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      Early Modern Philosophy: Lecture 4—Locke on Ideas, Qualities, and Substances 1. Introduction We’re looking here at two key features of Locke’s view of the world: his account of a distinction between ‘primary’ and ‘secondary’ qualities; and his account of substance. In both respects Locke’s views represent at least a modification of Aristotelianism and an anticipation of contemporary issues. 2. Locke’s Distinction between Primary and Secondary Qualities Locke first of all distinguishes between ideas and qualities: Whatsoever the Mind perceives in it self, 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. (II, viii, 8) Then he makes the famous distinction: Qualities thus considered in Bodies are, First such as are utterly inseparable from the Body, in what estate soever it be … 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. (II, viii, 9) 2ndly, such Qualities, which in truth are nothing in the Objects themselves, but Powers 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, Tasts, etc. These I call secondary Qualities. (II, viii, 10) The basis of the selection of the primary qualities is pretty clear, although you might characterize it in two not-quite equivalent ways: (PQ1) The primary qualities are those which essential to matter, just as such; (PQ2) The primary qualities are those which are fundamental in physics. 3. Locke on Secondary Qualities—A Tempting Misreading First, two notions of objective: (O1) Something is objective if and only if it is independent of being perceived or thought of; (O2) Something is objective if and only if there are different ways of gaining access to it. Note that (O2) is an epistemic notion, whereas (O1) is not (it’s metaphysical, we might say). It is tempting to think that Locke takes primary qualities to be objective, in the (O1) sense, and secondary qualities to be subjective in the correlative sense. Thus he says that secondary qualities are nothing in the Objects themselves, but Powers to produce various Sensations in us by their primary Qualities (II, viii, 10) And he says further: The particular Bulk, Number, Figure, and Motion of the parts of Fire, or Snow, are really in them, whether any ones Senses perceive them or no: and therefore they may be called real Qualities, because they really exist in those Bodies. But Light, Heat, Whiteness, or 1 Coldness, are no more really in them, than Sickness or Pain is in Manna. Take away the Sensation of them; let not the Eyes see Light, or Colours, nor the Ears hear Sounds; let the Palate not Taste, nor the Nose Smell, and all Colours, Tastes, Odors, and Sounds, as they are such particular Ideas, vanish and cease, and are reduced to their Causes, i.e. Bulk, Figure, and Motion of Parts. (II, viii, 17) So, we might think, he takes secondary qualities to depend for their existence on being perceived, which would make him an idealist about them. Unfortunately, if this is what he thinks, he is obviously inconsistent. He says: And what is Sweet, Blue, or Warm in idea is but the certain Bulk, Figure, and Motion of the insensible Parts in the Bodies themselves, which we call so. (II, viii, 15) Here Locke takes secondary qualities to be definable in terms of primary qualities. Primary qualities are meant to be objective; in that case, secondary qualities must be objective too. 4. Locke on Secondary Qualities—The Truth (I think) I think Locke is not a subjectivist about secondary qualities, but an error theorist: he thinks our ordinary perception of secondary qualities is misleading or mistaken. The key to the peculiar account Locke provides is, I think, his view of language. According to this, Words in their primary or immediate Signification, stand for nothing, but the Ideas in the Mind of him that uses them. (III, ii, 2) I suggest that Locke thinks that words only get to signify real things—e.g., qualities, features of the real world—if a certain condition is met: the ideas which the words stand for in the first instance, must faithfully represent what they are ideas of. And this, I think, is the real distinction between primary and secondary qualities in Locke: [T]he Ideas of primary Qualities of Bodies, are Resemblances of them, and their Patterns do really exist in the Bodies themselves; but the Ideas, produced in us by the Secondary Qualities, have no resemblance of them at all. (II, viii, 15) So secondary qualities, like primary qualities, are objective. And what ceases to exist when the quality is not perceived is not the quality, but the idea. And since, in these cases, it is the idea, not the quality, which is referred to by the relevant words, we can say such things as Take away the Sensation of them; let not the Eyes see Light, or Colours, nor the Ears hear Sounds; let the Palate not Taste, nor the Nose Smell, and all Colours, Tastes, Odors, and Sounds, as they are such particular Ideas, vanish and cease, and are reduced to their Causes. (II, viii, 17) Locke’s view seems to be this. Colours, tastes, etc., are really nothing but configurations of microphysical particles, but they do not seem like that in perception. In perception they look as if they are objective features of the world in their own right, something both objective and over and above the physics. 