John Locke

BOOK III
0f Words

Chapter I
O0f Words or Language in General

1. Man fitted to form articulate sounds. God, having
designed man for a sociable creature, made him not only
with an inclination, and under a necessity to have fel-
lowship with those of his own kind, but furnished him
also with language, which was to be the great instrument
and common tie of society. Man, therefore, had by nature
his organs so fashioned, as to be fit to frame articulate
sounds, which we call words. But this was not enough to
produce language; for parrots, and several other birds,
will be taught to make articulate sounds distinct enough,
which yet by no means are capable of language.

2. To use these sounds as signs of ideas. Besides articu-
late sounds, therefore, it was further necessary that he
should be able to use these sounds as signs of internal
conceptions; and to make them stand as marks for the

ideas within his own mind, whereby they might be made
known to others, and the thoughts of men’s minds be
conveyed from one to another.

3. To make them general signs. But neither was this
sufficient to make words so useful as they ought to be.
It is not enough for the perfection of language, that
sounds can be made signs of ideas, unless those signs
can be so made use of as to comprehend several particu-
lar things: for the multiplication of words would have
perplexed their use, had every particular thing need of a
distinct name to be signified by. To remedy this incon-
venience, language had yet a further improvement in
the use of general terms, whereby one word was made
to mark a multitude of particular existences: which ad-
vantageous use of sounds was obtained only by the dif-
ference of the ideas they were made signs of: those names
becoming general, which are made to stand for general
ideas, and those remaining particular, where the ideas
they are used for are particular.

4. To make them signify the absence of positive ideas.
Besides these names which stand for ideas, there be other
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words which men make use of, not to signify any idea,
but the want or absence of some ideas, simple or com-
plex, or all ideas together; such as are nihil in Latin, and
in English, ignorance and barrenness. All which nega-
tive or privative words cannot be said properly to be-
long to, or signify no ideas: for then they would be
perfectly insignificant sounds; but they relate to posi-
tive ideas, and signify their absence.

5. Words ultimately derived from such as signify sen-
sible ideas. It may also lead us a little towards the origi-
nal of all our notions and knowledge, if we remark how
great a dependence our words have on common sensible
ideas; and how those which are made use of to stand for
actions and notions quite removed from sense, have their
rise from thence, and from obvious sensible ideas are
transferred to more abstruse significations, and made to
stand for ideas that come not under the cognizance of
our senses; v.g. to imagine, apprehend, comprehend,
adhere, conceive, instil, disqust, disturbance, tranquil-
lity, &c., are all words taken from the operations of sen-
sible things, and applied to certain modes of thinking.
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Spirit, in its primary signification, is breath; angel, a
messenger: and I doubt not but, if we could trace them
to their sources, we should find, in all languages, the
names which stand for things that fall not under our
senses to have had their first rise from sensible ideas. By
which we may give some kind of guess what kind of
notions they were, and whence derived, which filled their
minds who were the first beginners of languages, and
how nature, even in the naming of things, unawares
suggested to men the originals and principles of all their
knowledge: whilst, to give names that might make known
to others any operations they felt in themselves, or any
other ideas that came not under their senses, they were
fain to borrow words from ordinary known ideas of sen-
sation, by that means to make others the more easily to
conceive those operations they experimented in them-
selves, which made no outward sensible appearances;
and then, when they had got known and agreed names
to signify those internal operations of their own minds,
they were sufficiently furnished to make known by words
all their other ideas; since they could consist of nothing
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but either of outward sensible perceptions, or of the
inward operations of their minds about them; we hav-
ing, as has been proved, no ideas at all, but what origi-
nally come either from sensible objects without, or what
we feel within ourselves, from the inward workings of
our own spirits, of which we are conscious to ourselves
within.

6. Distribution of subjects to be treated of. But to un-
derstand better the use and force of Language, as sub-
servient to instruction and knowledge, it will be conve-
nient to consider:

First, To what it is that names, in the use of language,
are immediately applied.

Secondly, Since all (except proper) names are general,
and so stand not particularly for this or that single thing,
but for sorts and ranks of things, it will be necessary to
consider, in the next place, what the sorts and kinds,
or, if you rather like the Latin names, what the Species
and Genera of things are, wherein they consist, and how
they come to be made. These being (as they ought) well
looked into, we shall the better come to find the right

use of words; the natural advantages and defects of lan-
guage; and the remedies that ought to be used, to avoid
the inconveniences of obscurity or uncertainty in the
signification of words: without which it is impossible to
discourse with any clearness or order concerning knowl-
edge: which, being conversant about propositions, and
those most commonly universal ones, has greater
connexion with words than perhaps is suspected.

