Topic of Book III

The ideas that arise in us as a consequence of the signification of signs

Principal philosophical problems

addressed over the course of book III

· the problem of universals

what is the signification of general terms?

· the problem of natural kinds

what is the basis for the speciation of things?

Classical positions on the problem

of universals

· realism

general terms are the names of general things that exist independently of particulars

(e.g., Platonism about numbers:

Numbers are things that exist in their own right apart from the things that are counted using numbers)

· conceptualism

there are no general things.  General terms are the names of abstract ideas

(e.g., shapes, considered as colourless and intangible, are things that can only be conceived in the understanding and that cannot exist in reality)
· nominalism

there are no abstract ideas.  General terms are merely the names of collections of things that are related to one another in some way or other

(e.g., the Londoners)

Classical positions on the problem

of natural kinds

· essentialism

there are certain forms or essences existing in things that make those things what they are;

various things can have the same forms or essences and when they do they are all of the same type;

in living things, these essences are transmitted in generation;

the qualities things have in virtue of their form or essence are “properties” (what is “proper” to them), which they cannot lose without being destroyed

all other qualities are “accidental”

classification schemes can be based on the forms or essence of things, in which case they are natural and appropriate (e.g., horses, donkeys); or they can be based on accidental resemblances in which case they are unnatural and stupid (e.g., horses, chairs)

  Classical positions on the problem
of natural kinds, cont.’d
· conventionalism

there are no common or shared forms;

each individual thing has its own nature that is distinct from all others;

the nature or essence of each individual might resemble that of some individuals in some ways, and that of other individuals in other ways;

there is no one classification scheme that is any more appropriate than any other; all are invented by human beings for contingent purposes unrelated to the true nature of things 

Locke’s positions on these problems

1.  A variant on conceptualism on the problem of universals
Abstract ideas are subsets of the set of simple ideas we receive when we experience particular substances

They are collections of simple ideas taken out of the context of the other simple ideas along with which they occur

particularly those simple ideas having to do with place and time (which as we learned last time are individuating)
Locke’s positions on these problems, cont.’d
2.  Conventionalism on the problem of natural kinds
General ideas are made by us on the basis of resemblances between things instituted by nature
But we pick which resemblances to fix on 

And the resemblances we find are resemblances in simple ideas the things cause in us

not in the secondary qualities that cause those ideas

So our groupings of things are merely “nominal” rather than “real”

But even apart from that there reasons to think that there is nothing essential to individuals and that all classifications are conventional

even were they based on real essences
Locke’s reasons

Against realism and essentialism:

Reasons for epistemological scepticism:

we have no clear concept of substance, considered as something in things that makes things what they are

we do not have “microscopical eyes” and with the eyes we do have we can see no essences in things
Reasons for metaphysical scepticism:

the fact of monstrous & strange births is difficult to reconcile with the supposition that there is some essence that is transmitted in generation
and it is inadequate to explain why we imagine there are species of non-living things

the continuity of species (flying fish, amphibious birds, and other instances of members of a species that resemble members of other species more than their own)
Reasons to deny essences are also reasons to deny universal things.
Locke’s anti-essentialism

Supposing we did have “microscopical eyes” it is entirely possible that we would discover that each individual has its own, unique “real constitution.”

This “real constitution” could resemble the constitution of some things in some respects, and the constitution of other things in other respects.

The dimensions of resemblance could be almost infinite, not just linear or planar

So even if we were to arrange the things that exist in some sort of “resemblance space” there might be so many dimensions of resemblance that everything is close to everything else

even were there just a few dimensions of resemblance, so that things could be ordered on a line or plane and proximate things taken to be of a species and remote things radically different,  there might be no obvious spot at which to demarcate portions of the line or plane

Locke’s reasons, cont.’d

Against nominalism:

General terms name something.
They can’t name collections of individuals because then “the distinction of numbers would be lost”
Plurals are used to refer to collectives, not singular terms
General terms instead name the collectives as a unit
But then there must be something that defines the collective as such.

Presumably, this is a resemblance between the group members.

But then we must have some idea of the respect in which the different group members resemble

So general terms must name some abstract idea
A tension

If general terms name common features, then aren’t there essences after all?

How could causal laws have any validity if there were no true kinds?
Laws like

“dog bites transmit rabies but mosquito bites do not”

presuppose the existence of characteristic kinds of things that can be supposed to behave in certain ways

Locke’s answer

There is a kind of essence that does exist.

“nominal essence”

But it is conventional

For our own purposes, we find it useful to remark on certain relations between things and ignore others.

The relations we choose to notice become the foundations for sorting things into groups.

But they are just arbitrarily selected lists of simple ideas that different things share in common.

We could have selected different ones.

Had we done so we would have discovered different, equally valid laws of nature.

For any way of grouping things you can invent, there are likely useful laws of nature governing the behaviour of the individuals in that group to be discovered.

Locke’s inversion

Far from it being the case that the nominal essences in things ought to be determined by their supposed “real essences,”

and are rightly or wrongly specified depending on whether they reflect the real essences
it is the real essences that depend on the nominal essences
Explanation

When we identify a nominal essence, there is some portion of the hidden “real constitution” of the thing that is responsible for those simple ideas.

We in effect privilege that part of the real constitution and declare all the other parts of the real constitution to be “impurities”

e.g. we decide what simple ideas ought to go along with water or gold or mercury

Then, in any individual sample of water or gold or mercury, whatever gives us different ideas is considered to be an “impurity” that has contaminated the sample.

In fact, there are no impurities.  Every distinct individual is a distinct thing with its own distinct real constitution.

We arbitrarily decide to elevate a part of the real constitution to the status of a real essence by identifying a certain nominal essence (a certain collection of simple ideas) as characteristic of that kind of thing.

Had we picked a different collection of simple ideas, a different part of the real constitution, currently relegated to the status of an “impurity,” would have become the real essence

Locke’s background philosophy
of language

· if each particular thing had its own name they would be impossible to remember

· it would make it impossible to describe things others had not seen to them

· it would make it impossible to formulate general rules

How words become general

By being used to name general ideas

The meaning of a word is the idea it is used to stand for

So if there are general words, they must name general ideas

How ideas become general

All ideas are particular.

even simple ideas are individuated by the time and place of their occurrence, and the other ideas that occur along with them

so when I look now at this apple, my simple idea of red is distinct from any other simple idea of red I have ever had

I form a general idea of red by separating one of my simple ideas from the other ideas that accompany it at the time of its occurrence

particularly by separating ideas of time and place (which individuate things)

Two types of general ideas

Attributive

(red, round, firm, tart)

Sortal

(apple, fruit, plant)

Sortals

Sortal universals are formed by separating a group of simple ideas from the full circumstances of its occurrence.

the group stands as a general idea for all the particulars that bring about that same group of simple ideas in us

The more ideas in the group, the more specific the sort

More generic ideas are smaller groups of ideas, common to many sorts
Genesis of sortal ideas
All our experience is of particulars, so our first ideas are all particular.

Eventually, we come to notice resemblances between particulars.

Our first sortal ideas are ideas of the abstract simple ideas shared in common by a number of particulars.

These are very specific sortals.

More generic sortals are formed by noticing resemblances between more specific sorts.

