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RE-INTERPRETATION OF LOCKE’S
THEORY OF IDEAS

In 4.1.1 of the Essay, Locke argues that “Since the mind, in all
its thoughts and reasonings, hath no other immediate object butits own
ideas, which it alone does or can contemplate, it is evident that our
knowledge is only conversant about them™.! The traditional interpreta-
tion of this and similar passages is a represcntative realism which,
because it precludes direct perception of the physical world, leads to
scepticism. That Locke himself recognizes and dismisses the problems
associaled with represeniative realism has led several scholars to
reinterpret his work ina way which avoids the difficulties of traditional
interpretations. Professor Hall has recently expressed dissatisfaction
with such re-interpretations : “partly because some passages scem
to me to suggest the contriary, and partly because I am uneasy with
the terms of the discussion.”® Recent support for the traditional
interpretation is based on the argument (Ayers) that the term ‘idea’
is cmployed uniformly in accordance with the theory of knowleldge
Locke holds. In this paper 1 argue that Locke does not present
cither a consistent theory of knowledge or a consistent doctrine of
ideas; given his varied remarks or views both interpretations remain
plausible.

Locke’s early critics (Norris, Scrgeant, Lee, Stillingfleet)
interpret the representationalism of the Essay in the framework of
cartesian dualism. This framework posits the existence of two unlike
substances, mind and matter, the modes or qualities of each substance
being mutually exclusive. Since physical objects are not in the mind,
must be represented to us by mental images or ideas caused by these
objects.Rather than criticizing this view, Locke simply poses the
question: “Our knowledge, therefore, is real only so far as therc is a
conformity between our Ideas and the reality of things. But what shall
here be the criterion? How shall the mind, when it perceives nothing but
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its own ideas, know that they agree with things themselves?”(4.4.3)
Locke's critics conclude that they cannot. Lee, [or example, argues
that Locke’s philosophy “‘must involve us in an endless scepticism’”,
for his principles “‘will neither allow us to suppose nor can prove the
real existence of things without us™’?

In the introduction to the Essay Locke apologizes for his
frequent use of the word ‘idea’. He explains thatitis a term which serves
best to stand for “whatsoever is the object of the understanding whena
man thinks”. The term is used to cxpress “whatcver is mcant by
phantasm, notion, species, or whatever it is which the mind can be
employed about in thinking”. (1.1.8) That such ideas exist he finds past
doubt; this, he says, is intuitive knowledge, for “every man being
conscious to himself, that he thinks and that which his mind is employ'd
about whilst thinking, being the ideasthat are there, “tis past doubt, that
men have in their minds several ideas, such as are those expressed
by the words whiteness, hardness, sweelness, thinking, motion, man,
elephant, army, drunkenness, and others”. (2.1.1) Many of Locke’s con-
temporaries express surprise and indignation over his careless use of a
technical term. Surely, says Norris, “by all the laws of method in the
world, he ought first to have defined what he meant by ideas, and to
have acquainted us with their nature”, for how can anyone discuss the
origin of ideas “before the meaning of the word idea be stated, and the
nature of the thing, at least in general, be understood?” Stillingfleet was
equally baffled, proclaiming that Locke uses a new term, one which
leads to religious, moral, and scientific scepticism.”

Hall points out that such complaints have continued unabated.
Aaron, for example, contends that Locke “has included far too much
within the connotation of this one term”, e.g., sense-data, images,
memories, concepts, mental acts, Like Locke’s early critics, Aaron
concludes that Locke holds a traditional view of ideas and knowledge.
Aaron asks: “if Locke felt even vaguely that the thcory was inherently
defective, why did he accept it?” He concludes that “the only possible
answer” is that Locke must have “felt there was no alternative”. He
notes that the theory was held almost universally at the time, and held
by opposing schools of thought.

Textual support for construing ideas as images or entities that
form a screen between the mind and the external world is generally
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based on passages stressing mediation. In4.4.3 Locke states thal “it is
evident the mind knows not things immediately, but only by the
intervention of the ideas it has of them”. He frequently speaks of
contemplating, knowing, and perceiving ideas rather than things. In
2.1.25 he says “as the bodies that surround us do diversely affect our
organs, the mindis forced to receive the impressions; and cannot avoid
the perception of those ideas that are annexed to them”. Locke makes it
clear that ideas somehow function in a representative capacity. In
4.21.4 he asserts that “since the things that the mind contemplates are
none of them, besides the mind itself, present to the understanding, it
is necessary that somethingelse, as asignor representation of the thing
it considers, should be present o it; and these signs or representations
are ideas”. Locke seems to be committed to a belief in the existence of
mental entitics or objects, entities which function as pictures or
images of a world we have no direct acquaintance with.

