he will find he has no other

idea of it at all, but only a supposition of he knows not

what support of such qualities which are capable of pro­

ducing simple ideas in us; which qualities are commonly

called accidents. Ifanyone should be asked, what is the

subject wherein colour or weight inheres, he would have

nothing to say, but the solid extended parts; and if he

were demanded, what is it that solidity and extension

adhere in, he would not be in a much better case than

the Indian before mentioned who, saying that the world

was supported by a great elephant, was asked what the

elephant rested on; to which his answer was-a great

tortoise: but being again pressed to know what gave

support to the broad-backed tortoise, replied-something,

he knew not what. And thus here, as in all other cases

where we use words without having clear and distinct

ideas, we talk like children: who, being questioned what
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such a thing is, which they know not, readily give this

satisfactory answer, that it is something: which in truth

signifies no more, when so used, either by children or

men, but that they know not what; and that the thing

they pretend to know, and talk of, is what they have no

distinct idea of at all, and so are perfectly ignorant of it,

and in the dark. The idea then we have, to which we

give the general name substance, being nothing but the

supposed, but unknown, support of those qualities we

find existing, which we imagine cannot subsist sine re

substante, without something to support them, we call

that support substantia; which, according to the true

import of the word, is, in plain English, standing under

or upholding.
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known essence of that substance. Thus we come to have loadstone. These, and the like fashions of speaking, inti-

the ideas of a man, horse, gold, water, &c.; of which mate that the substance is supposed always something

substances, whether anyone has any other clear idea, besides the extension, figure, solidity, motion, think-

further than of certain simple ideas co-existenttogether, ing, or other observable ideas, though we know not

I appeal to everyone's own experience. It is the ordi- what it is.

nary qualities observable in iron, or a diamond, put to-

gether, that make the true complex idea of those sub-

stances, which a smith or a jeweller commonly knows

better than a philosopher; who, whatever substantial

forms he may talk of, has no other idea of those sub-

stances, than what is framed by a collection of those

simple ideas which are to be found in them: only we

must take notice, that our complex ideas of substances,

besides all those simple ideas they are made up of, have

always the confused idea of something to which they

belong, and in which they subsist: and therefore when

we speak of any sort of substance, we say it is a thing

having such or such qualities; as body is a thing that is

extended, figured, and capable of motion; spirit, a thing

capable of thinking; and so hardness, friability, and power

to draw iron, we say, are qualities to be found in a
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15. Our ideas of spiritual substances, as clear as of bodily

substances. Besides the complex ideas we have of mate­

rial sensible substances, of which I have last spoken,­

by the simple ideas we have taken from those operations

of our own minds, which we experiment daily in our-
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selves, as thinking, understanding, willing, knowing,

and power of beginning motion, &c., co-existing in some

substance, we are able to frame the complex idea of an

immaterial spirit. And thus, by putting together the

ideas of thinking, perceiving, liberty, and power of mov­

ing themselves and other things, we have as clear a

perception and notion of immaterial substances as we

have of material. For putting together the ideas of think­

ing and willing, or the power of moving or quieting

corporeal motion, joined to substance, of which we have

no distinct idea, we have the idea of an immaterial spirit;

and by putting together the ideas of coherent solid parts,

and a power of being moved, joined with substance, of

which likewise we have no positive idea, we have the

idea of matter. The one is as clear and distinct an idea as

the other: the idea of thinking, and moving a body,

being as clear and distinct ideas as the ideas of exten­

sion, solidity, and being moved. For our idea of sub­

stance is equally obscure, or none at all, in both; it is

but a supposed I know not what, to support those ideas

we call accidents. It is for want reflection that we are
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apt to think that our senses show us nothing but mate­

rial things. Every act of sensation, when duly consid­

ered, gives us an equal view of both parts of nature, the

corporeal and spiritual. For whilst I know, by seeing or

hearing, &c., that there is some corporeal being with­

out me, the object of that sensation, I do more certainly

know, that there is some spiritual being within me that

sees and hears. This, I must be convinced, cannot be

the action of bare insensible matter; nor ever could be,

without an immaterial thinking being.



