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In order that we may understand Locke’s doctrine of naming and reference, it is important to understand his objections against innate principles, as well as his own doctrine of ideas. I use the word ‘objections’ instead of ‘arguments’ because Locke does not provide a convincing framework of arguments when he refutes innate principles.
 Instead, he makes categorical statements against commonly held opinions regarding innate principles in order to cast doubt upon them. He thereby provides a more agreeable environment for his hypothesis of human understanding. His approach is similar to a lawyer who suggests an alternative theory to cast doubt on the possibility of her client’s involvement in a crime. Locke is not providing a full argument supported by evidence, but an alternative theory that causes the reader to reflect on personal experience and question basic assumptions regarding innate principles.

After casting doubt on innate principles, Locke presents his own doctrine of ideas as an alternate theory. The doctrine is a lengthy treatise in which Locke categorizes ideas, then sub-categorizes them according to type of idea, the method by which the mind attains it, what it is in the object that causes it to be perceived by mind, and so on. After he presents his doctrine of ideas, Locke continues with his doctrine of naming and reference: he first explains how the mind perceives and then how humans communicate. Together, these two doctrines are Locke’s alternative to innate principles. In summary, in Books II and III of The Essay,
 Locke delivers a detailed description of how humans come to have ideas, and how they communicate these ideas, thereby casting doubt on innate principles by presenting a theory that seems to operate without them. 

The present essay will review Locke’s objections against innate principles, his doctrine of ideas, and his doctrine of language. It will show how Locke’s doctrines explain another possibility, and provide an adequate account of the problem, “if names stand for the ideas in our minds, how do we succeed in communicating about external things?”

Locke’s “Introduction” outlines the purpose and method of the Essay. He explains that he will explore the “origin, certainty, and extent of human knowledge”
, but not the mind in and of itself. However, in spite of his statements to the contrary, Locke’s treatise does explore the mind, the cause of ideas there, and the operations of the mind on its ideas.  At this point, Locke also claims that philosophy too often attempts to answer questions that are beyond the capabilities of human understanding. He believes that if humans restricted their inquiries to what they are capable of understanding, then they would have certain answers regarding the nature of their knowledge, instead of scepticism and hypotheses. In other words, if inquiries were restricted to a “common-sense” approach then the answers being sought will be found. Locke is implying that this is the approach he is taking. He says, “For I thought that the first step towards satisfying several inquiries, the mind of man was very apt to run into, was to take a survey of our own understandings, examine our powers, and see to what things they were adapted.”
 Locke is saying that the method he uses in his treatise is a common-sense approach based on experience. After Locke describes his approach, he uses it to cast doubt on the theory of innate principles by inviting the reader to reflect on personal experience. 

Locke’s rebuttal begins a common-sense argument against the word ‘universal.’ He asserts that there are no innate principles thatall of mankind agrees upon. Locke uses the example of children and idiots, saying innate principles are, “Not naturally imprinted, because not known to children, idiots, etc.”
 According to Locke, if principles were universal and innate, then children and idiots would be aware of them, but because neither is allegedly aware of them, this proves that innate principles do not exist. Locke continues to refute innate principles in this manner, running through a series of accepted opinions about the principles and making statements to the contrary. The contrary statements cause the reader to reflect on them by relating them to her own experience, i.e., the reader considers Locke’s statements in a personal way, similar to trying on a sweater to see if it fits. Once Locke establishes doubt, he introduces his alternate theory of how the mind comes to have knowledge. He says: 

The senses at first let in particular ideas, and furnish the yet empty cabinet, and the mind by degrees growing familiar with some of them, they are lodged in the memory, and names got to them. Afterwards the mind proceeding further abstracts them, and by degrees learns the use of general names. In this manner the mind comes to be furnished with ideas and language, the materials about which to exercise its discursive faculty. And the use of reason becomes daily more visible, as these materials that give it employment increase. But though the having of general ideas and the use of general words and reason usually grow together, yet I do not see how this any way proves them innate.
 

In the above statement Locke capitalizes on the doubt he has cast and suggests his own doctrine of ideas and language as an alternate possibility of how knowledge is gained. 


