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John Locke (1632-1704) was born in Wrington, Eng-
land, to a middle class family.  His father was an attor-
ney who fought on the parliamentary side in the first 
rebellion against Charles I.  Locke received his B.A. 
from Oxford in 1652 and stayed on for a master’s 
degree, and taught Latin, Greek, and moral philosophy.  
An inheritance from his father’s death in 1661 gave him 
financial freedom and the leisure to pursue his other 
interests.  He learned chemistry in the laboratory of 
Robert Boyle, and later became trained as a physician, 
eventually becoming the personal physician to Anthony 
Ashley Cooper, Earl of Shaftesbury, an influential 
politician and moral philosopher. 
 His association with Shaftesbury required him to 
flee England during the political turmoil of the 1680s, 
and he remained hidden in Holland until 1689 when he 
returned in the entourage of William and Mary of 
Orange during the “Glorious Revolution.” 
 Locke’s best-known writings are his Two Treatises 
of Government (published 1689) and An Essay Con-
cerning Human Understanding (1690).  In Book One of 
this latter work, Locke argues against the existence of 
“innate ideas,” what Locke below calls “native ideas” 
— ideas or beliefs that all humans possess without the 
aid of experience (for instance, Descartes believed that 
our idea of God was innate, rather than learned or self-
created).  The selection that follows comes from Book 
Two (“Of Ideas”) of the Essay. 

CHAPTER I 
OF IDEAS IN GENERAL, AND THEIR ORIGINAL 

1. Idea is the object of thinking.  Every man being 
conscious 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 will be much more 
easily admitted, when I have shown whence the under-
standing may get all the ideas it has; and by what ways 
and degrees they may come into the mind; — for which 
I shall appeal to every one’s own observation and 
experience.     

 
2. All ideas come from sensation or reflection.  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 an-
swer, in one word, from EXPERIENCE.  In that all our 
knowledge is founded; and from that it ultimately 
derives itself.  Our observation, employed either about 
external sensible objects or about the internal opera-
tions of our minds perceived and reflected on by our-
selves, is that which supplies our understandings with 
all the materials of thinking.  These two are the fount-
ains of knowledge, from whence all the ideas we have, 
or can naturally have, do spring.  […] 

 
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 ac-
quaintance with them.  And if it were worth while, no 
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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 
affect them, variety of ideas, whether care be taken of it 
or not, are imprinted on the minds of children.  Light 
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.   
[…] 

CHAPTER II 
OF SIMPLE IDEAS  

1. Uncompounded appearances.  The better to under-
stand the nature, manner, and extent of our knowledge, 
one thing is carefully to be observed concerning the 
ideas we have; and that is, that some of them are simple 
and some complex. 

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 it is 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 but one uniform appearance, or conception in 
the mind, and is not distinguishable into different ideas. 

 
2. The mind can neither make nor destroy them.  These 
simple ideas, the materials of all our knowledge, are 
suggested and furnished to the mind only by those two 

ways above mentioned, viz. sensation and reflection.  
When the understanding is once stored with these 
simple ideas, it has the power to repeat, compare, and 
unite them, even to an almost infinite variety, and so 
can make at pleasure new complex ideas.  But it is not 
in the power of the most exalted wit, or enlarged under-
standing, by any quickness or variety of thought, to in-
vent or frame one new simple idea in the mind, not 
taken in by the ways before mentioned: nor can any 
force of the understanding destroy those that are there.  
The dominion of man, in this little world of his own 
understanding being muchwhat the same as it is in the 
great world of visible things; wherein his power, how-
ever managed by art and skill, reaches no farther than to 
compound and divide the materials that are made to his 
hand; but can do nothing towards the making the least 
particle of new matter, or destroying one atom of what 
is already in being.  The same inability will every one 
find in himself, who shall go about to fashion in his un-
derstanding one simple idea, not received in by his 
senses from external objects, or by reflection from the 
operations of his own mind about them.  I would have 
any one try to fancy any taste which had never affected 
his palate; or frame the idea of a scent he had never 
smelt: and when he can do this, I will also conclude that 
a blind man hath ideas of colours, and a deaf man true 
distinct notions of sounds.  
[…] 

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 real positive idea in the understanding, as 
much as any other whatsoever; though, perhaps, the 
cause of it be but a privation of the subject. 

 
2. Ideas in the mind distinguished from that in things 
which gives rise to them.  Thus the ideas of heat and 
cold, light and darkness, white and black, motion and 
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rest, are equally clear and positive ideas in the mind; 
though, perhaps, some of the causes which produce 
them are barely privations, in those subjects from 
whence our senses derive those ideas.  These the under-
standing, in its view of them, considers all as distinct 
positive ideas, without taking notice of the causes that 
produce them: which is an inquiry not belonging to the 
idea, as it is in the understanding, but to the nature of 
the things existing without us.  These are two very dif-
ferent things, and carefully to be distinguished; it being 
one thing to perceive and know the idea of white or 
black, and quite another to examine what kind of 
particles they must be, and how ranged in the superfi-
cies, to make any object appear white or black. 

 
3. We may have the ideas when we are ignorant of their 
physical causes.  A painter or dyer who never inquired 
into their causes hath the ideas of white and black, and 
other colours, as clearly, perfectly, and distinctly in his 
understanding, and perhaps more distinctly, than the 
philosopher who hath busied himself in considering 
their natures, and thinks he knows how far either of 
them is, in its cause, positive or privative; and the idea 
of black is no less positive in his mind than that of 
white, however the cause of that colour in the external 
object may be only a privation. 

