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      Early Modern Philosophy: Lecture 3—Locke on Philosophy and Innateness 1. Two Differences between Descartes and Locke There are two ways in which Descartes is Platonist in his outlook, whereas Locke is not: (i) In his conception of the relation between philosophy and science; (ii) In his acceptance of the innateness of some ideas (e.g., God) 2. Locke on the Place of Philosophy The commonwealth of learning is not at this time without master-builders, whose mighty designs in advancing the sciences, will leave lasting monuments to the admiration of posterity; but every one must not hope to be a Boyle, or a Sydenham; and in an age that produces such masters, as the great — Huygenius, and the incomparable Mr. Newton, with some others of that strain; it is ambition enough to be employed as an under-labourer in clearing the ground a little, and removing some of the rubbish that lies in the way to knowledge; which certainly had been very much more advanced in the world, if the endeavours of ingenious and industrious men had not been much cumbered with the learned but frivolous use of uncouth, affected, or unintelligible terms, introduced into the sciences, and there made an art of, to that degree, that philosophy, which is nothing but the true knowledge of things, was thought unfit, or uncapable to be brought into well-bred company, and polite conversation. (Essay, Epistle to Reader) Descartes, by contrast, thought it was the business of philosophy to work out the first principles of science, and identified what he took to be the basic physical features of the world on purely philosophical grounds. 3. Descartes on Innate Ideas Descartes reports his intuitive view thus: [F]or, as I have the power of conceiving what is called a thing, or a truth, or a thought, it seems to me that I hold this power from no other source than my own nature (Meditation III, para 7) The idea of God, however, has a special status, as being both obviously not created by me, and also innate: And, in truth, it is not to be wondered at that God, at my creation, implanted this idea in me, that it might serve, as it were, for the mark of the workman impressed on his work (Meditation III, para 38) 4. Locke on Ideas But, before I proceed on to what I have thought on this subject, I must here in the entrance beg pardon of my reader for the frequent use of the word “idea,” which he will find in the following treatise. It being that term, which, I think, serves best to stand for whatsoever is the object of the understanding when a man thinks; I have 1 used it to express whatever is meant by phantasm, notion, species, or whatever it is which the mind can be employed about in thinking; and I could not avoid frequently using it. (Essay, I, i, 8) Two things to note about this: (i) Locke uses thinks that ‘whatsoever is the object of the understanding when a man thinks’ is something in the mind; (ii) He is indifferent as between ‘phantasm, notion, species, or whatever’. On (i): this looks part of a generally questionable approach to the relation between the mind and the world. (ii) looks as if it skews the discussion considerably. 5. Locke against Innateness Locke doesn’t argue directly against the innateness of ideas, but rather, against the innateness of principles—with it being presumed, I suppose, that ideas can’t exist without principles in which they are employed. (This is an interesting assumption, if Locke makes it, because it suggests interesting parallels with the relation between words and sentences.) Locke then argues against innateness in two ways: (i) By arguing that the principal arguments in favour of innateness are no good; (ii) By arguing that a plausible developmental story has the principles and ideas arriving later, with experience and reason. 6. The Supposed Argument for Innateness The argument for innateness which Locke attacks seems to be this: (IN1) If a principle is universally consented to, it is innate; (IN2) Certain principles (e.g., that it is impossible for the same thing both to be and not to be) are universally consented to; so (IN3) Those principles are innate. Locke argues (A) that (IN1) is false: there may be another explanation of its being universally consented to. And (B) that (IN2) is false: the principles in question are not consented to until reason has been applied, in the light of experience. (A) needs more consideration later. 7. The Argument against Universal Consent A key assumption in Locke’s argument against (IN2) is this: it seeming to me near a contradiction, to say, that there are truths imprinted on the soul, which it perceives or understands not; imprinting, if it signify any thing, being nothing else, but the making certain truths to be perceived. (Essay, I, ii, 5) 2 This is a broadly Cartesian assumption, to the effect that we always know what we are thinking. Locke uses it to rule out the idea that there might be a kind of unconscious or subconscious consent. This is perhaps pressed on Locke by his conception of ideas—perhaps as kinds of image—but that should only make us question that conception of ideas, given the general role of ideas in the argument. And this assumption was denied by Leibniz, who believed in innate ideas and principles. 