Locke begins Book II of The Essay with a general explanation of ideas and their origin. He refers to his statements made against innate principles in the preceding Book, and suggests that it will be easier to agree with him once he demonstrates how the understanding acquires its ideas. Locke begins with the foundation of his theory, “All ideas come from sensation and reflection.”
 He introduces a comparison between mind and a blank piece of paper. Locke says the mind is like a blank piece of paper, “void of all characters, without any ideas,”
 and then asks, “How does it come to be furnished?”
 Given Locke’s common-sense approach, it appears that this question is not a rhetorical device, but a forthright question put to the reader, causing her to consider a possible answer by reflecting on her experience of putting pen to paper. She draws a parallel between the act of filling a blank piece of paper with words, and the mind being furnished with ideas. The reader, in whose mind doubt about innate principles now exists, recalls her experience of writing, and compares it to Locke’s example of paper, “void of all characters.” She draws a parallel between the act of words being placed on paper with the process of ideas furnishing the mind, and deduces that the mind acquires ideas through external objects, similar to the paper being filled with words by a pen. The following is Locke’s answer to, “How does it come to be furnished?” 

…in one word, from experience; our knowledge is founded in all that, and from that it ultimately derives itself. 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 understandings with all the materials of thinking.

Again, Locke gives a twofold reply. This answer not only signifies his belief that experience is the foundation of knowledge, but introduces his theory of how the mind obtains its ideas. There is something else of note regarding Locke’s question and subsequent answer. As stated earlier, the question stimulates the reader to give an answer by reflecting on experience. Even if the reader concludes that Locke’s example of the piece of paper, void of characters, is an inadequate analogy of the process by which the mind becomes furnished with ideas, the reader finds it difficult to disregard Locke’s claim that all ideas come from sensation and reflection. The operations performed by her mind that lead to her dissent, or assent, to the analogy, appear to be the very operations that Locke claims to be the source of ideas. Therefore, the operations performed by the reader’s mind that lead to her response to Locke’s question, agree, regardless of her conclusion, with his answer by virtue of their operation. The reader is able to obscure how ideas are produced in reflection.


Having established his overall hypothesis, Locke begins to introduce a theoretical explanation of the actual process by which he assumes human beings come to have ideas. His treatise on ideas is a lengthy and detailed exposition that divides ideas into many categories. It is in his explanation of the external causes of ideas, and not so much of mental operations, that Locke diverges from his common-sense approach and begins to play at metaphysics.  Locke begins by first describing the sources of ideas, sensation and reflection. According to the description, the mind receives ideas through the sense organs because external objects act on them. The second source, reflection, is the mind observing itself operating, i.e., the mind is aware of itself perceiving, thinking, doubting and so on. Locke says, “External objects furnish the mind with the ideas of sensible qualities, which are all those different perceptions they produce in us. And the mind furnishes the understanding with ideas of its own operations”
 Here, Locke outlines how sensation and reflection provide the mind with ideas, as he repeats his answer to the question, “how does the mind become furnished with ideas?” Locke continues his treatise by dividing ideas into simple and complex. The categories of simple and complex are then divided further into sub-categories, but first a summary of the simple ideas. 

Simple ideas are the ideas received through sensation and reflection working closely together. Locke sorts the sources of simple ideas into four categories. The categories are determined by how the simple ideas are received by the mind. A first example of this would be (i) the idea of a car horn where the sound acts on the hearing and causes the idea of ‘car horn’ in the mind. Locke refers to this as a simple idea received through one sense. The three other categories are, (ii) ideas conveyed by more than one sense, like seeing and hearing, (iii) ideas received from reflection, i.e., the mind observing itself operate on the ideas received by the senses and, finally, (iv) the ideas that come from sensation and reflection, for instance an external object excites in us a certain desire, the mind reflects on the desire and then decides how to act.
 The first two categories are ideas received only through sensation; consequently these ideas are caused by external objects. The third category, ideas from reflection, are ideas caused by internal objects, and in the fourth category the ideas are caused by both. At this point, Locke begins to speculate about what causes external objects to be perceived, and is unable to avoid metaphysics, as he begins to describe what it is that causes external objects to be perceived, i.e., what causes the car horn to be heard. 

