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Abstract: This paper aims to outline some features of 
Pierre Gassendi’s epistemology and its reception in John 
Locke. To do so, I will also analyze a few potential inter-
mediaries between Gassendi and Locke, that is, the so-
called Port-Royal Logic and Gilles de Launay’s Essais 
logiques. Then, I will address Locke’s manuscript drafts 
of his well-known Essay, showing the extent to which he 
endorses Gassendi’s objections to Descartes. According 
to the present interpretation, Gassendi’s epistemology is 
mainly a polemical weapon for Locke. Accordingly, the 
present tentative inquiry aims to place Locke’s ‘New Way 
of Ideas’ in a wider context of anti-Cartesian claims. Iron-
ically, the framework in which both Gassendi and Locke 
articulated these anti-Cartesian claims is entirely Carte-
sian, resulting from his epistemological shift towards ide-
as. 
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1. Introduction 
 
Engaging with the reception of Pierre Gassendi’s episte-
mology first requires addressing the vexata quaestio of its 
influence on John Locke.1 The origins of this controversy 
can be traced back to the well-known passage almost at 
the beginning of Leibniz’s Les Nouveaux Essais sur 
l’entendement humain (written in 1704), where the char-
acter impersonating Locke argues that 
 
[Locke] is pretty much in agreement with Gassendi’s system, 
which is fundamentally that of Democritus: he supports void 
and atoms, he believes that matter can think, that there are no 
innate ideas, that our mind is a tabula rasa, and that we do not 
think all the time; and he seems inclined to agree with most of 
Gassendi’s objections against Descartes.2  
 
I will return to this passage in the Conclusion, as I believe 
it deserves proper attention. 

As a preliminary step, I tackle the issue of the legiti-
macy of an investigation into the reception of Gassendi’s 
epistemology in Locke, as the scholarship on the subject 
demands. Locke scholar J. R. Milton, in what is perhaps 
the most significant contribution on the subject, is very 
dismissive about Gassendi’s real influence on Locke, es-
pecially in the field of epistemology. He distinguishes be-
tween two different ways of investigating such an influ-
ence. The first one, the ‘internalist’ approach, involves a 

morphological analysis of the similarities between the 
doctrines of the two authors. Milton dismisses this ap-
proach, but he does so too hastily, in my opinion. The 
second approach, the ‘externalist’ one he adopts, focuses 
on the explicit mention of Gassendi in Locke’s various 
writings and notebooks, along with the analysis of 
Locke’s library et similia.3 The downside of this method 
is that Locke, like most seventeenth-century authors, did 
not frequently refer to his sources. Milton does not seem 
to be too aware of this fact. Nevertheless, I acknowledge 
the results of his research here. In his thorough investiga-
tion of Locke’s manuscripts, Milton polemically targets 
the claims of those, beginning with the biographer Rich-
ard Aaron (1937), who assert this influence without 
providing any supporting evidence. As a result, he is in-
clined to accept as evidence only an explicit mention of 
Gassendi’s name in Locke’s writings. Following this 
track, he convincingly demonstrated that although Locke 
personally knew François Bernier, the influence of the 
Abrégé de la philosophie de M. Gassendi (1678) on him 
was likely minimal. Moreover, he convincingly argued 
against Kroll’s suggestion that Thomas Stanley’s English 
translation of Gassendi’s Syntagma philosophiae Epicuri 
had no influence on Locke.4 But, most importantly, he 
shows that Locke was a reader of both Gassendi’s Syn-
tagma philosophicum (1658) and the Fifth Objections to 
Descartes’ Meditationes de prima philosophia (1641). 
Surprisingly, he does not dwell at all on the relevance that 
the diatribe with Descartes might have had for Locke.5  

Following the ‘internalist’ approach of exploring the 
similarities between Gassendi’s and Locke’s doctrines 
and drawing on the ‘externalist’ insights provided by Mil-
ton, I will attempt to show that Gassendi’s objections to 
Cartesian epistemology were endorsed by Locke. In order 
to do this properly, I will first outline Gassendi’s main 
epistemological tenets, primarily expounded in the Pars 
logica of his works. I will then examine the presence of 
these tenets in the French context of the subsequent dec-
ades of the seventeenth century. The so-called Port-Royal 
Logic (1662) written by Antoine Arnauld and Pierre Ni-
cole and the neglected Gilles de Launay’s Essais logiques 
(1673) are significant examples of the Cartesian and Gas-
sendist sides, respectively. Lastly, I will examine the early 
drafts of Locke’s Essay, looking for these same Gas-
sendist doctrines. As a result, I endeavor to place Locke’s 
‘New Way of Ideas’ in the wider context of anti-Cartesian 
claims about the nature and origin of ideas. Yet, paradox-
ically, the framework within which these claims were ar-
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ticulated by both Gassendi and Locke turns out to be en-
tirely Cartesian.6 
 
2. Gassendi’s Logic, Before and After Descartes (1636-
1658) 

 
Gassendi articulates his epistemology in the Pars logica 
of his works. He wrote and published several versions of 
it, divergent in their form but, for the most part, consistent 
with each other. 7  The earliest surviving version is the 
manuscript written in 1636, preserved at the Bibliothèque 
Inguimbertine in Carpentras, which coincides with books 
IX-XI of De vita et doctrina Epicuri. Here, I will briefly 
focus on the third and last book of the manuscript (Book 
XI, De criteriis veritatis specialiter), the one in which 
Gassendi lays down the Epicurean canons.8 These canons 
or rules lie at the very core of his epistemology, serving 
as a guide for the investigation of natural phenomena. 
These same canons, which he elaborates relying upon the 
brief account of Epicurean canonics in Diogenes Laërtius’ 
work (DL X 31-34), will be later reproduced with very 
few changes in the Animadversiones in decimum librum 
Diogenis Laertii (1649) and in the Philosophiæ Epicuri 
syntagma published as an appendix to the former. These 
same canons have also been reprinted in the Pars logica 
of the posthumous Syntagma philosophicum (1658).9 

However, the latest version of his logic is likely the 
one that had the greatest influence. It is a sort of stand-
alone treatise, published as the third and final book of 
Syntagma’s logic, titled Institutio logica in quatuor partes 
distributa. This short treatise was reprinted twice in Eng-
land, in both 1660 and 1668, and the first volume of Ber-
nier’s Abrégé is simply the French translation of it.10 As I 
will show, the reformulation of Epicurean logic in the Ins-
titutio depends on two factors. The first is to insert Epicu-
rean content within a traditional, scholastic form of logic 
in order to make it more digestible for the audience of his 
time. The second, less evident but not less significant, is 
to focus on ideas or mental content in order to propose an 
alternative to Descartes’ epistemology.  

But let us first consider the earlier manuscript version 
of Gassendi’s logic. The starting point of the third book of 
the 1636 manuscript logic is the conclusion of the previ-
ous one. There, Gassendi established that “there is some-
thing true that we can know and make judgments 
about.”11 The first and foremost criterion for establishing 
truth is sensation. The second one is the intellect, which 
makes judgments and inferences relying on sensation.12 
The canons he expounds in the following eleventh book 
deepen this basic tenet. The first canon reads as follows: 
“Sense is never deceiver, and therefore every sensation, 
every imagination, or every perceptual appearance is true 
in itself.”13 Describing it, Gassendi states that every sen-
sation or direct apprehension of a thing (nuda rei appre-
hensio) is true of a so-called ‘truth of existence’ (veritas 
existentiae), which has no opposing falsehood. This im-
plies that every perception is true insofar as a cause (i.e., a 
thing) produced it, and so the perception exists as its ef-
fect. In perceptions as such, there is nothing false. In con-
trast, opinions or judgments are true in a much different 
way, as they can be either true or false. While perception 
or simple apprehension neither affirms nor denies any-
thing about what it perceives, judgment, in contrast, is 

subject to error as it affirms or denies the content of ap-
prehension. 14  The latter, consequently, depends on the 
former, as specified in the second canon: “Every opinion 
or judgment depends on sense and follows sense; truth 
and falsehood pertain to it [and not to sense].”15 As the 
third and the fourth canons state, a judgment is true when 
it is supported or not contradicted by the evidence of 
senses. On the contrary, it is false when it is contradicted 
or not supported by them.16 This distinction between the 
‘truth of the existence’ of all sense data and the ‘truth of 
judgment’ (veritas enunciationis) that depends on the 
former and in which falsehood and error fall lies at the 
core of Gassendi’s epistemology. On the one hand, this 
distinction allows Gassendi to argue that any knowledge, 
i.e., any proposition or judgment about things, is ground-
ed on the evidence of the senses. In other words, what is 
immediately given to sense perception is the source of 
evidence and the touchstone through which the truth of 
any judgment is measured. On the other hand, It allows 
him to maintain that all sense data upon which knowledge 
is based is entirely free from falsehood and error, making 
it epistemologically reliable. 

