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DISSERTATION ABSTRACT: Locke is held by many to be a proponent of a bold and widely
influential metaphysical thesis regarding kinds and classification. According to a standard reading,
Locke holds that all that exists are particulars, these particulars more or less objectively resemble one
another, but the sorting of them into kinds is determined solely by criteria freely chosen by individual
speakers. On this story, things have no essential natures per se, a property is necessary to a thing only
on some description of it, and classification is subject only to pragmatic constraints. It is no wonder,
then, that Locke is thought of as a distinguished spokesperson for an anti-essentialist, conceptualist
approach to natural kinds that enjoys broad appeal to this day.
However, according to another, also familiar story, Locke’s project in the Essay was not primarily
a metaphysical one but rather that of providing an account of what ideas we have, how we acquire
them from sensation and reflection, and what knowledge claims we may justifiably assert on their
basis. Locke not only charts the reach of “humane understanding” within fairly narrow limits, Locke
himself abstains from metaphysical pronouncements—positive or negative—beyond those limits. On
this story, Locke is held to champion a modest approach to metaphysical enquiry.
Table-thumping Metaphysician or Modest Under-Labourer to the Sciences? I argue that Locke
has more subtle positions that do not fall neatly under these common portrayals. In fact, Locke never
meant to argue against natural kinds and indeed the evidence suggests that, like many philosophers
and theologians of his time, Locke assumed their existence. His polemic against the Aristotelian, most
often read as an outright rejection of natural kinds, had the more modest aim of demonstrating that
our ideas of species are not made by apprehension of the real essences of mind-independent kinds. And
while many will be quick to point out that a number of Locke’s theses make it impossible to see what
could ground an objective sorting of so-called natural substances, I suggest that we find a plausible
answer by looking to Locke’s theological views. I develop this view over four chapters.
In the first chapter I argue that my interpretation of Locke’s views on natural kinds fits well with
the general tenor of his approach to metaphysical topics in the Essay. In some instances Locke
dismisses a metaphysical view for its sheer unintelligibility, in others he recommends agnosticism,
and in others yet he endorses a position as our best going hypothesis. In fact, I argue that the best
model for understanding Locke’s approach to natural kinds is to be found in his treatment of
morality. Though Locke assumed the existence of a divinely decreed moral law, Locke’s own stated
task in the Essay was not to argue for its truth but rather to give an account of how we form our ideas
of ethical kinds whether or not we do so by apprehending the moral law. I argue that, in similar
fashion, Locke aimed to provide an account of how we form our ideas of substantial kinds;
nevertheless, that account is best understood as anchored in Locke’s belief in their objectivity.
In the second chapter I take on one powerful motivation for thinking that Locke meant to reject
natural kinds. Paul Guyer influentially argues that Locke’s theory of meaning entails conventionalism
about kinds. On Guyer’s reading, (i) classification proceeds in accordance with general ideas, (ii) we
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make general ideas by attending to similarities and differences, and (iii) nothing in things themselves
determines which similarities we must sort by. Guyer concludes that classification is therefore
metaphysically arbitrary. I argue that even if we accept these premises, Guyer’s conclusion doesn’t
follow. Further, Locke believes that there are objective constraints on classification to be understood
in terms of real essences and the properties that flow from them, and that should strike us as
puzzling on the reading just proposed. I argue that an objective sorting is grounded, for Locke, in the
ideas in terms of which God creates natural substances. We thereby preserve Guyer’s insight that
generality is the province only of the mind—in this case, God’s mind—but we also explain what
grounds Locke’s realist claim that we represent species more or less “accurately”.
In the third chapter I take on another powerful motivation for thinking that Locke meant to
reject natural kinds. Many have thought that corpuscularianism entails conventionalism about kinds.
Michael Ayers, for instance, makes the following tacit assumption on Locke’s behalf: objective kinds
exist only if it is possible for us to arrive at a non-arbitrary sorting of substances. According to Ayers’
reading of a widely discussed passage, Locke argues that just as there is no non-arbitrary sorting of
natural substances in terms of their observable qualities, there is no non-arbitrary sorting in terms of
their inner corpuscularian constitutions or real essences, and so there are no objective kinds.
According to Ayers, Locke’s argument turns on corpuscularianism alone: there is no end to the inner,
mechanical differences between bodies, hence there are no naturally lowest species. I argue that
Locke’s aim in the passage is orthogonal to whether there are naturally lowest species. In fact, Locke
claims that we could secure inter-subjective agreement about the meanings of our kind terms were we
to have insight into real essences, suggesting that sorting by them would be anything but arbitrary.
In the fourth and final chapter I develop the consequences of my interpretation for Locke’s
notion of a “real essence”. On the standard reading, Locke’s notion is equivocal. A real essence is
either the inner, material constitution of a particular that gives rise to its total collection of observable
qualities, or it is that aspect of its material constitution that gives rise to just those observable qualities
a speaker arbitrarily selects as criteria for membership in a given sort. I argue for a univocal, but
realist notion: the real essences of natural substances are indeed aspects of material constitutions, but
they are individuated much as the real essences of artifacts are, in terms of the internal, mechanical
properties that causally underwrite “behavior”—the active and passive powers— characteristic of
bodies of a given sort.
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