Michael Ayers argues that Locke's use of the term “idea’ is not
ambiguous: “To show that his usage is notambiguous it would be enough
to show that it is employed uniformly in accordance with the theory he
holds”. Locke, he contends, holds an imagist theory, his doctrine of
abstraction “is above all an imagist theory of the perception or intuition
of universal truth” very much “like those of Hobbes and Berkeley”.
According to Ayers, an abstract idea is not, as Peter Alexander claiims,
a definition, but rather, “a particular perception or image ‘partially
considered.® According to Locke, the immediate object of all our
“reasoning and knowledge, is nothing but particulars”. (4.17.8) Ayers
therefore contends that even the ideas of existence, power, cause, and
unity involve images of particulars that one would subsume under such
categorics.

Yolton, Woozley, Soles, and others have taken the position that
Locke does not regard ideas as images. According to Yolton, Locke uses
the term ‘idea’ to indicate that perceplual awareness is mental.
Woozley contends that Locke uses the term to express recognition of
meaning (concepts). Soles argues that the need to emphasize immediate
private aspects of consciousness is the “original motivation for the
terminology of ideas™. To avoid reification of ideas it is not difficult,
he says, to rewrite Locke’s claims; “thus, to say that our perception
of the external world is mediated by the perception of ideas is to say that
a necessary element in the perception of physical objects is the occur-



- 164 KATHY SQUADRITO

rence of mental states of a certain sort”. For Soles, to say that we
immediately perceive our own ideas is to say that we have “immediate
and incorrigible knowledge of ourown mental states.... thus with regard
to the ideas of perception orsensation, the idiom necd mean nothing
more than ‘is having a sensory/perceptual experience of a certainsort”.
According to Soles, having an idea of pain and the sensation of pain
are cquivalent. In other cases ‘has an idea” “means something like

‘understands’ or ‘believes”™.’

Common to re-interprefations is the notion that Locke’s view
represents a common- sense theory of knowledge. Yolton, forexample,
contends: “it is important, in the light of Thomas Reid’s contrast
between philosophical and the ordinary account of perception and ideas,
to find Locke placing himself on the side of the ‘un-philosophical” "8
This entails reading ideas not as images or entities, but, in the tradition
of Amauld, as modifications of the mind. In this context the current
debate has not changed in essentials since the interpretations of Brown
and Hamilton. According to Hamilton, representative perception admits
of “a subdivision into two forms, —a simple and a more complex. The
simpler, that the immediate or representative object is a mere
modification of the percipient mind, —the more complex, that this
representative object is something different both from the reality and
from the mind”.®

Brown contends that there is not a single argument in any of
Locke’s works that is founded on the substantial reality of ideas as
separate and distinct things in the mind. According to Brown, Locke
regards the idea neitheras a material image nor as a mental entity that
has an existence apart from the mental cnergy of which it is the object.
Like Arnauld, Locke considers the idea perceived and the percipient act
as constituting the same modification of the conscious mind. Hamilton
argues that of all the opinions Locke expresses aboutideas, he formally
rejects that attributed to him by Brown. Ayers also finds this the most
difficult interpretation to prove. The formal rejection is supposedly
found in Lock’s Examinarion of Malebranche. Locke explains that “the
good word ‘modification’ signifies nothing to me more than [ knew
before; namely, that 'have now” an idea “which [ had notsome minutes
ago™.'” Hamilton concludes that for Locke ideas are separate entities.
think this conclusion should remain suspect. Locke’s criticism of
Malebranche does not seem to be a rejection of the view that ideas are
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modifications, but a rejection of the view that the knower and known
must be the same or similar. Because physical objects are extended and
the soul is not, Malebranche contends that one cannot perceive the sun.
Locke argues that ideas need not resemble their causes, His criticism
may in fact be read as a criticism of the view that ideas are separate
entities which must be similar to those of a spiritual being.