Gassendi’s conception of probability, which he indif-
ferently calls verisimilitudo and probabilitas, is grounded 
on the evidence and reliability of sensation as well. In the 
controversy with Descartes, for instance, especially when 
the veracity of the senses is at stake, the link between sen-
sory evidence and probability clearly emerges. Against 
Descartes, Gassendi argues that it is absurd to consider all 
sensations false just because some of them seem to de-
ceive us. Hence, it is absurd to hold that all opinions or 
judgments, which depend on the senses, must be regarded 
as false for this very reason. In his view, a false opinion is 
much further from the truth than a doubtful one, which, 
insofar as it is close to the sense, is in any case probable.17 
According to Gassendi’s probabilism, all knowledge lies 
within a scale that ranges from maximum certainty or 
truth, which is directly attested by the senses, to minimum 
certainty or falsity, which is directly denied by the senses. 
The inferences that the intellect makes from sense data lie 
somewhere in between, leaning more towards truth than 
falsehood. As a result, they are probable. Accordingly, he 
writes: 

 
with respect to our knowledge, things are either evident and 
clear [manifesta et evidens], and then we have certain and indu-
bitable knowledge of them, or they are hidden and obscure [oc-
culta et obscura], and this makes their knowledge uncertain and 
doubtful ... or else we call them likely and probable [verisimilis 
et probabilis] when they are closer to certainty than to uncer-
tainty.18 
 
In other words, all knowledge is as more probable as it is 
closer to the evidence of sensation. 

The first four canons concern the source of evidence, 
which is sensation, and the truth of our knowledge, which 
depends on sensation. Having established this, Gassendi 
accounts for knowledge as content of the mind. Following 
Epicurus, he describes these mental contents as precon-
ceptions (πρόληψεως), which literally means ‘notions al-
ready present in mind’. The first canon on preconceptions 
reads as follows: “Any anticipation or preconception pre-
sent in the mind depends on the senses, or by input [in-
cursione], or by analogy, or by resemblance, or by com-
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position.”19 In other words, any mental content is either 
directly produced by sensation (by input) or indirectly 
produced by the mind reworking the content of sensation 
(by analogy, resemblance and composition). By charac-
terizing ‘anticipation or preconception’ (anticipatio, seu 
praenotio) in this way, Gassendi establishes the founda-
tion for linking all mental content, even the most abstract 
and general, to the mental images coming from sense per-
ception.  

Moreover, any other mental operation borrows from 
these preconceptions, as he argues in the second canon on 
preconceptions: “Anticipation is the very notion of the 
thing and almost his definition, without which it is not 
legitimate to seek, to doubt, to have opinions, or to ex-
press anything.”20 Opinions or judgments depend on pre-
conceptions, which are the basic constituents of every 
knowledge. These preconceptions, in turn, depend on the 
input of the senses. As he writes further on, judgments are 
nothing but propositions in which the contents of the 
mind are joined or disjoined. When the conjunction or 
disjunction of these contents of the mind corresponds to a 
conjunction or disjunction in things, judgments are true. 
Conversely, when they do not correspond to the way 
things are connected, they are false.21 What informs us 
about things are, as we have seen, the senses. In sum, in 
this early version of his logic, Gassendi first describes the 
source of evidence and the nature of knowledge without 
mentioning mental contents. Only later these mental con-
tents are described in terms of ‘anticipations or precon-
ception’ (anticipationes, seu praenotiones) produced di-
rectly or indirectly by sense-perception.  

These preconceptions are never defined, in the 1636 
manuscript, as ‘ideas’. In my view, this absence is an ex-
tremely important clue to understanding the subsequent 
development of Gassendi’s logic. Now, the very same 
Epicurean logic Gassendi expounds in the manuscript De 
vita et doctrina Epicuri was later published, with very 
few reworkings, in the Animadversiones and in the brief 
Syntagma of Epicurus’ philosophy (1649). There, Gas-
sendi merely adds the same aside each time he defines 
preconception: “[Anticipation or preconception], that is, 
that idea, or form, and species, to which we look at in 
ourselves.”22 Apart from this aside, his 1649 Epicurean 
logic remains the same as that in the 1636 manuscript. 
Only later, in the posthumous Institutio logica, will the 
structure and vocabulary of Gassendi’s logic change sig-
nificantly due to a shift in focus. Gassendi’s mature logic 
hinges on mental content, now defined as ‘ideas’. Logic, 
he states in the preface of the Institutio, is the art of cor-
rect thinking (ars bene cogitandi). Since thought consists 
of four distinct actions, Gassendi divides logic into four 
parts. The first part deals with the art of correctly forming 
ideas in the mind that correspond to things (bene imagi-
nari). The second part deals with the art of making correct 
judgments, affirming what each thing is and denying what 
it is not (bene proponere). The third deals with the art of 
making correct inferences or reasoning, properly drawing 
conclusions from premises (bene colligere). The fourth 
deals with the art of arranging or ordering knowledge in a 
proper way, from the simplest to the most complex, i.e., 
from ideas to syllogisms (bene ordinare).23 Ideas are the 
fundamental constituents of all knowledge, meaning all 
judgments or propositions. Reasoning draws a proposition 

as a conclusion from other propositions that serve as 
premises. Method (i.e. the art of ordering knowledge) is 
but a concatenation of syllogisms. Accordingly, all 
knowledge is made up of ideas, conceived as the unities 
of mental contents. These ideas are now described by 
Gassendi in the same way as he previously described pre-
conceptions, as their origin is sensation. 24  Therefore, 
while in his 1636 logic Gassendi expounded the Epicure-
an canons by keeping those concerning sensation distinct 
from those concerning preconception, the two are now 
unified as ideas. There is no separate analysis of sensation 
and mental contents in the Institutio. In contrast, Gassendi 
focuses from the outset on ideas, explaining how they 
originate from sensation, how they are then reworked by 
imagination, and how judgments are but conjunctions or 
disjunctions of ideas. 