BOOK IV

Of Knowledge and Probability

Chapter I

Of Knowledge in General

John Locke

though we may fancy, guess, or believe, yet we always

come short of knowledge. For when we know that white

is not black, what do we else but perceive, that these

two ideas do not agree? When we possess ourselves with

the utmost security of the demonstration, that the three

angles of a triangle are equal to two right ones, what do

we more but perceive, that equality to two right ones

does necessarily agree to, and is inseparable from, the

three angles of a triangle?

1. Our knowledge conversant about our ideas only. Since

the mind, in aU its thoughts and reasonings, hath no

other immediate object but its own ideas, which it alone

does or can contemplate, it is evident that our knowl­

edge is only conversant about them.

2. Knowledge is the perception of the agreement or

disagreement of two ideas. Knowledge then seems to me

to be nothing but the perception of the connexion of

and agreement, or disagreement and repugnancy of any

of our ideas. In this alone it consists. Where this percep­

tion is, there is knowledge, and where it is not, there,
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certainty of our senses, and the ideas we receive by

them, that we know not the manner wherein they are

produced: v.g. whilst I write this, I have, by the paper

affecting my eyes, that idea produced in my mind, which,

whatever object causes, I call white; by which I know

that that quality or accident (i.e. whose appearance

Human Understanding

hath in his memory; nor of any other existence but that

of God with the existence of any particular man: no

particular man can know the existence of any other

being, but only when, by actual operating upon him, it

makes itself perceived by him. For, the having the idea

of anything in our mind, no more proves the existence

of that thing, than the picture of a man evidences his

being in the world, or the visions of a dream make thereby

a true history.

2. Instance: whiteness of this paper. It is therefore the

actual receiving ofideas from without that gives us notice

of the existence of other things, and makes us know,

that something doth exist at that time without us, which

causes that idea in us; though perhaps we neither know

nor consider how it does it. For it takes not from the

Chapter XI

Of our Knowledge of the Existence of Other Things

1. Knowledge of the existence of other finite beings is

to be had only by actual sensation. The knowledge of

our own being we have by intuition. The existence of a

God, reason clearly makes known to us, as has been

shown.

The knowledge of the existence of any other thing we

can have only by sensation: for there being no neces­

sary connexion of real existence with any idea a man
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before my eyes always causes that idea) doth really ex­

ist, and hath a being without me. And of this, the great­

est assurance I can possibly have, and to which my fac­

ulties can attain, is the testimony of my eyes, which are

the proper and sole judges of this thing; whose testi­

mony I have reason to rely on as so certain, that I can

no more doubt, whilst I write this, that I see white and

black, and that something really exists that causes that

sensation in me, than that I write or move my hand;

which is a certainty as great as human nature is capable

of, concerning the existence of anything, but a man's

self alone, and of God.

3. This notice by our senses, though not so certain as

demonstration, yet may be called knowledge, and proves

the existence of things without us. The notice we have

by our senses of the existing of things without us, though

it be not altogether so certain as our intuitive knowl­

edge, or the deductions of our reason employed about

the clear abstract ideas of our own minds; yet it is an

assurance that deserves the name of knowledge. If we

persuade ourselves that our faculties act and inform us
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right concerning the existence of those objects that af­

fect them, it cannot pass for an ill-grounded confidence:

for I think nobody can, in earnest, be so sceptical as to

be uncertain of the existence of those things which he

sees and feels. At least, he that can doubt so far, (what­

ever he may have with his own thoughts,) will never

have any controversy with me; since he can never be

sure I say anything contrary to his own opinion. As to

myself, I think God has given me assurance enough of

the existence of things without me: since, by their dif­

ferent application, I can produce in myself both plea­

sure and pain, which is one great concernment of my

present state. This is certain: the confidence that our

faculties do not herein deceive us, is the greatest assur­

ance we are capable of concerning the existence of ma­

terial beings. For we cannot act anything but by our

faculties; nor talk of knowledge itself, but by the help of

those faculties which are fitted to apprehend even what

knowledge is.

But besides the assurance we have from our senses

themselves, that they do not err in the information they
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give us of the existence of things without us, when

they are affected by them, we are further confirmed in

this assurance by other concurrent reasons:-

4. I. Confirmed by concurrent reasons:-First, because

we cannot have ideas of sensation but by the inlet of

the senses. It is plain those perceptions are produced in

us by exterior causes affecting our senses: because those

that want the organs of any sense, never can have the

ideas belonging to that sense produced in their minds.

