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Abstract:

John Locke’s philosophy marked a major turning point in human thought by rejecting the notion of innate ideas and
emphasizing experience as the true foundation of knowledge. He argued that the mind begins as a blank slate, with all
ideas developing from sensory experiences and the mind’s reflection on them. This shifted philosophy from abstract
theorizing to a focus on observation and rational analysis. Locke also defined the limits of knowledge by
distinguishing between primary qualities, which exist objectively in things like shape and motion, and secondary
qualities, which depend on perception, such as color or taste. Through his Essay Concerning Human Understanding,
Locke promoted a scientific and practical approach to philosophy that valued evidence, observation, and reason over
blind belief. His empiricism deeply influenced later thinkers like Berkeley and Hume, and laid the intellectual
foundation for modern science, psychology, and political philosophy, teaching that genuine knowledge arises from
experience and grows through thoughtful reflection.
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INTRODUCTION: following the tradition of Francis Bacon, Locke is
There is a saying: “A philosopher is a person who equally important to social contract theory. His work
searches for a black cat in a dark room where it does greatly affected the development
not exist.” This statement reflects the spirit of inquiry, of epistemology and political philosophy.
curiosity, and the skeptical mind that constantly seeks
to understand the unknown and unravel the mysteries Rationalism Vs Empiricism
of the universe. From the very beginning of human A rationalist is a person who believes that reason is the
evolution, people have continuously asked questions main source of knowledge. He may also think that
about the nature of reality, life, man, God, and the humans have some inborn ideas that exist in the mind
universe. Early humans, filled with wonder and before any experience. The clearer these ideas are, the
curiosity about their surroundings, began to think more likely they are to represent reality. For example,
deeply about natural phenomena—why it rains Descartes believed that his clear and distinct idea of a
suddenly, why the sun rises and sets, why day follows perfect being proved that God exists. Rationalist
night, or why people die. They observed that bad thinking of this kind was typical for philosophy of the
actions often led to suffering and concluded that there seventeenth century. It was also firmly rooted in the
must be a connection between deeds and outcomes. middle Ages, and we remember it from Plato and
This reflective nature led humans to ponder the causes Socrates too. But in the eighteenth century it was the
and meanings behind everything around them, always object of an ever increasing in-depth criticism. A
searching for answers and never fully satisfied. Over number of philosophers held that we have absolutely
time, different philosophers from both the East and the nothing the mind that we have not experienced through
West presented their own interpretations and ideas the senses. A view as this is called empiricism.
about these fundamental questions. Among the most The most important empiricists-or philosophers of
influential of these thinkers was the Western experience were Locke, Berkeley, and Hume, and all
philosopher John Locke, whose ideas of “empiricisms” three were British. The leading rationalists in the
we shall now explore in the following discussion. seventeenth century were Descartes, who was French;
Spinoza, who was Dutch; and Leibniz, who was
John Locke (1632 -1704): German. So we usually make a distinction between
John Locke (1632 -1704) was an English philosopher British empiricism and Continental rationalism.
and physician, widely regarded as one of the most
influential of the Enlightenment thinkers and View on Empiricism:
commonly known as the "father of liberalism" An empiricist believes that all knowledge about the
Considered one of the first of the British empiricists, world comes from what we experience through our
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senses. This idea was first clearly expressed by
Aristotle, who said, “There is nothing in the mind that
was not first in the senses.” This statement challenged
Plato’s belief that humans are born with a set of innate
ideas from the world of forms. John Locke later
repeated Aristotle’s words, using them to argue against
Descartes’ belief in inborn ideas.

We are not born with any ideas or knowledge about the
world before we experience it. If someone holds an
idea that cannot be connected to actual experience, that
idea is false. For example, when we talk about things
like “God,” “eternity,” or “substance,” we are misusing
reason, since no one has ever directly experienced
these things. As a result, many scholarly writings may
appear deep and complex but offer no real or new
understanding. Such carefully constructed
philosophical systems might seem impressive, but they
are merely products of imagination. Many
philosophers of the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries inherited these kinds of empty speculations.

These ideas now had to be carefully examined and
cleared of all empty or meaningless notions- like using
a microscope to separate truth from illusion. It can be
compared to panning for gold: most of what you gather
is just sand and dirt, but occasionally you find a tiny
piece of real gold. That “gold” represents genuine
experience—or at least ideas that can be linked to
actual experience. For the British empiricists, it
became very important to test every human idea to see
whether it had any foundation in real experience. Let’s
look at the ideas of John Locke individually.

The first philosopher was the English thinker John
Locke (1632-1704). His major work, An Essay
Concerning Human Understanding (1690. In it he tried
to clarify two questions, first, where we get our ideas
from, and secondly, whether we rely on what our
senses tell us.'