Thus, the term ‘idea’ is totally absent from the 1636 
manuscript. In the later Epicurean logic published in 
1649, the term was added in a cursory aside of little sig-
nificance. Then, in the posthumous Institutio logica 
(1658), the main topic is the analysis of ideas, their origin, 
and how they are the basic constituent of all knowledge. 
Where does this shift come from? To address this ques-
tion, it is important to consider what Gassendi was in-
volved in from 1636 to 1649. In 1641 Gassendi wrote a 
set of objections to René Descartes’ Meditationes de pri-
ma philosophia. A cornerstone of Descartes’ epistemolo-
gy is the analysis of mental contents in terms of ideas, of 
which he provides a taxonomy according to their origin. 
In his Third Meditation, he distinguishes between those 
ideas that are derived from the senses (adventitious ideas), 
those ideas that are produced by the mind itself (factitious 
ideas), and finally, those that are present in the mind in-
dependently from the input of senses and are not pro-
duced by the mind (innate ideas).25 Against this, Gassendi 
predictably argues that all ideas are adventitious, meaning 
they are derived from the senses (De adventitia omnium 
idearum origine). 26  Neither factitious ideas nor innate 
ideas are anything but reworkings of adventitious ideas. 
Well, I find it reasonable to assert that the shift we have 
observed not only occurred after the dispute with Des-
cartes but also as a result of it. Consequently, Gassendi’s 
account of ideas in the Institutio is an attempt to provide 
an alternative to Descartes’. The late formulation of the 
Institutio can be seen as a post-Cartesian logic, in which 
Epicurean epistemology is revived in the context of a de-
bate over the origin and nature of ideas. 

Another aspect that distinguishes the Institutio from 
Gassendi’s earlier Epicurean logic is the apparent simila-
rity of its structure to Aristotelian scholastic treatises on 
logic. For instance, let us compare the Institutio with Eu-
stachius à Sancto Paulo’s Summa philosophiae quadri-
partita (1620), a popular scholastic textbook in France at 
the time. According to him, the three operations of the 
mind are said to be ‘simple apprehension’ (simplex ap-
prehensio), ‘judgment or enunciation’ (judicium seu 
enunciatio), and ‘discourse or argumentation’ (discursus 
sive argumentatio). The similarity in terminology is stri-
king. Yet, behind Gassendi’s perfunctory adherence to 
scholastic logic lies a marked resemantization of the 
terms involved. In brief, one could say that Gassendi 
adopts a scholastic form while infusing it with Epicurean 
content. Gassendi arranges his mature logic into canons, 
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reinterpreting in these canons the theories he had previ-
ously presented in his manuscript and published Epicure-
an logic. Consider, for instance, his account of the for-
mation of universal concepts. There, Gassendi presents an 
almost direct quotation from Diogenes Laërtius, which 
expounds the Epicurean doctrine of preconceptions. Ac-
cording to this doctrine, the mind forms preconcep-
tions/ideas by composing, by enlarging and reducing, by 
transferring and adapting them in proportion to the pre-
conceptions/ideas coming from the senses.27 In this vein, 
Gassendi accords epistemological preeminence to singu-
lar ideas coming directly from the senses over abstract 
and more general ones. Singular ideas are the more per-
fect or complete, the more parts and attributes they repre-
sent of the thing that cause them. General ideas are, in-
stead, formed by aggregation and by abstraction from the 
singular ones. Hence, they are the more perfect or com-
plete the more they represent without extraneous elements 
that in which the particular ideas convene.28 Even in his 
early Exercitationes paradoxicae adversus Aristoteleos 
(1624), Gassendi has raised a series of nominalist coun-
ter-examples to the Aristotelian doctrine of universals, 
which are wholly consistent with his much later claims.29 
Therefore, what at first glance appears to be an adherence 
to Aristotelian logic should not mislead us. Arguably, 
Gassendi aims seeks to propagate his Epicurean episte-
mology under a veil of scholastic vocabulary in the de-
finitive version of his logic, in order to make it more di-
gestible and less controversial to the audience of the time.  

Thus, the novelties of Gassendi’s Institutio logica 
compared to his earlier Epicurean logic are as follows: 
first, a shift in focus toward ideas, resulting from the en-
counter with Cartesian epistemology; second, the scholas-
tic form, which conceals Epicurean content. Now, to bet-
ter understand the reception of Gassendi’s epistemology, I 
will outline some of the main issues that arose in his criti-
cism of Descartes. Indeed, Gassendi’s objections, along 
with the Institutio, appear to be the epistemological writ-
ings that most influenced his contemporaries. 

 
 
3. Gassendi against Descartes (1641-1644) 
 
At the request of Marin Mersenne, in 1641 Gassendi 
wrote a set of objections published as Objectiones quin-
tae, addressing Descartes’ Meditationes de prima 
philosophia. Descartes’ replies to these objections are 
particularly harsh, and Gassendi reacted to them with a 
long series of counter-objections or instances (instantiae), 
which his friend Samuel Sorbière published in 1644, al-
most against Gassendi’s intentions. Here, I will focus 
mainly on the theory of ideas that Gassendi advocates in 
this polemical context.  

As I have already argued, Gassendi reformulates the 
Epicurean doctrine of preconceptions as a result of (and in 
sharp contrast to) Descartes’ theory of ideas to propose an 
alternative to it. This is particularly evident in the objec-
tions and instances to the Third Meditation, where Des-
cartes set forth his analysis of ideas. The main objection 
raised by Gassendi against the Third Meditation is that the 
fundamental principle upon which Cartesian epistemolo-
gy rests —namely, ‘that everything one can perceive 
clearly and distinctly is true’— is flawed.30 The reason he 

sees this principle as a fallacious criterion of truth is that 
clarity and distinction are, to him, just indicators of the 
evidence of the senses. But the senses inform us about the 
appearance of things, not about their intimate nature. 
Therefore, we cannot argue from sense data to assert any-
thing about the truth of things themselves. To better ex-
plain this fallacy, let us examine the example he brings 
about the taste of melon. He writes: 

 
I perceive the taste of the melon clearly and distinctly as pleas-
ant. So, it is true that it appears to me as such, that is, as pleas-
ant. But how could I persuade myself that it is true that such a 
taste is in the melon itself, I who, when I was a child and in 
good health, judged differently, that is, perceiving clearly and 
distinctly another taste in the melon? I see that it also appears 
differently to different human beings, as well as to different an-
imals. ... So, it seems possible that the truth is repugnant to the 
truth? Or perhaps, rather, it is not that something is true in itself 
because it is perceived clearly and distinctly, but, simply, it is 
true that it is perceived clearly and distinctly as such?31 

 
This example reveals much about what ideas are for Gas-
sendi. Our perception of the melon is a mental content, 
i.e., an idea. All ideas are adventitious, as he argues using 
Descartes’ terms. This means that all ideas have an exter-
nal, sensible origin and nature. Their sensible nature im-
plies that their content is always sensible as well. There-
fore, it follows that every idea has a sensible content, 
meaning some sensible quality (in this case, the taste of 
melon). In this fashion, Gassendi asserts that ideas are 
nothing but images of things (rerum imagines).32 He de-
fines ideas in a similar way some years later, at the very 
beginning of the Institutio logica:   

 
The images we have in front of us in our mind when we think of 
something are usually referred to by several names. The names 
‘idea’ or ‘species’ are often used, or else ‘notion’, ‘preconcep-
tion’, ‘anticipation’ or ‘anticipated notion’ (since it has been ac-
quired previously) or ‘concept’, or even ‘phantasma’, as it has 
phantasy or the imaginative faculty as its seat [etc.]33  

