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JOHN LOCKE AN ESSAY CONCERNING HUMAN UNDERSTANDING (1660)

Epistemology

Book I: Chs. 1 and 2: "The Senses as the Basis of Knowledge" (pp. 26-32 in Cottingham)

Book II: Ch. 8 "Qualities and Ideas" (pp. 80-85 in Cottingham)

Locke �s goal in An Essay Concerning Human Understanding is to understand the origin, certainty and

extent of human knowledge in an effort to understand ultimately that faculty, the  �understanding � or

consciousness, which separates man from beast.  He begins by agreeing that  �men have in their minds

several ideas � (233) such as  �those expressed by the words whiteness, hardness, sweetness, thinking,

motion, elephant, army, drunkenness, and others � (233).  He defines ideas as the  �object of the

understa nding  when a m an th inks  � (227 ) and   �wha tever  it is wh ich the m ind ca n be e mp loyed a bou t in

thinking � (227), that is, what it is that we think about when we are thinking.  However, he is most

concerned to understand how humans come by the ideas that they have in their minds:  �[w]hence comes

it by that vast store which the busy and boundless fancy of man has painted on it with an almost endless

variety? � (233), he asks.  In other words, his major concern is with the source or origin of our ideas.

Gesturing towards the rationalist views of Plato and, later, Descartes, Locke �s thesis is that it is a

widesp read bu t false view th at 

there are in the understanding certain innate principles; some primary notions, characters,

as it were stamped upon the mind of man, which the soul receives in its very first being,

and brings into the world with it.  (227)

In much of what follows, Locke �s target as an empiricis t (i.e. so me one  who  believ es that kn owledge  is

prim arily acquired via the senses) is rationalism, in particular the view that knowledge is innate or pre-

given, that is, the belief that we are born equipped with certain foundational concepts already in our minds

arguab ly via our incorp oreal sou l that transc ends (i.e. it bo th prece des an d postd ates) ph ysical existen ce. 

In other words, Locke �s ultimate goal is to debunk the idea popularised by Plato, the Church, and

Descartes that hum ans possess  an essential, pre-given, and transcendental self that both precedes life

and survives the death of the physical body and which is the source of all our knowledge about reality (and

beyond).

Locke begins by debunking certain commonly held assumptions in this regard.  He points out that

it is commonly assumed that ideas, for example, of colours must be  �innate in a creature to whom God

hath  given  sight , and  a pow er to rece ive the m b y the eyes fr om  exte rnal o bjec ts �  (228 ).  It is wid ely

assumed, too, that there are 

certain principles, both speculative and practical . . . unive rsally a gree d upo n by all

mankind: which therefore . . . must needs be the constant impressions which the souls of

men receive in their first beings, and which they bring into the world with them.  (228)

Locke hastens to point out that this  �argument of universal consent � (228) is disproved by the fact that

 �there  is non e to which  all mank ind giv es an  unive rsal a ssent �  (228 ).  In oth er wo rds, th ere is  no sin gle

idea which all humans everywhere agree upon.  Moreover, he argues powerfully that if some or all ideas

are really innate, even  �children and idiots � (228)  �must unavoidably perceive them, and necessarily know

and assent to these truths � (229).  For, as Locke points out, to  �say a notion is imprinted on the mind, and

yet at th e sam e tim e to say, tha t the m ind is ig nora nt of it,  and n ever  yet too k no tice o f it, is to m ake  this

imp ress ion no thing  � (229 ).  In oth er wo rds, if  ideas  are in nate  in hum ans  being s, eve n the  me ntally

enfe ebled  mu st be  able to  conc eive th ese  ideas .  If not,  why?

Locke then turns to one important response to the objections which he raises: to be precise, that

 �all men know and assent to them when they come to the use of reason � (229).  In other words, humans

com e to reco gnise the  ideas wh ich are inn ately lodged  in their cons ciousne ss only wh en their ca pacity to

reason has been developed.  This argument takes two forms: either  �as soon as men come to the use of

reason these supposed native inscriptions come to be known and observed by them � (230) or the  �use

and exercise of men �s reason assists them in the discovery of these principles � (230).  However, as Locke

points ou t, there is a cr ucial con tradiction at th e heart o f such a n argum ent:

how can these m en think the use of reason nec essary to discover principles that are

supposed innate, when reason (if we may believe them) is nothing else but the faculty of
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deducing unknown truths from principles of propositions that are already known?  That

certainty ca n never  be thoug ht innate w hich we h ave nee d of reas on to disc over. . . . [T]o

make reason discover those truths thus imprinted is to say that the use of reason

discovers to a man what he knew before: and if men have those innate impressed truths

originally, and before the use of reason, and yet are ignorant of them till they come to the

use of re ason, it is in eff ect to say tha t men  know  and kn ow them  not at the s ame  time. 

