Critically assess Locke's argument for rejecting the notion of innate ideas. 


Innatism is the theory that humans are born with knowledge ingrained in us. This view is often associated with rationalist philosophers such as Plato and Descartes, while empiricists generally disagree that our knowledge is innate (Samet, 2023). John Locke was one such empiricist from the 17th century, believing that humans are born as ‘tabla rasa’, or blank slates (Uzgalis, 2022). Lockes’ notions of innate ideas is part of a larger argument surrounding the conversation of how we know anything, of how we gain knowledge. It is an important debate because it is attempting to discern how we know anything at all, the foundations and origins of our ability to have or learn any knowledge. It goes back to Platonic times and is still debated today. There are three main theories in this debate, with two extreme opposites and a middle ground. Innatism sits at one end, with empiricists such as John Locke at the other

The difficulties surrounding this debate about innatism are seen in the modern debates of nature verses nurture. Innate knowledge is very difficult to identify from learnt knowledge or even to define what it means for knowledge to be innate (Samet and Zaitchik, 2017). 

Locke makes strong arguments to reject innatism based on empirical evidence for learning. Counter arguments of Locke’s position by Leibniz provide a more reasonable account of our acquisition of knowledge that takes into account natural predispositions offering a middle ground between the two extremes of this debate.

First, we explore what innatism is and two popular arguments for it, the slave boy argument and the clever babies experiment. Then we further explore John Locke’s empiricist position and why he rejects innatism. Finally, we present arguments as to why a middle ground position is more defendable. 

Innatism is the theory that we have knowledge from birth, rather than gaining it through our lives and experiences. There are many variations on what it actually means for an idea to be innate, and each theory often has different ideas of how much innate knowledge we have, and sometimes different ideas of what it means for something to be innate (Samet and Zaitchik, 2017). One of the earliest accounts of nativism is from Plato who said that all knowledge is within our minds from birth and what we would call learning is more like remembering (Goad, 1991, p. 1). Other theories of innatism suggest that instead of recollecting the innate knowledge that was always inside us, we simply know anything innate from the beginning. Theories that say we are always aware on some level of any innate knowledge usually only attribute some knowledge as innate while most would still be learned.

One argument that supports innatism is from Plato’s dialogues, the slave boy argument. The slave boy argument was derived from Plato’s Meno dialogue in which he aims to show that the boy has an innate understanding of maths and logic by getting him to solve a problem. Plato asks the slave boy a simple geometry question, when the boy answers wrong, Plato asks him some questions and then this repeats until the boy answers correctly. Plato argues that the boy was not taught the answer by anyone, and so he had to have remembered the knowledge that was innate within him. "So without anyone having taught him, but through questioning, he will understand, himself recovering the knowledge from himself. ... and this recovery for himself of knowledge from himself is recollection, is it not?" (Meno 85d3). Scott examines the assumptions at the root of Plato’s idea, the assumption of the awareness of the knowledge we have ‘in’ us, which is necessary for recollection to be possible. Scott argues “the whole process starts with the conscious possession of the knowledge, goes through its temporary loss and then returns to exactly the same state as before” (Scott, 1988, p. 127). In other words we are born with knowledge, of which we may not be aware and immediately forget, only to recall it across our lives as we ‘learn’. 

A major objection to this argument is that by the nature of the questions asked to the boy, he was taught the knowledge. If the knowledge was innate within the boy should have been able to get the answer immediately, or possibly after one or two wrong answers, but Plato had to ask a series of highly leading questions to get the boy to give the correct answer. Leading questions contain the answer or clues to the desired answer within them, for example “do you think this amazing essay deserves a high mark?”, which is leading towards a positive answer, just as Plato’s questioning of the boy leads him to the answer. If Plato had to lead the boy to the answer then the knowledge could not have been innate. Due to the leading questions I think it quite safe to say that Plato’s slave boy argument does not work to prove innatism.


