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34 Theory of Knowledge

Clear and Distinct Perception
JOHN LOCKE

The berter to understand the nature,
manner, and extent of our knowl-
edge, one thing is carefully to be ob-
served concerning the ideas we have; and
that is, that some of them are simple and
some complex.

Though the qualities that affect
our senses are, in the things themselves,
so united and blended, that there is no
separation, no distance between them;
yet it is plain, the ideas they produce in
the mind enter by the senses siraple and
unmixed. For, though the sight and
touch often take in from the same
object, at the same time, different ideas;
~—as a man sees at once motion and
colour; the hand feels softness and
warmth in the same piece of wax: yet
the simple ideas thus united in the same
subject, are as perfectly distinct as
those that come in by different senses.
The coldness and hardness which a man
feels in a piece of ice being as distinct
ideas in the mind as the smell and white-
ness of a lily; or as the taste of sugar,
and smell of a rose. And there is nothing
can be plainer to a man than the clear
and distinct perception he has of those
simple ideas; which, being each in itself
uncompounded, contains in it nothing
but one uniform appearance, or concep-
tion in the mind, and is not distinguish-
able into different ideas.

These simple ideas, the materials
of all our knowledge, are suggested and
furnished to the mind only by those two
ways above mentioned, viz. sensation and
reflection. When the understanding is
once stored with these simple ideas, it
has the power to repeat, compare, and
unite them, even to an almost infinite
variety, and so can make at pleasure new
complex ideas. But it is not in the
power of the most exalted wit, or
enlarged understanding, by any quick-

ness or variety of thought, to invent or
frame one new simple idea in the mind,
not taken in by the ways before men-
tioned: nor can any force of the under-
standing destroy those that are there.
The dominion of man, in this little world
of his own understanding being much-
what the same as it is in the great world
of visible things; wherein his power,
however managed by art and skill,
reaches no farther than to compound
and divide the materials that are made
to his hand; but can do nothing towards
the making the least particle of new
matter, or destroying one atom of what
is already in being. The same inability
will every one find in himself, who shall
go about to fashion in his understanding
one simple idea, not received in by his
senses from external objects, or by
reflection from the operations of his own
mind about them. I would have any one
try to fancy any taste which had never
affected his palate; or frame the idea of
a scent he had never smelt: and when
he can do this, I will also conclude that
a blind man hath ideas of colours, and
a deaf man true distinct notions of
sounds.

This is the recason why-—though
we cannot believe it impossible to God
to make a creature with other organs,
and more ways to convey into the under-
standing the notice of corporeal things
than those five, as they are usually
counted, which he has given to man—
yet 1 think it is not possible for any
mar to imagine any other qualities in
bodies, howsoever constituted, whereby
they can be taken notice of, besides
sounds, tastes, smells, visible and tangible
qualities. And had .mankind been made
but with four senses, the qualities then
which are the objects of the fifth sense
had been as far from our notice, imagi-

FROM An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, John Locke. Book 2, Ch. 2,
Sections 13 (originally published in 1690).

nation, and conception, as now any.

belonging to a sixth, seventh, or eighth
sense can possibly be, which, whether
yet some other creatures, in some other
parts of this vast and stupendous uni-
verse, may not have, will be a great
presumption to deny. He that will not
set himself proudly at the top of all
things, but will consider the immensity
of this fabric, and the great variety that
is to be found in this little and incon-
siderable part of it which he has to do
with, may be apt to think that, in other
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mansions of it, there may be other and
different intelligent beings, of whose
faculties he has as little knowledge or
apprehension as a worm shut up in one
drawer of a cabinet hath of the senses or
understanding of a man; such variety
and excellency being suitable to the wis-
dom and power of the Maker. 1 have
here followed the common opinion of
man's having but five senses; though,
perhaps, there may be justly counted
more;—but  either supposition serves
equally to my present purpose.

Are Mistakes abour One’s Own Immediate

Experience Only Verbal?
ALFRED J. AYER

F or those who have the use of
language, there is an intimate con-
nection between identifying an object and
knowing what to call it. Indeed on many
occasions one’s recognizing whatever it
may be is simply a matter of one's coming
out with the appropriate word. Of course
the word must be meant to designate the
object in question, but there are not, or
need not be, two separate processes, one
of fixing the object and the other of
labelling it. The intention is normally to
be found in the way in which the label is
put on. There is, however, a sense in
which one can recognize an object with-
out knowing how to describe it. One may
be able to place the object as being of the
same sort as such and such another,

“or as having appeared before on such and

such occasions, although one forgets what
it is called or even thinks that it is called
something which it is not. To a certain
extent this placing of the object is already
a fashion of describing it: we are not
now concerned with the cases where
recognition, conceived in terms of adap-
tive behaviour, is independent of the use
of any symbols at all: but our finding a

description of this sort is consistent with
our ignoring or infringing some relevant
linguistic rule. And this can happen also
when the rule is of one’s own making,
or at least constituted by one’s own prac-
tice. When the usage which they infringe
is private, such lapses can only be ex-
ceptional; for unless one's practice were
generally consistent, there would be no
rule to break: but it is to be envisaged
that they should now and then occur.

If this is so, one can be mistaken,
after all, in the characterization of one’s
present experience, One can at least mis-
describe it in the sense that one applies
the wrong word to it; wrong because it
is not the word which by the rules of
one’s language is correlated with an
‘object’ of the sort in question. But the
reply to this may be that one wonld
then be making only a verbal mistake.
One would be misusing words, but not
falling into any error of fact. Those who
maintain that statements which describe
some feature of one’s present experience
are incorrigible need not deny that the
sentences which express them may be
incorrectly formulated. What they are

¥ROM The Problem of Knowledge, Alfred J. Ayer. (Middlesex, England Penguin
Baooks, Ltd,, 1956), Ch. 6, Section 2. Reprinted by permission of Penguin Books, Ltd.





