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Introduction 
 
In this course we will undertake a close reading of Locke’s masterpiece, An Essay Concerning 
Human Understanding. Our goal is to attain a deep understanding of Locke’s views on 
central issue in metaphysics and epistemology. We aim both to locate those views in their 
historical context and to evaluate them on their philosophical merits. 
 
Texts 
 
Four editions of the Essay appeared during Locke’s life and the fifth appeared shortly after 
his death. There are now numerous printings in various forms, including many useful 
abridgements. We will use: 
  
1. The standard scholarly edition is Nidditch’s, published by Oxford in 1975. 
2. Woolhouse’s Penguin edition which includes long excerpts from Locke’s letters (the 
“Notes” listed in the readings). 
 
I also recommend these resources: 
 
3. A seachable online edition. The text is not always reliable but this is useful for tracking 
down specific terms or passages: 
http://humanum.arts.cuhk.edu.hk/Philosophy/Locke/echu/ 
4. Jonathan Bennett’s modernized and abridged edition. This makes for easier reading and 
suggests some interesting interpretations:  
https://www.earlymoderntexts.com/authors/locke 
 
Learning outcomes 
 
Students will learn to reconstruct the arguments of a historical text in a clear, concise and 
rigorous way. Through the use of secondary literature student should master the scholarly 
standards of contemporary research in the history of philosophy. These achievements will 
be measured by seminar activity and a term paper. 
 
Required Work and Assessment 
 
You will be required to write an essay for this course of roughly 2000 words. The essay 
should focus on the interpretation of Locke’s views or arguments concerning some 
philosophical problem or issue. It must take into account some of the relevant secondary 
literature. Roughly two thirds of the way through the course you should prepare a short 
abstract of their topic. You have the option to turn in a draft of the paper before the end of 
the term if you want comments on your paper before the final deadline. 

http://humanum.arts.cuhk.edu.hk/Philosophy/Locke/echu/
https://www.earlymoderntexts.com/authors/locke


 
Tentative Schedule and Readings. These are the main topics I would like to cover in the 
course. However, if there is sufficient interest the list of topics may be modified. We may 
also spend more time on a given topic 
 
Week 1: Introduction to the historical context of Locke’s Essay: Mechanism and 
Cartesianism 
 
Week 2: Locke’s project and the Nature of Ideas 
Epistle to the Reader Essay I, i, II, ii, 1, Note A 
 
Week 3: Primary and Secondary Qualities 
Readings: II, i-ix, IV, iii, 25-29 
 
Week 4: Substance 
Readings: II, xiii, II, xxiii, Notes C-E. 
 
Week 5: Language and Essence 
Readings: III, iii, III, vi. 
 
Week 6: The Thinking Matter Controversy 
Readings: IV, iii, 6, IV, x, Note I 
 
Week 7: Identity 
Readings: II, I, 12, II, xxvii, Note F 
 
Week 8: Freedom and Determinism 
Readings: II, xxi 
 
Week 9: Knowledge of Necessary Truths 
Readings: IV, vii-viii. 
 
Week 10: Degrees and Extent of Knowlege 
Readings: IV, i-v 
 
Weeks 11-12: Catch-up 
 


