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

Is it possible or merely impossible for people to be born with innate ideas? In philosophy, innatism is the position that holds the mind accountable for being born with already well-established knowledge, ideas and beliefs (Edgley, 1969, p. 1). In other words, people are born with predetermined and preexisting ideas of the world within their mind (Edgley, 1969, p. 1). The purpose of this essay is to explore and discuss the theory of empiricism presented by the British philosopher John Locke, recognised to hold an epistemological understanding that one’s ideas and knowledge originates only from sensory experience (Connolly, 2023). A significant area of knowledge providing focus to John Locke’s theory lays within his own personal masterpiece essay, titled An Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1689). Although, in order to critically assess the strengths and weaknesses of John Locke’s argument for rejecting the notion of innate ideas, it is first necessary to provide reference to the philosophy of René Descartes. In contrast to Locke, Descartes’ theory is based on the notion that knowledge of the external world and the nature of existence stems from ideas of reason and understanding (Newman, 2023) and the belief that an all-powerful being has placed innate values and ideas within a human beings physical mind (Descartes, 1997, p. 158). 
As a means to understand and critically assess John Locke’s argument for rejecting the notion of innate ideas, it is first necessary to explore René Descartes’ rationalist commitment to the belief of innate ideas (Newman, 2023). Rationalism, or the rationalist doctrine of innate ideas, is the epistemological view regarding the process of reason as the primary foundation for knowledge (Descartes, 1997, p. 152). To put it differently, it is a methodology that maintains the view that people’s ideas and knowledge have not been created externally from the mind but simply exist in the mind from the moment of birth (Edgley, 1969, p. 1). In order to demonstrate his belief in innate ideas, Descartes assembled six meditations in his very famous book, Key Philosophical Writings (1997), that he called Meditations on First Philosophy (Cottingham, 2008, p. 21). The First Meditation begins with Descartes emphasising the rising number of false or fabricated opinions that have assembled since his early life and the requirement to remove all these views that he had once accepted (Descartes, 1997, p. 134), with the aim of recreating the fundamentals of knowledge (Cottingham, 2008, p. 21). For Descartes, people’s false beliefs and opinions were likely to develop “from the senses or through the senses” (Descartes, 1997, p. 135), for example, a building appears to be small when looking at it from a distance (Broughton, 2002, p. 62). Consequently, urging Descartes to exclude all sensory perceptions (Cottingham, 2008, p. 21).
As Descartes provided very little trust to sensory perceptions, he pursued to learn and secure truthful  knowledge from the characteristics of the soul (Descartes, 1997, p. 141), appearing to be totally separate from the body (Blaschko and Sullivan, 2022), and therefore, unrelated to a person’s sensations. The study of the soul demonstrated thought as being an attribute associated with the self (Descartes, 1997, p. 141). From this information, it is gathered that thought, being a property of the mind (an immaterial, nonextended substance), is what creates the self of a human being, because  “a thing which thinks…is a thing which doubts, understands, affirms, denies…imagines and feels” (Descartes, 1997, p. 143). Consequently, suggesting that the self is conscious, informed and the base of all knowledge because a self that is able to think cannot be doubted, for it is the self that is directly doubting. 
In order to demonstrate the belief of innate ideas, Descartes’ theory placed God at the centre of his theoretic and methodical approach (Cottingham, 2008, p. 351) to determine that human beings are rational beings  (Descartes, 1997, p. 151).The Third Meditation focuses on Descartes’ view of maintaining a clear and distinct perception of God within the mind, that God Himself is “infinite, independent, all-knowing and all-powerful” (Descartes, 1997, p. 156). Evidently, for Descartes, this clear and distinct perception has been implanted in the minds of human beings by God Himself (Cottingham, 2008, p. 351). This is because the belief in an infinite and supremely perfect being could not have been formed from an imperfect and finite mind (Cottingham, 2008, p. 351). Accordingly, drawing the conclusion that it would be merely impossible to exist and simply unreasonable for one to retain the belief of a complete and perfect being if God did not exist (Descartes, 1997, p. 161). For this reason, the concept that God operates as a guarantor and supporter of the external world must be accepted because God Himself would not allow a person, created in his own image, to be tricked by their sensory perceptions (Descartes, 1997, p. 161).
However, this position involving the belief of innate ideas is rejected by John Locke because his theory focuses on the understanding that the human mind is something similar to a ‘blank slate’ (tabula rasa), and therefore, appears blank at birth. It is only through one’s developing thought process and later experiences that human beings are able to acquire knowledge (Uzgalis, 2022). In his most influential paper, the Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1689), Locke put forward an evaluation of the human mind and its attainment of knowledge (Uzgalis, 2022). For Locke, people develop and obtain ideas of the world through their own personal experiences (Uzgalis, 2022), and they do this by encountering two different types of experience: sensation and reflection (Chappell, 1994, p. 37). According to Locke, sensation is understood to be sense perception of the attributes of external objects (Connolly, 2023). It is through sensation that people are able to obtain ideas such as hot and cold (Connolly, 2023). In contrast, reflection is recognised as the internal actions of the mind (Connolly, 2023). For example, the process of making a decision includes weighing up the positives and negatives before choosing to do x as an alternative to y. It is apparent that when making a decision, it is merely an act of the mind that considers the possibilities and then comes to a reasonable decision. For Locke, this is the process of reflection, where one is able to percept, think, doubt, believe, reason, know, and will (Connolly, 2023). Consequently, it is evident that the mind is capable of examining, comparing and combining ideas that one obtains through sensation and the process of reflection (Chappell, 1994, p. 37). Therefore, Locke would reject Descartes’ rationalist theory because to say than an idea has been rooted within the mind from the moment of birth is unintelligible. 