2 5. Locke and Physicalism In effect, Locke takes naïve perception to be committed to two theses: (N1) Secondary qualities are objective; (N2) Secondary qualities are something over and above physical qualities. He takes the conjunction of (N1) and (N2) to be incoherent. The tempting interpretation takes him to be rejecting (N1). In fact, I think, he’s rejecting (N2). But the view that the conjunction of (N1) and (N2) is incoherent is itself significant. It’s a pretty extreme form of physicalism, a form which we might express as follows: (P1) Only physics describes the world as it is in itself. 6. Substance: A Brief History The term ‘substance’ is in the first instance a translation of the Aristotelian term ousia. But it’s a translation which incorporates a theory: ousia means being, whereas ‘substance’ means (originally) thing which stands under. Aristotle seems to have thought that being (einai, ‘to be’) applied directly, and in a basic way, to basic beings, and only derivatively to other beings. So these basic beings are known as ousiai, and the most basic among them as primary ousiai (‘primary substances’ in the later translation). In the Categories (literally, things said of things), beings are distinguished by what seems (perhaps anachronistically) to be grammatical role. Take a sentence: (S) Socrates is ugly. In (S) the name ‘Socrates’ introduces the person, Socrates, while the adjective ‘ugly’ introduces the quality, ugliness. Aristotle seems to have thought that the quality, ugliness—or, at least, Socrates’ particular ugliness—depends on Socrates in a way that Socrates does not depend on ugliness (or his ugliness). So Socrates is a more basic kind of being than ugliness. Also, in general, the kind of being to which Socrates belongs is more basic than the kind of being to which ugliness belongs. The kind of being to which Socrates belongs is, in particular, man, but it also has a more general character: it’s the same kind of being which is picked out by all count-nouns (i.e., roughly, common nouns—words that take obvious plurals in English: ‘town’, ‘animal’, ‘statue’, ‘brick’, etc.). This general basic kind of being is then called ousia, and the primary ousiai are particular examples, such as Socrates, the Statue of Liberty, etc.. The general kind of being to which ugliness belongs is just quality (hopoiotes in Greek: what-it’s-like-ness). What is the relation between ousiai and (for example) qualities? Aristotle says that the ousia underlies the qualities, so it is an underlying thing (hupokeimenon)—which concept is translated into Latin as subiectum (subject). Since ‘predicate’ derives from the Latin translation of the Greek ‘category’ (kategoria), this is the basis of the subject-predicate distinction. Things get more complicated, however, with the introduction of matter (hule) and form (morphe). This distinction is part of Aristotle’s explanation of change. Consider three changes: (C1) The moulding of a certain quantity of bronze (matter) into (the form of) a statue; (C2) The gradual aging and discolouring of the statue; (C3) The melting-down of the statue to leave just the quantity of bronze. 3 The statue continues to exist through all the changes involved in (C2): it is what is constant, in a sense, across these changes. It is the thing which changes, the thing which, you might say, underlies the changes: it’s the subject of change. But the statue does not exist before (C1) and ceases to exist at the end of (C3). If there is anything which is constant across these changes it is just the matter—the quantity of bronze. So this, in a way, is what underlies these changes, and is, perhaps, a more fundamental subject of change. What you see here is the notion of a subject playing two roles: (S1) What has qualities; (S2) What is constant across change. These two roles give both grammatical and scientifically explanatory aspects to the notion of ousia, and lead to the Latin translation substantia. 7. Locke on Substance Locke’s basic conception of substance is captured in these two remarks: 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 (II, xxiii, 2) [A]ll the Ideas we have of particular distinct sorts of Substances, are nothing but several Combinations of simple Ideas, co-existing in such, though unknown, Cause of their Union, as makes the whole subsist of itself (II, xxiii, 6) What is of key importance to Locke is that there are no simple ‘ideas’ of substances: the simple ‘ideas’ are, in general, of qualities. It is qualities which, according to Locke, we have direct experience of. Substances are, as it were, scientifically hypothesized in order to make sense of the fact that certain combinations of qualities seem to go around together. Here are two hard questions: (Q1) Can you ever perceive a quality, without perceiving the thing which has that quality? (Q2) Can a natural-scientific (e.g., physical) account be given of the relation between a quality and the thing which has the quality? My own view is that to suppose the answer to either question might be Yes is to be involved in a deep confusion about syntax. Michael Morris 4 
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