Assignment 2
Q: Critically assess Locke's argument for rejecting the notion of innate ideas. 
This essay will consist of four parts, to begin will be the introduction. In this segment I will state what I aim to achieve in this essay as well as giving context to who John Locke is and his philosophy. I believe this will be a benefit for it will help the reader understand John Locke in the way of his biases and the world he was living, two very important features if you aim to understand how Locke came to his conclusions. The second segment will be an explanation of Locke’s argument for the rejection of innate ideas, this segment is needed because I believe to successfully criticise something you must have a concise understanding of what you intend to criticise. Section three will focus on the critiques made to Locke’s argument and where it shines. The fourth and final part will be the conclusion where I will, well, conclude. This will involve going through all we have gathered and determine if Locke’s argument holds up against critique.

1.Introduction
John Locke, a prominent 17th-century philosopher and key figure in the enlightenment, put forward a radical argument contradictory to prevailing philosophical notions; this argument was the rejection of innate ideas. In his seminal work, “Essay Concerning Human Understanding” Locke argues that the human mind does not come with prior knowledge at birth but is instead akin to a blank slate or ‘tabula rasa’. This essay embarks on a critical assessment of Locke’s argument by going through and dissecting the points made in the argument of his rejection for innate ideas. By scrutinizing Locke’s empiricist stance, exploring the implications of the tabula rasa, and examining his observations of the lack of universality in innate ideas, I will highlight the strengths and weaknesses of Locke’s position.
Context
John Locke (1632-1704) was born in Somerset, England. He received his education at Westminster school and later attended Christ Church, in Oxford, where he studied medicine. Perhaps the study of medicine is why he came at philosophical questions with a scientific approach; his works were heavily influenced by the scientific revolution (The name given for the time period of the 16th and 17th century where drastic change of scientific thought took place, said thoughts replacing the Greek views that had dominated the past 2000 years) as well the works of Robert Boyle and Issac Newton. Locke is often regarded as one of the key figures of empiricism, the philosophical belief that experience and sensory perception in the acquisition of knowledge. 
Locke’s work
Locke had variety when it came to his work, he challenged many subjects and ideas. Said subjects are:

The nature of human knowledge
His most significant work “An Essay Concerning Human Understanding” was published in 1960, I will look at this work in greater detail in the next section.
Political philosophy
Locke’s views on political philosophy can be found in his work “Two Treaties of Government” that was also published in 1690. In his treatise, he argues for the natural rights of individuals that include life, liberty and property. Locke’s ideas of government and individuals had profound impacts on the development of liberal political thought, influencing important figures such as Thomas Jefferson and the drafting of the United States declaration of independence.
Religion
Locke argued for the separation of church and state, advocating for religious freedom and tolerance. This can be found in his work “A Letter Concerning Toleration” (1689)
Education
In his work “Some Thoughts Concerning Education” (1693), Locke discusses his ideas regarding education and the upbringing of children. His main point being that the mind should be taught in three distinct ways: The development of a healthy body, the ways to achieve a virtuous character and the choice of an appropriate academic curriculum.
Legacy
Locke’s ideas were part of the foundation for empiricism and the scientific method. His points on individual rights, social contrast and separation of powers were influential in regard to constitutional democracy. His principles were crucial in the political philosophy of the enlightenment and the founding principles of the United States. John Locke’s works continue to be studied in many fields and his influence can easily be seen in modern political and philosophical thought. 

2. Locke’s argument for the rejection of innate ideas
Note: Going onward, “An Essay Regarding Human Understanding” (1690) shall be referred to as AERHU
Overview of the argument
John Locke’s rejection of innate ideas is built upon his empiricist philosophy, the philosophy that believes all knowledge comes from sensory perception and experience. In “AERHU”, Locke states that the mind, at birth, is a blank slate or tabula rasa absent of any ideas. Locke believes that knowledge is acquired through the faculties of sensation and reflection, as individuals interact with the external world, they will gain more experience and ideas to reflect upon. This can be seen in the following passage: “Let us then suppose the mind to be, as we say, white paper void of all characters, without any ideas; how comes it to be furnished? Whence comes it by the vast store which the busy and boundless fancy of man has painted on it with an almost endless variety? Whence has it all the materials of reason and knowledge? To this, I answer, in one word, from EXPERIENCE”.[endnoteRef:1]  [1:  An Essay Regarding Human Understanding (Wordsworth Editions, 2014)] 

Because of Locke’s empirical stance, he has to challenge the belief of innate ideas, this is seen in AERHU. I will go through his evidence for rejecting innate ideas accompanied with a quote.
Absence of universality
Locke disagrees with the idea that innate ideas are universally accepted. His evidence for this is that he observes diversity and difference in beliefs and principles across many cultures and societies, his argument is that if ideas were innate, said difference would not exist.
Quote: “If it were innate, it would be universal. In some minds it would be constantly assented to, and in others, at some times or other, always rejected.”[endnoteRef:2] [2:  An Essay Regarding Human Understanding (Wordsworth Editions, 2014)
] 