This is too evident to be doubted: and therefore we can­

not but be assured that they come in by the organs of

that sense, and no other way. The organs themselves, it

is plain, do not produce them: for then the eyes of a

man in the dark would produce colours, and his nose

smell roses in the winter: but we see nobody gets the

relish of a pineapple, till he goes to the Indies, where it

is, and tastes it.

5. II. Secondly, Because we find that an idea from ac­

tual sensation, and another from memory, are very dis­

tinct perceptions. Because sometimes I find that I can­

not avoid the having those ideas produced in my mind.
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For though, when my eyes are shut, or windows fast, I

can at pleasure recall to my mind the ideas of light, or

the sun, which former sensations had lodged in my

memory; so I can at pleasure lay by that idea, and take

into my view that of the smell of a rose, or taste of

sugar. But, if I turn my eyes at noon towards the sun, I

cannot avoid the ideas which the light or sun then pro­

duces in me. So that there is a manifest difference be­

tween the ideas laid up in my memory, (over which, if

they were there only, I should have constantly the same

power to dispose of them, and lay them by at pleasure,)

and those which force themselves upon me, and I can­

not avoid having. And therefore it must needs be some

exterior cause, and the brisk acting of some objects with­

out me, whose efficacy I cannot resist, that produces

those ideas in my mind, whether I will or no. Besides,

there is nobody who doth not perceive the difference in

himself between contemplating the sun, as he hath the

idea of it in his memory, and actually looking upon it: of

which two, his perception is so distinct, that few of his

ideas are more distinguishable one from another. And
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therefore he hath certain knowledge that they are not companying several actual sensations. And though math-

both memory, or the actions of his mind, and fancies ematical demonstration depends not upon sense, yet the

only within him; but that actual seeing hath a cause examining them by diagrams gives great credit to the

without. evidence of our sight, and seems to give it a certainty

6. III. Thirdly, because pleasure or pain, which accom- approaching to that of demonstration itself. For, it would

panies actual sensation, accompanies not the returning be very strange, that a man should allow it for an unde-

of those ideas without the external objects. Add to this, niable truth, that two angles of a figure, which he mea-

that many of those ideas are produced in us with pain, sures by lines and angles of a diagram, should be bigger

which afterwards we remember without the least of- one than the other, and yet doubt of the existence of

fence. Thus, the pain of heat or cold, when the idea of it those lines and angles, which by looking on he makes

is revived in our minds, gives us no disturbance; which, use of to measure that by.

when felt, was very troublesome; and is again, when 7. IV. Fourthly, because our senses assist one another's

actually repeated: which is occasioned by the disorder testimony of the existence of outward things, and en-

the external object causes in our bodies when applied to able us to predict. Our senses in many cases bear wit-

them: and we remember the pains of hunger, thirst, or ness to the truth of each other's report, concerning the

the headache, without any pain at all; which would ei- existence of sensible things without us. He that sees a

ther never disturb us, or else constantly do it, as often fire, may, if he doubt whether it be anything more than

as we thought of it, were there nothing more but ideas a bare fancy, feel it too; and be convinced, by putting

floating in our minds, and appearances entertaining our his hand in it. Which certainly could never be put into

fancies, without the real existence of things affecting such exquisite pain by a bare idea or phantom, unless

us from abroad. The same may be said of pleasure, ac- that the pain be a fancy too: which yet he cannot,
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when the burn is well, by raising the idea of it, bring

upon himself again.

Thus I see, whilst I write this, I can change the ap­

pearance of the paper; and by designing the letters, tell

beforehand what new idea it shall exhibit the very next

moment, by barely drawing my pen over it: which will

neither appear (let me fancy as much as I will) if my

hands stand still; or though I move my pen, if my eyes

be shut: nor, when those characters are once made on

the paper, can I choose afterwards but see them as they

are; that is, have the ideas of such letters as I have

made. Whence it is manifest, that they are not barely

the sport and play of my own imagination, when I find

that the characters that were made at the pleasure of

my own thoughts, do not obey them; nor yet cease to

be, whenever I shall fancy it, but continue to affect my

senses constantly and regularly, according to the fig­

ures I made them. To which if we will add, that the

sight of those shall, from another man, draw such sounds

as I beforehand design they shall stand for, there will be

little reason left to doubt that those words I write do
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really exist without me, when they cause a long series

of regular sounds to affect my ears, which could not be

the effect of my imagination, nor could my memory

retain them in that order.