Locke rarely uses the word *image’ when describing the process
of perception. Ayers suggests thal the most probable reason for Locke
avoiding the term is that it was used intoo many ways. This, however,
would hold equally true of the word ‘idea’. Locke was presented with
numerous opportunities to explain his use of the term, to be precise with
regard to the ontological status of ideas, and to explain their representa-
tive function in knowledge. Unfortunately, he did not take advantage of
the criticisms of his contemporaries. In most contexts other than that of
treating memory, Locke appears to use the term, as Yolton contends,
simply to stress the mental features necessary for cognition. That this
does not square with several passages treating ideas as pictures or
images, leads one to suspect that Locke does not have a consistent
theory.

Yolton correctly notes that Locke often spcaks of observing or
perceiving external objects and notideas. Knowledge of the existence
of physical objects is not based on the mere apprehension of the
connections between ideas, but rather, on the reception of ideas from
causes external to the mind. Locke insists that it is only by direct
contact withobjects that we can claimto know of theirexistence, when,
for example, “we immediately by our senses perceive in fire its heat and
color”. (2.23.7) In4.2.14 he tells us that we receive ideas of objects only
when we perceive them, i.e., only upon the “actual entrance of ideas from
external objects”. He clearly points out that the object ol sensation is the
cxternal thing of which we have anidea. It is, he says, “tlie actual
receiving of idcas from without that gives us notice of the existence
of other things, and makes us know, that something does exist at that time
without us™. (4.11.2) Locke seems to be arguing that this is not an
ordinary inference from anidea perceived to an object nol perceived.
As Yolten points out, “in stressing the mental features of knowing
and perceiving, Locke did not mean to make knowledge of body
impossible™!
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In 4.2.14 Locke brings up the question of inference in the
context of distinguishing ideas of memory, dreams, and the external
world. “lask anyonc”, he says, “whether he be notinvincibly conscious
to himself of a different perception, when he looks on the sun by day,
and thinks on it by night... we as plainly find the difference there is
between any idea revived inour minds by ourown memory, and actually
coming into our minds by our senses, as we do between any two distinct
ideas”. The inference to the physical object is unlike most scientific
inferences which proceed from that which is seento an unseen cause,
and more like an inference related to time-lag in perception. It no
more follows that we do not see the real sun because it takes light time
to travel to our senses, than it does that we do not see the real sun because
we have an idea of the sunin our mind. If by perceiving the real sun one
means the real essence or insensible particles, then for Locke, we do
not perceive the sun. However, as Yollon points out, if we mean the
gross object in our perceptual field, then we do see the real sun and not
just an image of this sun.!?

That Locke does present a theory of direct realism in the Essay
seems incontrovertible. He speaks as a dircet realist in several passages
in all Books, for example, in 2.23.7 of the distance between sensible
objects that we perceive, in 3.6.24 he speaks of distinguishing objects by
their sensible qualities, in 3.6.28 and 30 of men observing qualities
joined and existing togcther in nature, in 3.11.19-21 of leading sensible
qualities, e.g., shape and our perception of such qualities, in 3.10.32 he
speaks of “he that, in a new-descovered country, shall see several sorts
ol animals and vegetables, unknown to him before, in 3.6.9 of those
sensiible qualities which we observe insubstances, in3.8.1 of our cyes
discovering ordinary objects, in 3.6.7-8 of chemists examining bodies
and qualities, in 4.13.2 of seeing colors, feeling cold; in this passage
Locks says: “There is another thing in a man’s power that is, though he
turns his eyes sometimes towards an object, yet he may chuse whether
he will curiously survey it, and with an intent application, endeavour
to observe accurately all that is visible in it.”

That this re-interpretation can remain suspect is not surprising.
Hall and Ayers point out that it is not difficult fo catalog a number of
passages in which Locke speaks as a traditional representative realist.
Treating ideas as pictures or images that are perceived occurs mosl
notably, says Hall, in 2.10 “Of Retention”; e.g., section 1, “keeping
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the idea ..... .for some time actually in view....... is called contem-
plation™; aslo,section 5, “the pictures drawn in our minds, are laid in
fading colours,” orsection 7, “viewing again the ideas, thatare lodg’d in
the memory ... the appearance of those dormant pictures.” In 2.29.8
Locke explicitly tells us that ideas are “as it were the picture of things”.
Locke’s discussion of complex ideas as putting simple ideas together
suggests to Hall the construction of mental imagery. There are also a
number of other passages in which Locke regards the object of
perception and knowledge as the idea and not the external thing, c.g.,
2.1.25 where he speaks about perceiving ideas annexed to impressions in
the . mind 4.21.4 a discussion of contemplating signs (ideas); a
discussion ol scepticismin 4.4.3 which arises because the mind “knows
not things immediately”.