These considerations, therefore, shall be the matter of
the following chapters.

Chapter II
Of the Signification of Words

1. Words are sensible signs, necessary for communica-
tion of ideas. Man, though he have great variety of
thoughts, and such from which others as well as himself
might receive profit and delight; yet they are all within
his own breast, invisible and hidden from others, nor
can of themselves be made to appear. The comfort and
advantage of society not being to be had without com-
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munication of thoughts, it was necessary that man
should find out some external sensible signs, whereof
those invisible ideas, which his thoughts are made up
of, might be made known to others. For this purpose
nothing was so fit, either for plenty or quickness, as
those articulate sounds, which with so much ease and
variety he found himself able to make. Thus we may
conceive how words, which were by nature so well
adapted to that purpose, came to be made use of by men
as the signs of their ideas; not by any natural connexion
that there is between particular articulate sounds and
certain ideas, for then there would be but one language
amongst all men; but by a voluntary imposition, whereby
such a word is made arbitrarily the mark of such an
idea. The use, then, of words, is to be sensible marks of
ideas; and the ideas they stand for are their proper and
immediate signification.

2. Words, in their immediate signification, are the sen-
sible signs of his ideas who uses them. The use men
have of these marks being either to record their own
thoughts, for the assistance of their own memory or, as
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it were, to bring out their ideas, and lay them before
the view of others: words, in their primary or immediate
signification, stand for nothing but the ideas in the
mind of him that uses them, how imperfectly soever or
carelessly those ideas are collected from the things which
they are supposed to represent. When a man speaks to
another, it is that he may be understood: and the end of
speech is, that those sounds, as marks, may make known
his ideas to the hearer. That then which words are the
marks of are the ideas of the speaker: nor can any one
apply them as marks, immediately, to anything else but
the ideas that he himself hath: for this would be to
make them signs of his own conceptions, and yet apply
them to other ideas; which would be to make them signs
and not signs of his ideas at the same time, and so in
effect to have no signification at all. Words being vol-
untary signs, they cannot be voluntary signs imposed
by him on things he knows not. That would be to make
them signs of nothing, sounds without signification. A
man cannot make his words the signs either of qualities
in things, or of conceptions in the mind of another,
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whereof he has none in his own. Till he has some ideas
of his own, he cannot suppose them to correspond with
the conceptions of another man; nor can he use any
signs for them of another man; nor can he use any signs
for them: for thus they would be the signs of he knows
not what, which is in truth to be the signs of nothing.
But when he represents to himself other men’s ideas by
some of his own, if he consent to give them the same
names that other men do, it is still to his own ideas; to
ideas that he has, and not to ideas that he has not.

3. Examples of this. This is so necessary in the use of
language, that in this respect the knowing and the ig-
norant, the learned and the unlearned, use the words
they speak (with any meaning) all alike. They, in every
man’s mouth, stand for the ideas he has, and which he
would express by them. A child having taken notice of
nothing in the metal he hears called gold, but the bright
shining yellow colour, he applies the word gold only to
his own idea of that colour, and nothing else; and there-
fore calls the same colour in a peacock’s tail gold. An-
other that hath better observed, adds to shining yellow

great weight: and then the sound gold, when he uses it,
stands for a complex idea of a shining yellow and a very
weighty substance. Another adds to those qualities fus-
ibility: and then the word gold signifies to him a body,
bright, yellow, fusible, and very heavy. Another adds
malleability. Each of these uses equally the word gold,
when they have occasion to express the idea which they
have applied it to: but it is evident that each can apply
it only to his own idea; nor can he make it stand as a
sign of such a complex idea as he has not.

4. Words are often secretly referred first to the ideas
supposed to be in other men’s minds. But though words,
as they are used by men, can properly and immediately
signify nothing but the ideas that are in the mind of the
speaker; yet they in their thoughts give them a secret
reference to two other things.

