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Our next few classes are devoted to epistemology, the study of knowledge. 
 

Ø  We’ll take this as our starting point ���
because philosophy aims at the acquisition of knowledge, 
-  so we’d better figure out what it means to know something to be true,���

as opposed to merely wishing, guessing, thinking, feeling, or believing. 
 

What is knowledge? 
•  We can start by distinguishing between practical & theoretical knowledge. 

»  Practical knowledge is possession of a skill,���
i.e., knowing how to do something. 

»  Theoretical knowledge is possession of ideas (objects of thought) ���
& beliefs (statements we hold to be true) which reflect facts, ���
i.e., knowing that something is the case 
•  The mind of someone with this kind of knowledge ���

is like a mirror of the world, containing ideas & beliefs ���
which accurately capture what the world is really like. 

Today we will investigate: 
Ø  how do ideas get into our minds in the first place? 

Ø  In other words, where does our (theoretical) knowledge come from? 2	  



  John Locke (1632-1704) was a British philosopher best known for:  
 

•  his political theories, in favor of religious toleration ���
& against monarchical governments, ���
which influenced both the American & French Revolutions. 

•  E.g., his sentiments about the natural rights ���
of human beings are echoed in the ���
American Declaration of Independence: 

•  his claim that all people have ���
the right to “life, liberty, & property” ���
was adapted into the familiar phrase ���
“life, liberty, & the pursuit of happiness”. 

•  an epistemological view called empiricism, according to which 
all (theoretical) knowledge ultimately comes from experience. 

–  Contrast this with rationalism, the view that ���
all knowledge comes from reason alone. 

»  In this lecture, we’ll also consider some empiricist 
insights from philosopher David Hume (1711-1776). ���
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The excerpt we read from ���
An Essay Concerning Human Understanding    ���
is concerned with answering 

Ø Where do our ideas come from? 

•  To begin, Locke clarifies his topic���
by defining an idea as: 
-   “the object of thinking,” or  
-  “that which [one’s] mind is applied about whilst thinking”. 

Ø So for Locke, ideas are anything that our thoughts can be about. 
 

 He raises the question of where ideas come from by noting: 

»  “…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?” (1, §1) 
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Ø Where do our ideas come from? 

•  Locke disagrees with a view on this question called nativism: 
–  the “received doctrine that men have native ideas…���

stamped upon their minds in their very first being” (1, §1), 
-  i.e., the view that human beings are born with ���

at least some innate ideas, which they never had to learn. 

Ø In other words, nativists believe that at least some of our ideas ���
are ‘a priori’ (Latin: ‘from the earlier’), ���
meaning that we have them prior to, & independent of, ���
any experience with the world. 
•  Some nativists believe that God implants these ���

a priori ideas into our minds at birth,  
•  while others (today) believe a priori ideas could be the product 

of natural processes, like genetic “hard-wiring” of our brains. 

– Nativists also tend to be rationalists, 
»  who believe reasoning is the only way we develop knowledge. 

Ø Locke holds the negative views that nativism is wrong about ideas,���
and rationalism is wrong about knowledge. 
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Locke’s main argument 
 

1)  We have at least some innate ideas,                   ���
or we get all our ideas from experience. 

2)  We do not have any innate ideas. 
3)  Therefore, we get all our ideas from experience. 
 

 

Ø  He takes for granted that premise 1) is true. 
•  The assumption is that if we all have ideas, ���

we must agree that these ideas come from somewhere, 
•  and it seems that the only options are that ���

a) we are born with them, or b) we acquire them during our lives. 

–  Are there any other options that Locke has neglected? 
»  If so, then Locke errs by positing a false dichotomy,���

 i.e. stating there are only two possible options ���
when in fact there could be more. 

 

Ø  He will offer an auxiliary argument to defend premise 2),   
Ø  and will explain some implications of 3)’s truth. 
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Locke asks us to suppose that nativism is wrong, ���
and to think of the mind of a newborn child as a blank slate ���
(or tabula rasa, in Latin) ready to be written on. 

 He writes: 
“…suppose the mind to be, as we say, white paper,                          ���
void of all characters, without any ideas:  
–  How comes it to be furnished?  

–  By ‘furnished’, he means filled up: ���
like how furniture fills up a room.] 

•  [From where does it come] by that vast store which the busy & boundless 
[imagination] of man has painted on it with an almost endless variety?  

•  [From where does it get] all the materials of reason & knowledge?  

–  To this I answer, in one word,  
»  from experience.” (1, §2) 

Ø  In today’s terminology, Locke stands firmly on the side of nurture ���
in the nature vs. nurture debate over where our ideas come from, 
•  whereas nativists favor the nature side. 
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He elaborates: 
“In [experience] all our knowledge is founded. 