The traditional interpretation and the re-interpretation would be
somewhal compatible if ideas are simiply regarded as images in the sense
that (Yolton) “seeinga physical objectis to have visualimages whichare
caused by particles”.!* However, if these visual images are entities and
these entities are in the mind, Locke cannot be a direct realist. Hall
argues that if ideas are images, they scem to be entities of a kind, “even
if they arc obviously not ‘real beings'”."* By ‘real beings” l assume that
Hall is referring to physical beings. Locke himself does not object to
calling ideas “real beings” insofar as they are nol assumed to be
extended; in reply to Norris he claims that “ideas may be ‘real beings,’
though not substances, as motion is a real being, though not a sub-
stance””."* Unfortunately, the terms “object,” ‘real beings,” and ‘entity’
are just as vague as the terms ‘idea’ or ‘modification’. Describing ideas
as modifications does not clarify anything, foras Locke notes inanswer
to Malebranche, the word ‘modification’ “seems to me to signify nothing
more than the word to be explained by it”.!® From the passages quoted
by Hall there is nothing to suggest that ideas are entities in the strong
sense necessary to support traditional interpretaions.

Hall suggests that the supposed ambiguity in Locke’s use of
‘idea” may notl be important, Possibly, he says, “thought is an
ambiguous term, bul do philosophers complain about this? After all,
term can always be restricted, or different senses distinguished, and
we do not always feel that the unrestricted or undistinguished term is a
problem.”” Although this may be true in a general context, given the
historical outcry over Locke’s use of the term “idea’, Hall is being overly



168 KATHY SQUADRITO

generous to Locke. If one is concerned about the ontological status
ol thought, it will not do for a philosopher to dismiss the question.
Is thought a by-product of brain processcs or is it spiritual in nature?
Arc thoughts entities, real beings? It the reader can take it any way one
wishes, or find both views expressed in one work, it would seem
incumbentona philosopherto settle the question. In a different scnse,
questions concerning the nature of ideas may not be important to
Locke’s conclusions about knowledge. Because there is textual support
for both the traditional intcrpretation and rc-interpretation, I am in-
clined, as Hall, to think that Locke did not see the importance or
relevancy of this type of dispute to his over-all thory of knowledge.
Locke is hard-pressed with scepticism in the context of either interpre-
tation. As Ayers suggests, ideas may be images,yct not entities which
preclude observation of objects.

Re-interpretations may establish that Locke’s view does not
result in scepticism with regard to the existence ol physical objects.
Locke does not seem particularly worried about questions of existence,
but rather, with questions concerning the correspondence of ideas
to the real nature of objecls either observed or assumed to exist. If we
do perceive physical objects, the correspondence or resemblance relation
is still in doubt. As Ayers indicates, in this context “we may say, the
objects of comparison are simply the thing as we conceive it, and the
thing as it is in reality”’. This may, as be coniends, be an innocuous
tautology: “that we can only think and reason about things as they are
represented in our thought or as we conceive of them’.'* Nonetheless,
this use of the word ‘idea’ seems lo be primary and is the central focus
of Book III and Book IV of the Essay. Woozley’s re-interpretation
focuses on this use of idea as an intellectual concept or meaning,
Alexander as a definition. There cannot be conformity between ideas
and the reality of things, ideas cannot “agree with things themselves”
if by things and reality we mean “real essence.”

Knowledge of bodics is limited to absiract ideas of nominal
essences, conceps or definitions of things. I think that Ayers is mistaken
in his claim that Locke would not quite understand the “alien notion of
‘conceptualization’.'"” Locke draws a distinction between mere
sensation and perception. The latterinvolves a considerable amount of
mental acticity, the former does not. The ideas we receive by sensation,

he says, “are often in grown people altered” by acts of judgement
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“without ourtaking notice of it”. (2.9.8) Rerception is seeing an object
in accordance with a somewhat arbitrary abstract idea; it is “secing as”,
or conceptualization of sense data. In Book 111, Locke makes it clear that
ourdescriptions of a particular substance are possible only because we
possess general indentifying concepts, i.e., lo recognize a group of
qualitics as a delinite thing presupposes possessing the concept or
abstracl idea of this object. This essence or idea may at times exemplify
itself as an image with meaning, or, simply as a definition.