 
Now, this characterization of ideas as images is the key 
point of disagreement between Gassendi’s and Descartes’ 
conceptions of ideas. Gassendi exploits the ambiguity of 
the term ‘idea’, which appears to exist in Descartes’ ac-
count. In those same pages of the Third Meditation, Des-
cartes writes: “Some [thoughts] are like images of things, 
and the term ‘idea’ applies in a strict sense to them 
alone.”34 Unsurprisingly, Gassendi quotes this statement 
in support of his critique.35 Yet, this is but an argumenta-
tive passage of the Meditations, which Descartes himself 
later dropped. As he writes to Mersenne (July 1641), “By 
‘idea’, I do not just mean the images depicted in the imag-
ination. ... Instead, by the term ‘idea’ I mean, in general, 
everything that is in our mind when we conceive some-
thing, no matter how we conceive it.36  Probably, Des-
cartes understood very well that supporting the identifica-
tion of ideas with images is a viable way to deny in-
natism. Consequently, he distances himself from such a 
view, also addressing Gassendi’s objection regarding the 
origin of ideas by stating that the arguments he has raised 
against him rely on a reduction of ideas to the images de-
picted in the imagination he has already contested. (… 
nomen ideae ad solas imagines in phantasia depictas, 
contra id quod expresse assumpsi, restringis).37 
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This concern about the nature of ideas also entails a dif-
ference at the level of the cognitive faculties of the mind. 
More specifically, it involves the Cartesian distinction be-
tween intellect and imagination, which Gassendi does not 
seem inclined to accept. In the Third Meditation, Des-
cartes relies on the distinction between intellect and imag-
ination to account for the difference between innate ideas 
and adventitious or fictitious ones. He provides several 
examples to illustrate this distinction, including that of the 
sun. He argues that we may have two distinct ideas of the 
sun: one, which comes from the senses, describes the sun 
only imperfectly; and another, obtained from astronomi-
cal calculations, is much more accurate. The latter is de-
rived from innate ideas, while the former is a deceitful 
adventitious idea arising from sensation.38  Commenting 
on this passage, Gassendi argues that both ideas have sen-
sation at their origin, albeit in different ways. The differ-
ence between them is only a difference in degree, but not 
in nature. In the same way, two ideas of the same man, 
one from ten steps afar and the other from a hundred or a 
thousand steps afar, are both true and similar to the same 
thing.39 Moreover, the epistemological priority Gassendi 
gives to concrete ideas coming from the senses over the 
abstract ones reworked by the imagination leads him to 
argue that “whenever we wish to have a distinct 
knowledge of the Sun, the mind must return to the figure 
[species] received through sight.”40 Thus, Descartes pre-
tended to distinguish the imaginative faculty from the in-
tellectual faculty by relying on the different nature of their 
objects, namely ideas. Against him, Gassendi relies on 
their mere difference in degree to argue that the intellect 
and imagination are also distinguished only by degree, 
and not by nature.41  

What Descartes has failed to prove, according to Gas-
sendi, is that imagination and intellect are two truly dis-
tinct faculties and not rather a single faculty performing 
two functions. Gassendi accounts for these cognitive 
functions as follows. Firstly, the mind perceives, and thus 
forms anticipations by the input of the senses (per incur-
sione). Secondly, it imagines, that is, it forms anticipa-
tions or ideas with these sense data. Thirdly and lastly, it 
reflects on its perceived and imagined contents. This re-
flexion is that which is usually called intellection. These 
three different functions (perception, imagination, and in-
tellection) belong to the same intellective faculty of the 
soul.42 

Moreover, their disagreement about the nature of in-
tellect appears in Gassendi’s objections to the Fourth 
Meditation, as Descartes attributes judgment to the will 
rather than to the intellect. According to Descartes, it is 
precisely because the (infinite) will has the ability to 
make judgments beyond the limits of the (finite) intel-
lect’s knowledge that error occurs. 43  Gassendi cannot 
agree with this since judgments are, to him, conjunctions 
or disjunctions of ideas that produce knowledge, thus per-
taining to the intellect. This point gives Gassendi the op-
portunity to outline the construction of knowledge from 
its basic constituents (i.e., ideas), which he later elaborat-
ed on in the Institutio. Three operations pertain to intel-
lect: simple apprehension, i.e., gaining ideas from the 
senses; judging, i.e., connecting ideas into propositions; 
and reasoning, i.e., inferring a conclusive proposition 
from other propositions as premises.44 Against Descartes, 

Gassendi argues that “The progression of the intellect 
from the first operation [i.e., simple apprehension] to the 
second [i.e., judging], and from the second operation to 
the third [i.e., reasoning] […] is made by the intellect 
without any meddling of the will.” 45  In other words, 
judgments and inferences are brought forth in an automat-
ic or involuntary way by the intellect. This point, which is 
not explicitly addressed in the various versions of Gas-
sendi’s logic, emerges here because of the polemical em-
phasis he places on it in opposition to the Cartesian theory 
of judgment. 

In relation to these anti-Cartesian claims, Gassendi of-
fers a critique against innatism. In his objections, he uses 
the example of a blind man to argue against Descartes 
that there are no innate ideas. He so apostrophizes Des-
cartes: “Do you want to understand that none of our ideas 
is innate in us?”46  If one could look into the mind of 
someone born blind to the idea of a color, one would find 
none, given that every content in the mind is either an im-
age of something perceived or a reworking of some of 
these images. To better illustrate his account of ideas, he 
employs the metaphor of the mirror: 

 
the cause of the existence of the ideas [in the mind] is not [the 
mind itself], but the things that are represented by these ideas, 
inasmuch as they emit their images into [the mind], as in a mir-
ror; although from these things [the mind] is able, at times, to 
draw from them to paint chimeras.47 
 
This metaphor also involves the mind’s passivity towards 
ideas, especially towards the simple ideas produced by the 
senses. While the mind can rework these simple ideas, its 
activity always deals with data of external origin, and to-
wards which it is passive.48 As I will argue later, Locke 
will borrow from the example of the blind man and from 
the metaphor of the mirror, in his arguments against in-
natism. Likewise, Locke seems to borrows from Gassendi 
as he argues against the Cartesian claim that the mind al-
ways thinks. To this claim —which depends on the Carte-
sian view that thought is the essential attribute of mind—
49 Gassendi observed that it is hard to conceive how the 
mind can think while asleep or in the womb. At that mo-
ment, thought is nearly a nothing.50 Locke will argue the 
same against Descartes. 
 
 
4. Port-Royal Logic (1662) 
 
The final version of Gassendi’s logic was published post-
humously in 1658. Four years later, the first version of the 
so-called Port-Royal Logic, written by Antoine Arnauld 
and his collaborators, was published anonimously, as La 
Logique ou l’Art de Penser, contenant, outre les regles 
communes, plusieurs observations nouvelles, propres à 
former le jugement (1662). The influence of Gassendi’s 
logic in general and of Institutio logica in particular on 
Port-Royal Logic is quite evident. First of all, while en-
tirely Cartesian in its contents, this work closely resem-
bles the Institutio in its form. In the preface, the authors 
define logic as ‘the art of thinking’ (l’art de penser). This 
art, just as Gassendi’s ars bene cogitandi, consists in re-
flecting on the four operations of the mind: first, conceiv-
ing ideas (concevoir); second, making judgments (juger); 
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third, reasoning (raisonner); fourth, ordering (ordonner). 
Accordingly, the four parts of the Port-Royal Logic are 
devoted to these four operations. 51  The conceptual 
framework that Gassendi developed in his mature logic as 
a result of his debate with Descartes is also present here, 
as Cartesian Port-Royal logic focuses on ideas. As the au-
thors write, “reflecting on our ideas is perhaps the most 
important thing to do in logic, because [ideas] are the ba-
sis of everything else [meaning, of every other operation 
of the mind].”52 Judgments are conjunctions or disjunc-
tions of ideas. Reasoning is to concatenate judgments in 
the form of syllogism. Method is the correct way of con-
necting syllogisms. Thus, all knowledge is, according to 
Gassendi and the Port-Royal Logic, grounded on ideas. 

