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Essay concerning human understanding John Locke is known today primarily as the author of An essay
concerning human understanding. This would no doubt have pleased him. It was the work in which he
invested the most effort and on which he staked his reputation. While he jealously guarded the secret of his
authorship of other works, he acknowledged the Essay from the outset. His signature was appended to the
dedication in the first edition; from the second edition , his name appeared on the title page, opposite his
engraved portrait. Locke had begun work on the Essay in After we had a while puzzled out selves, without
coming any nearer a Resolution of those Doubts which perplexed us, it came into my Thoughts, that we took a
wrong course; and that, before we set our selves upon Enquiries of that Nature, it was necessary to examine
our own Abilities, and see, what Objects our Understandings were, or were not fitted to deal with. This I
proposed to the Company, who all readily assented; and thereupon it was agreed, that this should be out first
Enquiry. These drafts are discussed below. Final revisions and the preparation of the abstract published by Le
Clerc Locke were completed before Locke returned to England in February The Essay consists of four books.
In Book I, Locke establishes that our ideas are not innate. In Book III, he describes how ideas and propositions
are expressed in words and language. Finally, in Book IV, he discusses knowledge, the degrees of knowledge
and opinion, and the limits of human understanding. His conclusion is that, while there can be no certain
knowledge of matters of fact involving substance, the nature of moral ideas makes it possible to have certain
knowledge of the laws of morality. Locke continued to work on the Essay after Four editions were published
during his lifetime, and he left material for a revised fifth edition published in To these editions, he added
important discussions on liberty and determinism, identity, perception, enthusiasm and the association of
ideas. The logical next step, having argued that certain knowledge of the laws of morality is attainable, would
have been a treatise on ethics. Although urged by friends to write such a treatise, Locke never produced more
than a few tentative notes. Complete texts of the Essay Rev. In four books London: Basset, and sold by Edw.
The printing history of the first edition was the subject of queries and responses in Bibl. The textual history of
the early editions is described by C. Nidditch in his introduction to Locke Le Clerc, Bibliotheque universelle ;
Anon. Writtten [sic] by John Locke, Gent. The second edition, with large additions. There are two states of the
title page of this issue, the difference being in the address of Samuel Manship: New material includes II. The
new material was also issued on slips for insertion in copies of the 1st edition. The corrections and additions
were printed separately and distributed by Locke for his friends to insert into their copies of the 1st ed.
Distribution lists for this edition exist in MS. Written by John Locke, Gent. Page by page reprint of edition. A
list of presentation copies for this edition exist in MS. The fourth edition, with large additions. Published in
December ; error in paging: The new material was also issued on slips for insertion in copies of earlier
editions; the British Library copy of the 3rd ed. Drafts for the new material survive in MS. The fifth edition,
with large additions. Y 65; J 36; C 92 Facsimile: The sixth edition, with large additions. Hills, and the
booksellers of London and Westminster. The title page of vol. An essay concerning humane understanding.
By John Locke, Gent. Churchill ; and Samuel Manship Brounower ad vivum delin. The seventh edition, with
large additions. Title page in vol. Churchill , and S. Y 67; J 38; C 92 An essay concerning human
understanding. The eighth edition, with large additions. Manship; and sold by W. Title leaf of vol. An essay
concerning human understanding. Churchill , and A. Witten by John Locke, Gent. The ninth edition, with
large additions. London, printed by T. London, printed by M. Y 69; J 40; C 92 Rev. The tenth edition, with
large additions. Title page of vol. Variant issue, with cancel title leaves, two issues: Y 70; J 41, 41a, 41b; C 92
An essay concerning human understanding. Pemberton ; and E. Variant issue, with cancel title leaves: Y 71; J
42,42a; C 92 An essay concerning human understanding. Beecroft ; and S. Y 72; J 43,43a; C 92 An essay
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concerning human understanding. Oswald [and 6 others in London]. Millar [and 4 others]. Y 74; J 45; C 92
An essay concerning human understanding. Printed in the year M. Y 75 An essay concerning human
understanding. Written by John Locke, Esq. A new edition corrected. Y 76; J 46 An essay concerning human
understanding. Beecroft [and 16 others in London]. Y 77; J 47; C 92 Rev. Reid, for William Coke. Variant
states with imprints: Donaldson, and sold at his shops in London and Edinburgh; 2 Edinburgh: For William
Coke and Francis Shand. Y 78; J 48 An essay concerning human understanding. Whiston [and 18 others in
London]. Y 79; J 49; C 92 An essay concerning human understanding. Y 80 An essay concerning human
understanding. Baker [and 20 others in London]. Y 83; J 51 An essay concerning human understanding. Y 82;
J 51a An essay concerning human understanding. Whiston, S Baker, T. Payne [and 15 others in London]. Y 84
An essay concerning human understanding. Y 85 An essay concerning human understanding. Crowder [and
20 others in London].