A second argument in support of innatism is from the clever babies experiments. These are a series of experiments done on babies and toddlers that aim to show that babies have innate knowledge of various things. One of the most prevalent was done by Jean Piaget who was very infamous in the field of both psychology and the nativist debate for arguing that babies begin to develop object permanence after around 18 months (Samet and Zaitchik, 2017). Other experiments followed, attempting to verify Piaget’s prevailing theory. One such experiment was one done on 5-month old infants that showed that the babies had object permanence (Baillargeon, Spelke and Wasserman, 1985, p. 191). Objects were moved across a stage and behind a screen that was moved up and down, sometimes there would be a block behind the screen which an adult would recognise would stop the object moving. The babies were measured on how long they would stare at each condition, and it was found that they stared longer at the conditions that adults would see as logically impossible, where the block was meant to be blocking the path (Baillargeon, Spelke and Wasserman, 1985, p. 191). The screen hiding the block means that in order to understand that the object should not be able to appear on the other side of it there has to be a understanding that the block continues to exist, despite being out of view. The babies stared far longer at the logically impossible event, suggesting they understand object permanence. It is assumed in arguments against innatism that basic logic such as this is absent in infants, however this experiment would indicate that babies from at least 5 months understand it even if they cannot verbalise it making it possible that it is innate (Samet and Zaitchik, 2017).
A problem with these experiments is that while they do show that babies have object permanence after 5 months, they do not prove that the knowledge is there from birth. In order to be a convincing argument that we are born with innate knowledge, the experiment would need to show that the babies are born with object permanence, rather than simply learning it through their months of experiencing the world. Games such as peek-a-boo can teach infants that objects continue to exist once they stop observing them, such games being so interesting to infants would suggest that they are not born with the knowledge but rather have to learn it, especially since children lose interest in those sorts of games once they understand the concept. You would never keep an adult entertained by hiding and revealing items in such a way, if infants understood the principles of object permanence from birth then, like adults, peek-a-boo should not entertain them. I think that we can safely assume that the clever babies experiments do little to prove innate ideas.
On the other side of the debate of rationalism verses empiricism is Locke’s position of the ‘tabla rasa’. Locke argues that there are no such thing as innate ideas and that we are all born as ‘blank slates’ or ‘tabla rasa’, which get filled in after birth (Uzgalis, 2022). He believes that we learn everything through experience, from walking to a belief in God. His theory is firmly in line with the ideas of empiricism, meaning that he considers innatism as a theory to test scientifically and prove (Uzgalis, 2022). Locke rejects nativist ideas because of a lack of empirical evidence, such as with the clever babies experiments we previously discussed, it is very hard to prove that any knowledge is innate rather than learned.
Another of Locke’s main reasons for rejecting the notion of innate ideas is that the theories would require us to all hold every piece of knowledge we would ever have in our minds at every part of our lives. This becomes apparent because if you try to argue that some knowledge is gained while other is innate then it is almost impossible to properly distinguish between what was always known and what was learned (Uzgalis, 2022). If knowledge has to be either all innate or all leaned, then since there is far more evidence to support the theory that we acquire knowledge through experience, then Locke argues that we should dismiss the notion of innate ideas. 
Having rejected innate ideas, Locke theorises that we learn through experience and that those experiences are understood as ideas. Locke’s theory describes two types of idea: simple and complex (Nathanson, 1973, p. 32). Simple ideas are ideas of just one thing, they cannot be broken down into smaller ideas, such as a colour or heat (Nathanson, 1973, p. 33). Complex ideas are made up of many simple ideas, such as the complex idea of a pineapple, which is made up of the simple ideas of green, yellow, coolness, solidity, etc.  
One problem with Locke’s theory of ideas could be that there are no simple ideas. Simple ideas such as size, temperature and colour are often context dependant. A pineapple that is far away will appear as smaller than it actually is, meaning that size is difficult to label as a simple idea if it changes and must factor in complex ideas such as distance and space. If you held your hand in an oven before handling a room-temperature pineapple then the fruit would likely seem to hold the simple idea of cold, but if I had had my hand in the freezer before handling the same room-temperature pineapple then I would likely say that it has the simple concept of warmth. Depending on lighting, then we may say that the pineapple is different shades of yellow and green, making even those simple ideas of colour more complex than Locke had theorised. The problem with simple ideas being more complex than thought is that Locke relies on our learning being based on them, rather than us being able to grasp complex ideas from birth as that is an idea easily disproved by Locke’s own critique of nativism. If we all could understand complex ideas from birth then children and idiots would both understand them, but if you pose some complex knowledge to a child, it is unlikely to understand. 
A second problem with Locke attempting to discard the notion of innate ideas is that his theory also relies on people having innate abilities. When we are born, Locke says that we have no knowledge but are able to gather it through experiencing the world and piecing together different ideas. However, to be able to gather these ideas and be able to piece together simple ideas into complex and abstract ideas, Locke is assuming an innate ability within people. He assumes that we all have the innate ability to gather ideas and form them into others, he also assumes an ability to tell different ideas apart (Nathanson, 1973, p. 37). This causes an issue for Locke as he believes there are no innate ideas, thinks we are born with no knowledge, nothing within us from birth, but he cannot be right in discarding innate ideas if his theory requires us to have some. It could be argued that the innate ability to learn, distinguish and connect ideas is not itself an idea and so does not create any contradiction in Locke’s theory. Locke rejects innate concepts in all capacities, meaning this is still a problem for him as he does not concede to any innate component in humans.