However, a precise alignment in form goes hand in 
hand with a sharp contrast in content. Furthermore, the 
authors of Port-Royal authors have Gassendi as their ex-
plicit polemical target, as they deal with the nature and 
origin of ideas. Quoting Descartes almost word for word, 
the first chapter of the first part (Des idées selon leur na-
ture et leur origine) opens with the following anti-
Gassendist statement. Since the notion of ‘idea’ is self-
evident,  

 
all that can be done to avoid misunderstanding is to point out the 
erroneous meaning that could be given to this term [idea], nar-
rowing it down to that way of conceiving things that occurs with 
the application of our mind to the images that are imprinted in 
our brain, and which is called imagination.53 

 
In the same vein, they define ideas by emphasizing that 
they are not merely images. Instead, ideas are mental con-
tents, whatever they may be.54 This point is so crucial that 
they go so far as to argue that there is nothing more im-
portant (rien de plus considerable) than the distinction 
between mind and body, and thus the separation between 
incorporeal ideas and corporeal images.55 

Just as Gassendi formulated his conception of idea in 
sharp contrast with Descartes, now Arnauld and his col-
laborators reassess the Cartesian view against Gassendi. 
As it is explicitly argued, beneath this divergence on the 
nature of ideas lies a divergence about the powers of the 
human mind. For Gassendi, ideas are material images 
originating from the senses and reworked by the imagina-
tion, while for Descartes and the Port-Royal authors, ide-
as are the immaterial content of the mind (at least in part) 
independent from the senses. Cartesians’ concern is to 
advocate, against Gassendi, the independence of intellec-
tion from the images of sensation and imagination, as 
they argue that our mind “is able to conceive a great 
number of things without the aid of images” and so to 
comprehend “the difference between imagination and 
pure intellection.”56  

The fact that Gassendi is the main polemical target re-
garding this issue is also confirmed by the extensive para-
phrase of the first part of the Institutio found a few pages 
later. After restating the nature of ideas, they now address 
their origin: 

 
The fundamental issue [toute la question] is to establish whether 
or not all our ideas come from our senses, and so whether or not 
we can accept the common maxim: Nihil est in intellectu quod 
non prius fuerit in sensu. This is the opinion of a widely ad-
mired philosopher, who begins his logic with this proposition: 

Omnis idea orsum ducit a sensibus. He admits, however, that 
not all our ideas exist in the mind exactly as they were in the 
senses, but he claims that at least they are formed from those 
which passed through the senses. This happens either by compo-
sition [...]; or by amplification and diminution [...]; or by acco-
modation and proportion [etc.]57 

 
The ‘well-known philosopher’ (philosophe qui est estimé 
dans le monde) they refer to is Gassendi, as the quotation 
proves. After expounding this key feature of Gassendi’s 
epistemology, Port-Royal’s authors reaffirm Cartesian 
innatism. They argue that ideas are not at all produced by 
the sense perception but rather by the mind itself, alt-
hough it is often aroused (excitée) to produce them by 
something that falls under the senses. To speak properly, 
no idea is produced by the senses.58 
 Hence, Port-Royal Logic fully endorses a Cartesian 
conception of ideas. Nevertheless, the goal of this work is 
to expound a comprehensive logic —something Descartes 
never aimed to achieve.59 In order to do so, its authors 
seem to have borrowed the framework of Gassendi’s Ins-
titutio. Still, at first glance, both Gassendi’s and Port-
Royal Logic resemble Aristotelian scholastic logic. Com-
paring these works with a scholastic text-book such as 
Eustachius’, one can see that the terms employed to de-
scribe the first three operations of the mind (simplex ap-
prehensio; judicium seu enunciatio; discursus sive argu-
mentatio) are quite overlapping. Furthermore, the addition 
of a fourth part on method follows a trend initiated by 
Petrus Ramus.60 However, as I have already argued in the 
case of Gassendi, this similarity is just superficial. What 
has changed is the conceptual background of these works 
compared to scholastic logic.  
 Let us look, for instance, at what ‘simple apprehension 
of things’ (rerum simplex apprehensio) means now. In 
both Gassendi’s Institutio and Port-Royal Logic, the basic 
constituents of every knowledge coming from simple ap-
prehension are ideas, and the point of disagreement be-
tween the two lies in the nature of these simple ideas.  
While simple apprehension is described in Gassendi’s and 
Port-Royal’s logic in terms of ideas —that is to say, in 
terms of mental contents— the meaning of the term in 
scholastic logic is slightly different. Eustachius, for in-
stance, deals with apprehension of simple terms in the 
first treatise of his logic (De terminis dialecticis).61 There 
he distinguishes the mental dimension of these simple 
terms from their verbal dimension and their written di-
mension. He describes their mental dimension as “an im-
age of the thing in the mind, representing it.”62 Yet, his 
analysis proceeds only by considering these terms in their 
verbal and grammatical aspects. For instance, the distinc-
tions he presents are quite traditionally categorized as 
univocal, equivocal, and analogous terms.63 The products 
of simple apprehension are merely verbal and grammati-
cal terms for Eustachius and scholastic logic in general. 
The epistemological shift initiated by Descartes, which 
both Gassendi’s Institutio and the Port-Royal Logic fol-
low, focuses no longer on the grammatical terms of which 
propositions are composed, but rather on mental contents 
or ideas. Locke’s Essay is also a product of this shift. 
Similar to Gassendi, Locke will base his epistemology on 
an anti-Cartesian conception of idea.64 
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5. de Launay’s Essais logiques (1673) 
 
Besides Gassendi and Port-Royal Logic, another source 
for Locke must be considered. Examining the catalogue 
of Locke’s personal library may reveal a surprising detail: 
he owned four copies of a work on logic by a largely 
unknown Gassendist author, Gilles de Launay. Very little 
is known about him, including his date of birth and death. 
In the volume edited by John Harrison and Peter Laslett 
on Locke’s library, it is recorded: 

 
[Gilles de Launay:]  
La dialectique … 12°, Paris, 1673. 
Essai de logique. 8°, Paris, 1678. 
Essais logiques. 12°, Paris, 1657.  
Essais logiques. 12°, Paris, 1663.65 
 

As far as I could find, only the first work reported here is, 
without doubt, a work by Gilles de Launay: the first one 
reported. Its complete title is La Dialectique du sieur de 
Launay, contenant L’Art de Raisonner juste sur toute 
sorte de matieres avec Les Maximes necessaires pour se 
détromper des erreurs, & se desabuser des chicanes & 
des fausses subtilités des Sophistes de l’Ecole. It was pub-
lished for the first time in 1673, in Paris (Achevé 
d’imprimer pour la premiere fois le 23. Fevrier 1673).66 
However, in both the Extrait du privilège du Roy and 
within the volume, the work is referred to as Essais 
logiques. Milton convincingly argued that the second 
book on the list was not authored by de Launay. Instead, 
it was probably a book with that very title (Essai de 
logique, published in 1678) by physicist and botanist Ed-
me Mariotte, as correctly reported elsewhere in the list of 
books owned by Locke.67 Regarding the other two books 
on the list, it can be conjectured that Locke may have 
owned two additional copies of de Launay’s Dialectique, 
reported as Essais logiques, and that the person who 
compiled the list reported incorrect dates. In any case, one 
point should be emphasized: Locke certainly owned many 
other books by Gilles de Launay. Almost all of them, ac-
tually. He owned a copy of his Introduction à la philoso-
phie (Paris, 1675) and a copy of his Essais physiques (re-
ported as Physique universelle). Both are nothing but a 
paraphrase of sections of Gassendi’s Syntagma.68  

Setting aside Locke’s library for the moment, let us 
briefly analyze the extent to which de Launay endorses 
Gassendi’s epistemology in his work on logic. Although 
resuming Gassendi’s text less than the other works I have 
just mentioned, Les Essais logiques are a sort of para-
phrase of the Pars logica of Gassendi’s Syntagma. De 
Launay also reframes the first two books of Syntagma’s 
logic, which were drafted much earlier, in 1636, in light 
of the shift on ideas from the late Institutio. In the first 
dissertation (De la logique en général), he starts by para-
phrasing the proemial chapter on the definition of logic.69 
In the third chapter, he likewise follows the distinction 
given by Gassendi at the very beginning of his first book 
of Pars logica.70 However, in the second chapter, as he 
discusses the proper object of logic, he no longer follows 
the second book of Syntagma’s logic, De logicae fine. 
There, Gassendi argues that the object of knowledge is 
truth. De Launay revises this definition in light of the in-
sights from the Institutio. The proper object of logic is the 

intellect and its operations, which logic aims to regulate 
(bien régler). 71  Broadly speaking, the object of 
knowledge is certainly truth. But, to speak more properly,  