8. This certainty is as great as our condition needs. But

yet, if after all this anyone will be so sceptical as to

distrust his senses, and to affirm that all we see and

hear, feel and taste, think and do, during our whole

being, is but the series and deluding appearances of a

long dream, whereof there is no reality; and therefore

will question the existence of all things, or our knowl­

edge of anything: I must desire him to consider, that, if

all be a dream, then he doth but dream that he makes

the question, and so it is not much matter that a wak­

ing man should answer him. But yet, if he pleases, he

may dream that I make him this answer, That the cer­

tainty of things existing in rerum natura when we have

the testimony of our senses for it is not only as great as

our frame can attain to, but as our condition needs.

For, our faculties being suited not to the full extent of

being, nor to a perfect, clear, comprehensive knowledge



John Locke

of things free from all doubt and scruple; but to the without us is sufficient to direct us in the attaining the

preservation of us, in whom they are; and accommo- good and avoiding the evil which is caused by them,

dated to the use of life: they serve to our purpose wen which is the important concernment we have of being

enough, if they will but give us certain notice of those made acquainted with them.

things, which are convenient or inconvenient to us. For 9. But reaches no further than actual sensation. In

he that sees a candle burning, and hath experimented fine, then, when our senses do actually convey into our

the force of its flame by putting his finger in it, will understandings any idea, we cannot but be satisfied that

little doubt that this is something existing without him, there doth something at that time really exist without

which does him harm, and puts him to great pain; which us, which doth affect our senses, and by them give no-

is assurance enough, when no man requires greater cer- tice of itself to our apprehensive faculties, and actually

tainty to govern his actions by than what is as certain produce that idea which we then perceive: and we can-

as his actions themselves. And if our dreamer pleases to not so far distrust their testimony, as to doubt that

try whether the glowing heat of a glass furnace be barely such collections of simple ideas as we have observed by

a wandering imagination in a drowsy man's fancy, by our senses to be united together, do really exist to-

putting his hand into it, he may perhaps be wakened gether. But this knowledge extends as far as the present

into a certainty greater than he could wish, that it is testimony of our senses, employed about particular ob­

something more than bare imagination. So that this jects that do then affect them, and no further. For if I

evidence is as great as we can desire, being as certain to saw such a collection of simple ideas as is wont to be

us as our pleasure or pain, i.e. happiness or misery; called man, existing together one minute since, and am

beyond which we have no concernment, either of know- now alone, I cannot be certain that the same man exists

ing or being. Such an assurance of the existence of things now, since there is no necessary connexion of his exist-
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ence a minute since with his existence now: by a thou­

sand ways he may cease to be, since I had the testimony

of my senses for his existence. And if I cannot be certain

that the man I saw last to-day is now in being, I can less

be certain that he is so who hath been longer removed

from my senses, and I have not seen since yesterday, or

since the last year: and much less can I be certain of the

existence of men that I never saw. And, therefore, though

it be highly probable that millions of men do now exist,

yet, whilst I am alone, writing this, I have not that

certainty of it which we strictly call knowledge; though

the great likelihood of it puts me past doubt, and it be

reasonable for me to do several things upon the confi­

dence that there are men (and men also of my acquain­

tance, with whom I have to do) now in the world: but

this is but probability, not knowledge.

10. Folly to expect demonstration in everything.

Whereby yet we may observe how foolish and vain a

thing it is for a man of a narrow knowledge, who having

reason given him to judge of the different evidence and

probability of things, and to be swayed accordingly; how
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vain, I say, it is to expect demonstration and certainty

in things not capable of it; and refuse assent to very

rational propositions, and act contrary to very plain and

clear truths, because they cannot be made out so evi­

dent, as to surmount every the least (I will not say

reason, but) pretence of doubting. He that, in the ordi­

nary affairs of life, would admit of nothing but direct

plain demonstration, would be sure of nothing in this

world, but of perishing quickly. The wholesomeness of

his meat or drink would not give him reason to venture

on it: and I would fain know what it is he could do upon

such grounds as are capable of no doubt, no objection.
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