There is another, third, position in the knowledge debate that sits in the middle which theorises that we are not born with innate knowledge but do have innate dispositions towards certain knowledge. Leibniz’s theory gives ground on there being innate concepts and dispositions, conceding what seems to be the necessity of some innate knowledge, where Locke would not. Some concepts that Leibniz argues are innate are that of being able to tell that something cannot be x and not x at the same time, and the idea of identity such as X=X (Vanzo, 2018, p. 20). A problem with innate concepts is the same that faces any other claims of innate knowledge which is that you cannot prove that we are born with the concepts rather than learn them. However, the innate concepts and abilities that Leibniz suggests are mostly that which would allow further learning of non-innate knowledge, making it far more likely for them to be innate than other concepts. Humans seem to have some innate capabilities, such as language, which have evolved within us to give our species a predisposition towards certain abilities, one to aid learning makes evolutionary sense for us to develop. Leibniz also makes an analogy between a person’s innate dispositions and the veins in a block of marble; the marble is not pre-determined to fall into a certain shape but the veins suggest what it holds a natural tendency towards (Bui, 2017, p. 85). This account of dispositions is very similar to the way that some people can have genetic dispositions towards certain skills, such as having the genes for perfect pitch may make someone more likely to be a musician. There is still complete freewill, we are not predestined to only have a certain amount of knowledge that is within us from birth, but rather there are certain aspects that are innate which can give advantages in certain fields if you choose to follow the veins in your mind as you carve your way through life. 
In conclusion, Locke is right to reject the idea that all our knowledge is innate since it leads to many problems, such as it meaning there is a predetermined amount of knowledge each person will have. Neither the clever babies experiments, nor the slave boy argument, which support nativism, manage to empirically prove that there is knowledge within us from birth, giving Locke very reasonable grounds to reject the notion of innate ideas. However, Locke’s theory cannot account for how our brains can learn anything if there are no innate capabilities or inclinations at all. Leibniz’s theory supports Locke’s rejection of innate ideas but allows for innate dispositions and abilities like learning and language, which have evolutionary evidence. I think Locke’s rejection of innate ideas is sound, but I think he goes too far in his rejection of anything being innate and that there can be empirical evidence for some innate concepts.
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