 
The well-regulated four operations of the intellect are the formal 
and truthful object of logic; as well as the essential difference 
according to which we can distinguish it from all the other parts 
of philosophy.72 

 
It goes without saying that these four operations are the 
ones Gassendi has already outlined in his later logic: con-
ceiving, judging, reasoning, and ordering (concevoir, 
juger, raisonner, ordonner).73 These operations of the in-
tellect are the main subject of de Launay’s work, account-
ed in detail from the second to the seventh and final Dis-
sertation. There, he essentially replicates Gassendi’s Insti-
tutio, further emphasizing adherence to the standard form 
of scholastic logic.74 Following Gassendi, he holds that 
acquiring and ordering the knowledge of natural phenom-
ena through the four operations of the intellect is what 
physics is all about. The main task of logic is, for de 
Launay just as for Gassendi, to give some rules (règles or 
maximes) for the correct use of these mental operations.75 
By providing these rules, logic has “at its direct aim the 
correctness [rectitude] of these mental operations, and in-
directly to avoid errors and to seek after truth.”76 

The first mental operation seems to be the most im-
portant one, in de Launay’s view. The plain sight of 
things (simple veue des choses) is the ground upon which 
all knowledge is built, and this plain sight is described as 
conceiving ideas or images of things produced by the 
senses.77 As he argues, this same action can be referred to 
as the ‘simple apprehension of things’ (apprehension 
simple de l’objet). While this terminology is unusual in 
French, it is quite common in Latin.78 The reference to 
Gassendi’s terminology is even more pronounced here. In 
fact, de Launay explicitly argues that ideas or mental con-
tents are merely images of things, following Gassendi in 
opposition to Descartes. He carries this identification be-
tween ideas and images so far that he describes how the 
intellect works with them by drawing an analogy to a 
painter: the mind (esprit) organizes the images it possess-
es of things from the simplest to the most complex, much 
like a painter does, imitating the order of things in na-
ture. 79  Still following Gassendi against Descartes, de 
Launay openly reaffirms the identification of intellection 
with imagination. It is worth noting that he resorts here to 
a typically Cartesian assumption —that is, that everything 
we can conceive, we conceive through ideas— precisely 
to reaffirm the Gassendist claim regarding the sensible 
origin and nature of ideas. He writes: 

 
we cannot conceive of anything that is outside us, except by 
means of ideas that are within us, that represent external objects. 
[...] This reasoning seems to me quite convincing to condemn 
the error of those philosophers [i.e., the followers of Descartes] 
who believe that our mind knows an infinite number of things 
without having the need to form images of them, as if they 
claimed that it represented these things, without forming of them 
any representation or idea. I do not know how the Cartesians can 
get out of this labyrinth when they maintain that the mind con-
ceives immaterial things without forming any images of them.80 
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To conceive any kind of thing means nothing more than 
to have a mental content or an idea of that thing. Howev-
er, having an idea is merely possessing some sort of im-
age that represents it. Thus, everything we conceive 
through intellect is simply something we have conceived 
by imagination. Clearly, the underlying premise of this 
argument is that ideas or mental contents are just images, 
that is, representations of things perceived by the senses. 
As we have seen, the fundamental assumption of Gassen-
di’s sensism —Nihil est in intellectu quod non prius fuerit 
in sensu— was critically addressed by Port-Royal Logic, 
explicitly referring to Gassendi. Now, de Launay reas-
sesses it against the Cartesians. An important maxim re-
garding ideas, he argues, is that as long as the soul is 
joined to the body, it is able to know things only through 
sensations. In other words, every mental content stems 
directly or indirectly from sensation. This maxim “is par-
ticularly important because it has been recently chal-
lenged by Cartesians.”81 

The polemical context in which this work is situated is 
quite clear. Just as Gassendi developed an anti-, and post-, 
Cartesian conception of ideas in his late logic, and the au-
thors of Port-Royal authors dealt with it to reaffirm the 
Cartesian theory of ideas as the foundation of their epis-
temology, so does de Launay, but in the opposite direc-
tion. That is, reassessing Gassendi’s view against Descar-
tes’. During these same years, Locke does almost the sa-
me thing as de Launay, as I will show in a moment. The-
refore, his interest in his work is certainly not accidental. 

 
 
6. Locke’s 1671 Drafts for his Essay Concerning Hu-
mane Understanding (1690) 

 
In order to investigate the relevance of Gassendi’s epis-
temology to Locke’s, I will now preliminarily examine 
the ‘external evidence’ of this influence. To do so, let us 
look at Locke’s library, keeping in mind that owning a 
specific book does not necessarily imply its relevance for 
the owner, just as the absence of a book does not rule out 
such relevance. However, one fact should be noted: the 
only work by Gassendi that Locke owns is the intellectual 
biography of Gassendi’s patron, Fabri de Peiresc (Viri il-
lustris Nicolai Claudii Fabricii de Peiresc vita, 1641).82 
This work contains some interesting details about Gas-
sendi’s natural philosophy, but it offers very little episte-
mological discussion. Locke also owned François Ber-
nier’s Abrégé de la philosophie de M. Gassendi, along 
with his Doutes sur quelques-uns des principaux 
chapitres de son Abrégé [etc.].83  Moreover, Locke met 
Bernier in person during his stay in France. However, 
Milton convincingly argued that Bernier’s philosophical 
influence on Locke was minimal, if any.84  Locke also 
owned two copies of the Port-Royal Logic, originally 
published in 1662, in two editions both published in 
1674.85 As I have already argued, Locke owned at least 
one copy of Gilles de Launay’s Dialectique or Essais lo-
giques published in 1673.86 Lastly, and most importantly, 
Locke both owned and was very familiar with Gassendi’s 
Objectiones quintae to Descartes’ Meditationes (1641).87 
Although there is no evidence that he was also familiar 
with Gassendi’s Disquisitio metaphysica (1644) that 
stemmed from these objections, this point should not be 

underestimated. Despite its polemical nature, Gassendi 
presents several of his epistemological claims there. From 
Locke’s perspective, the fact that these claims were made 
in a polemical, anti-Cartesian context arguably makes 
them even more intriguing. 
 Locke wrote what are known as Drafts A and B of his 
Essay Concerning Humane Understanding in 1671-1672, 
prior to his trip to France. Draft A (entitled Sic cogitavit 
de intellecto humano Jo[hn] Locke anno 1671), in particu-
lar, reveals a striking similarity to Gassendi’s logic, as I 
will demonstrate. Therefore, we must rule out the possi-
bility that the indirect sources are de Launay’s work 
and/or Port-Royal Logic, of which he only has later edi-
tions acquired in France. However, the fact that he later 
purchased several copies of de Launay’s Essais logiques 
may, in any case, suggest his interest in Gassendi’s logic. 
According to his notebooks, we know that, at the time, 
Locke had read Gassendi’s objections to Descartes and (at 
least part of) Syntagma philosophicum, especially the 
book on void and space. It is not so unlikely that he was 
acquainted with Gassendi’s Institutio as well, contained in 
the same volume.88 

With this established, let us move forward with an ‘in-
ternalist’ or ‘morphological’ analysis of these 1671 drafts, 
in comparison to Gassendi’s doctrines. Locke begins 
Draft A as follows: 

 
all knowledg is founded on and ultimately derives its self from 
sense, or something analogous to it & may be cald sensation 
which is donne by our senses conversant about particular objects 
which give us the simple Ideas or Images of things & thus we 
come to have Ideas of heat & light, hard & soft which are noe 
thing but the reviveing again in our mindes those imaginations 
which those objects when they affected our senses caused in us 
[etc.]89  
 
