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INTRODUCTION



John Locke lived from 1632 until 1704, a period of political and intellectual turmoil and transformation in Europe, not least in England. From his mid-thirties, when he left Oxford to join the household of the first earl of Shaftesbury, founder of the Whig party, Locke was at the heart of it. He became a friend of leading scientists, among them ‘the father of chemistry’ Robert Boyle, the pre-eminent physician Thomas Sydenham and the greatest of them all, Isaac Newton. He collaborated with Sydenham in particular, and himself practised as a medical doctor. He briefly held government office when Shaftesbury was in power under Charles II, but later wrote and, very probably, plotted against both Charles and his brother James II. He travelled in France in the 1670s, meeting scientists and philosophers. In 1683, after the Rye House plot to assassinate Charles and James, he went into exile in Holland, there completing three major, still canonical works. A Letter on Toleration and Two Treatises of Government addressed the two great political issues of the time, religious toleration and constitutional government. His most important work, however, An Essay concerning Human Understanding, was in general philosophy. After returning to England on James’s deposition, he continued to write extensively on philosophy and religion until his death, but these interests did not absorb all his considerable energies. He gave economic advice to the government, and held the important post of Secretary to the Board of Trade and Colonies from 1696 to 1700.


In metaphysics and epistemology Locke fought on two main fronts. Scholastic Aristotelianism, if intellectually a spent force in the last decades of the seventeenth century, still had influence and a voice, and the Essay supplied detailed alternative theory – in effect, an alternative university textbook. More importantly, together with Newton’s Principia the arguments of the Essay effectively decided the issue in the battle between ‘gods’ and ‘giants’. These adversaries, now known as ‘Rationalists’ and ‘Empiricists’, were, on one side, those proponents of the new mechanistic approach to physics, chiefly Cartesians, who adopted a broadly Neoplatonist epistemology, seeing knowledge in terms of a match between human and divine ideas; and, on the other side, those who fitted the new physics into a less theological, more sense-based and naturalistic theory of knowledge, and were mainly influenced by the Epicurean, Pierre Gassendi. During the first twenty or thirty years of the eighteenth century, the Essay and Principia gradually shaded out their Cartesian rivals, and it was in their shade that the next great philosophical movement, idealism, gradually acquired its form and strength.


Perhaps no modern philosopher, unless Kant, has had a wider influence than Locke, and Kant was himself deeply indebted to his celebrated predecessor. Yet Locke has not had a good press in the twentieth century, and the historic importance of his philosophy may be surprising to someone who first dips into the Essay and finds, perhaps, its rambling, repetitive, figurative, disputatious style, its rhetoric and heavy irony unworthy of a famously powerful philosophical intellect. Even academic philosophers, it seems, have had difficulty getting beneath the surface imprecision of Locke’s writing to the sinewy, radical theses propounded. But Locke wrote for his time and for a readership he understood. Although we may regret it, it is hardly appropriate to criticize the style of that unusual achievement, an influential best-seller in metaphysics which remained so for well over a century. It may now be hard work to read, but the Essay’s reputation is reviving. Philosophers are beginning to relearn how it was capable of changing the direction of European thought, and to find in it, for all that is time-bound or problematic, still pertinent lessons for ourselves.


Whether a broadly Lockean, if revised and corrected, undogmatic realism is preferable to some form of broadly Kantian, if modified and updated, idealism remains a living philosophical question – perhaps the central metaphysical question of our time. This little book, however, will attempt only to expound and explain some elements of Locke’s extended argument against dogmatic philosophies of science, embodying his view of the relation between experience and theory. What is discussed is selected out of a ramified, systematic and wide-ranging philosophy, a philosophy which helped to determine what counts as philosophy in modern European culture.





IDEAS AND THINGS



A key concept of Locke’s, as of much philosophy of his time, is that of an ‘idea’. Ideas are what the mind is ‘employed about whilst thinking’. They constitute the content of thought, content variously expressible by nouns, adjectives and verbs: that is, words that can stand as subjects or predicates. In one sense ‘ideas’ are concepts, or ways of conceiving of things, but they are also objects of thought, ‘concepts’ in the old-fashioned sense of ‘things as conceived of’, or aspects of things as picked out in thought. Locke’s primary epistemological thesis is that the ways in which we conceive of the world, including ourselves, are determined by the ways in which we experience the world. There are no innate ideas, and there is no innate grasp of the way the world ultimately is:


2. Let us then suppose the mind to be, as we say, white paper, void of all characters, without any ideas; How comes it to be furnished? Whence comes it by that vast store, which the busy and boundless fancy of man has painted on it, with an almost endless variety? Whence has it all the materials of reason and knowledge? To this I answer, in one word, from experience: in that, all our knowledge is founded; and from that it ultimately derives itself. Our observation employ’d either about external, sensible objects; or about the internal operations of our minds, perceived and reflected on by ourselves, is that, which supplies our understandings with all the materials of thinking. These two are the fountains of knowledge, from whence all the ideas we have, or can naturally have, do spring. (An Essay concerning Human Understanding, II.i.2)


Locke’s claim here is directly opposed to a famous argument of Descartes, that the various sensations caused by a piece of melting wax require interpretation by the intellect, employing the innate, non-sensory idea of matter, before they constitute experience of a substantial, enduring stuff undergoing change. Another important difference from Descartes lies in Locke’s conception of our awareness of the ‘operations of our minds’, which he calls ‘reflection’. Traditionally, in Aristotelian as well as Cartesian philosophy, the mind’s reflexive awareness of its own activity, taken to supply concepts of different kinds of thought, is a function of intellect, not sense. Indeed, for Cartesians it is through reflexive self-awareness that we can achieve explicit access to such innate, intellectual ideas as those of substance, duration, thought and even (through reflection on our own imperfection) the positive idea of perfection, or God. For Locke, in contrast, ‘reflection’ is simply a part of ‘experience’: ‘though it be not sense, as having nothing to do with external objects; yet it is very like it, and might properly enough be call’d internal sense’ (II.i.4). An important implication is that thought is not, as Descartes had held, transparent to itself. Just as the senses give us only superficial, coarse knowledge of external objects, so ‘reflection’ keeps us aware of our thinking, but not of the ultimate nature of thought.


The thesis that all our ideas ultimately derive from experience unpacks as the claim that every idea is either directly given in experience or somehow constructed from given ideas. Hence Locke’s distinction between simple and complex ideas. Yet his account of simple ideas involves certain difficulties:


1. … 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 ideas 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 ideas thus united in the same subject, are as perfectly distinct, as those that come in by different senses. The coldness and hardness, which a man feels in a piece of ice, being as distinct ideas in the mind, as the smell and whiteness of a lily; or as the taste of sugar, and smell of a rose: and there is nothing can be plainer to a man, than the clear and distinct perception he has of those simple ideas; which being each in itself uncompounded, contains in it nothing by one uniform appearance, or conception in the mind, and is not distinguishable into different ideas.
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