First question: Where we get our ideas from?

Locke argued that all our thoughts and ideas come
from what we experience through our senses. Before
any experience, the human mind is like a “tabula rasa”
or blank slate- empty, like a clean blackboard before a
teacher writes on it, or an unfurnished room waiting to
be filled. As we begin to sense the world—seeing,
hearing, tasting, smelling, and touching—our minds
receive what Locke called simple ideas of sensation.
However, the mind doesn’t just sit back and record this
information passively. It also thinks, reasons, believes,
and doubts, combining and shaping these simple ideas
through a process Locke called reflection.
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Thus, Locke distinguished between sensation (what we
get from the outside world) and reflection (the inner
process of the mind). The mind, then, is not a mere
container of impressions - it actively organizes and
interprets what it receives. And it’s precisely here,
Locke warned, that we must stay alert and think
critically.

Locke stressed that we only perceive simple
sensations—not complete objects all at once. For
example, when I eat an apple, I don’t experience the
entire “apple” in a single moment. Instead, I sense
various qualities: its green color, fresh smell, juicy
texture, and sharp taste. After eating apples many
times, I begin to recognize and think, “This is an
apple.” In Locke’s terms, 1 have now formed a
complex idea of an apple. When we were infants
tasting an apple for the first time, we didn’t have such
an idea—we only experienced separate sensations like
“green,” “juicy,” or “sour.” Gradually, by grouping
many similar sensations together, we create concepts
such as “apple,” “pear,” or “orange.” Ultimately, all
our knowledge about the world comes from these
sensory experiences. Any knowledge that cannot be
traced back to basic sensations, Locke argued, is false
knowledge and should therefore be rejected.

Second question: Whether we rely on what our senses
tell us?

The second question Locke tried to answer, whether
the world really is the way we perceive it. This is not
so obvious. We mustn't jump to conclusions. That is
the only thing a real philosopher must ever do.

Locke distinguished between what he called "primary”
and "secondary qualities. By primary qualities he
meant extension, weight, motion and number, and so
on. When it is a question of qualities such as these, we
can be certain that the senses reproduce them
objectively. But we also sense other qualities in things.
We say that something is sweet or sour, green or red,
hot or cold. Locke calls these secondary qualities.
Sensations like these-color, smell, taste, sound-do not
produce the real qualities that are inherent in the things
themselves. They reproduce only the effect of the outer
reality on our senses’

Everyone can agree on the primary qualities like size
and weight because they lie within the objects
themselves. But the secondary qualities like color and
taste can vary from person to person and from animal
to animal, depending on the nature of the individual's
sensations.'



International Journal of Advanced Multidisciplinary Research and Educational Development

Volume 2, Issue 1 | January - February 2026 | www.ijamred.com

ISSN: 3107-6513

When, you eat an orange, you can say it tastes sour.
Some other may think the same orange is nice and
sweet." And neither one of you is right or wrong. You
are just describing how the orange affects your senses.
It’s the same with the sense of colour. May be you
don’t like a certain shade of red. But if Joanna (a girl)
buy a dress in that color it might be wise to keep your
opinion to yourself. You experience the color
differently, but it is neither pretty nor ugly”.

'But everyone can agree that an orange is round.'

Yes, if you have a round orange, you can't "think it is
square. You can "think it is sweet or sour, but you can't
"think" it weighs eight kilos if it only weighs two
hundred grams. You can certainly “believe” it weighs
several kilos, but then you'd be way off the mark. If
several people have to guess how much something
weighs, there will always be one of them who is more
right than the others. The same applies to number.
Either there are 50 apples in a basket or there are not.
The same with motion. Either the car is moving or it's
stationary.

So when it was a question of "extended" (matter
substance) reality, Locke agreed with Descartes that it
does have certain qualities that man is able to
understand with his reason.'

'It shouldn't be so difficult to agree on that.'

CONCLUSION:

John Locke’s ideas on empiricism emphasize that
knowledge arises primarily through sensation.
However, he does not entirely dismiss the role of
reason in the process of acquiring knowledge. Locke
distinguishes between the primary and secondary
qualities of sensation—the former representing
objective experiences inherent in external objects, and
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the latter denoting subjective impressions that exist
only in the perceiver’s mind. These subjective
sensations do not reveal the true nature of things
themselves. Even the seemingly objective aspects of
sensation, according to Locke, must be examined
through reason rather than accepted uncritically. Thus,
while knowledge begins with sensory experience, it is
refined and expanded through reflection. The mind
does not merely receive simple ideas passively; it
actively engages in thinking, reasoning, believing, and
doubting—combining and shaping these ideas to form
complex knowledge.
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