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  Introduction


  Love it or hate it, no contemporary student of philosophy can ignore John Locke's Essay Concerning Human Understanding. Initially published in December of 1689, it has been one of the most influential books of the last three centuries; in fact, it is not much of a stretch to say that every subsequent philosopher has been touched by Locke's ideas in some way. The unique importance of Locke's Essay lies in the fact that it is the first systematic presentation of an *empiricist* philosophy of mind and cognition: a theory of knowledge and belief based wholly on the principle that everything in our mind gets there by way of experience. The first principle of an empiricist philosophy of mind is often illustrated by the notion of a Tabula Rasa, or a blank slate (an illustration Locke himself made famous in the Essay): at birth, our minds arrive into this world completely empty, like a pure white sheet of paper, and it is only as experience "writes" on this paper that ideas and thoughts begin to form.


  As the first explicit formulation of an empiricist philosophy, the Essay had a profound effect upon the intellectual climate of the late 17th century, which until then was wholly dominated by two warring camps, the established Aristotelian *Scholastics* on the one hand and the upstart Cartesian *rationalists* on the other. Locke, with his thoroughgoing, but rational, empiricism, cut a middle road through these two extreme positions, and offered an alternative view of the world and our access to it, which proved enticing to many thinkers. Roughly contemporary empiricists such as George Berkeley, and slightly later ones such David Hume, built their philosophies on the foundation Locke had laid out. Kant, seeking to reconcile empiricism with rationalism in the late 18th century, drew heavily from Locke's work, in large part giving precise and novel formulation to ideas which stemmed originally from the Essay. Even in the 20th century, empiricists such as Rudolph Carnap, G.E. Moore, and W.V. Quine, explicitly expressed their debt to Locke's writings. Locke's contribution to empiricism can hardly be overstated; not only did he give us one of the most detailed and plausible accounts of the position to date, but, in a sense, he spurred the entire movement with his innovative ideas.


  The Essay, though, is far from a narrow work on a single topic. It is, in fact, staggeringly wide-ranging, covering such diverse topics as philosophy of language, philosophy of logic, moral philosophy, and philosophy of religion in addition to the better known philosophy of mind and cognition. Locke treats each of these topics intelligibly and provocatively, making his book a convenient starting point for students and scholars alike.


  Book I: Attack on Innate Knowledge


  Summary


  Book I, "Of Innate Notions," is an attack on the theory that human beings are born knowing certain things. This idea can take one of two basic forms. Either the theory can be one about principles (i.e. statements of fact) or it can be one about ideas (the sort of things that we have names for, such as "God," "blue," or "existence"). In the first three chapters of Book I, Locke focuses his attention solely on principles. In the last chapter he turns to ideas.


  The main thrust of Locke's attack on innate knowledge can be found in Chapter ii. Here he criticizes the possibility of innate theoretical principles. Locke's argument against innate theoretical principles can be captured in three sentences: If, in fact, there are any innate principles, then everyone would assent to them. There are no principles that everyone assents to. Therefore, there are no innate principles. Locke is very careful to demonstrate that there are no principles to which everyone would assent, providing his proof as a dialectic: the nativist (or believer in the existence of innate principles) asserts his claim in its strongest form (i.e. there are certain theoretical principles to which everyone would assent), to which Locke objects. The nativist then revises his claim to accommodate Locke's objection, Locke objects again, and so on until the nativist position becomes trivial. Throughout, Locke's strategy is to focus on those principles which he views as the best possible candidate for universal consent, namely that whatever is is and nothing can be and not be at the same time.


  Locke then moves on (in chapter iii) to the possibility of innate moral knowledge. Here too, he claims, there is no universal consent. No man would consent to even the most obvious moral laws without a great deal of reasoning first. Finally, Locke concludes Book I by considering the possibility of innate ideas. On this point he has several lines of attack. First, he draws our attention to developing children (a tactic to which he will appeal repeatedly throughout the text). He claims that they clearly come into the world devoid of ideas, since they only ever seem to have the ideas of those things they have experienced. Next he turns to the ideas which make up the propositions he was investigating in chapter ii--ideas such as "existence" and "identity"--and argues that these are some of the least likely ideas to be innate. These ideas are so obscure and confusing that often one needs several degrees just to become clear on them; obviously, if children were born with these ideas we would not find them so difficult to grasp. (The point here is: since these ideas are not innate, neither are the propositions that they make up. This is just in case you failed to be convinced of the arguments in chapter ii). Last, he turns to the idea of God, the idea he feels is the likeliest candidate for innateness. This idea, however, is clearly not innate, since many cultures recognize no god.