(230)

Moreover, as Locke points out, how can it be that  �what was imprinted by nature, as the foundation and

guide of our reason, should need  the use of reason to discover it? �  (231).

Locke agrees that there are many ideas upon which many humans can agree upon (even though

all humans do not agree upon all ideas).  He agrees, too, that  �there is no knowledge of these general and

self-evident maxims, till it comes to the exercise of reason � (232), that is, ideas  �are never known nor

taken notice of � (231) before one is able to use one �s reason.  However, he argues that the  �ready assent

of the mind to some truths depends not either on native inscription [i.e. certain ideas being innate] or the

use of re ason, b ut on a fac ulty of mind  quite distinct fr om b oth of them  � (231).  Fo r Lock e, the ability to

assent to certain universal truths is the product of  �discoveries made and verities introduced and brought

into the m ind �  (my em phasis; 2 31) from  outside.  T o put this an other wa y, ideas are a cquired  from  without,

 � imprinte d by extern al things �  (232).  

Locke describes the precise process by which humans acquire knowledge about the world around

them and learn to use langu age to label things in this way.  Initially, the child absorbs what Locke term s

simple ideas about particular things via his / her senses: the  �senses at first let in particular ideas, and

furnish th e yet empty cabinet � (my e mp has is; 232).  T he m ind is a nalog ous  to a  �white  pape r, void  of all

characters, without any ideas � (233) until  �experience � (233) comes to furnish it with  �all the materials of

reason and knowledge � (233).   �In that all our knowledge is founded, and from that it ultimately derives

itself � (233).  We are born, Locke says, with the physiological capacity to think (the function of the physical

organ that we call the brain) but with initially empty minds (he uses the Latin term  �tabula rasa � or  �blank

slate � elsewhere to denote this empty state of consciousness).  The ideas which we have in our minds

about such things as  �whiteness � or  �hardness, � Locke contends, are the product entirely of our

experiences.  Physical sensations lead to direct knowledge of specific things in the external world around

the child as a result of which (s)he  �knows as certainly as it can speak the difference between the ideas of

sweet and bitter (i.e that sweet is not bitter) � (233).  In short, Locke is of the view that the  �knowledge of

some truths . . . is very early in the mind; but in a way that shows them not to be innate � (232).  These

ideas are   �acquire d--it being a bout thos e first, which  are imp rinted abo ut extern al things, with w hich infan ts

have earliest to do, and which mak e the most frequen t impressions on their senses �  (232).

Later, as the use of reason is developed, what Locke terms complex ideas of a more abstract

nature are formulated with the aid of language.  Indeed, both memory and language are involved in the

next step by which knowledge is acquired: the 

mind by degrees growing familiar with some of them [i.e. ideas based on sensations], they

are lodged in the memory, and names go to them.  Afterwards, the mind proceeding

further, abstracts them, and by degrees learns the use of general names. (232)

To put the foregoing another way, physical sensations inspired by specific objects produce  �simple ideas �

in the mind about those things.  These ideas are lodged in our memory.  Later, words are applied to these

ideas about things (humans use signs to name  or lab el referents ).  Even later, the mind comes to sort and

classify particular objects as belonging to certain types or classes.  In other words, with experience, the

child learns  to gener alise, that is, to re cognise  that all particula r exam ples of a c ertain kind  of creatu re with

four legs belong to the general category or species which we call  �horse � in English, as opposed to other

examp les of  four -legg ed cr eatu res w hich  belon g to th e catego ry or sp ecies we  call  �cat. �  It is in th is

manner that the  �mind comes to be furnished with ideas and language, the materials  about w hich to

exercis e its discur sive facu lty � (232).  

Philosophy of Mind

Book II: Ch. 27: "The Self and Consciousness" (pp. 187-192 in Cottingham)
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Locke is of the view, in short, that knowledge is primarily derived from our intercourse with  �external

sensible objects � (233): our  �[s]enses, conversant about particular sensible objects, do convey into the

mind several distinct perceptions of things, according to the various ways wherein those objects do affect

them �  (233).  This effect which external objects has upon us is derived from the  �sensible qualities � (233)

of the objects in question: their colour, size, shape, texture, etc.  Locke calls the ultimate source of such

kno wledge ph ysica l  �sensatio n �  (234 ).  It oug ht to b e clea r, ther efore, tha t the m ind (o ur co nsc iousness) in

Locke �s view is not innate (a given) but something that is fashioned by our experiences.  Initially, we

possess only a tabula rasa, a blank slate.  Our identity is fashioned from without (or to use Locke �s

metaphor, the slate is written on), however, in the course of our life experiences which fill out, as it were,

our id entity.

