
Summary:
Locke and Hume: Just as sentences are made up of words, so thoughts are made up of ideas ('concepts') e.g. the idea of a tiger is an element that can appear in many different thoughts. What thoughts we are capable of having depends on the ideas that we have. It is important here to keep a clear distinction between ‘ideas’ and ‘thoughts’. A thought is the kind of thing that can be expressed in a sentence eg ‘The door is white’: it is a belief - something that can be true or false. An idea is an element of a thought eg white(ness); and so is not, in the most straightforward sense, itself true or false.
   In Hume’s terminology ‘ideas’ must be distinguished from ‘impressions’. An impression is what I experience when I actually perceive something, or feel something (eg pain or anger), as opposed to merely think about it. 
   Both Locke and Hume argue that it is only through experience that ideas get into the mind. In Hume’s terminology: all ideas are copies of impressions. But a qualification is needed here. We need to distinguish 'simple' and 'complex' ideas. It is the simple ideas that are the ultimate building blocks of thought, and that must be derived from experience. 
   For Locke, this doctrine is important in that it means that with simple (but not complex) ideas we have a guarantee that something corresponds to them in reality to our simple ideas. It is important to be clear that what Locke needs for this point is the claim that simple ideas are in no way a reflection of my nature. Thus, he speaks of the mind as 'white paper' - so that the ideas imprinted on it are a pure reflection of the external object.
    Hume presents the matter slightly differently. For him, the doctrine that all ideas are derived from impressions is a weapon to be used when we suspect someone is using a word without clear meaning. In other cases Hume suggests that the doctrine reveals that a particular word doesn’t have the kind of sense we had supposed: in particular, it sometimes turns out that what we thought was an idea of something in the world really idea of something in us which we project onto the world.
    Something akin to Locke and Hume here as always had an important place in philosophy. It is thought that we must strive for a conception of the world that does not reflect merely subjective responses. Thus, it seems clear that the funniness of a joke is not an objective feature of the world since our finding the joke funny clearly depends on our nature. It is then suggested that there may be other, less obvious, features of our thought about the world that reflect our constitution in a similar way. 
  Consider a society in which the question of whether God, or witches, exist simple does not arise: that the world is to be described in terms of these ideas / concepts is simply accepted. Now it is natural to think:
1. It must be possible to stand back and ask: Are they right to employ this idea? 
2. We can answer this question by looking at the origin of the idea. To the extent that the explanation makes an essential reference to something in them the validity of the idea is called in question.


Extracts from Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding:

There is nothing more commonly taken for granted than that there are certain principles, both speculative and practical (for they speak of both), universally agreed upon by all mankind: which therefore, they argue, must needs be constant impressions which the souls of men receive in their first beings, and which they bring into the world with them, as necessarily and really as they do any of their inherent faculties. [Book I ch 2]

Let us then suppose the mind to be, as we say, white paper, void of all characters, without any ideas; how comes it to be furnished? Whence comes it by that vast store which the busy and boundless fancy of man has painted on it with an almost endless variety? Whence has it all the materials of reason and knowledge? To this I answer, in one word, from experience. In that all our knowledge is founded, and from that it ultimately derives itself. Our observation employed either about external sensible objects, or about the internal operations of our minds perceived and reflected on by ourselves, is that which supplies our understandings with all the materials of thinking. These two are the fountains of knowledge, from whence all ideas we have, or can naturally have, do spring. [Book II ch 1]

1.	Real Ideas are Conformable to their Archetypes. Besides what we have already mentioned concerning ideas, other considerations belong to them, in reference to things from whence they are taken, or which they may be supposed to represent; and thus, I think, they may come under a threefold distinction, and are:
First, either real or fantastical;
Secondly, adequate or inadequate;
Thirdly, true or false.
First, by real ideas, I mean such as have a foundation in nature; such as have a conformity with the real being and existence of things, or with their archetypes. Fantastical or chimerical I call such as have no foundation in nature, nor
have any conformity with that reality of being to which they are tacitly referred, as to their archetypes. If we examine the several sorts of ideas before mentioned, we shall find that,
2.	Simple ideas all Real. First, our simple ideas are all real, all agree to the reality of things; not that they are all of them the images or representations of what does exist, the contrary whereof, in all but the primary qualities of bodies, hath been already shown. But, though whiteness and coldness are no more in snow than pain is, yet those ideas of whiteness and coldness, pain, &c., being in us the effects of powers in things without us, ordained by our Maker to produce in us such sensations, they are real ideas in us, whereby we distinguish the qualities that are really in things themselves. For, these several appearances being designed to be the marks whereby we are to know and distinguish things which we have to do with, our ideas do as well serve us to that purpose, and are as real distinguishing characters, whether they be only constant effects, or else exact resemblances of something in the things themselves, the reality lying in that steady correspondence they have with the distinct constitutions of real beings. But whether they answer to those constitutions, as to causes or patterns, it matters not; it suffices that they are constantly produced by them. And thus our simple ideas are all real and true, because they answer and agree to those powers of things which produce them in our minds, that being all that is requisite to make them real, and not fictions at pleasure. For in simple ideas (as has been shown) the mind is wholly confined to the operation of things upon it, and can make to itself no simple idea, more than what it has received. [Italics added]
3.	Complex Ideas are voluntary Combinations. Though the mind be wholly passive in respect of its simple ideas, yet, I think, we may say it is not so in respect of its complex ideas. For those being combinations of simple ideas put together, and united under one general name, it is plain that the mind of man uses some kind of liberty in forming those complex ideas; how else comes it to pass that one man's idea of gold or justice is different from anther's, but because he has put in, or left out of his, some simple idea which the other has not? The question then is, which of these are real, and which barely imaginary combinations? [Book II ch 30]
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