•  …Our observation employed ���
either about external sensible objects,  

•  or about the internal operations of our minds ���
perceived and reflected on by ourselves,  
–  is that which supplies our understanding ���

with all the materials of thinking.”  

•  “…These two are the fountains ���
[i.e., ultimate sources] of knowledge,  

•  from whence all the ideas we have, ���
or can naturally have, do spring.” (1, §2) 

Ø  Locke is clarifying that “experience” involves ���
two different ways of making observations: 

Ø  sensation, which is observation of the world ���
outside of our minds, & 

Ø  reflection, which is observation of the ideas ���
already inside our minds. 
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“…our senses, [responsive to] particular sensible objects,  
•  do convey into the mind several distinct perceptions of things,���

according to those various ways wherein those objects do affect them.  
–  …the [senses bring] into the mind what produces there those perceptions. 

•  And thus we come by those ideas we have of 
yellow, white, heat, cold, soft, hard, bitter, sweet, 
and all those which we call sensible qualities . . .  

 

 

This great source of most of the ideas we have, ���
depending wholly upon our senses, and derived by them 
to the understanding, I call sensation.” (1) 
 

•  E.g., our senses, directed at the pineapple,  ���
give us ideas like golden, sour, spiky, etc. 

 

Locke speaks as though ���
our senses somehow transport ���
the qualities of objects into our minds. 
 

Ø Alternatively, others empiricists ���
(like David Hume) describe sensation as 
making a mental copy of these qualities. 
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“…the other fountain from which experience ���
furnisheth the understanding with ideas is  
•  the perception of the operations of our own mind within us, ���

as it is employed about the ideas it has got”, i.e., reflection. 

–  Another term for this process is “internal sense”, ���
or what we might call introspection:  
•  “perception, thinking, doubting, believing, ���

reasoning, knowing, willing”  the contents of our minds ���
(as opposed to the external world). 

Ø  Locke thinks we develop more complex ideas by        ���
reflecting upon simple ideas gained through sensation. 

–  E.g., we develop the complex idea of ‘pineapple’ ���
by combining all our simple ideas about how it looks, smells, tastes, feels, etc. 

–  We develop the complex idea of the category ‘fruit’ ���
by thinking about apples, oranges, pineapples, grapes, etc., ���
and recognizing that they have enough in common to be grouped together. 

–  We develop a complex idea like ‘nutrition’ ���
by reflecting upon the energy, health benefits, & satiation we get from food. 10 
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    David Hume defended & expanded upon ���
    Locke’s argument by showing that ���
    even our fantasies are built upon ���
    ideas acquired through sensation & reflection: 

 
 

“Nothing, at first view, may seem more unbounded than the thought of man,  
•  which not only escapes all human power & authority,���

but is not even restrained within the limits of nature and reality. 

–  To form monsters, and join incongruous shapes & appearances, ���
costs the imagination no more trouble ���
than to conceive the most natural & familiar objects.  

•  “But though our thought seems to possess this unbounded liberty, ���
we shall find, upon a nearer examination, ���
that it is really confined within very narrow limits… 

–  …all this creative power of the mind amounts to no more than ���
…compounding, transposing, augmenting, or diminishing ���
the materials afforded us by the senses & experience.”  

Ø  Thus, “all the materials of thinking are derived either from ���
our outward or inward [sensation]…”(1-2) 
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•  “These two…external material things, as the objects of sensation,���
and the operations of our own minds within, as the objects of reflection,���
…are to me the only [sources] from whence all our ideas take their beginnings.” 
–  “All our ideas are of the one or the other of these. 
–  The understanding seems to me not to have the least glimmering of any ideas 

which it [does] not receive from one of these two.” (2, §4) 
 

•  “Let any one examine his own thoughts, ���
and thoroughly search into his understanding;  

»  and then let him tell me, whether all the original ideas he has 
there, are any other than of the objects of his senses, or of the 
operations of his mind, considered as objects of his reflection.  

»  And how great a mass of knowledge [whatsoever] he imagines to be 
lodged there, he will, upon taking a strict view, see that he has     
not any idea in his mind but what one of these two have imprinted; 

»  though perhaps, with infinite variety compounded & enlarged  ���
by the understanding...” (2, §5) 

Ø  Locke is challenging his readers to come up with counterexamples        
to his conclusion that “All ideas come from sensation or reflection”. 

»  Can you think of any counterexamples? 
12 



Let’s take another look at Locke’s main argument: 
 

1)  We have at least some innate ideas,                   ���
or we get all our ideas from experience. 

2)  We do not have any innate ideas. 
3)  Therefore, we get all our ideas from experience. 
 

 

Ø  So far, Locke has only explained what is meant by his conclusion. 