 
4. Why a privative cause in nature may occasion a 
positive idea.  If it were the design of my present under-
taking to inquire into the natural causes and manner of 
perception, I should offer this as a reason why a priva-
tive cause might, in some cases at least, produce a pos-
itive idea; viz. that all sensation being produced in us 
only by different degrees and modes of motion in our 
animal spirits, variously agitated by external objects, 
the abatement of any former motion must as necessarily 
produce a new sensation as the variation or increase of 
it; and so introduce a new idea, which depends only on 
a different motion of the animal spirits in that organ. 

 
5. Negative names need not be meaningless.  But wheth-
er this be so or not I will not here determine, but appeal 
to every one’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 com-
mon opinion; but, in truth, it will be hard to determine 
whether there be really any ideas from a privative cause, 
till it be determined, whether rest be any more a priva-
tion 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 per-
ceptions 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 like-
ness 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 quality of the subject wherein that power is.  Thus a 
snowball having the power to produce in us the ideas of 
white, cold, and round, — the power to produce those 
ideas in us, as they are in the snowball, I call qualities; 
and as they are sensations or perceptions in our under-
standings, I call them ideas; which ideas, if I speak of 
sometimes as in the things themselves, I would be 
understood to mean those qualities in the objects which 
produce them in us. 
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9. Primary qualities of bodies.  Qualities thus consid-
ered in bodies are, First, such as are utterly inseparable 
from the body, in what state soever it be; and such as in 
all the alterations and changes it suffers, all the force 
can be used upon it, it constantly keeps; and such as 
sense constantly finds in every particle of matter which 
has bulk enough to be perceived; and the mind finds 
inseparable from every particle of matter, though less 
than to make itself singly be perceived by our senses: 
v.g. Take a grain of wheat, divide it into two parts; each 
part has still solidity, extension, figure, and mobility: 
divide it again, and it retains still the same qualities; 
and so divide it on, till the parts become insensible; 
they must retain still each of them all those qualities.  
For division (which is all that a mill, or pestle, or any 
other body, does upon another, in reducing it to in-
sensible parts) can never take away either solidity, ex-
tension, figure, or mobility from any body, but only 
makes two or more distinct separate masses of matter, 
of that which was but one before; all which distinct 
masses, reckoned as so many distinct bodies, after di-
vision, make a certain number.  These I call original or 
primary qualities of body, which I think we may 
observe to produce simple ideas in us, viz. solidity, 
extension, figure, motion or rest, and number. 

 
10. Secondary qualities of bodies.  Secondly, such 
qualities which in truth are nothing in the objects them-
selves but power to produce various sensations in us by 
their primary qualities, i.e. by the bulk, figure, texture, 
and motion of their insensible parts, as colours, sounds, 
tastes, &c.  These I call secondary qualities.  To these 
might be added a third sort, which are allowed to be 
barely powers; though they are as much real qualities in 
the subject as those which I, to comply with the com-
mon way of speaking, call qualities, but for distinction, 
secondary 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 insensible 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 orig-
inal 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 sensa-
tion, there to produce in our minds the particular ideas 
we have of them.  And since the extension, figure, num-
ber, 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; perhaps 
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 dif-
ferent motions and figures, bulk and number, of such 
particles, affecting the several organs of our senses, 
produce 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 
conceive that God should annex such ideas to such 
motions, 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 
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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 
secondary, 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.  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 different 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 white-
ness and coldness in snow, and pain not, when it pro-
duces 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 any one’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 
not taste, nor the nose smell, and all colours, tastes, 
odors, 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.  […] 

 
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 
really 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 an-
other.  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 greater in one hand than in the other; if a 
body be applied to the two hands, which has in its 
minute particles 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. […] 

 
23. Three sorts of qualities in bodies.  The qualities, 
then, that are in bodies, rightly considered, are of three 
sorts: — 

First, The bulk, figure, number, situation, and mo-
tion or rest of their solid parts.  Those are in them, 
whether we perceive them or not; and when they are of 
that size that we can discover them, we have by these 
an idea of the thing as it is in itself; as is plain in artifi-
cial things.  These I call primary qualities. 

Secondly, The power that is in any body, by reason 
of its insensible primary qualities, to operate after a 
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peculiar manner on any of our senses, and thereby 
produce in us the different ideas of several colours, 
sounds, smells, tastes, &c.  These are usually called 
sensible qualities. 

Thirdly, The power that is in any body, by reason of 
the particular constitution of its primary qualities, to 
make such a change in the bulk, figure, texture, and 
motion of another body, as to make it operate on our 
senses differently from what it did before.  Thus the sun 
has a power to make wax white, and fire to make lead 
fluid.  These are usually called powers. 

The first of these, as has been said, I think may be 
properly called real, original, or primary qualities; be-
cause they are in the things themselves, whether they 
are perceived or not: and upon their different modifica-
tions it is that the secondary qualities depend. 

The other two are only powers to act differently 
upon other things: which powers result from the dif-
ferent modifications of those primary qualities. 

 
24. The first are resemblances; the second thought to be 
resemblances, but are not; the third neither are nor are 
thought so.  But, though the two latter sorts of qualities 
are powers barely, and nothing but powers, relating to 
several other bodies, and resulting from the different 

modifications of the original qualities, yet they are gener-
ally 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 esteemed barely pow-
ers, 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 produced in the wax, not as 
qualities in the sun, but effects produced by powers in it.  
Whereas, if rightly considered, 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 pow-
ers 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 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.  […]

 