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Empirical method A central concept in science and the scientific method is that it must be empirically based
on the evidence of the senses. Both natural and social sciences use working hypotheses that are testable by
observation and experiment. The term semi-empirical is sometimes used to describe theoretical methods that
make use of basic axioms , established scientific laws, and previous experimental results in order to engage in
reasoned model building and theoretical inquiry. For example, John Locke held that some knowledge e.
Similarly Robert Boyle , a prominent advocate of the experimental method, held that we have innate ideas.
The earliest Western proto-empiricists were the Empiric school of ancient Greek medical practitioners, who
rejected the three doctrines of the Dogmatic school , preferring to rely on the observation of "phenomena".
This denies that humans have innate ideas. The image dates back to Aristotle: What the mind nous thinks must
be in it in the same sense as letters are on a tablet grammateion which bears no actual writing grammenon ;
this is just what happens in the case of the mind. Aristotle, On the Soul , 3. Aristotle was considered to give a
more important position to sense perception than Plato , and commentators in the Middle Ages summarized
one of his positions as "nihil in intellectu nisi prius fuerit in sensu" Latin for "nothing in the intellect without
first being in the senses". This idea was later developed in ancient philosophy by the Stoic school. Stoic
epistemology generally emphasized that the mind starts blank, but acquires knowledge as the outside world is
impressed upon it. In the 12th century CE the Andalusian Muslim philosopher and novelist Abu Bakr Ibn
Tufail known as "Abubacer" or "Ebn Tophail" in the West included the theory of tabula rasa as a thought
experiment in his Arabic philosophical novel , Hayy ibn Yaqdhan in which he depicted the development of the
mind of a feral child "from a tabula rasa to that of an adult, in complete isolation from society" on a desert
island , through experience alone. Renaissance Italy[ edit ] In the late renaissance various writers began to
question the medieval and classical understanding of knowledge acquisition in a more fundamental way.
Machiavelli in particular was scornful of writers on politics who judged everything in comparison to mental
ideals and demanded that people should study the "effectual truth" instead. Their contemporary, Leonardo da
Vinci â€” said, "If you find from your own experience that something is a fact and it contradicts what some
authority has written down, then you must abandon the authority and base your reasoning on your own
findings. The Italian word he used for "experiment" was esperienza. It is known that he was the essential
pedagogical influence upon the young Galileo, his eldest son cf. Music and Science in the Age of Galileo
Galilei , arguably one of the most influential empiricists in history. British empiricism[ edit ] British
empiricism, though it was not a term used at the time, derives from the 17th century period of early modern
philosophy and modern science. Thomas Hobbes and Baruch Spinoza , in the next generation, are often also
described as an empiricist and a rationalist respectively. John Locke , George Berkeley , and David Hume
were the primary exponents of empiricism in the 18th century Enlightenment , with Locke being the person
who is normally known as the founder of empiricism as such. In response to the early-to-midth century "
continental rationalism " John Locke â€” proposed in An Essay Concerning Human Understanding a very
influential view wherein the only knowledge humans can have is a posteriori , i. There are two sources of our
ideas: In both cases, a distinction is made between simple and complex ideas. The former are unanalysable,
and are broken down into primary and secondary qualities. Primary qualities are essential for the object in
question to be what it is. Without specific primary qualities, an object would not be what it is. For example, an
apple is an apple because of the arrangement of its atomic structure. If an apple was structured differently, it
would cease to be an apple. Secondary qualities are the sensory information we can perceive from its primary
qualities. For example, an apple can be perceived in various colours, sizes, and textures but it is still identified
as an apple. Therefore, its primary qualities dictate what the object essentially is, while its secondary qualities
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define its attributes. Complex ideas combine simple ones, and divide into substances, modes, and relations.