First, They suppose their words to be marks of the
ideas in the minds also of other men, with whom they
communicate: for else they should talk in vain, and could
not be understood, if the sounds they applied to one
idea were such as by the hearer were applied to another,
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which is to speak two languages. But in this men stand
not usually to examine, whether the idea they, and those
they discourse with have in their minds be the same:
but think it enough that they use the word, as they
imagine, in the common acceptation of that language;
in which they suppose that the idea they make it a sign
of is precisely the same to which the understanding men
of that country apply that name.

5. To the reality of things. Secondly, Because men would
not be thought to talk barely of their own imagination,
but of things as really they are; therefore they often
suppose the words to stand also for the reality of things.
But this relating more particularly to substances and
their names, as perhaps the former does to simple ideas
and modes, we shall speak of these two different ways of
applying words more at large, when we come to treat of
the names of mixed modes and substances in particular:
though give me leave here to say, that it is a perverting
the use of words, and brings unavoidable obscurity and
confusion into whenever we make them stand for any-
thing but those ideas we have in our own minds.
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6. Words by use readily excite ideas of their objects.
Concerning words, also, it is further to be considered:
First, that they being immediately the signs of men'’s
ideas, and by that means the instruments whereby men
communicate their conceptions, and express to one an-
other those thoughts and imaginations they have within
their own their own breasts; there comes, by constant
use, to be such a connexion between certain sounds
and the ideas they stand for, that the names heard,
almost as readily excite certain ideas as if the objects
themselves, which are apt to produce them, did actually
affect the senses. Which is manifestly so in all obvious
sensible qualities, and in all substances that frequently
and familiarly occur to us.
7. Words are often used without signification, and why.
Secondly, That though the proper and immediate sig-
nification of words are ideas in the mind of the speaker,
yet, because by familiar use from our cradles, we come
to learn certain articulate sounds very perfectly, and
have them readily on our tongues, and always at hand
in our memories, but yet are not always careful to ex-
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amine or settle their significations perfectly; it often
happens that men, even when they would apply them-
selves to an attentive consideration, do set their thoughts
more on words than things. Nay, because words are many
of them learned before the ideas are known for which
they stand: therefore some, not only children but men,
speak several words no otherwise than parrots do, only
because they have learned them, and have been accus-
tomed to those sounds. But so far as words are of use
and signification, so far is there a constant connexion
between the sound and the idea, and a designation that
the one stands for the other; without which application
of them, they are nothing but so much insignificant
noise.

8. Their signification perfectly arbitrary, not the con-
sequence of a natural connexion. Words, by long and
familiar use, as has been said, come to excite in men
certain ideas so constantly and readily, that they are apt
to suppose a natural connexion between them. But that
they signify only men's peculiar ideas, and that by a
perfect arbitrary imposition, is evident, in that they

often fail to excite in others (even that use the same
language) the same ideas we take them to be signs of:
and every man has so inviolable a liberty to make words
stand for what ideas he pleases, that no one hath the
power to make others have the same ideas in their minds
that he has, when they use the same words that he
does. And therefore the great Augustus himself, in the
possession of that power which ruled the world, ac-
knowledged he could not make a new Latin word: which
was as much as to say, that he could not arbitrarily
appoint what idea any sound should be a sign of, in the
mouths and common language of his subjects. It is true,
common use, by a tacit consent, appropriates certain
sounds to certain ideas in all languages, which so far
limits the signification of that sound, that unless a man
applies it to the same idea, he does not speak properly:
and let me add, that unless a man’s words excite the
same ideas in the hearer which he makes them stand for
in speaking, he does not speak intelligibly. But what-
ever be the consequence of any man’s using of words
differently, either from their general meaning, or the
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particular sense of the person to whom he addresses
them; this is certain, their signification, in his use of
them, is limited to his ideas, and they can be signs of
nothing else.

Chapter III
0f General Terms

1. The greatest part of words are general terms. All
things that exist being particulars, it may perhaps be
thought reasonable that words, which ought to be con-
formed to things, should be so too,—I mean in their
signification: but yet we find quite the contrary. The
far greatest part of words that make all languages are
general terms: which has not been the effect of neglect
or chance, but of reason and necessity.