Immediate awareness
Locke questions why, if ideas are innate, why is conscious mind not aware of them for they should be accessible from the beginning.
Quote: “For if any one say, then by innate, what shall be meant but what is in some sense born with us; in some sense the soul receives in its very first being, and brings into the world with it; I desire to be understood, in that which is the strictest sense of born with us, which, signify anything natural, must mean that which is truly and properly so”[endnoteRef:3] [3:  An Essay Regarding Human Understanding (Wordsworth Editions, 2014)] 

Incapability of innate ideas
Locke brings forth the point that if innate ideas exist, how can we, as humans, be aware of this? This links in with the lack of immediate awareness. Before we experience life, living, the use of sense, how can any idea be used or understood?
Quote: “For where is the man that has innate principles before he has known the objects of sense? Or any abstract ideas, however, formed before he has experienced the operation of bodies?”[endnoteRef:4] [4:  An Essay Regarding Human Understanding (Wordsworth Editions, 2014)] 

Summary
Locke builds his argument with the emphasis of experience gained through sensory perception, the lack of universality, the lack of immediate awareness as well as the incapability of using said innate ideas. All arguments are heavily influenced by his empiricist view and his knowledge of the human body. He has grounded his points in reason instead of faith and goes against what has been the belief for many years. He likely has this thought because of the time he lived in, which is in fact proof of his argument. The external world shapes our ideas instead of prior knowledge being foisted upon us.


Criticism 
Inadequate explanation for complex ideas
Immanuel Kant, in his “Critique of pure reason” argues against Locke’s empiricism with the use of synthetic a priori truths. Kant does not believe that complex ideas can be gathered solely on sensory experience. Kant makes three key critiques, those are:
1. The necessity of mathematical truths: Kant argues that mathematical truths are necessary and universal, their certainty is not a result of sensory experience. Locke’s argument struggles to account for the need of universally accepted mathematical propositions.
2. Ideas independent of experience: Kant makes the point that concepts, like space and time, cannot be derived through experience but are necessary to organize our sensory experiences. These concepts are a priori and cannot be explained by Locke’s view.
3. Limitation: Kant notes that Locke’s way of thinking can only discern simple ideas. unable to understand complex ideas, it highlights the incapability of Locke’s argument.
These points can be seen in the quote: “Experience without the least doubt forces us to think that something exists, because certain representations are connected with it. But this representation of necessary connection with an existence cannot be given by experience, nay, cannot even be derived from it”.[endnoteRef:5] [5:  Critique of Pure Reason (Penguin Classics, 2007)
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Universality 
Locke argues that the lack of universality in innate ideas is proof of its nonexistence. His point being that if innate ideas exist, there should be no dissent. However, this has been criticised that dissent does not disprove universality; it is possible dissent is due to individual differences, varied interpretations and cultural factors rather than the absence of innate ideas. 
Another point Locke made was the abundance of diversity in cultures and society, this too should not exist if innate ideas are universal. However, Scholars have argued that this does not disprove innate ideas but instead that innate ideas can exist but the diversity comes from cultural influences. The innate idea is there but it can be moulded and sculpted dependent on external influences.
Tabula rasa
Locke’s “blank slate” metaphor has been critiqued by the likes of Berkley and Husseri for the lack of consistency. Critics have noted that Locke’s argument does not deal with the existence of cognitive structures and capabilities that are present at birth. An example of this would be the ability to learn language efficiently in early childhood suggests innate linguistic capabilities.
The metaphor also fails to take into account instincts and intuition that can guide human behaviour. The existence of these capabilities can be seen as proof of an inherent structure that forms independent of experience and influences human understanding.
Conclusion 
Locke made audacious claims with empiricist views and provided evidence for his reasoning. Unlike his predecessors, he did not mention God or faith and did not imply any heavenly intervention or plan when explaining human behaviour. He based his arguments in reason and said arguments were also critiqued using reason. He strongly emphasised the use of sensory perception as a way of gaining knowledge which was the antithesis of the held belief of Descartes’ cogito ergo sum. Whilst I believe more in the validity of Locke than Descartes, I do not believe that what he argues for is correct. Kant’s critiques prove the limitations of Locke’s framework and critics have given other explanations for the lack universality. I believe Locke was too influenced by his surroundings of the scientific revolution and the enlightenment. A philosopher of science, Thomas Kuhn, points out the possibility of cultural bias and I’m inclined to agree. Despite this, Locke’s work was progressive and became a springboard for greater philosophical discussions, his legacy had and continues to have an impact on how we understand human behaviour.



















