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John Locke

What is meant by innate ideas? Examine the arguments given by Locke to

refute the existence of innate ideas?

Give an account of Locke’s criticism of innate ideas

Theory of Innate Ideas

       According to Locke, the originator of empiricism, the mind is a tabula rasa or

blank plate.  Locke does not accept the theory of innate ideas, for had ideas been

innate they should have been known to children as well as to insane individuals.  People

who believe that ideas are innate are normally lazy, for they want to avoid the effort of

searching for ideas and for that reason like to presume that they are innate.  Secondly,

once it has been established that ideas are innate, it becomes impossible to analyse

them. And as they cannot be analysed it becomes possible for some people to dominate

others by not answering any questions.  According to the theory of innate ideas, when

man is born he inherits a set of ideas that have been impressed upon his soul before his

birth. It should also be kept clearly in mind that Locke’s criticism of the theory of

innate ideas applies to the theories of the British Platonists and Lord Herbert, but not

to Descartes’ philosophy.

Proofs against innate ideas

In order to disprove the theory of innate ideas Locke tried to establish the fact

that man can possess all undeniable knowledge by the application of his normal natural

powers that no innate ideas are required to assist this process.  All experience is

gained through the senses.   Locke presents the following arguments against the theory

of innate ideas:

1. Why do children and mad people have no experience of innate

ideas – In disproving the existence of innate ideas that are universal

in character, Locke has objected that if any truth is impressed upon

the soul, then the soul should be aware of it.  Putting it differently,

it cannot be claimed that the soul can remain unaware of any truths
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that have been impressed upon it or have been part of it since its

creation.  Hence, if the soul does possess some innate ideas then

children and madmen should also be aware of them, but they are

not.

2. Innate ideas should precede all experience and intellectual

development – If there are some innate ideas, by implication, they

should be prior to any acquired knowledge.  On the other hand, it

has been seen that ideas that are said to be innate normally follow

or come after considerable knowledge which children possess.

This knowledge is gained by experience.  Now if it is held

knowledge of these innate ideas occurs when the mind has gone

through certain development, it becomes even more difficult to

prove their innate character.  Another argument put forward to

support the theory of innate ideas is that they are accepted as true

and immutable the moment one becomes conscious of them.  This,

too, cannot be accepted as strictly tenable for in experience

knowledge will be equated with ideas that originate in experience

and are acquired.

3. Space and time, relative ethical and religious concepts cannot be

innate - Some people hold that ethical and moral or religious concepts

are innate, and try to use them as examples in order to prove the

theory of innate ideas. But Locke has demonstrated that in fact, no

religious or ethical idea can be said to be universal. Religious and

ethical concepts are influenced by time and space.  Hence they cannot

be used to prove the theory if innate ideas.

4. Innate ideas cannot be known in the absence of external influence

– One argument put forward in support of the theory of innate ideas is

that these ideas are destroyed and even destroyed by nature, education

or other external influence. This argument can be objected to.  It follows

that whenever such external influences are absent these innate ideas

should be known, that is, the individual should become aware of them.

Children and in same individuals are not influenced by external factors
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and hence they should be the first to realize the presence of innate

ideas but they do not do so.

Having argued against the theory of innate ideas successfully Locke comes to

the conclusion that this concept is baseless.

Locke’s theory of Knowledge

Locke’s criticisms of the theory of innate ideas present only negative aspect

of his theory of knowledge.  On the positive side, the natural corollary of his

arguments is that no ideas are innate, and hence all knowledge is acquired.  It is

learnt from experience.  But it should be noticed that although he refutes the theory

of innate ideas Locke does not deny that the mind’s power of acquiring knowledge

is innate.  According to him the mind is like a bland plate or piece of paper upon

which nothing is inscribed.  Men’s mind acquires knowledge through two sources-

sensations and thought.  By sensation Lock means the process called perception

in psychology.  Thought provides man with knowledge of internal ideas, as in the

process called introspection in psychology.  It provides knowledge of such states

of mind as pain, pleasure, doubt, determination etc. Thought is therefore the

perception of internal mental states.  Ideas that reach the mind through sensation

and through sensation and thought exhibit the following three characteristics:

1. These ideas are simple – Our different sense organs sent individual

sensation to the mind one at a time.

2. They are unrelated – Simple ideas are scattered and they have to be

tied into different kinds of system sand organizations.

When simple ideas are being absorbed the mind in inactive, but Locke

grants that the mind has the power to add or subtract these ideas and to make

complex ideas out of the simple ones.  Perception of the difference or similarity

between ideas amounts to knowledge according to Locke.  Knowledge itself is

not idea but the relation between the ideas and hence it cannot transcend idea

themselves.  Hence, there is no knowledge prior to experience, all knowledge
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comes after experience.  And as Locke has put it, there is nothing in the mind that

was not previously in sensation.  Before a complex idea can be evolved, it is

essential for the mind to receive simple ideas through the medium of sensations.

The mind itself cannot provide knowledge in the absence of this sensory knowledge.

Although the mind is inactive in the perception of qualities of external

objects, when it tries to perceive internal actions the mind has to exert itself.  In

the case of children, knowledge is first provided by simple ideas originating in

sensations, only later does thinking develop the complex ideas.  Locke distinguishes

between internal and external perception in the manner. Falkenberg, the historian

points out that this dichotomy between sensation and thought has its origin in the

dualism of Descartes.