2. That every particular thing should have a name for
itself is impossible. First, It is impossible that every par-
ticular thing should have a distinct peculiar name. For,
the signification and use of words depending on that
connexion which the mind makes between its ideas and
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the sounds it uses as signs of them, it is necessary, in
the application of names to things, that the mind should
have distinct ideas of the things, and retain also the
particular name that belongs to every one, with its pe-
culiar appropriation to that idea. But it is beyond the
power of human capacity to frame and retain distinct
ideas of all the particular things we meet with: every
bird and beast men saw; every tree and plant that af-
fected the senses, could not find a place in the most
capacious understanding. If it be looked on as an in-
stance of a prodigious memory, that some generals have
been able to call every soldier in their army by his proper
name, we may easily find a reason why men have never
attempted to give names to each sheep in their flock, or
crow that flies over their heads; much less to call every
leaf of plants, or grain of sand that came in their way,
by a peculiar name.

3. And would be useless, if it were possible. Secondly, If
it were possible, it would yet be useless; because it would
not serve to the chief end of language. Men would in
vain heap up names of particular things, that would not
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serve them to communicate their thoughts. Men learn
names, and use them in talk with others, only that they
may be understood: which is then only done when, by
use or consent, the sound I make by the organs of speech,
excites in another man’s mind who hears it, the idea I
apply it to in mine, when I speak it. This cannot be done
by names applied to particular things; whereof I alone
having the ideas in my mind, the names of them could
not be significant or intelligible to another, who was
not acquainted with all those very particular things
which had fallen under my notice.

4. A distinct name for every particular thing, not fitted
for enlargement of knowledge. Thirdly, But yet, grant-
ing this also feasible, (which I think is not), yet a dis-
tinct name for every particular thing would not be of
any great use for the improvement of knowledge: which,
though founded in particular things, enlarges itself by
general views; to which things reduced into sorts, un-
der general names, are properly subservient. These, with
the names belonging to them, come within some com-
pass, and do not multiply every moment, beyond what

either the mind can contain, or use requires. And there-
fore, in these, men have for the most part stopped: but
yet not so as to hinder themselves from distinguishing
particular things by appropriated names, where conve-
nience demands it. And therefore in their own species,
which they have most to do with, and wherein they
have often occasion to mention particular persons, they
make use of proper names; and there distinct individu-
als have distinct denominations.

5. What things have proper names, and why. Besides
persons, countries also, cities, rivers, mountains, and
other the like distinctions of place have usually found
peculiar names, and that for the same reason; they be-
ing such as men have often an occasion to mark par-
ticularly, and, as it were, set before others in their dis-
courses with them. And I doubt not but, if we had
reason to mention particular horses as often as we have
to mention particular men, we should have proper names
for the one, as familiar as for the other, and Bucephalus
would be a word as much in use as Alexander. And there-
fore we see that, amongst jockeys, horses have their
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proper names to be known and distinguished by, as com-
monly as their servants: because, amongst them, there
is often occasion to mention this or that particular horse
when he is out of sight.

6. How general words are made. The next thing to be
considered is,—How general words come to be made.
For, since all things that exist are only particulars, how
come we by general terms; or where find we those gen-
eral natures they are supposed to stand for? Words be-
come 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 ex-
istence. By this way of abstraction they are made ca-
pable of representing more individuals than one; each of
which having in it a conformity to that abstract idea, is
(as we call it) of that sort.

7. Shown by the way we enlarge our complex ideas
from infancy. But, to deduce this a little more distinctly,
it will not perhaps be amiss to trace our notions and
names from their beginning, and observe by what de-
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grees we proceed, and by what steps we enlarge our
ideas from our first infancy. There is nothing more evi-
dent, than that the ideas of the persons children con-
verse with (to instance in them alone) are, like the per-
sons themselves, only particular. The ideas of the nurse
and the mother are well framed in their minds; and, like
pictures of them there, represent only those individu-
als. The names they first gave to them are confined to
these individuals; and the names of nurse and mamma,
the child uses, determine themselves to those persons.
Afterwards, when time and a larger acquaintance have
made them observe that there are a great many other
things in the world, that in some common agreements
of shape, and several other qualities, resemble their fa-
ther and mother, and those persons they have been used
to, they frame an idea, which they find those many
particulars do partake in; and to that they give, with
others, the name man, for example. And thus they come
to have a general name, and a general idea. Wherein
they make nothing new; but only leave out of the com-
plex idea they had of Peter and James, Mary and Jane,
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that which is peculiar to each, and retain only what is
common to them all.