Ø  To make his view more convincing, he supplies several premises to make 
an auxiliary argument to defend premise 2 (and oppose nativism): 

a.  Children have no ideas in infancy, ���
but they gradually acquire ideas as they age. 

b.  If a child does not encounter something through experience,              
they will not have an idea corresponding to that thing. 

c.  The more experience one has, ���
the more complex one’s ideas become. 

2)  We do not have any innate ideas. 
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 Auxiliary Arguments against nativism (in defense of premise 2): 
 

a)  Children have no ideas in infancy, ���
but they gradually acquire ideas as they age. 

•  “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 [ideas].” (2, §6) 

•  He that will suffer himself to be informed by ���
observation & experience…will find few signs of a [mind] 
accustomed to much thinking in a newborn child… 

–  …a fetus in the mother’s womb differs not much from the     
state of a vegetable, but passes the greatest part of its time 
without perception.” (4, §21) 

»  Locke is reasoning that fetuses cannot form any ideas, 
since they don’t experience anything in the womb. 

•  Can you think of any ideas a baby could form 
before it has any experience? 14	  



More Auxiliary Arguments against nativism (in defense of premise 2): 
 
 

b)  If a child does not encounter something through experience,              
they will not have an idea corresponding to that thing. 

•  “Light & colors are busy at hand everywhere, when the eye is but open;  
•  sounds & 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 ideas of scarlet or green, just as [another child] 
that from his childhood never tasted an oyster, or a pineapple, has 
[no idea] of those particular [flavors].” (2, §6) 

•  A rationalist would hold that someone can use reason ���
to figure out what these colors look like, ���
or what those foods taste like. 
•  Do you think this is possible, ���

or are the empiricists right that you need ���
first-hand experience to have an idea of these qualities? 
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More Auxiliary Arguments against nativism (in defense of premise 2): 
 
 

c)  The more experience one has, the more complex one’s thoughts become. 

–  “The mind thinks in proportion to the matter ���
it gets from experience to think about. 

»  Follow a child from its birth, and observe the alterations ���
that time makes, and you shall find,  
•  as the mind by the senses comes more & more ���

be furnished with ideas, it comes to be more & more awake;                                       
thinks more, the more it has matter to think on.” 

»  After some time it begins to know the objects which, being most 
familiar with it, have made lasting impressions.  

–  …And so we may observe how the mind, by degrees, ���
improves…and advances to the exercise of those other faculties of 
enlarging, compounding, and abstracting its ideas, and of reasoning 
about them, and reflecting upon all these” (4, §22) 

•  Is this really attributable to the accumulation of experience, ���
or might this result from the development of a child’s reason 
over time? 
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Let’s suppose that Locke is correct about where our ideas come from. 
What are the implications of empiricism? 
 

 

I.  Even the ideas furthest from ordinary experience (including our idea ���
of God) must be derived from things we have actually sensed. 

“…the first capacity of human intellect is, that the mind is fitted to receive ���
the impressions made on it; either through the senses by outward objects, ���
or by its own operations when it reflects on them. 
 

–  This is the first step a man makes towards the discovery of anything,  
–  and the groundwork whereon to build all those notions ���

which ever he shall have naturally in this world.  

All those sublime thoughts which tower above 
the clouds, and reach as high as heaven itself, 
take their rise and footing here:  
•  in all that great extent wherein the mind 

wanders, in those remote speculations ���
may seem to be elevated with,  

•  [the mind] stirs not one jot beyond those ideas 
which sense or reflection have offered for its 
contemplation.” (4-5, §24) 17	  



II.  We should be wary of how what we encounter through experience 
impacts how we think and act. 

“In the reception of simple ideas, the understanding is for the most part passive 
–  … and whether or not it will have [any particular] materials of knowledge, ���

is not in its own power.  
–  For the objects of our senses do, many of them, obtrude their particular ideas 

upon our minds whether we [want them] or not…  

»  These simple ideas, when offered to the mind,                         
the understanding can no more refuse to have, nor alter when 
they are imprinted, nor blot them out and make new ones itself, 
than a mirror can refuse, alter, or obliterate the images or ideas 
which the objects set before it do therein produce.  

•  As the bodies that surround us do diversely affect our 
organs, the mind is forced to receive the impressions; ���
and cannot avoid the perception of those ideas” (5, §25) 

 
 

Locke is saying that we can’t resist forming ideas ���
on the basis of our experience. 
Ø It is inevitable that the contents our of perceptions become ���

the contents of our thoughts, and perhaps our actions too. 
18 
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This PSA takes seriously Locke’s doctrine that children are blank slates, ���
whose minds take in whatever their senses are exposed to: 

The PSA implies that���
if empiricism is true,    ���
then parents are critically 
responsible for the ideas ���
that their children develop. 

Ø  Do you think that people 
are as passively receptive ���
to new ideas as Locke 
suggests? 

 

Ø  Does this mean that we 
should use censorship to 
protect people from 
acquiring dangerous ideas? 