  Analysis


  Because the argument for the claim that there is no universal consent for any theoretical principles is long and arduous and also extremely important historically, it demands some detailed analysis. The best way to understand the argument is by breaking it up into dialogue form, giving both the nativist and Locke chances to speak in turn. The dialogue opens with the nativist's statement of his position in unqualified form: There are certain principles that are universally agreed upon and the only way to explain this is to suppose that these principles are innate. Locke's primary reply is that there are no such principles. Even the principles whatever is is and nothing can be and not be at the same time are not agreed upon by idiots. The nativist then refines his position: Our knowledge of these principles does not start out as explicit and conscious knowledge, rather we have tacit knowledge of the principles in question, and it takes some work to make this tacit knowledge explicit.


  Locke's response is to call this position incoherent. It is impossible for something to be in the mind without our being aware of it; to be in the mind, to be mental, is to be conscious. This claim is often referred to as Locke's thesis of the "Transparency of the Mental." It is by no means an incontrovertible claim. There is, first of all, the problem of memory; we are not conscious of memories but they are in the mind. There is also the issue of non-conscious principles, propositions, or bits of knowledge. Even when I am not thinking that two plus two equals four, I am tempted to say that I still know it. (In reply to these objections Locke would most likely argue that in order to get into the mind we had at one time to be conscious of these memories and truths.) It is because of cases like these that many philosophers have been tempted to say that knowledge is dispositional; we know something if and only if we know what to do with it once it comes into awareness.


  This is exactly the point that the nativist next makes. It is not really that we have tacit knowledge, he says, but that we have an innate capacity or disposition, an inborn ability to entertain certain ideas and arrive at certain principles. Locke dismisses this position, claiming that the doctrine is empty because it ends up saying that everything we know is innate (since we obviously have the capacity to know everything we come to know). He also points out that it does not really qualify as a theory of innate principles, since it admits that experience is required to trigger any and all knowledge.


  It is not at all clear that Locke's response here is adequate to disprove the nativist position. At the very least, there is a nativist position very close to the one stated here that escapes Locke's criticism. This is the position held by the philosophers G.W. Leibniz and Immanuel Kant. According to Leibniz, we have a disposition toward knowing certain things and we can find the basis for this knowledge in ourselves through introspection. He appeals to the distinction between the context of discovery and the context of justification in order to make this claim. While experience may be required to discover truths, it cannot be the basis for our knowing them. We could never arrive at claims about all objects through experience since we never experience anything but a very limited number of objects. This justification must somehow be supplied by the mind, and Leibniz claims that the justification is supplied through innate dispositions toward knowledge. Kant's notion of the categories of thought plays a similar role; the categories act as innate molds into which we form our experience in order to arrive at knowledge.


  Neither Kant's nor Leibniz's formulation of the nativist position is empty in the way that Locke claims. In addition, both can be seen as real nativist claims, contrary to what Locke argues. Though experience is necessary to trigger knowledge on these models of the mind, experience is not sufficient for knowledge. Innate categories of thought, in the form of certain innate principles, are needed if human beings are to arrive at any knowledge through experience.


  Locke's nativist, however, is unaware that he has not yet lost this particular argument. Rather than pointing out that Locke misunderstood his claim (which, of course, would be impossible, since the nativist is simply Locke playing devil's advocate with himself) the nativist tries once again to reformulate his position. Locke and the nativist continue to wrangle for a few more pages before Locke considers the battle won. Given his crucial mistake in characterizing the nativist claim regarding dispositions, however, he is not really justified in believing that he defeated the nativist. Whether or not he might have been able to think up an objection to the position as formulated by Leibniz and Kant, he failed to do so in the Essay, and so as an argument against innate knowledge, Book I fails.