Here, Locke introduces a new category, ‘qualities,’ to explain the characteristics of external objects and what causes them to act on our senses. He says, “Whatever 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 a quality of the subject in which that power is.”
 Locke continues his explanation by dividing qualities into primary and secondary, and speculates about what these qualities are, and how they produce ideas. He claims that the primary qualities are inseparable from the body of the object – does he mean its ‘substance’? -  and that they cause the object to be perceived through the secondary qualities. The secondary qualities belong to the primary qualities, not the object itself, and it is the secondary qualities that operate on our senses, causing the object to be perceived, i.e., the primary qualities are, “the unknown constitution of things on which their discoverable qualities, [secondary qualities] depend.”
 After Locke gives his explanation of primary and secondary qualities, and how they cause external objects to be perceived, he returns to the second source of ideas, reflection, and explains the internal operations of the mind. As noted above (p.4), Locke seems to depart from his common-sense approach when he discusses the causes of ideas in terms of primary and secondary qualities. The relationship of the qualities is obscure and a major flaw in his doctrine. Locke is not alone here, and has the same dualist dilemma as Descartes: how are material qualities transported into mind? In particular, he makes it sound that primary qualities remain inaccessible to mind. Despite this dilemma, his account of mental operations remains quite convincing. 

Although Locke distinguishes between sensation and reflection in his doctrine, they do not operate separately. In order for external objects to affect the mind, the sensation caused by the external object must be perceived, i.e., the car horn is not ‘heard’ until the mind perceives it. Once the mind perceives the car horn, it cannot avoid the perception, making the idea ‘car horn’ part of the understanding. Locke describes perception [as the mind’s first simple idea of reflection, and because the mind is passive it perceives without being able to avoid perception.]
 The only limitation is attentional: if the mind is occupied by another idea, it will not perceive an external object. An example of this is where I am standing on a street corner, talking on my cell phone, while waiting for a friend to come and pick me up. Meanwhile, my friend is parked a few meters down the street and has been honking her horn, which I have not noticed because I am talking on the phone. Suddenly, I hear the car horn and notice my friend. I walk to the car, and as I get in my friend asks if I am hard of hearing because she must have honked at least ten times.  Even though the car horn was honking, I did not perceive it because I was occupied by my phone conversation. However, once I took notice of the car horn, it was immediately perceived. Once the mind perceives something, it employs its other operations, namely retention, discerning, naming and abstraction. 

Locke explains the faculties of retention, discerning, naming and abstraction by dividing them into categories based on their particular functions. Retention is divided into contemplation and memory. Locke claims that ideas are either being contemplated, that is, being operated on by the mind, or they are stored in memory, from which they can be retrieved and be made the objects of mind again.
 He goes on to divide discerning into comparing and contemplation
, and explains that the mind compares its various ideas based on their similar circumstances. In the next step, the mind compounds its simple ideas into complex ideas. For example, I can imagine, a time much earlier in my life when my mother must have literally been the whole world to me. Prior to ever calling her “mom,” I must have had repeated experiences of an entity that fed me, held me, checked on me, etc. These repeated experiences were stored, compared and compounded by my mind. I must have intuited, based on the similarities and repetition of my experiences with the entity, that the entity took care of my needs. Retaining, comparing and combining my initial experiences of my mother produced a primitive, yet complex idea, of an entity determined by its function. Once the complex idea was created, the next operation of the mind was to employ sounds, and eventually words, to signify the complex idea.

The last two categories of Locke’s hypothesis of simple ideas are naming and abstraction. When the mind starts to become furnished with ideas of external objects, it stores, sorts, compares and compounds the ideas. The mind condenses its many simple ideas by creating complex ideas. Once the mind begins to create complex ideas, it tries to communicate them. At first, sounds are used to signify ideas and, once language is learned, words come to signify the ideas in the mind. Locke says, “When children have, by repeated sensations, got ideas fixed in their memories, they begin by degrees to learn the use of signs.”
  Using the example above, after creating the complex idea of the entity that took care of me, I can also imagine that, once that idea was formed, I probably tried to communicate it. In the beginning I could have employed simple gestures such as smiling, eventually combining them with sounds like squealing or indistinct words. As I grew older, and my experiences compounded, I learned to use the word ‘mom’ to signify my idea ‘mom.’ From my initial particular experiences of the entity, I intuited the purpose of the entity by comparing the particular experiences and determining their similarities. After extracting the particulars from each of my experiences, I compounded the similar ideas and created a complex idea of an entity that took care of me. Locke refers to this process of reducing many ideas into one as abstraction. 

