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John Locke, Essay Concerning Human Understanding, Book II: Of Ideas 
 
From Book II, Chapter 1: 
 
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 understanding 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 answer, 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 operations of 
our minds perceived and reflected on by ourselves, is that which supplies our understandings with 
all the materials of thinking. These two are the fountains of knowledge, from whence all the ideas 
we have, or can naturally have, do spring. 

3. The objects of sensation one source of ideas. First, our Senses, conversant about particular 
sensible objects, do convey into the mind several distinct perceptions of things, according to those 
various ways wherein those objects do affect them. 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; 
which when I say the senses convey into the mind, I mean, they from external objects convey into 
the mind what produces there those perceptions. 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. 

4. The operations of our minds, the other source of them. Secondly, 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 […]And such are perception, thinking, 
doubting, believing, reasoning, knowing, willing, and all the different actings of our own minds […] 
By reflection then, in the following part of this discourse, I would be understood to mean, that 
notice which the mind takes of its own operations, and the manner of them, by reason whereof there 
come to be ideas of these operations in the understanding. These two, I say, viz. 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 originals from whence all our ideas take their beginnings. […] 



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 acquaintance with them. And if it were worth 
while, no 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 surrounded 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. […] 

 9. The soul begins to have ideas when it begins to perceive. To ask, at what time a man has first any 
ideas, is to ask, when he begins to perceive;- having ideas, and perception, being the same thing. I 
know it is an opinion, that the soul always thinks, and that it has the actual perception of ideas in 
itself constantly, as long as it exists; and that actual thinking is as inseparable from the soul as actual 
extension is from the body; which if true, to inquire after the beginning of a man's ideas is the same 
as to inquire after the beginning of his soul. For, by this account, soul and its ideas, as body and its 
extension, will begin to exist both at the same time. 
 
From Book II, Chapter 8: 

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 
perceptions 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 likeness 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 
understandings, 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. 

9. Primary qualities of bodies. Qualities thus considered 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 insensible parts) can 
never take away either solidity, extension, 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 division, 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 themselves 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 
common 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. 

 
 



George Berkeley, from A Treatise Concerning the Origin of Human Knowledge 
 
IV. It is indeed an Opinion strangely prevailing amongst Men, that Houses, Mountains, 
Rivers, and in a word all sensible Objects have an Existence Natural or Real, distinct from their 
being perceived by the Understanding. But with how great an Assurance and Acquiescence 
soever this Principle may be entertained in the World; yet whoever shall find in his Heart to call it 
in Question, may, if I mistake not, perceive it to involve a manifest Contradiction. For what are the 
forementioned Objects but the things we perceive by Sense, and what do we perceive besides our 
own Ideas or Sensations; and is it not plainly repugnant that any one of these or any Combination of 
them should exist unperceived? 
 
VII. From what has been said, it follows, there is not any other Substance than Spirit, or that which 
perceives. But for the fuller proof of this Point, let it be considered, the sensible Qualities are 
Colour, Figure, Motion, Smell, Taste, and such like, that is, the Ideas perceived by Sense. Now for 
an Idea to exist in an unperceiving Thing, is a manifest Contradiction; for to have an Idea is all one 
as to perceive: that therefore wherein Colour, Figure, and the like Qualities exist, must perceive 
them; hence it is clear there can be no unthinking Substance or Substratum of those Ideas. 
 
IX. Some there are who make a Distinction betwixt Primary and Secondary Qualities: By the 
former, they mean Extension, Figure, Motion, Rest, Solidity or Impenetrability and Number: By the 
latter they denote all other sensible Qualities, as Colours, Sounds, Tastes, and so forth. The Ideas we 
have of these they acknowledge not to be the Resemblances of any thing existing without the Mind 
or unperceived; but they will have our Ideas of the primary Qualities to be Patterns or Images of 
Things which exist without the Mind, in an unthinking Substance which they call Matter. By Matter 
therefore we are to understand an inert, senseless Substance, in which Extension, Figure, and 
Motion, do actually subsist. But it is evident from what we have already shewn, that Extension, 
Figure and Motion are only Ideas existing in the Mind, and that an Idea can be like nothing but 
another Idea, and that consequently neither They nor their Archetypes can exist in an unperceiving 
Substance. Hence it is plain, that that the very Notion of what is called Matter or Corporeal 
Substance, involves a Contradiction in it. 
 