8. And further enlarge our complex ideas, by still leav-
ing out properties contained in them. By the same way
that they come by the general name and idea of man,
they easily advance to more general names and notions.
For, observing that several things that differ from their
idea of man, and cannot therefore be comprehended
under that name, have yet certain qualities wherein they
agree with man, by retaining only those qualities, and
uniting them into one idea, they have again another
and more general idea; to which having given a name
they make a term of a more comprehensive extension:
which new idea is made, not by any new addition, but
only as before, by leaving out the shape, and some other
properties signified by the name man, and retaining only
a body, with life, sense, and spontaneous motion, com-
prehended under the name animal.

9. General natures are nothing but abstract and partial
ideas of more complex ones. That this is the way whereby
men first formed general ideas, and general names to

them, I think is so evident, that there needs no other
proof of it but the considering of a man'’s self, or others,
and the ordinary proceedings of their minds in knowl-
edge. And he that thinks general natures or notions are
anything else but such abstract and partial ideas of more
complex ones, taken at first from particular existences,
will, I fear, be at a loss where to find them. For let any
one effect, and then tell me, wherein does his idea of
man differ from that of Peter and Paul, or his idea of
horse from that of Bucephalus, but in the leaving out
something that is peculiar to each individual, and re-
taining so much of those particular complex ideas of
several particular existences as they are found to agree
in? Of the complex ideas signified by the names man and
horse, leaving out but those particulars wherein they
differ, and retaining only those wherein they agree, and
of those making a new distinct complex idea, and giving
the name animal to it, one has a more general term,
that comprehends with man several other creatures.
Leave out of the idea of animal, sense and spontaneous
motion, and the remaining complex idea, made up of
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the remaining simple ones of body, life, and nourish-
ment, becomes a more general one, under the more com-
prehensive term, vivens. And, not to dwell longer upon
this particular, so evident in itself; by the same way the
mind proceeds to body, substance, and at last to being,
thing, and such universal terms, which stand for any of
our ideas whatsoever. To conclude: this whole mystery
of genera and species, which make such a noise in the
schools, and are with justice so little regarded out of
them, is nothing else but abstract ideas, more or less
comprehensive, with names annexed to them. In all which
this is constant and unvariable, That every more gen-
eral term stands for such an idea, and is but a part of
any of those contained under it.

10. Why the genus is ordinarily made use of in defini-
tions. This may show us the reason why, in the defining
of words, which is nothing but declaring their significa-
tion, we make use of the genus, or next general word
that comprehends it. Which is not out of necessity, but
only to save the labour of enumerating the several simple
ideas which the next general word or genus stands for;
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or, perhaps, sometimes the shame of not being able to
do it. But though defining by genus and differentia (I
crave leave to use these terms of art, though originally
Latin, since they most properly suit those notions they
are applied to), I say, though defining by the genus be
the shortest way, yet I think it may be doubted whether
it be the best. This I am sure, it is not the only, and so
not absolutely necessary. For, definition being nothing
but making another understand by words what idea the
term defined stands for, a definition is best made by
enumerating those simple ideas that are combined in
the signification of the term defined: and if, instead of
such an enumeration, men have accustomed themselves
to use the next general term, it has not been out of
necessity, or for greater clearness, but for quickness
and dispatch sake. For I think that, to one who desired
to know what idea the word man stood for; if it should
be said, that man was a solid extended substance, hav-
ing life, sense, spontaneous motion, and the faculty of
reasoning, I doubt not but the meaning of the term
man would be as well understood, and the idea it stands
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for be at least as clearly made known, as when it is
defined to be a rational animal: which, by the several
definitions of animal, vivens, and corpus, resolves itself
into those enumerated ideas. I have, in explaining the
term man, followed here the ordinary definition of the
schools; which, though perhaps not the most exact, yet
serves well enough to my present purpose. And one may,
in this instance, see what gave occasion to the rule,
that a definition must consist of genus and differentia;
and it suffices to show us the little necessity there is of
such a rule, or advantage in the strict observing of it.
For, definitions, as has been said, being only the ex-
plaining of one word by several others, so that the mean-
ing or idea it stands for may be certainly known; lan-
guages are not always so made according to the rules of
logic, that every term can have its signification exactly
and clearly expressed by two others. Experience suffi-
ciently satisfies us to the contrary; or else those who
have made this rule have done ill, that they have given
us so few definitions conformable to it. But of defini-
tions more in the next chapter.

