THE COMNCEPT OF SPIRIT IN LOCKE'S ESSAY

Rorann Hann

Among British empiricist philosophers, both Locke and
Berkeley use the term sporit, In Berkeley, with his denial of the
existence of matter, immaterial beings, i.e. spirits, are neces-
sarily central to his philosophy. They are divided into two
sorts, created and cternal (Primcpler, sec. 6). In Berkeley's
ontology of spirits and their ideas, the former seemed to be
fequired as a support for the latter, a remnant of the substance
and aceident doctrine. Later, of course, Hume was to expe-
riment with the more thoroughgoing phenomenalism of a
mete sucoession of ideas. But in Berkeley spirits still reipn
supreme, and they are seen as substances or vital principles
in the strongest sense; thus it s the will, and not merely the
perception, of the eternal spirit that keeps the world in being,
that is, provides the ideas that are reality to the created spirits.
It might be thought that spirits in Berkeley are not merely
minds; they are said to have minds, in which of course are the
ideas; but I leave this question for the attention of Dr, Mu-
gnai, if he wishes to mention it in his address to the Colloguio.
1 merely wish to point out the large part played by spirits in
Berkeley.

In Locke, however, spirits are referred to less frequently,
Among spirits, the usual contrast is between *the infinite
spirit " (Euay, ILxxiii.19) and fnite spirits. There iz also
some mention of spirits as, presumably, disembodied souls
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and various kinds of incorporeal beings (TV.xi.12). Abour the
existence of these last we can have no knowledge, Locke says
in this passage; the ideas we have of such beings do not prove
their existence any more than the corresponding ideas prove
that of firies or centaurs; and they are not discoverable by
the senses. On the other hand, « we have ground from revela-
tion, and several other reasons», Locke savs, ato believe
with assurance, that there afe such creafures ». He does not
say what these other reasons are (though I would suppese it
is the argument from the chain of being in IILvi.12), but
the existence of finite spirits other than ourselves is * highly
probable " on the evidence of faith, The exception to this un-
certainty is God alone, whose being i5 certain and demon-
strable, according to Locke (IV.x).

Elsewhere bhe is more expansive about the spiritual world
(which he calls *the intellectual wotld” as opposed to the
material). He is happy to say that the former is « a greater and
more beautiful world = In his anxiety to show the extent of
our ignorance, he speaks of « that infinite number of spirits
that may be, and probably ares (TV.511.27). In this he is in
agreement with his contemporaries, e.g. Milron {« Millions of
spiritual creatures walk the earth Unseen, both when we wake
and when we slesp »). He speculates that it is « likely there are
more orders » of those “intelligences * than of ' corporeal
substances ’, though about them we can have no certainry.
{Here * intellipence * is being used as meaning « an intelligent
o rational being, [...] a spirit », to borrow part of the defini-
tion in the OLED)., s.v, spirff, sense 4.) In this passage Locke
refers to our « very few, and those, if T may so call them,
superficial ideas of spirit ». Since spirits do not have surfaces,
and this fipurative sense of the word * superficial * in English
is o century older than Locke, I take the apologetic formula
o if I may so call them » - which he normally uses to introduce
a new word or sense - to be a piece of Lockeian wit.

What are these *ideas of spirit*? Spirit is first given a
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serious mention in the chapter on our ideas of substances.
Locke says we must conclude that the operations of the mind
belong to something other than body; so «we are apt o
think these the actions of some other substance, which we
call spiritw (TLxxiii.5). It is the substratum (he actually uses
this term) to « thinking, knowing, doubting, and a power
of moving ». Though « we have no clear and distinet idea of
the substance of a spirit », this is no ground for concluding its
non=existence, since body, or matter, is in the same case. That
is, we still believe in the existence of matter, without having
any clear and distinct idea of it, so we are equally justified in
believing in the substance of a spirit, or spiritual substance,
when we are familiar only with its operations.