8. Locke’s Conclusion: Empiricism Let us then suppose the mind to be, as we say, white paper, void of all characters, without any ideas; how comes it to be furnished? Whence comes it by that vast store which the busy and boundless fancy of man has painted on it, with an almost endless variety? Whence has it all the materials of reason and knowledge? To this I answer, in one word, from experience; in all that our knowledge is founded, and from that it ultimately derives itself. Our observation employed either about external sensible objects, or about the internal operations of our minds, perceived and reflected on by ourselves, is that which supplies our understandings with all the materials of thinking. These two are the fountains of knowledge, from whence all the ideas we have, or can naturally have, do spring. (Essay, II, i, 2) 9. What’s it all about?—Plato The innateness assumption has a history deriving at least from a famous passage in Plato’s Meno, in which Socrates gets an uneducated slave-boy to see the correctness of a solution to a geometrical problem. How does he know that’s the right answer? Well, his soul must have existed for ever, and must always have previously learned the answer. And all knowledge is recollection. 10. What is the Point of Plato’s ‘Theory’? What Socrates is pointing to is some special status to the knowledge which the slave-boy now has: it’s not like finding out an empirical fact. We now mostly describe this kind of knowledge as a priori knowledge, which is loosely glossed as: knowledge which can be possessed without recourse to experience (observation, experimental checking, etc.). As such it is contrasted with a posteriori knowledge, which depends on experience. A clear and obvious case of a priori knowledge: ‘All bachelors are unmarried’—you don’t need to go and interview lots of bachelors to find that out. But note that the loose gloss on a priori knowledge suggests that you don’t need any experience at all to possess a priori knowledge—and that’s implausible for the obvious case: you wouldn’t know what a bachelor, or marriage, was with no experience! So that needs adjustment. 3 11. Two Distinctions Compared Another thing that is often said about truths of geometry and truths like ‘All bachelors are unmarried’ is that they are necessary truths. So we have two distinctions: (i) Between necessary and contingent truths; and (ii) Between truths which are knowable a priori, and those which can only be known a posteriori. It is often assumed that distinctions (i) and (ii) coincide, so that all necessary truths are a priori (and vice versa), and all contingent truths are a posteriori (and vice versa). But why should they? Distinction (i) is a distinction in how things can be, whereas distinction (ii) is a distinction in how things can be known. Distinction (ii) is an epistemic or epistemological distinction, whereas distinction (i) is not (it’s sometimes called metaphysical or ontological). This point was made by Saul Kripke in Naming and Necessity. Might there be necessary a posteriori truths, or contingent a priori truths? It seems there can be. Consider this: (a) The atomic number of gold is 79. Isn’t that a necessary truth? But you need to do some chemistry to find it out. And what about this? – (b) I am here. I don’t need to check (b) by observation—so it looks a priori—but it’s contingent (I might not have got here). 12. Innateness and the A Priori It looks as if innateness is a way of trying to make sense of the a priori. But it’s a poor way of doing it. Suppose you have bred a breed of dog to expect food whenever a bell rings. There’s perhaps a sense in which every dog in that breed believes that if the bell rings, there will be food. So this principle is innate (born in) in every dog. But it’s still in some sense an a posteriori principle: its justification is by experience—not because the dog is inclined to believe it, or because it was bred to believe it. 13. Origin and Justification The problem here lies at the heart of Locke’s project: he is concerned to find the origin of what is in the mind. This question of origin (how did that stuff get there?) is distinct from the question of justification. And that lies at the heart of the difference between psychology and philosophy. Roughly: psychology asks how it comes about that we come to believe or feel something; philosophy asks why it is, or might be, right to believe or think that. Michael Morris 4 
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