11. General and universal are creatures of the under-
standing, and belong not to the real existence of things.
To return to general words: it is plain, by what has been
said, that general and universal belong not to the real
existence of things; but are the inventions and crea-
tures of the understanding, made by it for its own use,
and concern only signs, whether words or ideas. Words
are general, as has been said, when used for signs of
general ideas, and so are applicable indifferently to many
particular things; and ideas are general when they are
set up as the representatives of many particular things:
but universality belongs not to things themselves, which
are all of them particular in their existence, even those
words and ideas which in their signification are general.
When therefore we quit particulars, the generals that
rest are only creatures of our own making; their general
nature being nothing but the capacity they are put into,
by the understanding, of signifying or representing many
particulars. For the signification they have is nothing
but a relation that, by the mind of man, is added to
them.
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12. Abstract ideas are the essences of genera and spe-
cies. The next thing therefore to be considered is, What
kind of signification it is that general words have. For,
as it is evident that they do not signify barely one par-
ticular thing; for then they would not be general terms,
but proper names, so, on the other side, it is as evident
they do not signify a plurality; for man and men would
then signify the same; and the distinction of numbers
(as the grammarians call them) would be superfluous
and useless. That then which general words signify is a
sort of things; and each of them does that, by being a
sign of an abstract idea in the mind; to which idea, as
things existing are found to agree, so they come to be
ranked under that name, or, which is all one, be of that
sort. Whereby it is evident that the essences of the sorts,
or, if the Latin word pleases better, species of things,
are nothing else but these abstract ideas. For the having
the essence of any species, being that which makes any-
thing to be of that species; and the conformity to the
idea to which the name is annexed being that which
gives a right to that name; the having the essence, and
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the having that conformity, must needs be the same
thing: since to be of any species, and to have a right to
the name of that species, is all one. As, for example, to
be a man, or of the species man, and to have right to
the name man, is the same thing. Again, to be a man, or
of the species man, and have the essence of a man, is
the same thing. Now, since nothing can be a man, or
have a right to the name man, but what has a confor-
mity to the abstract idea the name man stands for, nor
anything be a man, or have a right to the species man,
but what has the essence of that species; it follows,
that the abstract idea for which the name stands, and
the essence of the species, is one and the same. From
whence it is easy to observe, that the essences of the
sorts of things, and, consequently, the sorting of things,
is the workmanship of the understanding that abstracts
and makes those general ideas.

13. They are the workmanship of the understanding,
but have their foundation in the similitude of things. I
would not here be thought to forget, much less to deny,
that Nature, in the production of things, makes several
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of them alike: there is nothing more obvious, especially
in the race of animals, and all things propagated by seed.
But yet I think we may say, the sorting of them under
names is the workmanship of the understanding, taking
occasion, from the similitude it observes amongst them,
to make abstract general ideas, and set them up in the
mind, with names annexed to them, as patterns or forms,
(for, in that sense, the word form has a very proper
signification,) to which as particular things existing are
found to agree, so they come to be of that species, have
that denomination, or are put into that classis. For when
we say this is a man, that a horse; this justice, that
cruelty; this a watch, that a jack; what do we else but
rank things under different specific names, as agreeing
to those abstract ideas, of which we have made those
names the signs? And what are the essences of those
species set out and marked by names, but those ab-
stract ideas in the mind; which are, as it were, the bonds
between particular things that exist, and the names they
are to be ranked under? And when general names have
any connexion with particular beings, these abstract

ideas are the medium that unites them: so that the
essences of species, as distinguished and denominated
by us, neither are nor can be anything but those precise
abstract ideas we have in our minds. And therefore the
supposed real essences of substances, if different from
our abstract ideas, cannot be the essences of the species
we rank things into. For two species may be one, as
rationally as two different essences be the essence of
one species: and I demand what are the alterations
[which] may, or may not be made in a horse or lead,
without making either of them to be of another spe-
cies? In determining the species of things by our ab-
stract ideas, this is easy to resolve: but if any one will
regulate himself herein by supposed real essences, he
will, I suppose, be at a loss: and he will never be able to
know when anything precisely ceases to be of the spe-
cies of a horse or lead.