However, Locke argues, there is also an  �other fountain from which experience furnisheth the

understanding with ideas � (234), a source that is internal to humans (but not something innate): what

Locke terms the  �perception of the operations of our minds within us � (233).  Locke argues that  �when the

soul comes to reflect on and consider � (234) the workings of the mind, this furnishes the

understanding with another set of ideas, which could not be had from things without.  And

such are perception, thinking, doubting, believing, reasoning, knowing, willing, and all the

diffe rent a cting s of o ur ow n m inds --wh ich we bein g con scious of , and  obse rving  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.  (234)

This form of knowledge is, in short,  �that notice which the mind takes of its own operations � (234).  Locke

calls this process  �reflection � (234) and the object thereof  �internal sense � (234), i.e. sense  �having nothing

to do with external objects � (234).

From this point of view, Locke is of the view that self-consciousness (i.e. a sense of self or who

we a re) is  som ething der ived f rom  reflec ting upon  the conte nts o f our  cons ciousness.  O ur ide ntity is

entire ly com me nsu rate w ith the  sens e or  �idea � of se lf whic h we  can a ssemb le by us ing ou r me mo ry,

principally, to rec ount our  sense d expe riences , to reflect up on our a ctions an d sens ations, an d to

assem ble thereby a coherent narrative of who we are.  The im portant thing is the consciousness we have

of ourselves as enduring subjects, a consciousness that depends upon the memories that link who we

now are with who we were in the past.  This is why Locke feels that to understand  �wherein personal

identity cons ists �  (187), on e mu st seek  to under stand  � what person stands for � (187).  A person is, he

says, a

thinking intelligent being, that has reason and reflection, and can co nsider itself as itself,

the same thinking thing, in different times and places.  Which it does only by that

consc iousnes s which  is insepar able from  thinking, an d it seem s to m e esse ntial to it.  It

being impossible for anyone to perceive, without perceiving that he does perceive.  When

we see, hear, smell, taste, feel, meditate, or will anything, we know that we do so. . . .  For

since co nscious ness a lways acc omp anies think ing, and it is tha t that ma kes ev eryone to

be what he calls   �self, � and there by dist inguis hes  him self f rom  all othe r think ing th ings ; in

this alone consists personal identity, i.e., the sameness of a rational being: and as far as

this consciousness can be extended backwards to any past action or thought, so far

reaches the identity of that person; it is the same self now it was then; and it is by the

sam e self with this  presen t one that n ow reflec ts on it, that the a ction was  done. . . . 

Nothing  but cons ciousne ss can  unite rem ote existe nces into  the sam e perso n. . . .

[W]ithout consciousness there is no person.  (106)

As Locke puts it,  �it is by the consciousness it has of its present thoughts and actions that it is self  to itself

now, and so will be the same self  as far as  the sam e cons ciousne ss can  extend  to actions  past or to

com e �  (188).  

For L ock e, the  self is  a blan k sla te un til our e xpe rienc es ins cribe  them selve s upo n it.  Ou r self  is

not a given.  It is, rather, socially constructed.  We thus have a self only in so far as we are able to reflect

upon our previous experiences and to try to make sense of them in some coherent fashion.  This is,

evidently, a far cry from Descartes �s conception of the self as something essential, unique, autonomous,

and free-standing.  Moreover, unlike Descartes, Locke does not dare to speculate that there is a pre-

given, immaterial, thinking self that is to be distinguished from the physical body and which transcends

earth ly exist ence.  Fo r Loc ke, to  be su re, we  poss ess  a self  that th inks .  But in  wha t exactly it co nsis ts is
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another matter: self, he writes, is that  �conscious thinking thing (whatever substance made up of, whether

spiritual or material, simple or compounded, it matters not) which is sensible or conscious of pleasure and

pain, capable of happiness or misery; and so is concerned for itself, as far as that consciousness extends �

(190).  For Locke, like Descartes, the self is a thinking or conscious self, but, unlike Descartes, he does

not believe that the self consists of a different non-material substance from  that of the body.  As we have

seen, h oweve r, he has  his doub ts wheth er these  thoughts  are innate . 