According to Locke, our knowledge of things is a perception of ideas that are in accordance or discordance
with each other, which is very different from the quest for certainty of Descartes. In response to Locke, he put
forth in his Treatise Concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge an important challenge to empiricism in
which things only exist either as a result of their being perceived, or by virtue of the fact that they are an entity
doing the perceiving. For Berkeley, God fills in for humans by doing the perceiving whenever humans are not
around to do it. In his text Alciphron, Berkeley maintained that any order humans may see in nature is the
language or handwriting of God. Hume argued in keeping with the empiricist view that all knowledge derives
from sense experience, but he accepted that this has implications not normally acceptable to philosophers. He
wrote for example, "Locke divides all arguments into demonstrative and probable. On this view, we must say
that it is only probable that all men must die or that the sun will rise to-morrow, because neither of these can
be demonstrated. Locke, chapter of power. But to be convinced that this explication is more popular than
philosophical, we need but reflect on two very obvious principles. First, That reason alone can never give rise
to any original idea, and secondly, that reason, as distinguished from experience, can never make us conclude,
that a cause or productive quality is absolutely requisite to every beginning of existence. Both these
considerations have been sufficiently explained: Mathematical and logical propositions e. For Hume, an
"impression" corresponds roughly with what we call a sensation. To remember or to imagine such impressions
is to have an "idea". Ideas are therefore the faint copies of sensations. Hume maintained that no knowledge,
even the most basic beliefs about the natural world, can be conclusively established by reason. Rather, he
maintained, our beliefs are more a result of accumulated habits, developed in response to accumulated sense
experiences. Among his many arguments Hume also added another important slant to the debate about
scientific method â€”that of the problem of induction. Hume argued that it requires inductive reasoning to
arrive at the premises for the principle of inductive reasoning, and therefore the justification for inductive
reasoning is a circular argument. Thus, as a simple instance posed by Hume, we cannot know with certainty by
inductive reasoning that the sun will continue to rise in the East, but instead come to expect it to do so because
it has repeatedly done so in the past. According to Hume these beliefs were to be accepted nonetheless because
of their profound basis in instinct and custom. Ultimately, only mental objects, properties, events,
existâ€”hence the closely related term subjective idealism. By the phenomenalistic line of thinking, to have a
visual experience of a real physical thing is to have an experience of a certain kind of group of experiences.
This type of set of experiences possesses a constancy and coherence that is lacking in the set of experiences of
which hallucinations, for example, are a part. As John Stuart Mill put it in the midth century, matter is the
"permanent possibility of sensation". As summarized by D. In his view logical and mathematical necessity is
psychological; we are merely unable to conceive any other possibilities than those that logical and
mathematical propositions assert. This is perhaps the most extreme version of empiricism known, but it has
not found many defenders. This misses some key discussion concerning conditions under which such "groups
of permanent possibilities of sensation" might exist in the first place. Berkeley put God in that gap; the
phenomenalists, including Mill, essentially left the question unanswered. In the end, lacking an
acknowledgement of an aspect of "reality" that goes beyond mere "possibilities of sensation", such a position
leads to a version of subjective idealism. Questions of how floor beams continue to support a floor while
unobserved, how trees continue to grow while unobserved and untouched by human hands, etc. It fails to fully
consider the structure and method of mathematical science , the products of which are arrived at through an
internally consistent deductive set of procedures which do not, either today or at the time Mill wrote, fall
under the agreed meaning of induction. But it came to be realized that there is no finite set of statements about
actual and possible sense-data from which we can deduce even a single physical-object statement. The
translating or paraphrasing statement must be couched in terms of normal observers in normal conditions of
observation. There is, however, no finite set of statements that are couched in purely sensory terms and can
express the satisfaction of the condition of the presence of a normal observer. According to phenomenalism, to
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say that a normal observer is present is to make the hypothetical statement that were a doctor to inspect the