XXXIV. Before we proceed any farther, it is necessary to spend some Time in answering 
Objections which may probably be made against the Principles hitherto laid down. In doing 
of which, if I seem too prolix to those of quick Apprehensions, I hope it may be pardoned, since 
all Men do not equally apprehend things of this Nature; and I am willing to be understood by 
every one. First then, it will be objected that by the foregoing Principles, all that is real and 
substantial in Nature is banished out of the World: And instead thereof a chimerical Scheme 
of Ideas takes place. All things that exist, exist only in the Mind, that is, they are purely 
notional. What therefore becomes of the Sun, Moon, and Stars? What must we think of 
Houses, Rivers, Mountains, Trees, Stones; nay, even of our own Bodies? Are all these but so 
many Chimeras and Illusions on the Fancy? To all which, and whatever else of the same sort 
may be objected, I answer, that by the Principles premised, we are not deprived of any one 
thing in Nature. Whatever we see, feel, hear, or any wise conceive or understand, remains as 
secure as ever, and is as real as ever. There is a rerum natura, and the Distinction between 
Realities and Chimeras retains its full force. […] 
 
XXXV. I do not argue against the Existence of any one thing that we can apprehend, 
either by Sense or Reflexion. That the things I see with mine Eyes and touch with my Hands 



do exist, really exist, I make not the least Question. The only thing whose Existence we deny, 
is that which Philosophers call Matter or corporeal Substance. And in doing of this, there 
is no Damage done to the rest of Mankind, who, I dare say, will never miss it. The Atheist 
indeed will want the Colour of an empty Name to support his Impiety; and the Philosophers 
may possibly find, they have lost a great Handle for Trifling and Disputation. 
 
XXXVI. If any Man thinks this detracts from the Existence or Reality of Things, he is 
very far from understanding what hath been premised in the plainest Terms I could think 
of. Take here an Abstract of what has been said. There are spiritual Substances, Minds, or 
humane Souls, which will or excite Ideas in themselves at pleasure: but these are faint, weak, 
and unsteady in respect of others they perceive by Sense, which being impressed upon them 
according to certain Rules or Laws of Nature, speak themselves the Effects of a Mind more 
powerful and wise than humane Spirits. These latter are said to have more Reality in them 
than the former: By which is meant that they are more affecting, orderly, and distinct, and 
that they are not Fictions of the Mind perceiving them. And in this Sense, the Sun that I see 
by Day is the real Sun, and that which I imagine by Night is the Idea of the former. In the 
Sense here given of Reality, it is evident that every Vegetable, Star, Mineral, and in general 
each part of the Mundane System, is as much a real Being by our Principles as by any other. 
Whether others mean any thing by the Term Reality different from what I do, I intreat them 
to look into their own Thoughts and see. 
 
XXXVII. It will be urged that thus much at least is true, to wit, that we take away 
all corporeal Substances. To this my Answer is, That if the word Substance be taken in the 
vulgar Sense, for a Combination of sensible Qualities, such as Extension, Solidity, Weight, and 
the like; This we cannot be accused of taking away. But if it be taken in a philosophic Sense, 
for the support of Accidents or Qualities without the Mind: Then indeed I acknowledge that 
we take it away, if one may be said to take away that which never had any Existence, not 
even in the Imagination. 
 
XXXVIII. But, say you, it sounds very harsh to say we eat and drink Ideas, and are 
clothed with Ideas. I acknowledge it does so, the word Idea not being used in common 
Discourse to signify the several Combinations of sensible Qualities, which are called Things: 
and it is certain that any Expression which varies from the familiar Use of Language, will seem 
harsh and ridiculous. But this doth not concern the Truth of the Proposition, which in other 
Words is no more than to say, we are fed and clothed with those Things which we perceive 
immediately by our Senses. […]If therefore you agree with me that we eat and drink, and 
are clad with the immediate Objects of Sense which cannot exist unperceived or without the 
Mind: I shall readily grant it is more proper or conformable to Custom, that they should be 
called Things rather than Ideas. 
 
XXXIX. If it be demanded why I make use of the word Idea, and do not rather in 
compliance with Custom call them Things, I answer, I do it for two Reasons: First, because 
the Term Thing, in contradistinction to Idea, is generally supposed to denote somewhat 
existing without the Mind: Secondly, because Thing hath a more comprehensive Signification 
than Idea, including Spirits or thinking Things as well as Ideas. Since therefore the Objects 
of Sense exist only in the Mind, and are withal thoughtless and inactive, I chose to mark 
them by the word Idea, which implies those Properties. 