Locke claims that the mind abstracts general ideas from several similar ideas in order to avoid having an endless number of distinct names for all of its particular ideas. In other words, rather than having a name for every experience I had with the entity that took care of me, I sorted my particular experiences into a general idea based on their similarities. He says: 

To prevent this, the mind makes the particular ideas received from particular objects become general, which is done by considering them as they are in the mind such appearances, separate from all other existences, and the circumstances of real existence, as time, place, or any other concomitant ideas.

Locke ends his theory of simple ideas with this brief explanation of the category abstraction. Thus far, Locke has cast doubt on innate principles, introduced his alternate theory of how ideas come to be in mind, and how words become signs of these ideas. Once Locke presents his theory of simple ideas, he returns to the part of his theory where he initially divided ideas into simple and complex, and begins an elaborate explanation of complex ideas. At this point in the doctrine, Locke makes another departure from his common-sense approach into metaphysics, and ends Book II by speculating on the nature of complex ideas such as, triangle, beauty, substance, time, space, freedom and the like. After his foray into metaphysics, Locke begins Book III by returning to what he said about naming and abstraction in Book II, and so begins his doctrine of naming and reference.

In Book III, Locke claims that words stand for the ideas in our minds. He says, “Words are sensible Signs, necessary for Communication of Ideas.”
 This statement not only outlines the topic of Book III, but also reflects a statement Locke made previously in II:xi:8. He said,  “And when they have gotten the skill to apply the organs of speech to the framing of articulate sounds, they begin to make use of words to signify their ideas to others.” These similar statements summarize Locke’s theory of naming and abstraction, thereby connecting the two doctrines. The following statement once more shows Locke retracing his doctrine of ideas from Book II, in order to clarify his doctrine of language, this time with particular regard to generalization and abstraction. Locke says: 

Words become general by being made the signs of general ideas; and ideas become general by separating from them the circumstances of time and place, and any other ideas that may determine them to this or that particular existence. By this way of abstraction they are made capable of representing more individuals than one; each of these, having in it a conformity to that abstract idea, is (as we call it) of that sort.

In the above statement, Locke essentially repeats what he said in II:xi:9 (quote on p.8). In fact, the entire doctrine of language in Book III appears to be the doctrine of ideas presented in reverse order. An example of this is Locke’s theory of definition where he says, “… a definition is best made by enumerating those simple ideas that are combined in the signification of the term defined…”
 Therefore, if a general word stands for a general idea, then the particular ideas that were abstracted to create the general ideas define the general word and act as its referents. Here, Locke inverts his theory of abstraction from Book II, in order to demonstrate his theory of definition. To explain his theory of definition, Locke begins with the general and descends into the particular, whereas his theory of abstraction begins with the particular and ascends to the general. It appears as though Locke is presenting two theories when what he is actually describing is a process that reflects itself, i.e., the process of abstraction among ideas is mirrored by the process of definition among words. Additionally, the internal operations reflect the external world. My idea and the word ‘mom,’ reflect each other, and together they reflect the external entity, my mother.

If Locke had maintained a common-sense approach throughout his treatise, his account of how we communicate about external things would have been more than adequate. Locke explains that ideas are in our minds as a result of our experiences with the external world. However his attempt to describe primary qualities confuses this account as Locke tries to unravel a metaphysical problem.


In summary, Locke’s doctrine of ideas and language outline the process of communication. The doctrine also leads to the discovery that the expressing of ideas occurs before verbal sounds. When a baby smiles at her mother for the first time, that could be an expression of the baby’s primitive idea of her mother. The baby forms a primitive idea and the smile is the outward expression of the concept. As the baby’s experiences continue, new ideas of the entity are compounded with previous ones and the baby’s concept of the entity evolves; as the concept evolves, so does the baby’s method of expressing the concept. Once an outward expression is reached, the mind returns to examine new experiences and operates on them revising old concepts and creating new ones. 
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