14. Each distinct abstract idea is a distinct essence. Nor
will any one wonder that I say these essences, or ab-
stract ideas (which are the measures of name, and the
boundaries of species) are the workmanship of the un-
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derstanding, who considers that at least the complex
ones are often, in several men, different collections of

simple ideas; and therefore that is covetousness to one
man, which is not so to another. Nay, even in sub-
stances, where their abstract ideas seem to be taken
from the things themselves, they are not constantly the
same; no, not in that species which is most familiar to
us, and with which we have the most intimate acquain-
tance: it having been more than once doubted, whether
the foetus born of a woman were a man, even so far as
that it hath been debated, whether it were or were not
to be nourished and baptized: which could not be, if the
abstract idea or essence to which the name man be-
longed were of nature’s making; and were not the un-
certain and various collection of simple ideas, which the
understanding put together, and then, abstracting it,
affixed a name to it. So that, in truth, every distinct
abstract idea is a distinct essence; and the names that
stand for such distinct ideas are the names of things
essentially different. Thus a circle is as essentially differ-
ent from an oval as a sheep from a goat; and rain is as

402

essentially different from snow as water from earth: that
abstract idea which is the essence of one being impos-
sible to be communicated to the other. And thus any
two abstract ideas, that in any part vary one from an-
other, with two distinct names annexed to them, con-
stitute two distinct sorts, oy, if you please, species, as
essentially different as any two of the most remote or
opposite in the world.

15. Several significations of the word “essence.” But
since the essences of things are thought by some (and
not without reason) to be wholly unknown, it may not
be amiss to consider the several significations of the
word essence.

Real essences. First, Essence may be taken for the very
being of anything, whereby it is what it is. And thus
the real internal, but generally (in substances) unknown
constitution of things, whereon their discoverable quali-
ties depend, may be called their essence. This
is the proper original signification of the word, as is
evident from the formation of it; essentia, in its primary
notation, signifying properly, being. And in this sense
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it is still used, when we speak of the essence of particu-
lar things, without giving them any name.

Nominal essences. Secondly, The learning and disputes
of the schools having been much busied about genus
and species, the word essence has almost lost its pri-
mary signification: and, instead of the real constitution
of things, has been almost wholly applied to the artifi-
cial constitution of genus and species. It is true, there is
ordinarily supposed a real constitution of the sorts of
things; and it is past doubt there must be some real
constitution, on which any collection of simple ideas
co-existing must depend. But, it being evident that
things are ranked under names into sorts or species,
only as they agree to certain abstract ideas, to which we
have annexed those names, the essence of each genus,
or sort, comes to be nothing but that abstract idea which
the general, or sortal (if I may have leave so to call it
from sort, as I do general from genus), name stands for.
And this we shall find to be that which the word es-
sence imports in its most familiar use.

These two sorts of essences, I suppose, may not un-

fitly be termed, the one the real, the other nominal
essence.

16. Constant connexion between the name and nomi-
nal essence. Between the nominal essence and the name
there is so near a connexion, that the name of any sort
of things cannot be attributed to any particular being
but what has this essence, whereby it answers that ab-
stract idea whereof that name is the sign.

17. Supposition, that species are distinguished by their
real essences, useless. Concerning the real essences of
corporeal substances (to mention these only) there are,
if I mistake not, two opinions. The one is of those who,
using the word essence for they know not what, sup-
pose a certain number of those essences, according to
which all natural things are made, and wherein they do
exactly every one of them partake, and so become of
this or that species. The other and more rational opin-
ion is of those who look on all natural things to have a
real, but unknown, constitution of their insensible parts;
from which flow those sensible qualities which serve us
to distinguish them one from another, according as we
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have occasion to rank them into sorts, under common
denominations. The former of these opinions, which
supposes these essences as a certain number of forms or
moulds, wherein all natural things that exist are cast,
and do equally partake, has, I imagine, very much per-
plexed the knowledge of natural things. The frequent
productions of monsters, in all the species of animals,
and of changelings, and other strange issues of human
birth, carry with them difficulties, not possible to con-
sist with this hypothesis; since it is as impossible that
two things partaking exactly of the same real essence
should have different properties, as that two figures
partaking of the same real essence of a circle should
have different properties. But were there no other rea-
son against it, yet the supposition of essences that can-
not be known; and the making of them, nevertheless,
to be that which distinguishes the species of things, is
so wholly useless and unserviceable to any part of our
knowledge, that that alone were sufficient to make us
lay it by, and content ourselves with such essences of
the sorts or species of things as come within the reach

of our knowledge: which, when seriously considered,
will be found, as I have said, to be nothing else but,
those abstract complex ideas to which we have annexed
distinct general names.