Elsewhere in the same chapter are most of Locke’s disens-
sions of spirit, « We are able to frame the complex idea of an
irnmaterial spirit» (sec. 15), « by putting rogether the ideas of
thinking, perceiving, liberty, and power of moving themselves
and other things ». Other ideas contained in the complex idea
of a spirit, or immaterial substance, are existence, duration,
and mobility (all these are common to material substance also)
(sec. 18} The position is summarised in sec. 30. Although
« the substance of spirit is unknown to us », we have « distinct
clear ideas of two primary qualities, or properties of spirir,
viz. thinking, and a power of action »; whereas doubting etc.,

# This ecmplex ldea Is the nominal essence: of, Patnam’s rferasippe,
menticned by Prof, Petf in his paper, According oo that classification,
gt wonld appear as 'Fnll.u-w:. according to Locke's idea of i
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are said to be only modes of thinking, Tt is continually empha-
sised that we are no worse off as regards knowledge or cla-
rity, in our * notion of immaterial spirit* (sec. 31) than we
are with that of body.

In fact, much of the time Locke is using 3 concept of
spirit equivalent to our present concept of mind. * Mind © is a
termy which he oo does not restrict to the functions of know-
ledge and perception, i.e. thinking rather than moving, but does
use it to include the will as a faculty. Locke wrote his early phi-
losophical essays in Latin, so perhaps his English usage reflects
the use of mesr, avimae, spivifar, Certainly, an equivalent term
to gfirit in Locke in the homan cases is sow This is made clear
in secs. 19-20 of the chapter under consideration (11:xorii),
where the mobility of spirits is discussed: all finite spirits have
the power of moving about as well as of moving other things;
and my soul operates on my body by moving around with it.
This appears to be known from experience: ' everyone finds
in himself *, etc. God alone among spirits does not have the
power of motion, because of his infinity, The existence of
my own soul is known to me by reflection, as a resule of * every
act of sensation ’ (sec. 15). Compared with my knowledge of
extermil material things, «1 do more certainly know, that
there is some spiritual being within me, that sees and hears ».,
In proposing this reflective self-awarencss (stated again at
IV.ix.3%, Locke seems to be on safer ground than Hume with
his puzzled attempt to catch himself among his ideas.

There are several other passages in the Eray that I do not
discuss, but I mention two here for the sake of completeness:
I1.vi.11 and IV.iii.6. Unlike some other speakers, I am not in
a position to offer information on all occurrences of vl in
the main work under examination, nor even to estimate the
number of uses of the term. (But this information will be awvail-
able if Peter Nidditch goes ahead with his projected Concor-
danece-Index: see his article on this in the Lecke Newrletter for
1982).
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Apart from Locke’s faitly firm doctrines about God and
human minds, thete are several passages of speculation about
intermediate spirits,. When in angelological mood, Locke
sugpests that such spirits could have variable sense-organs,
making them superior to us in perception (ILxwiii.13): that
they have more perfect knowledge, and * greater happiness
than we®, and the power of immediate communication of
thoughts (scc. 36); and also, that «spirits of a higher rank
than those immersed in fesh, may have as clear ideas of the
radical constitution of substances, as we have of a rriangle »
(Lxi.23). In addition to this * angelic chemistry * (Mackie's
term}), another possible advantage of the intermediate spirits
is the availability to them of a constant supply of correct mid-
dle terms — * intermediate proofs .

1 wish to say in conclusion that the approach to Locke by
way of the concept of spirit is instructive, because it brings
out how Locke carries out his program of examining the li-
mits of knowledge. As I see it, his three procedures are demon-
stration, philosophising, and speculation. These produce respec-
tively two sorts of knowledge (of beings, and of ideas}, and
belicf, Or, at any rate, certainty on the one hand, assurance,
ie. probability, on the othes, Thus: the being of God is de-
monstrated; « we have distiner clear ideas [...] of properties
of spirit »; the existence of my own spirit is known from the
form of experience called reflection; while «the existence
aof finite spirits other than ourselves is highly probable » {and
this rests on revelation, the sugrestions of secular writers, and
in the end, feats of imagination).
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