observer, the observer would appear to the doctor to be normal. But, of course, the doctor himself must be a
normal observer. And if we are to specify in sensory terms that the second doctor is a normal observer, we
must refer to a third doctor, and so on also see the third man. Logical positivism Logical empiricism also
logical positivism or neopositivism was an early 20th-century attempt to synthesize the essential ideas of
British empiricism e. Ayer , Rudolf Carnap and Hans Reichenbach. The neopositivists subscribed to a notion
of philosophy as the conceptual clarification of the methods, insights and discoveries of the sciences. They
saw in the logical symbolism elaborated by Frege â€” and Bertrand Russell â€” a powerful instrument that
could rationally reconstruct all scientific discourse into an ideal, logically perfect, language that would be free
of the ambiguities and deformations of natural language. This gave rise to what they saw as metaphysical
pseudoproblems and other conceptual confusions. Any sentence that is not purely logical, or is unverifiable is
devoid of meaning. As a result, most metaphysical, ethical, aesthetic and other traditional philosophical
problems came to be considered pseudoproblems. In later years, Carnap and Neurath abandoned this sort of
phenomenalism in favor of a rational reconstruction of knowledge into the language of an objective
spatio-temporal physics. That is, instead of translating sentences about physical objects into sense-data, such
sentences were to be translated into so-called protocol sentences, for example, "X at location Y and at time T
observes such and such. By the late s, it had become evident to most philosophers that the movement had
pretty much run its course, though its influence is still significant among contemporary analytic philosophers
such as Michael Dummett and other anti-realists. Pragmatism[ edit ] In the late 19th and early 20th century
several forms of pragmatic philosophy arose. The ideas of pragmatism, in its various forms, developed mainly
from discussions between Charles Sanders Peirce and William James when both men were at Harvard in the s.
James popularized the term "pragmatism", giving Peirce full credit for its patrimony, but Peirce later demurred
from the tangents that the movement was taking, and redubbed what he regarded as the original idea with the
name of "pragmaticism". Along with its pragmatic theory of truth , this perspective integrates the basic
insights of empirical experience-based and rational concept-based thinking. Indeed, he concurred with the
main ideas of rationalism, most importantly the idea that rational concepts can be meaningful and the idea that
rational concepts necessarily go beyond the data given by empirical observation. In later years he even
emphasized the concept-driven side of the then ongoing debate between strict empiricism and strict
rationalism, in part to counterbalance the excesses to which some of his cohorts had taken pragmatism under
the "data-driven" strict-empiricist view. To this, Peirce added the concept of abductive reasoning. The
combined three forms of reasoning serve as a primary conceptual foundation for the empirically based
scientific method today. The rationality of the scientific method does not depend on the certainty of its
conclusions, but on its self-corrective character: First among these he listed the peripatetic-thomist observation
mentioned above, but he further observed that this link between sensory perception and intellectual conception
is a two-way street. That is, it can be taken to say that whatever we find in the intellect is also incipiently in
the senses. Hence, if theories are theory-laden then so are the senses, and perception itself can be seen as a
species of abductive inference , its difference being that it is beyond control and hence beyond critiqueâ€”in a
word, incorrigible. This in no way conflicts with the fallibility and revisability of scientific concepts, since it is
only the immediate percept in its unique individuality or "thisness"â€”what the Scholastics called its haecceity
â€”that stands beyond control and correction. Scientific concepts, on the other hand, are general in nature, and
transient sensations do in another sense find correction within them. This notion of perception as abduction
has received periodic revivals in artificial intelligence and cognitive science research, most recently for
instance with the work of Irvin Rock on indirect perception.
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The passages by Reid are included because they challenge an important assumption which is made by Locke and

Page 5

BRITISH EMPIRICAL PHILOSOPHERS; LOCKE, BERKELEY, HUME, REID,
AND J. S. MILL. pdf
accepted without question by Berkeley and Hume. The selections from the work of John Stuart Mill are taken from a
book in which he is attacking one of the more prominent disciples of Reid.
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