Similarly, another reason for rejecting the notion of innate ideas is based on Descartes’ theory of God, that He Himself must exist because it is merely impossible for a finite and imperfect mind to retain the belief in an all-powerful, infinite being if God did not exist (Descartes, 1997, p. 161). Descartes’ theory argues that it is not possible to obtain the idea of an infinite God from our limited experiences of the world (Connolly, 2023). As a result, Descartes’ conclusion is that the only reasonable explanation for the belief in an infinite God is that God Himself created humanity and implanted this idea within their minds (Connolly, 2023). In spite of this, Locke provides reference to the fact that some people do not possess these religious beliefs that are supposedly innate to all human beings. For example, there are some cultures and religions, such as Buddhism (Purzycki and Holland, 2019, p. 348), that do not believe in the theistic concept of God (Locke, 2004 [1689], bk. 1, ch. 4, para. 8). In response to Descartes, Locke credits his theory as being able to demonstrate how many of people’s ideas, such as the belief in a God, is able to come from experience. This is highlighted through reflecting on oneself, particularly the idea of knowledge and power (Locke, 2004 [1689], bk. 2, ch. 1, para. 4). As people are able to understand the concept of knowledge and power, it is equally possible to envision a being that possesses all the power and knowledge (Locke, 2004 [1689], bk. 2, ch. 23, para. 33). Hence, it is possible for human beings to use their ideas from their experiences and understanding of the world to construct a belief in an omniscient and infinite God (Connolly, 2023). As a result of being able to provide an explanation that the idea of God could have stemmed from experience, there is little justification to believe Descartes’ theory that God is innate. Likewise, it is vital to mention that Locke could argue, that unless people believe in Descartes’ theory of God as a ‘guarantor’ for the external world, along with his opinions concerning clear and distinct notions, it seems relevant to declare that his theory will not be convinced but scrutinised by others. As Descartes’ views regarding God are formed and intertwined with the concept of clear and distinct ideas, this creates a circular argument, known as the Cartesian Circle, which could be that could be later on challenging for Descartes to justify (Rose, 1965, p. 80). 
Moreover, not only does Locke’s theory demonstrate that there are two types of experience, it also divides the concept of ideas into two categories, simple and complex, to show that all ideas presented to human beings are the result of direct or indirect experiences (Connolly, 2023). According to Locke, a simple idea is recognised to exhibit one appearance, which enters through the senses unmixed and in a simple manner (Locke, 2004 [1689], bk. 2, ch. 2, para. 1). On the contrary, a complex idea is composed of many simple ideas combined as one (Locke, 2004 [1689], bk. 2, ch. 12, para. 1). For example, the concept of snow is both the colour white and cold (Connolly, 2023). Clearly, snow is a simple idea because it appears white, although can also be a complex idea because it is cold (Connolly, 2023). For Locke, all simple ideas originate from one’s experience (Locke 2004 [1689], bk. 2, ch. 2, para. 2), meaning it is possible to combine these in a variety of ways. In this sense, the idea of both gold and a mountain can be combined to form the idea of a gold-mountain, even though it is very unlikely that anyone has come across one. From this illustration, it is apparent that all complex ideas are merely a mixture of simplistic ideas one has acquired from experience (Locke 2004 [1689], bk. 2, ch. 12, para. 2). 
To further his argument, Locke argues that abstract ideas are likewise dependent on experience because the idea of white is created through various observations, such as milk and snow, which resembles the same quality (Connolly, 2023). It is only after this has been done that it is crucial to separate the ideas to identify the differences. In this case, milk is a liquid and snow presents a feeling of fluffiness (Connolly, 2023). By concentrating on the similarities and differences, it is possible to create an abstract idea of the colour white (Connolly, 2023). To summarise, Locke has aimed to provides an explanation for the origin of all ideas, that they have been either direct or indirect through the senses, from people’s daily experiences (Connolly, 2023). It is important to recognise that all simple ideas are the result of sensation or reflection, and the combination of simple ideas provides a mean to establish new complex ideas (Connolly, 2023). From this, it is possible to establish abstract ideas through separation of the differences and preservation of the similarities (Connolly, 2023). Although it may be counter argued that complex ideas have not been perceived through experience, they are nevertheless developed from one’s experience because they are entirely dependent on the simple ideas (Connolly, 2023). As these are a justification for the belief that knowledge is gained through experience, there is no substantial to believe in innate ideas, therefore, all ideas and knowledge of the world depend on experience (Connolly, 2023). 
This essay has critically assessed the validity and strength of John Locke's theory of empiricism as a means to reject the notion of innate ideas presented by René Descartes. Descartes has aimed to provide a significant explanation for the belief of innate ideas through the example of God. However, while he provided a sound explanation for the belief in an infinite and perfect being, Locke’s argument appears much more reasonable. This is due to his criticism that not all cultures and religions believe in a God, some people are not religious at all. Therefore, placing Descartes’ theory under extreme scrutiny where it is likely to be held as a vulnerable view with no satisfactory evidence. On the other hand, it is impossible to deny that Locke’s empirical evidence for the justification of obtaining knowledge through experience and experience only is a persuasive argument. The reference to two distinct types of experience, which being sensation and reflection, along with the belief that every idea is able to be divided into two separate categories, demonstrates the strength and depth of empiricism to demonstrate that experience is the primary source and foundation for knowledge. 
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