  Book II chapter i-vii: Simple Ideas


  Summary


  Now that Locke feels he has demonstrated where knowledge does not come from (i.e. innate principles or ideas), he sets out to show where it does, in fact, come from. This project will consume the rest of the Essay. The picture, on its surface, is exceedingly simple. Knowledge is built up from ideas (the operation by which this occurs is discussed in Book IV). Ideas come in two basic types: simple and complex. Complex ideas are built from simple ideas. All knowledge, therefore, traces back to simple ideas, and simple ideas come exclusively through experience. Book II chapters i-vii are all about the origin and nature of these simple ideas. There are only two ways that a simple idea can find its way into a human mind: through sensation, or by reflection. In sensation the mind turns outward to the world and receives ideas through the faculties of sight, hearing, touch, smell, and taste. In reflection the mind turns toward its own operations, receiving such as ideas as "thinking," "willing," "believing," "doubting." In either case, the process is completely passive. Locke breaks simple ideas down into four categories, each of which receives its own chapter. Chapter iii discusses the ideas we receive from a single sense, such as from sight or touch. The idea of blue and of the sound of a trumpet would be examples of ideas from this category. The idea of solidity, which receives its own chapter (iv), would be another. Chapter v looks at those ideas that get into the mind through more than one sense. Shape and size, for instance, are ideas that arise both from our sense of sight and from our sense of touch. Ideas which come into the mind through reflection are the topic of chapter vi, and chapter vii focuses on those ideas which are the product of both sensation and reflection. As examples of this last type of idea, Locke uses the ideas of unity, existence, pleasure, pain, and substance.


  Analysis


  In introducing the notion of simple ideas, Locke claims that we can break all of our experiences down into their fundamental parts. If we see a cat, for instance, we can break that sensation down into blackness, softness, shininess, a certain size, a certain shape, etc. Fundamental bits, those that are "uncompounded, without parts," and cannot be broken down any further, are the simple ideas. On first blush, this definition of simple ideas seems plausible. Certainly, our experiences of the world can be analyzed down into their component parts. However, a little prodding leaves the definition looking less tenable.


  Take a solid blue wall, for instance. Surely looking at this wall would yield a single simple idea. It is a prime example of something uniform and uncompounded. Consider, however, the shadows that would inevitably be cast across the wall, as well as the other minute variations in shade that would inevitably be present. Now it is not so clear whether the wall yields a single simple idea or many. One has to wonder whether there really can be an end to this analysis of experience down into component parts, whether there are any fundamental parts that cannot be broken down any further.


  As an even more unsettling example, take the taste of wine. To people with unsophisticated palates, this is an uncompounded idea, but other people sense many components in a single sip of good wine. To them, this idea is complex. Locke certainly would not want simplicity to be relative, though. He wants the same experiences to give rise to the same simple ideas in everyone. This criterion for simplicity, then, seems to fail.


  Luckily, Locke also puts forward two other candidates as criteria for simplicity, both of which seem more plausible than the first. One criterion is definitional: A simple idea is one that cannot be defined. For example, though we all know what blue looks, no one could give a definition of it, so it qualifies as a simple idea. This seems to hold very well in the case of colors, sounds, tastes, pain, thought, etc.--that is, everything that involves phenomenal experience. It is not as obviously true in the case of existence, unity, solidity and the like.


  Locke ventures his last criterion for simplicity much later in the book. In Book III, chapter iv, section 11, Locke claims that simple ideas are those that cannot conceivably get into the mind in any way other than by experience. (In other words, there is no way dream them up or to derive them from someone else's description.) To illustrate, he tells the story of a man who has never eaten a pineapple but wants to know what one tastes like. No matter how much this man reads about the taste of a pineapple, or has a friend describe the sensation in all of its detail, this man will never know what a pineapple tastes like until he eats one. (Contrast this to a man who wants to know what a horse is. Even if he has never seen a horse, he can get an excellent idea of one by reading about them.) Again, though, this criterion seems more applicable to ideas of phenomenal experience than to ideas that do not involve phenomenal experience. Is it really so impossible to get an idea of unity without directly experiencing unity?
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