Not by chance, Locke begins the first version of his essay 
on human understanding with a statement reminiscent of 
Gassendi regarding the origin and nature of ideas. I have 
already argued that this represents a key point of disa-
greement between the Cartesians and the Gassendists, in 
those same years. In agreement with Gassendi and against 
Descartes, Locke asserts that ideas originate in the senses 
and are nothing but the images of the things from which 
they are produced. In other words, for him, 'idea’ and 
‘image’ are quite synonymous, at least in this initial draft. 
Additionally, similar to Gassendi and de Launay, Locke 
refers to the process of acquiring simple ideas of things 
through sensation ‘apprehension’; 90  and also refers to 
these ideas or images as ‘simple apprehensions’.91 From a 
collection of several simple ideas, understanding (or bet-
ter, imagination) brings forth general and abstract ideas, 
such as the idea of substance. Locke states that these gen-
eral ideas “are grounded upon the repeated exercise of 
senses.”92  

From the assertion that all ideas or images of things 
come from the senses, it follows that a blind man cannot 
have ideas of colors, nor can a deaf man have ideas of 
sounds. Thus, reiterating what Gassendi argued against 
Descartes, he writes:  
 
all the words in the world […] will not give a blinde man any 
Idea of black or white or bl[ue][,] those simple ideas being to be 
conveyd to the minde noe other way but by the senses. [N]or can 
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all the words in the world […] produce in a mans minde one 
new simple Idea unless it be of the sound its self.93  
 
It is worth noting that Locke repeats the exact same ex-
ample as Gassendi here, mentioning in the same order 
first the blind man, and then the deaf man deprived of 
sensible ideas.94 It is well known that Locke aligns with 
Gassendi in opposing Cartesian innatism, to the extent 
that he dedicates an entire book of the Essay to this sub-
ject. It is no surprise, then, that he reiterates Gassendi’s 
example of the blind and deaf men, which is suitable to 
support the sensible origin of all ideas against innatism.95  

Furthermore, Locke not only shares Gassendi’s pars 
destruens against Cartesianism (i.e., innatism), but also 
his part construens, as he provides a nearly identical ac-
count of how the mind reworks all the other ideas it pos-
sesses from simple ideas. He writes that, beyond simple 
ideas, “all the knowledg we have […] is noe thing else 
but the compareing uniteing compounding enlargeing & 
otherwise diversifying these simple Ideas one with an 
other.”96 According to Gassendi, the mind forms its ideas 
in the same way, namely by composing (compositio), by 
enlarging or reducing (ampliatio vel imminutio), by trans-
ferring or adapting (traslatio et accomodatio) ideas pro-
duced by the senses. 97  The terminological similarity is 
striking. While the mind is active in reworking its own 
compound ideas from simple ones, it is instead passive 
towards the simple ideas that originate from the senses. 
As Gassendi did, Locke illustrates the passivity of the 
mind with the example of the mirror:  

 
the understanding can noe more refuse to have these [ideas] or 
alter them when in it or make new ones to its self & receive new 
ones into it any other way then by the senses […] then a mirror 
can refuse alter or change or produce in its self any other images 
or Ideas then the object set before it doe therein produce98 

 
Therefore, the mind has only simple ideas derived 

from the senses and compound ideas formed by combin-
ing those simple ones. All knowledge, he writes, consists 
of ideas “simple or compounded”. 99  Still aligned with 
Gassendi and opposing Descartes, Locke argues that evi-
dence or clarity and distinction are proper to simple ideas, 
while compound ideas are evident only in a derivative 
way.100 In other words, what comes from the senses, i.e., 
simple ideas, provides the evidence that serves as a touch-
stone for the evidence of every knowledge. Moreover, if 
the mind has no knowledge beyond simple ideas gained 
through the senses and those compounded by the imagi-
nation, it is evident that Locke aligns with Gassendi and 
opposes Descartes in denying the existence of any pure 
intellection independent of the imagination. 

All knowledge, whose ideas are the basic constituents, 
is structured in propositions or judgments. This seems, at 
first glance, to bring Locke’s epistemology back into the 
fold of Aristotelian scholastic logic. However, in Locke, 
as in Gassendi, scholastic logic is resemantized, as judg-
ments are now just conjunctions or disjunctions of ideas, 
the truth of which depends on what the senses inform us 
of. In this respect too, Locke appears to follow Gassendi 
in distinguishing what the latter calls ‘truth of existence’ 
(veritas existentiae) of every simple idea from the ‘truth 
of judgment’ (veritas enunciationis) in which exclusively 

lies falsehood.101 Locke describes judgment or proposi-
tion as follows: 

 
When the minde is furnishd with the simple Ideas of things 
brought in by the senses [...] [it] joyne two of these Ideas [...] 
togeather or separate them one from another by way of affirma-
tion or negation, which when it comes to be expressed in words 
is cald proposition & in this lies all truth & falshood102  
 
In sum, falsehood and error, according to Locke as well 
as Gassendi, belong to judgments that join or disjoin ide-
as, not to ideas themselves. Furthermore, both agree in 
attributing the faculty of judgment to the intellect rather 
than the will, against Descartes. Locke summarizes as fol-
lows the different functions of understanding, a term 
which, in this draft, seems equivalent to ‘intellect’. First 
of all, “the understanding is capable of receiving, retain-
ing & reviveing […] a certain number of simple Ideas, 
gathered only by experiment [scil. experience] & observa-
tion.”103 In addition, “[i]t hath the power to astract”, that 
is, to “unite, combine, enlarge, compare &c. these simple 
Ideas together & thereof make comple ones”.104 Further-
more, it has the power to make judgments or propositions, 
viz. to “knowing truth & falshood which is to be found 
only in uniting or separating [ideas] or in affirmation of 
negation which are verbal propositions”.105 

So far, the similarities between this early draft of 
Locke’s major work and Gassendi’s critique of Descartes, 
along with his account of knowledge, seem undeniable to 
me. But there is another point I want to stress about the 
similarity between the two: their probabilism. As we have 
observed, Gassendi claims that any knowledge deemed 
‘probable or truth-like’ (probabilis seu verisimilis) is such 
insofar as it aligns with the evidence of sensation. In 
terms that overlap with Gassendi’s, Locke defines the de-
grees of probability in knowledge as follows:  

 
though most of those propositions we think […] are not evident 
& certain, & we cannot have undoubted knowledg of their truth 
yet some of them border soe near upon certainty, that we make 
noe doubt at all of their truth […] But there being degrees of 
Probability from the very neigbourhood of certainty & evidence 
quite downe to improbability & unlikelynesse even to the con-
fines of impossibility. [etc.]106 
 
Hence, Locke’s development of his theory of opinion and 
probable knowledge, which goes far beyond the role 
played in Gassendi’s epistemology, seems to stem from 
the latter’s view of probable knowledge as an approxima-
tion to the evidence of sensation. 

