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BOOK II:

Of  Ideas

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 
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;- which operations, when the soul comes to reflect on 



and consider, do furnish the understanding with another set of ideas, which could not be had from 
things without. And such are perception, thinking, doubting, believing, reasoning, knowing, willing, and 
all the different actings of our own minds;- which we being conscious of, and observing in ourselves, 
do from these receive into our understandings as distinct ideas as we do from bodies affecting our 
senses. This source of ideas every man has wholly in himself; and though it be not sense, as having 
nothing to do with external objects, yet it  is very like it, and might properly enough be called internal 
sense. But as I call the other SENSATION, so I Call this REFLECTION, the ideas it affords being 
such only as the mind gets by reflecting on its own operations within itself. 

5.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 doth not receive from one of these two. 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.

These, when we have taken a full survey of them, and their several modes, combinations, and relations, 
we shall find to contain all our whole stock of ideas; and that we have nothing in our minds which did 
not come in one of these two ways. 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 soever 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 and enlarged by the understanding, as we shall see 
hereafter.

Chapter XXIII
Of  our Complex Ideas of  Substances

1. Ideas of particular substances, how made. The mind being, as I have declared, furnished with a great 
number of the simple ideas, conveyed in by the senses as they are found in exterior things, or by 
reflection on its own operations, takes notice also that a certain number of these simple ideas go 
constantly together; which being presumed to belong to one thing, and words being suited to common 
apprehensions, and made use of for quick dispatch, are called, so united in one subject, by one name; 
which, by inadvertency, we are apt afterward to talk of and consider as one simple idea, which indeed is 
a complication of many ideas together: because, as I have said, not imagining how these simple ideas 
can subsist by themselves, we accustom ourselves to suppose some substratum wherein they do subsist, 
and from which they do result, which therefore we call substance.

2. Our obscure idea of substance in general. So that if any one will examine himself concerning his notion of 
pure substance in general, he will find he has no other idea of it at all, but only a supposition of he 
knows not what support of such qualities which are capable of producing simple ideas in us; which 
qualities are commonly called accidents. If any one should be asked, what is the subject wherein colour 
or weight inheres, he would have nothing to say, but the solid extended parts; and if he were demanded, 
what is it that solidity and extension adhere in, he would not be in a much better case than the Indian 
before mentioned who, saying that the world was supported by a great elephant, was asked what the 
elephant rested on; to which his answer was- a great tortoise: but being again pressed to know what 
gave support to the broad-backed tortoise, replied- something, he knew not what. And thus here, as in 
all other cases where we use words without having clear and distinct ideas, we talk like children: who, 
being questioned what such a thing is, which they know not, readily give this satisfactory answer, that it 
is something: which in truth signifies no more, when so used, either by children or men, but that they 
know not what; and that the thing they pretend to know, and talk of, is what they have no distinct idea 
of at all, and so are perfectly ignorant of it, and in the dark. The idea then we have, to which we give 
the general name substance, being nothing but the supposed, but unknown, support of those qualities 
we find existing, which we imagine cannot subsist sine re substante, without something to support 
them, we call that support substantia; which, according to the true import of the word, is, in plain 
English, standing under or upholding.



4. No clear or distinct idea of substance in general. Hence, when we talk or think of any particular sort of 
corporeal substances, as horse, stone, &c., though the idea we have of either of them be but the 
complication or collection of those several simple ideas of sensible qualities, which we used to find 
united in the thing called horse or stone; yet, because we cannot conceive how they should subsist 
alone, nor one in another, we suppose them existing in and supported by some common subject; which 
support we denote by the name substance, though it be certain we have no clear or distinct idea of that 
thing we suppose a support.

5. As clear an idea of spiritual substance as of corporeal substance. The same thing happens concerning the 
operations of the mind, viz. thinking, reasoning, fearing, &c., which we concluding not to subsist of 
themselves, nor apprehending how they can belong to body, or be produced by it, we are apt to think 
these the actions of some other substance, which we call spirit; whereby yet it is evident that, having no 
other idea or notion of matter, but something wherein those many sensible qualities which affect our 
senses do subsist; by supposing a substance wherein thinking, knowing, doubting, and a power of 
moving, &c., do subsist, we have as clear a notion of the substance of spirit, as we have of body; the 
one being supposed to be (without knowing what it  is) the substratum to those simple ideas we have 
from without; and the other supposed (with a like ignorance of  what it is) to be the substratum 