Whether one accepts the traditional interpretation or the re-
interpretation, there is not much of a practical difference with regard to
knowledge of bodies. Locke argues that our ideas of substances arc all
inadequate, i.e., whether images or not, whether entities or modi-
fications, they can be nothing but partial or incomplete representations
oftheirintended objects. The degrees ol inadequancy inouridcas entails
a corresponding doubt with respect to their realiy, for complex ideas of
bodies are “no further real than as they are combinations ol simple
ideas™ of qualities that are actually united and coexist in nature.
(2.30.5) For the most part, Locke is concerned with the general
propositions of science and not with the extramental reference ofideas.
“Nor let it be wondered”, he says, “that [ place the certainity of our
kowledge in the consideration of ourideas, with so little care and regard
... to the real existence of things: since most of those discourses which
take up the thoughts and engage the disputes of those who pretend to
make it their business to inquire alter truth and certainty, will, 1
presume, upon examination, be found to be general propositions, and
notions in which existence is not at all concerned”. (4.4.8)

In order to have general knowledge of substances at least three
conditions must be satisfied: (1) we must know what changes the
primary qualities of one body regularly produce in the primary qualities
of another body, (2) we must know what primary qualities of any body
produce certainsensations and ideas inus, and (3) we must have faculties
acute enough to perceive the real essence of bodies and frame our
abstract ideas of themaccordingly. (4.6.14) Locke is pessimistic about
these conditions ever being fulfilled by any finite intelligence. All
general knowledge, he says, “lies only in oui own thoughts, and consists
barely in the contemplation of our own abstract ideas”. (4.6.13) Since
our classifications (abstract ideas)} vary according to education and
other variables, it is not surprising to find Locke expressing scepticism
concerning the reality of knowledge.
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Perhaps Ayers gives Locke too much credit when he contends:
“our best conclusion would therefore seem to be that there is an
unresolved tension in Locke’s conception of the relation between idea
and object”.?® Hall is equally generous in his conclusion that “in
deciding not to differentiate between a sense-datum and an image, but
to treat both as mental objects allowing us to deal with parts of the world
whether present or absent, and to designate them all by the single term
idea, Locke may have obtained a convenient outlook for himself, even
if it has generally baffled his commentators™.”' That we should not
expect to find a consistent theory of knowledge or'doctrine of idcas in
the Essay is consistent with Locke’s preparation of the work. In the
Epistle 1o the Reader Locke explains: “Some hasty and undigested
thoughts, on a subject I had never before considered, which I sct down
against our next meeting, gave the first entrance into this discourse,
which having been thus begun by chance, was continued by intreaty;
written by incohberent parcels; and, alter long intervals of neglect,
resum’d again, as my humour or occasions permitied”.

Criticisms concerning consistency and ambiguity are summa-
rily dismissed by Locke as a failure of critics to understand the nature
of his work; e.g. Locke retorts: “If any, careful that nonc of their good
thoughts should be lost, have publish’d their censures of my Essay, with
this honour done to it, that they will not sutfer it to be an Essay, 1 leave
it to the publick to value the obligation they have to their critical pens,
and shall not wasle my reader’s time, in so idle or ill natur’d an
cmployment of mine, as to lessen the satisfactionany one has in himself,
or gives 1o others in so hasty a confutation of what I have written”.**
Rosalie Colie appropriately notes that this is “undercutting with a
vengeance: in one sentence to suggest that the work of critics who did
not recognize *he experimental character of an essay was negligible,
because the nature of essays is to be carelessly written, stretches
fairness to the breaking point”.?* Although Locke made slight efforts to
explain his understanding of the term ‘idea’, he remained comfortable
inits “convenient” ambiguity, an attitude which he deplores in the works
of others. In the Epistle he complains that “neither the inveterateness of
the mischief, nor the prevalency of the fashion, shall be an excuse
for those, who will not take care about the meaning of their own words,
and will not sufter the significancy of thicr expressions to be enquired
into”.
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I conclude that the complaints against Locke are in fact
justified. As Hamilton put it: “Locke is of all philosophers the most
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figurative, ambiguous, vacillating, various, and even contradictory™.
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