Locke’s Draft A has quite strong terminological 
similarities with Gassendi’s epistemology, especially with 
the polemic against Descartes. The so-called Draft B —
De Intellecto Humano, 1671. An Essay concerning the 
Understanding, Knowledge, Opinion & Assent— 107 
brings Locke into different directions, at least from a 
terminological point of view. This second manuscript, 
which closely resembles the published Essay, shows 
significantly less terminological (more than conceptual, 
though that is another story) similarity to Gassendi. I will 
provide just one example of this terminological shift that 
makes Locke’s connection to Gassendi’s theory a little 
more difficult to discern: the definition of idea he now 
presents. In Draft A, the term ‘idea’ is used as a synonym 
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for ‘image’ of the external thing that produces it. Now, in 
a formulation that will be taken literally in the definitive 
Essay, he writes: 

 
in this following discourse I shall use the word Idea for whatso-
ever is the object of the understanding when a man thinks & by 
it expresse all that is meant by Notion[,] phantasme, species, or 
what ever else the minde can be imploid about in thinkeing.108 

 
At first glance, the shift from ‘idea’ as ‘image’ to ‘idea’ 
as ‘mental content’ or “whatsoever is the object of the 
understanding when a man thinks” seems to bring Locke 
closer to Descartes than to Gassendi. The point of conten-
tion between the two was precisely whether or not to 
identify ideas with the images of things. Descartes, 
against this identification, argued that “by the term ‘idea’ 
I mean in general everything which is in our mind when 
we conceive something, no matter how we conceive it.”109 
Well, Locke’s terminological shift in no way implies a 
departure from Gassendi’s sensist theory. Locke firmly 
holds the sensible origin and nature of simple ideas as the 
foundation of all his epistemology, and this will remain 
the same in the Essay. Likewise, all the other tenets pre-
sent in Draft A that I have analyzed will also persist un-
changed, without exception. The fact that, here, Locke 
more generically defines ideas as mental contents is due 
to the characterization he intends to give his work, which 
he appears to decide more resolutely now, in Draft B: an 
investigation of the limits and capacities of human 
knowledge. This is done in a way that does no more take 
into account physical considerations about how this 
knowledge is formed. Accordingly, he argues: 
 
I shall not at present meddle with the physicall consideration of 
the mind or trouble myself to examine […] wherein the essence 
of it consists or by what motion of our spirits, or what alteration 
of our bodys we come to have any Idea in our understanding & 
whether these Ideas are material or immaterial110 
 
This certainly marks a departure from Gassendi, for 
whom the physiology of perception was pivotal in shap-
ing his epistemology. Although Locke does not entirely 
disregard physical and physiological considerations in the 
Essay, contrary to what he programmatically states, and 
even though these considerations are quite similar to Gas-
sendi’s. As I will show in the conclusion, significant in-
fluences on Locke’s understanding of Gassendi’s physics 
and physiology included, among others, his contemporar-
ies Robert Boyle and Thomas Willis.  

In any case, even if the similarities between Locke’s 
Draft A and Gassendi’s epistemology become less pro-
nounced in Locke’s later reworkings, the influence re-
mains since there is no significant difference in Locke’s 
tenets between this 1671 draft and the final version of the 
Essay, published in 1690. Additionally, Locke seems to 
leverage Gassendi’s epistemology as a polemical tool, 
drawing on the Objectiones quintae against Descartes. 

Besides the various Gassendist views that Locke 
clearly advocates in Draft A, another example of their an-
ti-Cartesian use can be found in the Essay. It involves 
Descartes’ assertion that, as long as it exists, the mind 
thinks.111 Against this claim, Gassendi objected:  

 

Those who cannot understand how you can think in the drowsi-
ness of lethargy, or even in the womb, will not be persuaded 
[that the mind always thinks]. [...] I would just like you to re-
member how obscure, how tenuous, almost a nothing [pene 
nulla] your thought could have been at that moment [i.e. in the 
womb].112 

 
Now in the paragraph ‘The Soul thinks not always’, 
Locke argues that the Cartesian assumption that the mind 
always thinks as thought is its essence is not at all self-
evident, and it needs to be proved.113 Significantly, Locke 
offers the same two counter-examples given by Gassendi: 
sleep and the fetus in the womb.114 For Locke, the mind 
begins to think when it begins to perceive, that is, to have 
sensations. And the fetus has but a few sensations. We 
may suppose, he writes, that “a foetus in the mother’s 
womb, differs not much from the state of a vegetable [and 
that it] passes the greatest part of its time without percep-
tion or thought.”115 Once again, Locke can find arguments 
that align with his own epistemology in Gassendi, Des-
cartes’ antagonist. 
 
 
7. Conclusion 
 
Therefore, both internal and external evidence concur to 
prove that Locke likely draws on Gassendi's epistemolo-
gy. As the internal or morphological comparison shows, 
in Draft A (1671) of the Essay, Locke maintains views 
that were both conceptually and terminologically similar 
to Gassendi’s. As for the external evidence, Milton has 
shown that Locke took notes both from Gassendi’s Syn-
tagma and from Objectiones quintae.116 Moreover, even 
though the editions of de Launay’s Essais logiques (1673) 
and Port-Royal Logic (1674) in Locke’s library were pub-
lished after 1671, their presence there remains significant. 
As for de Launay’s work, the fact that he purchased sev-
eral copies (likely three, as I have suggested) demon-
strates his interest in Gassendi’s logic during the 1670s. 
Regarding Port-Royal Logic, he could have read earlier 
versions during the 1660s. In any case, it is evident that 
Locke aligns himself with Gassendi, opposing Arnauld’s 
reaffirmation of Cartesian views, and adopts several ar-
guments from Gassendi’s objections to challenge Des-
cartes. 

Now, to conclude, let us take a closer look at the pas-
sage from Leibniz’s Nouveaux Essais that I quoted in the 
introduction. As is well known, this work is a chapter-by-
chapter rebuttal of Locke’s Essay. About ten years 
younger than Locke, Leibniz is an insider of the context 
in which Locke lived and worked and also had a deep un-
derstanding of Gassendi’s Opera omnia.117  Therefore, I 
will take seriously the passage in which Leibniz stated 
that Locke “is pretty much in agreement with Gassendi’s 
system.”118  On this basis, I dispute Milton’s claim that 
Gassendi had little influence on Locke. Who, more than 
one of his contemporaries, could have been aware of the 
proximate context of Locke’s philosophy?  

To conclude, I am now entering into more detail on 
what Leibniz wrote. Firstly, Leibniz seems well aware of 
the polemical use of Gassendi against Descartes on  
Locke’s behalf, as it is said that the author of the Essay 
“seems inclined to agree with most of Gassendi’s objec-
tions against Descartes.”119  Secondly, the character im-
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personating Locke lists several views endorsed by Locke, 
which he evidently considers pivotal in Gassendi’s sys-
tème: “[1] he supports void and atoms, [2] he believes that 
matter could think, [3] that there are no innate ideas, [4] 
that our mind is a tabula rasa, [4] and that we do not 
think all the time.”120 The interconnected theses three and 
four are more properly epistemological. I have mainly ad-
dressed them here, and I also referenced the fifth. As I 
have argued, Locke endorses Gassendi’s account of the 
sensible origin of ideas. Accordingly, he believes that the 
mind begins to have ideas, i.e., to think, only when it per-
ceives external things, of which ideas are images. Moreo-
ver, in a polemical vein, he borrows from Gassendi’s 
counter-examples against Descartes’ innatism, as well as 
against Descartes’ assumption that the mind always 
thinks; that is, that thought is its essence. For both Gas-
sendi and Locke, thought is not the essence of the mind, 
but merely one of its operations. 

Regarding the first two theses, discussing them at 
length exceeds the scope of the present contribution. I just 
point out that, unlike the other theses I have addressed 
here, they have explicit intermediaries: Robert Boyle for 
his corpuscular matter theory, and Thomas Willis for the 
thinking matter issue. The influence of Boyle’s physics on 
Locke is something so well-established that it is not worth 
reasserting it here. 121  Less obvious, however, is that 
Locke’s well-known hint on thinking matter comes from 
Gassendi and Willis. As John Wright has convincingly 
demonstrated, it is likely that the claim that matter ar-
ranged in a specific way is capable of thought comes from 
the neuro-physiological research of Willis, whose 1663-
1664 Oxford lectures were copied by Locke in one of his 
notebooks. In turn, Willis is a follower of Gassendi on 
this point122 Several tenets related to Gassendi’s physics 
and physiology are to be found in Locke and his immedi-
ate context, especially in authors like Boyle and Willis. 
However, a more comprehensive study on this topic has 
yet to be written. 
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