18. Real and nominal essence the same in simple ideas
and modes, different in substances. Essences being thus
distinguished into nominal and real, we may further
observe, that, in the species of simple ideas and modes,
they are always the same; but in substances always quite
different. Thus, a figure including a space between three
lines, is the real as well as nominal essence of a triangle;
it being not only the abstract idea to which the general
name is annexed, but the very essentia or being of the
thing itself; that foundation from which all its proper-
ties flow, and to which they are all inseparably annexed.
But it is far otherwise concerning that parcel of matter
which makes the ring on my finger; wherein these two
essences are apparently different. For, it is the real con-
stitution of its insensible parts, on which depend all
those properties of colour, weight, fusibility, fixedness,
&c., which are to be found in it; which constitution we
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know not, and so, having no particular idea of, having
no name that is the sign of it. But yet it is its colour,
weight, fusibility, fixedness, &c., which makes it to be
gold, or gives it a right to that name, which is therefore
its nominal essence. Since nothing can be called gold
but what has a conformity of qualities to that abstract
complex idea to which that name is annexed. But this
distinction of essences, belonging particularly to sub-
stances, we shall, when we come to consider their names,
have an occasion to treat of more fully.

19. Essences ingenerable and incorruptible. That such
abstract ideas, with names to them, as we have been
speaking of are essences, may further appear by what
we are told concerning essences, viz. that they are all
ingenerable and incorruptible. Which cannot be true of
the real constitutions of things, which begin and perish
with them. All things that exist, besides their Author,
are all liable to change; especially those things we are
acquainted with, and have ranked into bands under dis-
tinct names or ensigns. Thus, that which was grass to-
day is to-morrow the flesh of a sheep; and, within a few

days after, becomes part of a man: in all which and the
like changes, it is evident their real essence—i.e. that
constitution whereon the properties of these several
things depended—is destroyed, and perishes with them.
But essences being taken for ideas established in the
mind, with names annexed to them, they are supposed
to remain steadily the same, whatever mutations the
particular substances are liable to. For, whatever be-
comes of Alexander and Bucephalus, the ideas to which
man and horse are annexed, are supposed nevertheless
to remain the same; and so the essences of those species
are preserved whole and undestroyed, whatever changes
happen to any or all of the individuals of those species.
By this means the essence of a species rests safe and
entire, without the existence of so much as one indi-
vidual of that kind. For, were there now no circle exist-
ing anywhere in the world, (as perhaps that figure ex-
ists not anywhere exactly marked out), yet the idea
annexed to that name would not cease to be what it is;
nor cease to be as a pattern to determine which of the
particular figures we meet with have or have not a right
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to the name circle, and so to show which of them, by
having that essence, was of that species. And though
there neither were nor had been in nature such a beast
as an unicorn, or such a fish as a mermaid; yet, suppos-
ing those names to stand for complex abstract ideas that
contained no inconsistency in them, the essence of a
mermaid is as intelligible as that of a man; and the idea
of an unicorn as certain, steady, and permanent as that
of a horse. From what has been said, it is evident, that
the doctrine of the immutability of essences proves them
to be only abstract ideas; and is founded on the relation
established between them and certain sounds as signs of
them; and will always be true, as long as the same name
can have the same signification.

20. Recapitulation. To conclude. This is that which in
short I would say, viz. that all the great business of
genera and species, and their essences, amounts to no
more but this:—That men making abstract ideas, and
settling them in their minds with names annexed to
them, do thereby enable themselves to consider things,
and discourse of them, as it were in bundles, for the
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easier and readier improvement and communication of
their knowledge, which would advance but slowly were
their words and thoughts confined only to particulars.

Chapter IV
0f the Names of Simple Ideas

1. Names of simple ideas, modes, and substances, have
each something peculiar. Though all words, as I have
shown, signify nothing immediately but the ideas in the
mind of the speaker; yet, upon a nearer survey, we shall
find the names of simple ideas, mixed modes (under which
I comprise relations too), and natural substances, have
each of them something peculiar and different from the
other. For example:

2. Names of simple ideas, and of substances intimate
real existence. First, the names of simple ideas and sub-
stances, with the abstract ideas in the mind which they
immediately signify, intimate also some real existence,
from which was derived their original pattern. But the
names of mixed modes terminate in the idea that is in
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